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Abstract 

 

Female characters represented 54% of the protagonists in Swiss films in 2025, while in 2024, they 

represented only 42% of the protagonists in US films. The percentage of female protagonists is 

notably higher in Swiss films directed by women (70%). However, the difference between Swiss and 

US films diminishes when it comes to main characters (49% in Switzerland and 39% in the US) and all 

speaking characters (41% in Switzerland and 37% in the US) There are no significant differences 

between the two countries' films in these categories. On average, female characters in Swiss films are 

4 years younger than male characters. This difference is smaller than in US films (7 years). The 

stereotype that women are more defined by their marital status is similar in both countries. There is no 

difference in occupational status between women and men in Swiss films. Female and male 

characters have their names mentioned equally often and they are equally likely to have leader status. 

Regarding ethnic diversity, most characters are of white origin (92%) and most speak a national 

language when the film is set in Switzerland (77%) or in neighboring countries (98%). Ethnic (77% 

non-white) and linguistic (75% non-national language) diversity are present when films are set in a 

third countries. The Federal Office of Culture (FOC) study confirms the results of a pilot study of Swiss 

films from 2024. This study uses the same methodology as a long-running study by the Center for the 

Study of Women in Television and Film (SDSU) on the top 100 US films. Analysts from the Swiss Film 

Academy watched the films in their entirety, while the FOC designed the questionnaire and reporting. 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Since 2016, the Federal Office of Culture FOC 

has taken measures to promote gender equality 

in film funding and support film projects by both 

genders equally [1]. 

 

Additionally, the FOC has developed exemplary 

data expertise on gender issues in film, which is 

indicative of Swiss cultural policy. In 2017, the 

FOC began collecting data of creative teams and 

main characters of all released films using the 

Gender Map [2]. The Gender Map is evaluated 

every three years [1]. In 2023, the FOC expanded 

the scope to include all department heads [3]. The 

gender and language of the director, screenwriter 

and producer is considered in the diversity budget 

of the selective support scheme [4]. The gender 

of the director is a permanent variable in the film 

financing report [5]. 

 

 

However, what happens in front of the camera is 

also socially relevant. The proposed qualitative 

film analysis broadens the view of diversity, 

providing insights that enable benchmarking with 

other countries. 

 

The qualitative film analysis aims to provide 

insight into how diversity is represented in feature 

films. It focuses on the most widely viewed films, 

which have the greatest impact on audiences. 

The analysis provides comparable results over 

time and across territories. It also provides 

benchmarks and identifies areas for action. 

 

In 2024, the FOC conducted a pilot study 

exploring the on-screen diversity of Swiss films. 

The study used all fiction films submitted to the 

2025 Swiss Film Award as a sample [6]. The 

study demonstrated that quantitative content 

analysis is an effective method for evaluating 
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gender representation on screen. This study 

employs the same methodology as the 2024 

study. The main goals are to confirm the stability 

of the 2024 results and refine the pilot study's 

methodology. The study should be repeated over 

time to create a timeline. 

 

2. Related work 

 

An overview of related work was cited in the pilot 

study [6], including the Allison Bechdel test and 

the Center for the Study of Women in Television 

and Film's (SDSU) long-running study, "It's a 

Man's (Celluloid) World" [7], which is the model 

and benchmark of this study. 

 

3. Methodology 

 

This study employs the same methodology as the 

pilot study [6].  

 

The film population consists of all feature-length 

fiction films submitted to the Swiss Film Award. 

The titles of the films are not published. However, 

the selection criteria for the award ensure that the 

sample includes the most relevant fiction films 

produced in Switzerland. 

 

Eligibility criteria include: 

-  Eligible films include national films and co-

productions with a Swiss director, actor, or 

talent in a nominable category. 

- Eligible films have been selected by a major 

international or Swiss film festival, or have 

had a theatrical release in Switzerland. 

 

Between 2021 and 2024, 33 feature-length fiction 

films were produced per year. 10 of them are 

national films, 10 are majority co-productions, and 

thirteen are minority co-productions [5]. 

Considering that some minority co-productions do 

not qualify due to the lack of a Swiss director or 

talent in a nominable category, virtually all eligible 

fiction films applied for the award. 

 

Volunteer analysts who are members of the 

Swiss Film Academy and have access to the films 

via the Academy's video-on-demand platform. 

These view five randomly assigned films and 

complete a questionnaire (Fig. 1). Most films are 

viewed twice. 

 

The questionnaires are consolidated and 

benchmarked against US films as reported by the 

SDSU studies from 2023 and 2024. 

