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Understanding the Gender Gap in Utah Higher Education: Qualitative Findings

Utah has one of the highest levels of gender inequality in
higher education in the United States.! For example, only
9.3% of Utah women over 25 years old have earned an ad-
vanced degree (higher than a bachelor’s degree), compared to
14.1% of men. It is unfortunate since education is associated
with many positive outcomes, including financial security
and higher quality of life.> To understand this gender dispar-
ity, we collected quantitative and qualitative data from Utah
women to examine their challenges, goals, and access to re-
sources while pursuing higher education. The first brief, pub-
lished September 21, 2022, reported quantitative results from
an online survey.® This brief, the second and final of the se-
ries, reports qualitative results from in-depth interviews of
Utah women enrolled in college or graduate school.

Study Background

Interview participants were recruited in multiple ways. First,
when respondents completed the online survey that collected
data for the first brief,* they were directed to another survey
asking if they were interested in participating in an inter-
view.3 Second, participants were recruited through social me-
dia platforms of Utah universities and through the Utah
Women & Leadership Project (UWLP) networks. Lastly, a
call for participants was sent out by research team members
through professional networks to colleagues at various Utah
universities.

We emailed a screening survey to those who showed an in-
terest in interviewing. We used the survey to verify the eligi-
bility of potential participants and gather background infor-
mation. From these respondents, we identified a sample of
participants that represented a diverse set of sociodemo-
graphic characteristics (e.g., based on marital and parental
status, religion, race). We sent these individuals another email
with an online informed consent form and details about the
interview, including the length, format, and compensation.®

A total of 23 participants completed interviews in the spring
0f 2022. All interviews lasted 60-90 minutes at the date/time
of the participant’s choice and were conducted via Zoom due
to COVID-19 pandemic circumstances.” During the inter-
view, participants were asked about their demographic, per-
sonal, and family background. Additionally, they were asked
about their educational journey, their motivation for pursuing
a college/graduate degree, the challenges they have faced, and
the resources they have utilized. We also asked about partici-
pants’ career and life goals. Although limited in generaliza-
bility, the interviews provide rich data about individuals’
lived experience and corroborate our previous survey results.®
After summarizing characteristics of the participants, the in-
terview results are organized in sections under the following

themes: 1) relationship influences, 2) educational aspirations
and life goals, 3) religious and cultural influences, and 4)
challenges for Utah women’s higher educational attainment.
We close with recommendations and conclusions.

Characteristics of Interview Participants

Participants ranged from 18 to 45 years old, and they repre-
sented a range of disciplines: life/physical sciences (5), hu-
manities (5), social sciences (4), health sciences (3), engineer-
ing (3), business (2), and undecided (1). All were students in
Utah; about half had been raised in Utah (47.8%) and the re-
maining were from out of state (39.1%) or were international
students (13.0%). Most undergraduate students were earning
a bachelor’s degree (90.0%); one was earning an associate de-
gree. Of the graduate students, 61.5% were in a doctoral pro-
gram, and 38.5% were in a master’s program. Undergraduate
students primarily worked part-time (40.0%) or not at all
(40.0%). Most graduate students (76.9%) worked 20 hours
per week as graduate assistants for their department or the
university. A couple of participants worked full-time or in
hourly positions. Other characteristics of participants are
summarized below in Table 1.

Table 1: Participant Characteristics

L Undergraduates

Mean Age (SD) 25.3(8.9) 28.8 (3.8)
Marital Status %
Married 30.0% 53.8%
Divorced 10.0% 0.0%
Cohabit 0.0% 15.4%
Single 60.0% 30.8%
Children %
0 70.0% 61.5%
1-2 10.0% 30.8%
34 20.0% 7.7%
Race %
White 80% 69.2%
Latina 10.0% 15.4%
Pacific Islander 10.0% 0.0%
Asian 0.0% 15.4%
Religion %
Latter-day Saint 70.0% 30.8%
Ex-Latter-day Saint 10.0% 7.7%
Other”® 20.0% 61.5%
Participant Number 10 13

Educational Aspirations and Life Goals

Participants described education as something they are doing
for themselves and as a life priority. For most, personal
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goals—including helping the community and/or engaging in
a job that they enjoy—were a key factor in deciding to go to
college. However, there were some differences between
members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
and non-Latter-day Saint women.

