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Report objective: to research the representation and portrayal of women in 
COVID-19/coronavirus news stories

3

Newsgathering News outputs

1. Women as sources 
of news expertise

2. News stories leading 
with women protagonists

3. Coverage of gender 
equality issues in COVID-

19/ coronavirus news 
stories

3 key indicators for gender equality in news



The report distils the analysis of millions of stories and hundreds of 
sources into a coherent narrative
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2m 12K 532 55 40 3080 6

News 
stories

Primary & 
secondary 
research 
sources: 
surveys & 
databases

Academic 
articles 
rapidly
reviewed

News 
publications

Quoted 
academic 
articles

Quoted 
media 
articles

Online 
editions of 
news 
publications

Countries 
of focus: 
India, 
Kenya, 
Nigeria, 
South 
Africa, 
UK & USA

Moderador
Notas de la presentación
We are standing on the shoulders of giants before us who have done a lot of work in the area: To mention three things: A content analysis of 2m stories and 12K publications was delivered by Media Ecosystems Analysis Group, a non-profit media analysis research group out of the MIT Media Lab. The insights about how the story was frames were underpinned by a rapid literature review od 532 articles
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The story 
in a nutshell…

1.
Women 

dramatically
Impacted by the 

pandemic

2.
Their share of 

quoted voice in 
news is 

marginalised

3.
5 significant 

reasons behind 
this…

4.
Many solutions 

for rederessing the 
male bias in 
Covid news 

coverage

Moderador
Notas de la presentación
Women have been dramatically impacted by COVID-19 pandemic, as much, if not more than men in certain areas of their livesYet, their share of quoted voice in the news about COVID-19 has been significantly marginalised compared to that of men and…gender equality is not a salient dimension for journalists covering the storyAmong the most significant reasons for that are the following:women’s increased invisibility in political decision making in the coronavirus story which is driven by politicians and was framed in war terms early on Women scientific experts are pushed out by men scientists in the newsIn times of crisis journalists have the tendency to revert to well-established sources who are more likely to be menThere is existing (and historical) bias in using more news story protagonists who are menThe most significant reason underpinning all the of the ones I mentioned previously are the persistent patriarchal norms that operate globally4. However, there are solutions which newsgathering and news production teams can employ to redress this male bias in COVID-19 news coverage. In this report I have highlighted 21 recommendations that would redress the imbalance.
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The good news 
about Spain

Part 1:



The majority of the Spanish public recognize that there is a problem with 
the way women are presented in the media

Do you think that there is a problem with the way women are presented in media and advertising in (OUR COUNTRY)?
Total “Yes”

7

EU 28

Spain

54%

66%
59%

69%

48%

62%

All All Women Women Men Man

Source: Special Eurobarometer 465: Gender Equality 2017; Fieldwork: June 2017; Sample: EU 28 - 28,093 adults in 28 countries; Spain – 1,007 adults  



Vast majority of the public in Spain believes that promoting gender equality 
is important for democracy 

Please tell me whether you agree or disagree with each of the following statements: 
Promoting gender equality is important to ensure a fair and democratic society

8Source: Special Eurobarometer 465: Gender Equality 2017; Fieldwork: June 2017; Sample: EU 28 - 28,093 adults in 28 countries; Spain – 1,007 adults  

87%

92% 93%
91%

EU28 Spain Spain - Women Spain - Men
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5 key challenges facing 
women’s news coverage

in COVID-19 story

Part 2:
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Despite women’s unique 
socio-economic; cultural; 

health, healthcare; & 
psychological challenges, 

their share of voice in 
COVID-19 news is 

marginalized

Challenge #1



Women face unique health-related challenges often under-reported in 
COVID-19 news

11

Women more 
likely to fall ill in 
some countries 

(incl. South 
Africa)

than men

Sources: various

In some socially 
conservative 

countries women 
may be left out 

of testing

Women more 
likely to be 

frontline workers 
exposed to the 

virus

Women’s 
reproductive 

health at 
heightened risk

Women’s 
sexual health at 
heightened risk

iStock

Moderador
Notas de la presentación
Women more likely to fall ill: such as the four nations of the UK, South Africa and 18 out of the 28 states in the US who have released COVID-cases data69% of health professionals globally are women, therefore they are more exposed to the virus. Women’s reproductive and sexual health are at heightened risk due to key services being scaled back and resources previously used to support women’s reproductive and sexual health being redirected to the containment of COVID-19.