 

 

Figure 1: Questionnaire 

 

We use the definitions of the SDSU: 

- Speaking characters say at least one 

sentence in the movie or communicate 

nonverbally. 

- Major characters appear in more than one 

scene and are important for the story. 

- Protagonists are the characters from whose 

perspective the story is told. 

- Leading characters play a leading role in an 

organization and whose instructions are 

followed by at least two other characters. 

 

It follows from the definition that protagonists are 

also major characters, and major characters are 

also speaking characters. 

 

The second study applied the following changes: 

- The population only contains fiction films. For 

comparability, mixed genre films (animation 

and docu-fiction) were removed from the 

dataset 2024 which now only includes fiction 

films. 

- The country where the film is set was added 

as new variable. This variable was also 

added to the dataset for 2024. 

- Characters are considered named 

characters, if their name is mentioned 

verbally or textually within the film. 

- Origin and language are now analyzed as a 

separate dimension of diversity, independent 

of gender, considering that both years’ 

samples showed few gender differences 

regarding origin and language. 
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3.1 Limitations of the benchmarking 

 

As for last year, there is an important sample 

difference between the Swiss films of our study 

and the US film of the SDSU study. 

 

The US study covers 

- 100 films 

- 2000 speaking characters 

- Only top 100 box office 

- Domestic films 

 

On the other hand, CH study covers 

- 23 films (2024: 25 films) 

- 500 speaking characters 

- All theatrical films and all festival films 

- National films and co-productions 

 

Therefore, we mainly (but not exclusively) 

compare arthouse Swiss films with US 

blockbusters. 

 

3.2 Error estimation 

 

We have identified three types of possible 

quantitative errors with the study. 

 

- First, there is a sample size error: With only 

23 films, one film can account for a 4% 

difference.  

- Second, there is a measurement error: 

Analysts may not correctly identify characters 

and their demographic parameters. 

- Third, there is a significance error: 

Differences between the CH and US data 

may not be significant. 

 

3.3 Completeness 

 

Table 1: Completeness 

Unknown values 2024 2025 

Sex 1% 1% 

Age 8% 6% 

Origin 5% 3% 

Language 3% 5% 

Marital status 68% 74% 

Occupational status 4% 13% 

 

The data is very complete again and has a low 

percentage of unknown values, except where this 

has a meaning (marital and occupational status).  

 

A significant number of films have no known 

country in the 2025 dataset. This year’s sample 

includes several films with fantasy or science 

fiction plots. 

 

3.3 Aggregation 

 

For each film, the analysts make one observation 

per character.  We then proceed with a multi-level 

aggregation and normalization. First, we count 

the number characters on each questionnaire and 

normalize them to percentages. Then we average 

them by film and calculate the indicators as global 

averages. 

 

To estimate the measurement error, we test the 

similarity of the questionnaires. The test results 

(Table 4) show that two analyses for the same film 

are much more similar than analyses of different 

films. Therefore, we can safely use the average 

analysis by film. Additionally, the similarity by 

analyst (line 3) remains quite high. 

 

Table 4: Similarity of analyses 

Cosine 

similarity 

2024 2025 

Same film 0.917+/-0.088 0.894 +/-0.083 

All films 0.681+/-0.058 0.680 +/-0.068 

By analyst 0.912+/-0.049 0.877+/-0.079 

 

The analysts filled out a presence sheet for each 

character. For each 10-minute period, they 

marked a "G" for a close-up and a "D" for 

dialogue. The presence sheet can be used to 

determine if a character is a major character or 

protagonist. Protagonists are present throughout 

the entire film and are present more often on 

average than major characters, who are present 

more often than speaking characters (Table 5). 

However, the standard deviation shows some 

overlap. 

 

Table 5: Presence of characters 

Cosine similarity 2024 2025 

Protagonists 72% +/- 23% 72% +/- 25% 

Major characters 52% +/- 29% 42% +/- 20% 

Speaking 

characters 

21% +/- 14% 22% +/- 19% 
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Figure 2 

4. Results 

 

When results are statistically significant, it is 

mentioned in the text.  

 

4.1 Protagonists 

 

The protagonist is the character from whose 

perspective the story is told. The majority (54-

72%) of protagonists in Swiss films are female 

(Fig. 2). In contrast, only a minority (28-42%) of 

protagonists for the US films are female. The 

difference between Swiss films and US films is 

highly significant (p < 0.01) over both years. 

Additionally, the numbers show that this indicator 

is highly volatile for both Swiss and US films. They 

should be averaged over multiple years. 