Non-Latter-day Saint students emphasized how their educa-
tion would help further their career, gain financial independ-
ence, and work in their field of study. They envisioned eco-
nomic security prior to starting a family. Some mentioned that
they did not want to have children in the future, such as “I’m
very ambitious, and I deeply enjoy my professional life.” For
most non-Latter-day Saint participants, finishing their degree
took precedence over other aspects in their life such as their
current job. For these women, their families (husbands and
children) influenced but did not define their educational tra-
jectories. In contrast, Latter-day Saint participants spoke
about education as congruent with their belief system. As one
participant described, “A lot of what I believe is a part of
what’s motivated me to become more educated.” They de-
scribed how their religious beliefs are intertwined with their
views on education and their potential future as professionals,
wives, and mothers.

Women in graduate programs showed strong attachment to
their education when discussing their life goals. They used the
word “passion” to describe their choice of field and degree.
Some participants described how their identities have been
defined by their connection to graduate school.

Relationship Influences

As participants discussed people who had influenced their ed-
ucational journey, three key groups emerged: family, spouses
or partners, and professors.

Family

Undergraduate students identified family members (i.e., par-
ents and grandparents) as having the greatest influence on
their decision to attend college. For students whose family
was college educated, going to college was the logical next
step after high school. Interestingly, for some Latter-day Saint
students, their mothers motivated their decision to attend col-
lege. An undergraduate explained that her mother not only
encouraged her but also supported her financially: “She said
that it was an opportunity she never got because her parents
were divorced, and she married my dad at 19 and had me at
20.” Another participant similarly noted: “I’m influenced by
my mother because she went to college, but she never finished
her degree. My dad did.” One commented that her mother was
the main provider growing up, which inspired her to continue
her education.

Participants described the responses they received when com-
municating higher education decisions to their families. As
noted above, many received support, but some received neg-
ative feedback. One undergraduate student explained that

perhaps her family’s lack of education kept them from en-
couraging her to attend college. Another said:

I don’t know if they were trying to have a hold on me or if
they’re just trying to protect me. . . . My grandfather’s happy
I’m going, but he just wishes it wasn’t too far away. I think
he misses having me there and having me be able to help.

Graduate students also mentioned their family’s lack of un-
derstanding around academic life because their parents did
not have graduate education. They said that their parents were
concerned about their present and future financial security. In
a few cases, parents were also concerned that their daughters
would change through graduate education. According to one
woman, her family considered her “weird” and “snobbish.”

In addition, some graduate students felt that their families did
not value the efforts they put into succeeding in graduate
school. One student described how her father trivialized her
graduate degree and the toll it took on her. Another graduate
student referred to her parents’ attitude as “the dark side of
the story.” She said, “As soon as I found my husband, it was:
‘Why are you finishing school?’ As soon as I got pregnant:
‘Well, why are you going back to school?’”

Spouse or Partner

As noted in Table 1, many women in our sample were mar-
ried. Some participants mentioned their spouses or partners
were supportive of their educational pursuits. One participant
particularly mentioned that her husband was a critical influ-
ence and highly invested in her education:

He had this whole plan [about] the things we need to have
before we have a child. And one of them was to have me
finish my degree. At the time, I was like, “No! . ..” But in
retrospect, I am so grateful. I finished my degree, and then
we started to try to conceive. That was one of the qualities
about my husband that attracted me to him. . . . He saw me
first and foremost as a person, and then a woman, and I think
that just has been a huge theme in our whole relationship.
He values my wants, even more than I do most of the time.