Women face unique socio-economic and psychological challenges linked to 
patriarchal social norms, often missed out of COVID-19 news

12Sources: various

Victims of 
growing gender-
based violence

Lower income 
workers

Primary 
caregivers in 

charge of home-
schooling; 
parents’ & 

spouse’s health

Women more 
likely to live in 
single-parent 

households with 
higher number of 

dependents

Spouses of 
deceased men in 
control of family 

finances & 
property

Homemakers 
with unpaid jobs

Part-time 
employees with 
less secure jobs

iStock

Moderador
Notas de la presentación
Women face unique socio-economic pressures resulting from patriarchal social norms - for example as victims of growing gender-based violence, as primary caregivers,as spouses of deceased men in control of family finances and property; as homemakers with informal jobs, as part-time employees with less secure jobs, as lower income earners, and as parents more likely to live in single-parent households with higher numbers of dependents.There is evidence that in the UK63, the US64, India65 , Nigeria66 , Kenya67 , and South Africa68 there have been surges in domestic and sexual violence (p.23).When analysing the top 20 as well as the top 100 most frequently used words in gender equality coverage, violence was a detectable theme in South Africa(domestic violence, gender-based violence, intimate partner violence) and Kenya, where the word appeared in 11th and 8th place respectively in the 20 mostfrequently used words.It is important to note that in recent months in a number of countries, such as the UK196 , Nigeria197 and South Africa198, politicians have acted on the dominant gender-based violence (under the rising structural inequalities theme) by passing legislation or declaring a national emergency against gender-based violence during the pandemic. In SA more than 2700 women were killed in 2019 (the president of South Africa Cyril Pharamosa declared the violence against women a national crisis in early 2020



In April, women were more worried about COVID-19 than men. Their other 
top worries included jobs, healthcare, poverty and violence

The three topics audiences find the most worrying in their country, April 2020

Source: Ipsos, 2020; N= c19,000 adults aged 16-64 in 28 participating countries. Period = April 2020. 13

Metric - Detail Global / Average / 
Ranking

UK United States South Africa India

Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men

Coronavirus (COVID-19) 63% 59% 78% 75% 71% 67% 51% 44% 63% 62%

Unemployment and jobs 37% 33% 17% 15% 30% 18% 61% 55% 41% 36%

Healthcare 30% 25% 47% 38% 41% 39% 20% 18% 18% 14%

Poverty and social inequality 29% 24% 26% 22% 16% 12% 33% 25% 24% 22%

Crime and violence 21% 18% 19% 22% 10% 12% 51% 44% 27% 20%

Financial/political corruption 19% 25% 5% 8% 17% 20% 42% 47% 30% 36%

Education 14% 14% 6% 8% 11% 7% 13% 12% 16% 13%

Climate change 12% 12% 18% 19% 18% 17% 2% 2% 12% 11%

Threats against the environment 10% 8% 10% 11% 10% 5% 2% 4% 15% 9%

Taxes 9% 12% 5% 5% 6% 10% 3% 8% 7% 11%



Women’s share of quoted voice in COVID-19/coronavirus news stories is 
between three and five times smaller than that of men 

Overall gender breakdown of quoted individuals in COVID-19 news stories
as experts, sources or protagonists (% of all quoted individuals, 2020)

Source: Media Ecosystems Analysis Group (2020); N (Publications) = 80; N (Total Quotes Coded) = 2,100; Period = 01 March 2020 to 15 April 2020 14