 

The sample difference could explain the higher 

share of female protagonists in Swiss films. We 

compared Swiss arthouse films with top box-

office films. US films are mainly adventure and 

action films for a young male audience. 

Nevertheless, the high number of female 

protagonists is notable.  

 

There is a difference in protagonist shares 

depending on whether the director is female or 

male. The majority of protagonists in Swiss films 

with female directors are female (Fig. 3). In films 

with male directors, the protagonists are equally 

female and male. This difference is highly 

significant (p < 0.01). 

 

 

Figure 3 
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Figure 4 

 

 

 

4.2 Major characters 

 

Major characters appear in more than one scene 

and are important for the story. In Swiss films, the 

female characters are close to parity (49-51%), 

whereas in US films, they are a minority at 38-

39% (Fig. 4). This difference is consistent over 

two years but not statistically significant. 

 

Female and male major characters are nearly 

equal in number in Swiss films directed by women 

and men (Fig. 5).

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 
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Figure 6 

 

4.3 Speaking characters 

 

Speaking characters say at least one sentence in 

the movie or communicate nonverbally. In Swiss 

films, a minority (41-47%) of speaking characters 

are female. 1% of the characters' genders are 

either unknown or non-binary. These proportions 

are slightly lower (35-37%) for U.S. films (Fig. 6). 

The difference is not significant, even when 

considering both years together. 

 

 

Figure 7 

 

There are no notable differences between female 

and male directors of Swiss films (Fig. 7). The 

share is lower than 40% for films 2025 of male 

directors, but the difference is not significant.  

 

4.4 Diminishing share of female characters 

 

The diminishing difference between protagonists, 

major characters and speaking characters is 

remarkable. 

 

 

 

Figure 8 

 

The share of female protagonists is higher in 

Swiss films than US films, but the difference is 

diminishing when we look at major and speaking 

characters in general (Fig. 8). 
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Figure 9 

 

The same observation can be made regarding the 

gender of director. Female directors work with 

more female protagonists, but the difference is 

diminishing for major and speaking characters 

(Fig. 9). 

 

There may be a cultural background pattern that 

should be explored. It seems normal for women 

to be less present in public spaces. This was 

discussed in the pilot study [6]. 

 

The same observation can be made regarding the 

gender of director. Female screenwriters, 

directors, producers, and select committees of 

film funds are aware of diversity issues. This 

constellation may favor films with female 

protagonists, but the diversity of speaking 

characters in general may not have been 

discussed by decision makers.  

 

4.5 Age of characters 

 

The US study identifies a notable age difference 

between women (younger, mainly under 40) and 

men (older, mainly over 40).  

 

 

Figure 10 

 

In US films 2023 and 2024, the average female 

character is 33 years old, and the average male 

character is 40 years old. The difference is 7 

years (Fig. 10). 

 

Figure 11 

 

In Swiss films, the average female character is 39 

years old, the average male character is 43 years 

old. The difference is 4 years. The age difference 

in Swiss films is only the half of the age difference 

in US films, and the age histogram is more 

balanced in Swiss films (Fig. 11). 

 

 

Figure 12 

 

The type of character may be more relevant to 

age than gender. The average protagonist in 

Swiss films is 35 years old, while the major 

characters are 40, and the speaking characters 

are 41. The difference is 6 years. Two age groups 

stand out among protagonists: children under 20 

years old and characters in their 50s (Fig. 12). 

 

4.6 Leaders 

 

Leading characters play a leading role in an 

organization and whose instructions are followed 

by at least two other characters.  
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Figure 13 

 

14% of the speaking characters in Swiss films are 

leaders from which 43% are female. 13% in US 

films are leaders from which 37% are female. The 

difference is not significant (Fig. 13). 

 

4.7 Marital status 

 

Marital status shows the relationships of the 

characters. With this status, the characters are 

more defined by their environment than what they 

are. Marital status gives them a passive role. 

 

 

Figure 14 

 

Both in Swiss and US films, the Marital status of 

a female character is more likely to be known than 

the Marital status of a male character (Fig. 14). 

 

4.8 Occupational status 

 

The occupational status defines the characters by 

what they are doing. An occupational status gives 

them an active role.  

 

 

Figure 15 

 

In the US, the occupational status of a male 

characters is more likely to be known than the 

occupational status of a female character. The 

status is, however, very volatile. In Switzerland, 

this does not seem to be the case (Fig. 15).  