Professors

More than family, many professors inspired graduate partici-
pants to pursue education and supported them in their pro-
gram. Participants mentioned professors who helped build
their confidence and make connections in areas they felt pas-
sionate about. Although some graduate students described
having sour relationships with their advisors, others com-
mented that they were key in successfully navigating aca-
demic life. Examples included:

I feel like the people who understand me the most at this
current point in time are actually my professors. They have
been my social support. And I think part of it is that my
family doesn’t understand.

She was also a cultural guide . . . to be able to show, “Oh, I
am a woman, and I can do this.”
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There were even circumstances where I had to give a
presentation and he [the professor] held my daughter for
me. He would literally hold my newborn baby for me
while he lectured, so that I could take notes.

Although this was a common theme amongst graduate stu-
dents, only two undergraduate students mentioned it. Addi-
tionally, only two participants mentioned high school teach-
ers who influenced their decision to pursue higher education.

Many Latter-day Saint participants noted that their families
(husbands and children) and their faith were important factors
in their educational trajectories. A few had previously left an
undergraduate degree and later re-enrolled. None of the non-
Latter-day Saint women had such experiences. In addition,
some Latter-day Saint women, unlike their non-Latter-day
Saint counterparts, said that they would consider having a
child during their program. Their personal stories—as well as
those of their mothers and people they know—illustrated how
their education is influenced by family values and gendered
expectations.

Education and Family Formation

Some Latter-day Saint participants spoke about going to col-
lege as an opportunity to find a husband. When confronted
with that stereotype, one undergraduate student found it “de-
grading” but nonetheless true. Latter-day Saint participants
noted that they had seen it in their community. A former Lat-
ter-day Saint, now a graduate student, also stated:

I went to college to get married. That was my goal. I
wasn’t coming for an education. . . . Hopefully, if I didn’t
get married, I would end up with an education out of that,
that I could support myself.

Although most respondents believed that they would be able
to balance work and motherhood in the future, only Latter-
day Saint participants said they would consider leaving their
degree if it presented an obstacle in their family life. For in-
stance, one graduate student (married, has three children) re-
counted her experience this way:

I graduated [from] high school with full intentions of actu-
ally being [a STEM] student. I went [to] the university and
did three years in [a STEM major]. But I got pregnant with
my oldest and just the environment at the school wasn’t
very inviting. It didn’t feel like it was something I could do
with my babies and with being a mom.

It is, however, important to note that many single Latter-day
Saint undergraduate and graduate participants were motivated
to finish their degree while also prioritizing getting married.
“I will not drop out of college. [ am not like opposed to getting
married. [ am not in a hurry to get married. I’'m only 20,” said
one participant, later adding: “Ideally, . . . I could get married
when I [am] like 23, 24.” Latter-day Saint students further
mentioned that while women they knew had left programs
upon getting married, or had chosen family formation over
education, they saw a different pattern for themselves:

Honestly, I kind of want to do my career first. And it’s
sounds weird to say, I do want to have that opportunity to
be in my career and help people. . . . [ never imagined my-
self saying that: having a career over family.

I'm finishing my undergrad before a family and that’s
gonna be what it is.

Gendered Expectations

Participants identified ways that men and women experience
education differently. They spoke of challenges that women
face in the institutions of education and the labor market. Par-
ticipants mentioned stereotypes around gender and skill, the
motherhood penalty, childcare, and the gender pay gap. In ad-
dition to systemic differences between women and men in ed-
ucation and labor environments, Latter-day Saint women re-
ferred to the difference between women and men when choos-
ing a degree. They suggested that women may choose a major
based on personal interest rather than by the prospect of future
financial independence, whereas men may choose a major
that will allow them to provide for their families. For exam-
ple, one participant explained that her brother had chosen to
study business rather than follow his passion for music be-
cause he knew he would have to support his future family.

Other participants also reflected upon how the belief that men
will provide may be reducing women’s commitment to their
education. One participant mentioned how she had dropped
out of an undergraduate program because she lacked a “burn-
ing desire” for her degree and wanted to be a mother. She be-
came financially dependent on her husband and cared for their
children. She came back to school after a family calamity in-
spired her to get a degree that would allow her to help others.

