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Are reporters able to raise gender awareness

through news?

Introduction

Gender refers to the social, cultural, physiological, and psychological

factors when we define a person as masculine or feminine. Gender is not

only an important aspect of the way other people see us, but also affects

the way we see and understand ourselves.

Gender issues are often considered to be women's domain, and so are not

given enough importance, but these issues affect society.

All of us in the media have the responsibility that the message we transmit

to society do not affect people in a negative way.  The issue of gender

awareness is the responsibility of us all.

Language, statistics, sexist pictures, traditional ways, sex roles and

stereotypes: all these can lead to an unfair picture of gender

representation.

Reporters in the news media should be aware of all this, but nonetheless,

the same people find themselves obliged to give in to the dictates of the

market.

Fear & Favour

Surveys of working journalists held by The International Womens’ Media

Foundation have found that they experience pressure from powerful

interests, outside and inside the news business, to push some stories and

ignore others, and to shape or slant news contents.

The sources of pressure include the government, which enlists media to

support its actions and policies; corporate advertisers who may demand

favourable treatment for their industries and products. Media owners

themselves, who can use their outlets to support their increasingly various

business and political interests.

This happens also in our country.

Journalists are faced with a problem when they try to bring gender

awareness through news as: News is News!. Unfortunately journalists

often tend to forget that the portrayal of women in the media is a

constantly recurring theme where the status and position of women in the

media are concerned. Sexist images seem to crop up here, there and

everywhere under the pretext that this type

of portrayal sells.

News is made of issues affecting women and men. Unfortunately, women

are portrayed much more often than men as  victims and being passive

rather than playing an active role. They are portrayed as family carers,

housekeepers and lovingly respectable wives devoted to their husbands,

with all the negative implications this might bring with it.

To make things worse, women routinely appear as speakers on social

issues, and are often absent from hard news stories on politics, the

economy or finance. This might be due to their invisibility within the

political spheres. But in the meantime, women make up half of the voting

population in our country. They too have their opinion regarding politics,

and their vote is powerful as that of men.

Two different approaches

There are two possible approaches of how a journalist can write a report.

The first approach favours a "neutral" and "objective" reporting in which

the author's gender appears to play no part and does not, therefore,

influence his or her way of reporting the news.

The second approach favours a "gendered" reporting which is influenced

by the "gender sensitivity" of the author. This second approach comes out

openly in favour of women journalists. It gives them the right to choose

the subjects which they find interesting, and to express themselves in a

different way from their male colleagues. They would thus function

alongside the latter, neither refusing to collaborate with them nor adopting

the male definition of news.

Unfortunately though, the reality is that often, women are conditioned to

respond to news in a 'male' pattern. It's how many of us avoid being

labeled 'too soft' and get the positions we have. Women who want to

cover politics and economics say they must follow the avenues set by their

male colleagues or risk being assigned to soft news. From personal

experience, I could say that hard news (local and foreign politics,

parliament, economics etc.) always takes priority.

Maybe this is the cause why some fellow woman journalists assert that

news is not defined by gender. "News is news." they say, whether it is

reported by a woman or a man. They argue that standards of accuracy,

fairness and ethics apply equally to all journalists, regardless of gender.

Asking my fellow colleagues

To get just a small idea of how my colleagues in the newsroom think about

gender sensitivity and awareness I asked those whom I found in front of

me working on a particular day the following question:

When you are reporting, do you try to look in the subject with a different

perspective and see how different listeners or viewers look at the subject?

Does it appeal to all the diverse members of society?

Five respondents were male - one of them being the head of news, three

where female. The ages range from 19 to 33.

One male respondent answered a yes while saying that he believes that the

media has an important role to play in change.

Two male respondents  gave no as an answer without any comments at all.

Two other men stated that they are not interested.

Two female respondents replied with a yes, with one of them saying that it

is important that with the report those who are listening can have a good

opinion so that they can form an opinion themselves.

The other female respondent left the choice open, whilst commenting that

more than trying to see how things are to affect man and women - she will

see how the individual is going to be effected directly and indirectly.

The conclusion I leave for yourselves, even though this gives just an

indication and is certainly not a scientific research study at all.

Can we raise gender awareness through news?

The answers I obtained from my fellow colleagues shed light on why

women are seen and much less heard in the Maltese media.

A recent report of the World Association for Christian Communication

(2000) found that women were only 18% of people interviewed for stories

around the world. "The media often disregard women as leaders and

portray women as individuals, not groups; victims, nor heroines; sexual

figures, not thinkers!"

When the media deal with a subject which is received with particular

interest by women, this means that its author, irrespective of his or her

gender, possesses a certain degree of "female sensitivity".

In regard to the content of articles, there should be enough effort to

ensure

a "balanced" representation of men and women in both qualitative and

quantitative terms. Efforts to seek out women's views in all areas,

especially in areas seen as traditionally male are essential.

Subjects which are dealt with by the media into "men's" and "women's"

topics must when possible be eliminated.

We have to remember that no subject is specifically aimed at one or the

other gender, not even the so-called 'women's topics'. They concern

everyone. On the other hand, all subjects can be considered women's

topics. Women are interested in politics, football, the stock exchange,

human rights and the environment. Therefore many women are interested

in the same subjects.  Men are, likewise interested in topics such as

cookery, fashion, beauty, children etc.....

Conclusion

Reporters themselves should see that news once thought of as 'women's

news (topics) such as health, family issues, childcare, domestic violence,

education, child abuse and the like, will be considered of general interest

to all those in the news media.

Likewise, women must show that they are interested in what in terms of a

reporter is called hard news.

This will help reporters to be more gender sensitive and bring gender

awareness through the news. This would only happen if we were all, men

and women, gender-sensitized. Sad to say, not many of us are. All depends

on how much the media professionals are actually aware of gender issues.

Training in gender awareness is important. Likewise, accessibility to a list

of male and female experts locally on various topics is also important.

Such a list would include names of men and women that the journalist can

choose from when they need a diversity of opinions.