Women

Men

Unknown

2%

2%

6%

3%

7%

2%United Kingdom

Kenya

USA

South Africa

Nigeria

India 16%

17%

17%

19%

20%

25%

82%

81%

77%

78%

73%

73%x2.9

x3.7

x4.1

x4.5

x4.8

x5.1

Factor by which 
men’s share exceeds 
women’s share

x…

Moderador
Notas de la presentación
Content analysis produced by Media Ecosystems Analysis Group of 2,100 sampled quotes from 80 publications across six countries showed that men were quotednearly three times more frequently in the news about COVID-19 than women in the UK, nearly four times more frequently in Kenya, more than four times more frequently in the US, nearly five times more frequently in South Africa and Nigeria and five times more frequently in India.
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The gender dimension is 
not salient at all for 

journalists covering COVID-
19 news

Challenge #2



Gender equality coverage is virtually absent from COVID-19 news

Gender equality coverage within the total news coverage between 01 Mar – 15 Apr 2020

Source: Media Ecosystems Analysis Group, 2020; 
N (Publications) = 11,913; N (Stories) = 1,856,099; Period = 01 March 2020 to 15 April 2020
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Gender equality coverage as percentage of all stories from 01-Mar-2020 to 15-Apr-2020

All other stories (non-gender equality) as percentage of all stories from 01-Mar-2020 to 15-Apr-2020

Kenya

South Africa

USA

UK

Nigeria

India

0.67%

0.63%

0.61%

0.51%

0.45%

0.41%

99.33%

99.37%

99.39%

99.49%

99.55%

99.59%
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Women’s scientific & political 
expertise is underused & 

undervalued in COVID-19 news 
coverage. Thus women fail to shape 

the news frames which influence 
the policies developed in response 

to the pandemic

Challenge #3



Women have been largely locked out of COVID-19 country-level decision 
making in five of the six analyzed countries 

Percentage of men
in COVID-19 response
decision-making bodies
in the 6 countries

Source: AKAS analysis (People in decision making bodies) = UK (5), Nigeria (12), India (7), USA (27), Kenya (20), South Africa(30)

100%
93% 92%

86%
80%

50%

0

50

100

England United
States

Nigeria India Kenya South
Africa
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Women have been much more likely to be used as sources of subjective 
views than as authoritative experts in COVID-19 news

The function and gender of people in the news

Source: AKAS (2020a). COVID-19/Coronavirus Portrayal Analysis
N (People in news) = 739; N (Stories) = 175 top 3 ranked coronavirus stories and top 3 ranked COVID stories using Google’s news search engine;

N (Publications) = 30 - top 5 most viewed online news providers in each of the 6 countries;
N (Countries) = 6 - Nigeria, South Africa, Kenya, India, USA, UK; Period = 01 March 2020 to 15 April 2020

19

Women

Men

Don’t Know

(*Does not sum to 100% - excl. organizations & other)

19%

23%

53%

20%

4%

8%

12%

77%

67%

35%

80%

Expert or commentator

Protagonist

Source

Spokesperson 4%

48%

6%

12%
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The coverage of people is scarce in 
COVID-19 news. Men protagonists’ 

perspectives dominate the news 
about COVID-19. Women are 
significantly less likely to be 

portrayed as empowered subjects 
in the news

Challenge #4



The coverage of people is much more sporadic than the coverage of facts in 
COVID-19 news. Women are central to only a tenth of all COVID-19 stories

2020:
COVID-19 news stories*

centered around: 

Source: * AKAS portrayal analysis of 175 stories in 6 target countries, March-April 2020; ** Macharia, 2015, GMMP report; *** 525 stories covering
medicine, health, hygiene, safety, Ebola treatment and response, HIV/AIDS policy and treatment, other epidemics, viruses, contagions, influenza, BSE, and SARS

21

10%

21%
25%

74%

Women Men People Facts

Moderador
Notas de la presentación
There is a danger that the overuse of facts not “hung” onto human stories may be leading to dehumanization of the news coverage of the pandemic.Feminine storytelling approaches are characterised by more story background and consequences and by a greater focus on emotions/humanity, while masculine storytelling approaches by greater focus on hard facts and detached objectivity



Men crowd out women as protagonists in COVID-19/coronavirus stories by 
a factor of between three and six

% of women vs. men in news headlines as protagonists in COVID-19/coronavirus stories (2020, %).
(x times more men than women)

Source: Media Ecosystems Analysis Group, 2020; 
N (Publications) = 80; N (Stories with coronavirus) = 22,384; Period = 01 March 2020 to 15 April 2020
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Women