Most undergraduate Latter-day Saint participants did not
question the assumption that men are the main providers of
the household—describing financial stability in relation to
their future or current partner—and that women are the pri-
mary caregivers. Latter-day Saint students reflected upon
how they grew up wanting to fulfill traditional gender roles.
They talked about the possibility of becoming stay-at-home
mothers or getting part-time jobs to prioritize their families in
the future. Some referenced “The Family: A Proclamation to
the World”!® from the teachings of their church. Some de-
scribed these gender roles as cultural norms, not as religious
doctrine. Comments included:

I think women have less pressure to provide for their fami-
lies. . . . It kind of changes their approach to college as far

as what they study and how they approach education. I do

feel like money is secondary.

There’s that need to stay at home and that need to be there
for your kids. I do think there’s that pressure to do that at
such a young age. . . . I think that is a cultural thing—to not
put in that effort [into yourself] beforehand. And I wish ed-
ucation and higher education were a more welcoming envi-
ronment.

If money was a thing, I could make $20 an hour. . . . But I
don’t have to do that because my husband takes care of the
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bills, and I’m free to pursue something that I want to if |
want to. I think that’s a pretty common thought process
among members of my church. There are roles that are as-
sumed, and I think it’s a cultural thing. It’s not doctrine,
it’s cultural. It’s a cultural norm.

Some Latter-day Saint women further explained that postpon-
ing education or dropping out of college, sometimes to work,
could be seen as an investment opportunity. A few women in
our sample had left a bachelor’s degree to support their hus-
band’s education, which they viewed as his preparation to be
the main household provider. One participant stated, “I fin-
ished the semester, then we moved. I quit going to school so
that he could. I said: ‘If you’re going to really go to school,
then I’ll quit and get a job. And you go to school.””

Non-married, younger Latter-day Saint students seemed more
conflicted with the prospect of leaving their education, but
they were open to the possibility and willing to negotiate it
with their husbands, depending on the circumstances. Some
of them agreed that if their leaving school was a decision
made between husband and wife, it would be a good decision.

Non-Latter-day Saint participants described financial security
as a motivation to pursue their education. They envisioned fi-
nancial independence as a goal and did not mention their
spouse (or future spouse) in their future financial security.
These participants also viewed economic stability as a precur-
sor to starting a family.

Motherhood and Education: Conflicts and Negotiations

It was common for education-driven Latter-day Saint stu-
dents to clarify that family and faith come first even when
prioritizing education. One participant described her passion
for her education but framed it as something she is doing for
her family: “My first priority is my girls right now, . . . but
school is pretty close second. Having school has made me a
better mom at home.” Another participant said: “My family
is the mold that I fit everything around. I won’t take a job
that’s going to hurt my family or take time away from them.”

However, some participants questioned how mothers are
judged for prioritizing work or school obligations when fa-
thers are not. Reactions of the participants’ parents illustrated
this. One quoted her parent as saying, “How could you aban-
don your son like that?”” Another participant felt at odds with
choosing to come back to school once her husband was able
to provide financially for the family:

I felt conflicted. I was trying to do school, and I was trying
to work full time. I felt this obligation. “You need to nur-
ture. Your husband is supposed to be the provider and
you’re supposed to be the caretaker.” And I didn’t feel that
my husband was blocking me in pursuing something. But
yet, there was something there. And I think part of it was
me.

When asked about having children, most non-Latter-day
Saint women referred to motherhood as something that they

wanted in the future but were eager to postpone until finishing
their degree and/or acquiring financial stability. Latter-day
Saint participants were more open to the possibility of becom-
ing mothers while in school, believing that if it were to hap-
pen, things would work out. For example, when asked about
having a child during her transition to a graduate degree, one
participant said, “Regarding my relationship with my God,
we feel good about both of these things, going to grad school
and having a kid. I’'m not sure how it’s going to work out. But
for some reason, we both feel like that this is a good thing.”