 

4.9 Named character 

 

We consider a character to be named if its name 

is mentioned in the film, either through dialogue 

or visually. Named characters have stronger 

public identities than unnamed characters. We 

also note whether the first or last name is 

mentioned. A forename creates emotional 

closeness, while a last name creates a formal 

identity or authority. 

 

We have only data for Swiss films, as the USDS 

study does not collect information on named 

characters 

 

 

Figure 16 

 

The names and family names of female and male 

characters are mentioned evenly. The differences 

are not significant (Fig. 16). 

 

 



  

 

  

Diversity on screen of Swiss films 2025 9/12 

  

  
 

 

Figure 17 

 

A character's gender is not the main driver for 

being named; rather, it is the character's 

category. Protagonists and major characters are 

more likely to be named than minor characters. 

Leaders make no difference. However, family 

names are less common among non-white 

characters than among all other categories  (Fig. 

17). 

 

 

4.10 Origin of characters 

 

The USDS study uses ethnic origin as an 

indicator of diversity. While this classification is 

popular in the US, it is debatable and may cause 

identification issues. Nevertheless, we use this 

indicator to establish a benchmark with US films 

because it is the best available. However, we also 

use the language indicator, which is well-

established in Europe, to represent diversity of 

origin. 

 

The data showed minimal gender differences in 

terms of origin and language. Therefore, we 

consider ethnic diversity (origin and language) to 

be a dimension in and of itself. We publish the 

average over both years because the distribution 

does not evolve over time. 

 

 

Figure 18 

 

Both in Swiss and US films, the large majority of 

characters are white (Fig. 18).  

 

 

Figure 19 

 

For the Swiss films, the main driver for ethnic 

diversity is the country the film is set. 

Approximately half of the films are set in 

Switzerland. Of the characters in these films, 92% 

are white. The same is true for films set in 

neighboring countries (France, Germany, Italy, 

and Austria): 92% of the characters are white. 

However, in films set in other countries, the vast 

majority (77%) of characters are not white (Fig. 

19). 

 

4.11 Language of characters 

 

The most widely spoken languages in 

Switzerland are German or Swiss German (which 

is considered here a language in its own right), 

French, and Italian. Therefore, it is reasonable to 

expect that these languages to be featured 

predominantly in Swiss films. 

 

 

Figure 20 

Most characters in Swiss films speak German or 

Swiss German (43%), followed by French (22%). 

However, 30% of the characters speak a non-

national language (Table 14). Additionally, more 

characters speak English (12%) or Spanish (6%) 

than the Italian (5%) which is a national language 

(Fig. 20).   
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The main driver for language is the country in 

which the film is set. Films in national languages 

are primarily set in Switzerland or neighboring 

countries, such as France, Germany, Italy, and 

Austria. Other languages are present when films 

are set in third-party countries. 

 

 

Figure 21 

 

National languages German, French and Italian 

are spoken by 41% of the characters in films set 

in Switzerland, added to 36% of characters that 

speak Swiss German. In films set in neighboring 

countries 98% of characters speak a national 

language of Switzerland, while in third countries 

77% speak another language (Fig. 21). 

 

5 Supplementary questions 

 

The presence of women in films doesn't reveal 

much about the values conveyed. This is a 

limitation of quantitative studies. To gain a more 

complete understanding, we provided the 

analysts with the opportunity to make qualitative 

observations. 

 

For each film, the analysts of the pilot study could 

also reply to three supplementary questions: 

- Do you have any comments on gender 

representation in the film? 

- Do you have any comments on the film's 

gender roles? 

- Are there any relevant aspects of the film that 

are not covered in the questionnaire? 

 

The goal of these questions is to catch up on 

aspects on Swiss films that are not covered by the 

quantitative observations. They show what 

cannot be measured. 

 

The most significant responses are cited to give 

an impression of the analysts’ observations. 

 

 

5.1 On the gender representation in the film 

 

The quantitative approach cannot measure the 

impact of a character: 

- Balanced, diverse, the male lead has slightly 

more screen time than the girl, but the mother 

has an additional important presence. 

- In the case of a so-called one-day role (a 

character who appears in 1-2 scenes on a 

shooting day), it is not possible to note how 

substantial this one scene is. Whether the 

dialogue is extensive or just one sentence 

cannot be noted. 

- I noticed that there are some roles that have 

many minutes of screen time, but some of 

them are not particularly deep or interesting. 

 

Gender representation is influenced by the 

context of the society that the film represents: 

- This representation is very consistent with the 

theme of the film (the end of patriarchy). 

Women are rightly reduced to a bare 

minimum.  