Men

No. of times men protagonists 
are mentioned more than 
women protagonists

26%

19%

15%

15%

15%

14%

81%

77%

79%

84%

83%

88%

United Kingdom

India

Kenya

South Africa

Nigeria

United States

x3.1

x4.1

x5.3

x5.6

x5.5

x6.3



…and the vast majority of protagonists who are portrayed as empowered 
individuals or survivors are men

Source: AKAS portrayal analysis of 175 top ranked COVID-19/coronavirus stories in 6 analyzed countries, March-April 2020 23

% of all protagonists
in COVID-19/ coronavirus 
news coverage portrayed as 
empowered or as survivors

Women

Men

83% 
men

17%
women

73%
men

27% 
women

41%
empowered

26%
survivors0%

100%

50%
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Patriarchal values are alive in 
the global south & the global 

north, acting as a significant, if 
not the most significant 
barrier against women’s 

visibility in news!

Challenge #5
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Gender Social Norms Index
% who hold at least one 
bias

Source: UNDP (2020) based on World Values Data from 2006 to 2013

Attitudes and Social Norms in relation to Gender Equality in Spain (2020)

Half of the Spanish public hold on to at least one anti-women’s bias

11.6%

20.5%

28.1% 29.4%

50.5%

Educational Economic Physical integrity Political At least one bias
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Gender Social Norms Index
% of population that 
have at least 2 of 7 
possible biases

Source: UNDP (2020) based on World Values Data from 2006 to 2013

Attitudes and Social Norms in relation to Gender Equality (2020)

Vast majority of members of the public in the global south and a significant 
minority in the global north, including Spain, are biased against women

Pa
rt

 1
Pa

rt
 2

Pa
rt

 3
Pa

rt
 4

Ap
pe

nd
ix

25.2% 25.5% 30.1%

80.9% 83.3%

95.0%
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News is produced predominantly 
by men, it features more 

men, and is consumed 
more by men. 

If women are left out of the news 
lifecycle, what does this mean for 

democracy? 

Is news heading towards a 
democratic deficit?
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Percentage of the audiences who are extremely/very interested in news (2020)

Men are more interested in news than women globally and in Spain

United Kingdom

United  States

South Africa

39 Country Global  Average*
*38 Countries plus India

Source: Digital News Reports, Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism/YouGov (2020)

Women

Men

Total

Spain

India**
2019**

59%55% 64%

70%64% 76%

69%65% 73%

66%60% 72%

65%61% 68%

49%44% 54%
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The Good news: 
Recommendations & 

solutions

Part 3:
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Solutions:
The good news is that there are 
many ways that newsgathering 
& news production can employ 

to amplify women’s voices
in the COVID-19
news coverage



21 recommendations for amplifying women’s voices in COVID-19 news

1
Raise awareness 
of bias towards 
experts being 
men. Track 
gender of 
experts in news

2
Provide 
journalists with 
lists of women 
experts on 
health, 
medicine and 
research

3 4
Use women 
experts from 
professions that 
tend to be highly 
trusted by the 
public: doctors, 
scientists, 
paramedics, 
nurses, teachers

Use more health 
correspondents 
(rather than 
political/ 
business) who 
are more likely 
to be women

5
Visually 
rebalance male 
bias by 
publishing more 
images of 
women experts 

6
Raise awareness 
of significant 
bias towards 
men 
protagonists. 
Track gender of 
experts in news

7
Develop more 
COVID-19-
related features 
centered 
around women 
as protagonists

8 9
Amplify the 
views of women 
who are 
political, 
healthcare & 
business leaders 
when reporting 
on COVID-19 
stories

Launch a series 
of pieces/ 
programs 
examining the 
impact of the 
pandemic on 
women

10
Ensure a 
healthy 
proportion of 
women 
protagonists are 
portrayed as 
empowered 
(rather than 
side-kicks or 
victims)

11
Raise awareness 
of absence of 
gender equality 
angle in COVID-
19 news

12
Seek a gender 
angle in COVID-
19 stories/ 
expose the 
gender bias or 
blindness of 
those in power

13 14
Develop relevant 
story treatments: 
COVID-19’s 
impact on 
women’s 
employment, 
healthcare, 
reproductive 
rights, education 
& children, on 
girls, on gender-
based violence;    
focus on    

solutions

Explore 
challenges that 
women face 
during the 
pandemic: 
political, 
educational, 
health-related, 
economic, 
socio-cultural. 
Find the local 
story angles