Challenges

Ultimately, all students valued education and saw it as a tool
that would allow them to accomplish personal goals. Still,
most of the participants mentioned challenges they faced dur-
ing their higher education, including mental health, under-
representation, work and family responsibilities, and other
risk factors for leaving their programs.

Mental Health

Most interviewees spoke about facing mental health concerns
(e.g., depression, anxiety) during their time in higher educa-
tion. Participants listed problems with advisors, being away
from social support networks, program expectations, and the
COVID-19 pandemic as the leading causes of their poor men-
tal health. Participants described associated physical condi-
tions such as insomnia, digestive issues, and even a miscar-
riage. Twelve interview participants (mostly graduate stu-
dents) had consulted with a therapist. Others joined student
groups, took part in outdoor activities, or reevaluated their
time management to cope with mental health issues.

Underrepresentation

Interviewees spoke about challenges related to their identities
in terms of gender, race, and sexual orientation. Six racial mi-
nority students and two LGBTQ+ students mentioned a feel-
ing of weariness toward social interactions with peers and the
community, wondering if the treatment they received from
the community was a consequence of their race and/or sexual
orientation. One participant referred to her family as the “to-
kenizing lesbians” in the community. She described her
bonds to the community as “weak.” Another commented:

I guess I’m always . . . looking for ulterior motives in peo-
ple. ... “Oh, are they treating me like that because . . . I’'m
Latina?” I guess I have . . . this barrier. So, I feel like I
have a hard time making friendships because of that.

Participants in STEM-related fields spoke about perceiving
differential treatment in the classroom by their peers. They
shared stories about how they were a minority amongst a pre-
dominantly male cohort, felt intimidated by male students,
experienced differential treatment in group projects, and had
only a few female professors. An undergraduate student men-
tioned how, during her first semester, she would have to work
in groups, and the people in her group (mostly men) asked her
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to work on the title or the introduction of the papers. She said
she had to work harder than other people to prove herself and
her worth and that over time she started to demand more sub-
stantial roles in group projects. She felt this was because she
is a woman of color. Other participants also felt the need to
prove themselves. One described this as, “It felt like you have
to be the better one. Like, in group projects, . . . I felt like we
had to be on . . . top of our game doing all.”

Finally, many Latter-day Saint members raised outside of
Utah mentioned difficulties trying to make deep and mean-
ingful connections. A graduate student, for example, felt re-
lieved that she was no longer living as a religious minority in
her home state. However, she found Utah Latter-day Saints
differed somewhat from those in her hometown. In fact, sev-
eral participants made comments like this: “Yes, it is very dif-
ferent. I have found that the culture here is . . . judgmental.
Making friends, trying to date, it’s all . . . super hard.”

Work and Family Responsibilities

Balancing family life with school expectations was challeng-
ing for all mother participants. One international graduate stu-
dent described facing major stressors during her graduate
study. She related that finances, childcare responsibilities, the
lack of a social support network, and the rigor of her program
developed into marital problems. She also had a miscarriage
of her second child during her first year in the program:

The semester had started, and I had the miscarriage at the
same time. I didn’t tell my professors. . . . This is my pas-
sion. I had to fight with this on my own. I continued my
classes and kept going the same way. Because I have one
thing clear: We already knew that this path was not easy.

Others described how they navigated family-related issues
(e.g., childrearing) along with mental health challenges while
handling rigorous school expectations and work-related re-
sponsibilities. They mentioned the benefits of online courses
and flexible work schedules. They also relied on support from
student groups, professors, and their partners/spouses to help
them balance their responsibilities.

Risk Factors for Leaving Higher Education

Asked about the prospect of leaving their programs, under-
graduates identified financial concerns, time management,
and personal circumstances as possible reasons to leave.
However, none of the undergraduates had seriously consid-
ered leaving at the time of the interview. One non-Latter-day
Saint was undecided about continuing her education beyond
her associate degree. Three Latter-day Saint women in our
sample had previously left an undergraduate degree.