- The female protagonist has a lot of screen 

time, but for the time, there are more women 

on screen than usual. 

 

5.2 On the film’s gender roles 

 

There is a tension between the role model the 

filmmaker intends to promote, and the role 

models present in the represented society: 

- The portrayal of gender roles is not 

particularly stereotypical, although the main 

character has a so-called “typically female” 

job: she is an editor. However, her boss is 

also a woman. In terms of the story, it is 

rather classic: the father leaves the family, 

the mother stays.  

- The women allow themselves to be 

manipulated a little too easily. And the silent 

complicity of the nurses and midwives is 

hardly questioned, starting with the very 

unbelievable character of G. 

- In terms of work, the roles are fairly 

archetypal (women mainly work in care, men 

in security-related positions, research 

positions, etc.). This is a fairly accurate 

representation of what we see in the real 

world; there is also a woman in a 

management position. That said, there are no 

particular comments or reflections on these 

gender roles, nor even on the question of 
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women's relationship to motherhood or the 

place of emotions.  

 

Some filmmakers play role models: 

- There is a predominance of rather “evil,” 

brutal men, but this is also due to the 

children's comedy, which deliberately plays 

with clichés. 

- The film deals with emancipation and role 

models; the husband is portrayed as 

vulnerable and ultimately understanding, 

while other men display “typical” male 

characteristics of the 1950s: sexist, 

aggressive. 

 

Some filmmakers have decided to propose role 

models that transgress classical clichés: 

- The woman is independent and has decided 

to have a child through artificial insemination, 

while the man is portrayed as emotional and 

vulnerable. 

- I noticed that the film, consciously or 

unconsciously, shows extremely well-

groomed inmates. Even the female 

protagonist, who is based on a true story, 

appears outwardly very “unaffected” by 

several years in prison as a murderer. 

 

5.3 On relevant aspects of the film that are 

not covered in the questionnaire 

 

The classification was sometime challenging: 

- The child is not clearly white, could also be 

white/Latino; in fact, the actress comes from 

Naples. This means that the category of 

origin is too simplistic. 

- The issue of origin, which does not take 

mixed-race people into account in the 

proposed parameters, may lead to 

inaccuracy in the study. Or should this type of 

character be classified as “other”? 

 

The analysis does not cover how the characters 

are represented: 

- Furthermore, it was noticeable that practically 

all the actors are slim, many have few flaws, 

you see a lot of people with great hairstyles, 

many “beautiful” people. 

 

The analysis does not cover the sexual 

orientation: 

- The question of sexual orientation, which I 

think is important, could be the subject of a 

section (in general terms). 

The analysis does not cover the actors behind 

the characters. Their career may also be a 

subject of diversity: 

- The questionnaire primarily examines the 

“fictional level” of diversity, gender 

representation, i.e., at the role level—but it 

might also be interesting to know which 

actors play these stories, what their names 

are in private, i.e., the diversity of access to 

roles, so to speak, not what is played but who 

is allowed to play, which seems important to 

me! What is the social background of the 

actors? 

 

6. Conclusions 

 

This follow-up study shows that the setup is 

repeatable and produces consistent results with 

reasonable resource usage. 

 

Female protagonists appear more frequently in 

Swiss arthouse films than in US mainstream 

films. They are even more prevalent in films 

directed by women. However, the frequency of 

protagonists varies greatly from year to year. 

 

The difference in frequency diminishes when 

relating to major and speaking characters. 

 

In Swiss films, female characters are 4 years 

younger than male characters. This difference is 

smaller than in US films (7 years) and smaller still 

between character types, with protagonists being 

6 years younger than other speaking characters. 

 

The gender balance of leaders is similar to that of 

speaking characters. 

 

In both Swiss and US films, female characters are 

more likely than male characters to have their 

marital status known. However, knowledge of 

occupation shows no gender difference in Swiss 

films. 

 

Additionally, female and male characters are 

named at the same frequency. The main reason 

a character is named is its prominence (i.e., major 

character or protagonist). 

 

Most characters have a white origin. If there is 

diversity in characters' origins in Swiss films, it is 

related to the country in which the film is set. The 

same can be said for language diversity. 

 



  

 

  

Diversity on screen of Swiss films 2025 12/12 

  

  
 

This study shows that the methodology can be 

used to create a timeline over time. If there is 

room for improvement, find a more comparable 

benchmark than US films. The next step would be 

to apply the methodology to European films. For 

example, European Film Academy analysts could 

perform the same analysis on the European Film 

Award selection. 
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