15
Ensure gender 
balanced 
imagery/photo 
journalism

16
Avoid 
aggressive 
language reliant 
on war frames

17
Use a 
combination of 
structural 
inequalities, 
human interest 
and solidarity/ 
co-operation 
frames to shine 
a light on 
women’s 
specific   
struggles

18 19
Choose more 
inclusive and 
equanimous 
language when 
covering COVID-
19 stories

Find more 
positive story 
angles/present 
more solutions

20 21
Exemplify facts 
with personal 
stories to 
humanize 
COVID-19 
stories and 
avoid 
desensitization

Seek out the 
views of women 
audiences. 
Disaggregate 
data by sex to 
understand 
gender 
differences

31



Here is a selection of six you could choose to focus on…

32

1
Raise awareness 
of bias towards 
experts in news 
about COVID-19 
being men. Track 
gender of experts 
in news

2
Provide 
journalists with 
lists of women 
experts on 
health, medicine 
and research

Newsgathering

8
Amplify the views 
of women who 
are political, 
healthcare & 
business leaders 
when reporting 
on COVID-19 
stories

10
Ensure a healthy 
proportion of 
women 
protagonists are 
portrayed as 
empowered 
(rather than side-
kicks or victims)

13
Develop relevant 
story treatments: 
COVID-19’s 
impact on 
women’s 
employment, 
healthcare, repro-
ductive rights, 
education & 
children, on girls, 
on gender-based 
violence; focus on    

solutions

20
Exemplify facts 
with personal 
stories to 
humanize COVID-
19 story and 
avoid 
desensitization

News outputs
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The report focuses on 12 angles/frames, examined through the lens of their 
benefit in providing a foundation for policies that support women

Health 
Severity: 

Plague sub-
frame

Plague, Pandemic, 
Epidemic

Othering or 
“Somewhere 

Else”
frame

China, Wuhan

Health 
Severity: War 

sub-frame

War, Battle, 
Combat, Enemy, 

Conquer

Action/Public 
level of 

responsibility
frame

Social Distancing, Social 
Distance, Wear A Mask, 

Wearing A Mask, Washing 
Hands, Wash Hands, Self 

Isolating, Self Isolate, Stay 
At Home

Health 
Severity: Killer 

sub-frame

Killer, Kill, 
Murderer, Deadly, 

Raging

Economic 
consequences 

frame

Economy, Economic, 
Business, 

Businesses, 
Employment, 

Unemployment, 
Recession, Jobs

Medical/ 
Scientific 

frame

Scientific, Science, 
Medicine, Medical

Cooperation/
solidarity 

frame

Solidarity, 
Cooperation, Hope

Globalization 
frame

Global, Globe, 
World, 

International

Human 
interest frame

Wife, Mother, 
Daughter, Sister, 
Husband, Father, 

Son, Brother, Friend

“Attribution of 
responsibility”

or “blame”

Blame, Fault, Responsible, 
Responsibility, 

Responsibilities, Guilt, 
Guilty

Thematic/ 
structural 

inequalities
frame

Inequality, 
Inequalities, Fair, 
Fairness, Unfair, 

Unfairness

Moderador
Notas de la presentación
These are showing the percentage of all stories that reference a keyword for the 12 frames. The keywords used are set out in Appendix 1 on Methodology.Recommendation no. 17 Consider using other frames as an alternative. The structural inequalities frame holds enormous potential to shine a light on women’s unique gender struggles. The cooperation/solidarity frame, which reflects a more unifying perspective of the pandemic could, for example, focus on how local communities have supported each other, or ahuman interest frame would explore the personal impacts of any aspect of the pandemic on people.



When reporting on gender based violence, it is paramount to use the 
thematic/socio-economic inequalities & human interest frames

Give voice 
to the 

survivor(s)
Look at the 
root causes

Always 
offer 

sources for 
help!

Report on 
the 

prevalence 
of GBV



Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

Rebecca Solnit
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