None of our participants in graduate school had left a program
before, although one had considered leaving school to start a
family as an undergraduate student. A total of five graduate
students, however, mentioned that they had thought about
leaving school because of the toll it took on their personal
lives. Students also mentioned burnout as a motive for leav-
ing. For example, one participant felt overwhelmed during the
COVID-19 pandemic and seriously considered leaving her

program. However, her husband, also a graduate student, de-
cided to take a leave of absence instead, allowing her to con-
tinue. Many said the commitment and interest they felt toward
acquiring their degree kept them in graduate school.

In addition to describing their own risk factors for leaving
higher education, many participants described how their Lat-
ter-day Saint female friends and/or family members had left
an undergraduate degree. One participant commented that “I
have all these friends who started college, and then they met
their husband. And then when they got married, the women
dropped out and started some hourly job to support their hus-
band while he finished college. I’ve seen that so many times.”

Participants also noted that women acquaintances dropped
out because they did not know what they wanted to study or
were overwhelmed with academic rigor. They also noted that
some women left school to support their husband’s education
and/or were too overwhelmed with childrearing responsibili-
ties. Some stories were about their own mothers. One stated:

Because my dad was doing full time school. I think by the
time my dad finished, they had my sister, and then my
mom decided to be a stay-at-home mom, and every time
my mom kind of thought, “Oh, maybe I should go back to
school,” they either moved, or they had another kid or like
just something happened there.

Conclusions and Recommendations

This study illustrates that multiple factors affect Utah women
in higher education, including family relationships and re-
sponsibilities, cultural norms and expectations, and other
challenges such as financial needs and mental health. Even
while valuing and pursuing higher education, many women
struggled to balance multiple roles and gendered expecta-
tions. For example, some women see education and career as-
pirations as incongruent with family life. However, raising a
family and obtaining a higher education are not necessarily
exclusive choices. In fact, more than one in five college stu-
dents have child(ren) according to recent national data.!' Ev-
idence shows that college completion is beneficial at the in-
dividual (e.g., financial and emotional well-being), family
(e.g., financial security, family stability), and state level (e.g.,
reducing a state-wide gender gap in education and wage).'?
Our findings, along with prior research, suggest that Utah
women need to be empowered and supported by their fami-
lies, institutions (e.g., school, employer, church), and the cul-
ture to make their own informed decisions.

For undergraduate students, a lack of clear educational goals
along with gendered norms about career paths and life goals
put them at risk of leaving school. Early guidance and inter-
vention in the form of preparedness for college in high school
can help young women start forming educational goals. Early
intervention and support is particularly needed for first-gen-
eration students who may not have full support from their
families. Preparedness efforts should expose women to a
range of disciplines and professions, including science, tech-
nology, engineering, math (STEM), and other typically male-
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dominated fields. It is also imperative to provide support (e.g.,
mentoring, support groups) for women who choose these
fields. More representation of Utah women in STEM fields
would help shift cultural norms. Further, these fields can set
women up for higher incomes and long-term financial secu-
rity, which could help reduce Utah’s gender wage gap.'*

In this and our previous brief, students identified financial
concerns as a reason to leave higher education, suggesting
that the financial resources that Utah women receive from pri-
mary sources (e.g., school, family, employment) may not be
adequate.'* Women need information about and access to ed-
ucational financial support (e.g., grants, scholarships, em-
ployment services). Students with families need tailored sup-
port,'> such as childcare subsidy (e.g., on-campus childcare)
and tuition reduction/assistance for a spouse/partner who is
also enrolled in college.

Women spoke about the importance of social networks—in-
cluding parents, spouses/partners, and professors—and strug-
gles they faced when their network was unsupportive, when
they were far away from that network, or when it was difficult
to form a new network. Many Latter-day Saint women were
influenced and encouraged by their mothers to pursue higher
education. Husbands and spouses were often supportive of
women’s education, but not always active participants and
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stakeholders in it. Men have the potential to be allies in the
pursuit of education for women, especially in Utah, where
many women in college and graduate programs have already
formed families. Additionally, although universities provide
numerous programs that promote social support and student
well-being, this research highlights the need to provide ser-
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