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 Introduction

Women are numerically under-represented in politics by a large margin in 
Canada and across the globe. Despite important improvements on a variety 
of representational fronts since the early 1970s, the brief period of growth 
in women’s candidacies and share of elected seats at the federal level over 
the 1980s and early 1990s has largely stalled, raising grave doubts about 
“the view that things are moving along nicely,” a perspective that Bashevkin 
calls “flat-out wrong” (2009, 3). Why has women’s political representation 
stalled? Gendered News: Media Coverage and Electoral Politics in Canada 
contributes to answering the puzzle of women’s persistent political under- 
representation by focusing on the role of the news media. This book asks 
whether the news media contribute to the supply- and demand-side barriers 
to women’s political representation. It argues that the news media often 
present gendered representations of female politicians and of the political 
world, which, in turn, can become formidable obstacles to women at all 
stages on the path to attaining elected office. Put differently, gendered news 
coverage can negatively impact both the supply of and the demand for 
women politicians.1

This empirical fact of women’s political under-representation raises 
critical questions on both symbolic and substantive fronts, and it also means 
that legislatures operate with unnecessarily restricted talent pools. In Can-
ada, from 1993 to 2011, there was a modest 7 percent increase in women’s 
share of the seats in the House of Commons, from 18 percent in 1993 to  
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25 percent following the May 2011 federal election. Women’s representa-
tion seems to have plateaued at around the 20 to 25 percent mark, a level 
that has been holding for the past fifteen years and that raises the possibility 
of a gendered “electoral glass ceiling” (Trimble and Arscott 2003, 51). When 
changes in women’s proportions of House seats have occurred from elec-
tion to election, the pattern has not always been one of growth. Women’s 
share of seats fell slightly from 21.1 percent to 20.8 percent from the 2004 
to the 2006 federal election. When we focus specifically on party leaders, 
the pattern is similar. Two female party leaders contested the 1993 federal 
election, then Prime Minister Kim Campbell and then NDP leader Audrey 
McLaughlin; yet, there has not been a woman heading a competitive polit-
ical party in a federal election since 2000, when Alexa McDonough led the 
NDP. Gains are not irreversible.

Provincially, women candidates have not fared significantly better. Keep-
ing sizeable provincial variations in mind, on average, women occupy just 
22 percent of provincial legislative seats, although there has been a remark-
able increase in the number of women premiers and provincial party lead-
ers in recent years, including premiers Christy Clark (British Columbia), 
Kathleen Wynne (Ontario), Pauline Marois (Quebec), and Kathy Dunderdale 
(Newfoundland and Labrador). Women’s representation at both these levels 
of Canadian government, however, remains stubbornly short of the so-
called critical mass threshold – typically pegged at 30 percent of legislative 
seats – required for women to make a difference in politics. At the current 
rate of change – a 7 percent increase over eighteen years – Canada’s House 
of Commons will not see a critical mass of female members of Parliament 
until 2029 or parity until 2075, well over half a century from now.

To attain elected office in politics, candidates must undergo three selec-
tion processes: they must select themselves to run; they must be selected 
by parties for nomination; and they must be selected by voters at the ballot 
box (Matland and Montgomery 2003). In many ways, the stubbornness of 
women’s under-representation over these eighteen years is a puzzle, because 
many barriers at all three stages have been reduced, suggesting that women’s 
shares of candidacies and legislative seats should be higher. Indeed, barriers 
erected by parties, fundraising, voter hesitation about women politicians, 
and women’s positions in the candidate eligibility pool have all improved. 

Political parties historically played formidable gatekeeping roles that 
tended to overtly scuttle women’s prospects for elective office (e.g., Bashevkin 
1993). Political parties certainly still have work to do to provide women the 
same opportunities for power and influence that men have enjoyed for our 
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entire history; nonetheless, they have improved. Many parties have adopted 
formal and informal measures to enhance women’s candidacies over the 
past few decades. Although Canada has not joined the roughly 110 coun-
tries in the world that have adopted some form of gender-based quotas, 
Canadian political parties have undertaken other steps to increase the num-
ber of women candidates and legislators. Several parties have informal “tar-
gets,” some of which aim for gender parity in candidate nominations. Some 
parties have set up funds reserved for women candidates to assist them in 
their bids for office. Some have adopted formal recruitment policies aimed 
at identifying and recruiting women candidates, as well as candidates from 
other under-represented groups such as minorities and Aboriginals. The 
federal NDP falls within this last category. Parties no longer tend to run 
their female candidates overwhelmingly in so-called lost-cause ridings, al-
though this still happens in rural ridings (e.g., Carbert 2009). To be sure, 
different political parties offer different levels of resources for, and obviously 
have different levels of commitment to, the recruitment of women candi-
dates. More left-wing and centrist parties, predictably, tend to be more sup-
portive than more right-wing parties. This partisan pattern is fairly consistent 
across countries of the developed West, and in Canada it became quite overt 
in the post-1993 shake-up that saw the emergence of the Reform Party, later 
the Canadian Alliance (e.g., Young 2002). In the main, however, political par-
ties have become more hospitable to female office seekers over recent dec-
ades, as well as to female members more generally (Young and Cross 2003).

Political parties are key, but so is money, and there are important in-
equalities that must be taken into account. In Canada there is a persistent 
gender gap with respect to income. Women are paid roughly 84 cents for 
every dollar paid to men,2 placing Canada’s gender-income gap among the 
highest of countries in the OECD.3 Earnings differentials can be important 
to self-selection into political careers and to success at the nomination 
stage, as well, because personal income can affect whether one can afford 
to run a political campaign and shoulder other costs associated with doing 
so, such as day care, transportation, and absence from paid work. Women 
do tend to earn less personally; however, we must also consider the abilities 
of candidates to fundraise if we are to glean a full picture of whether and 
how money hampers women in seeking office. Success at fundraising is a 
critical indicator of candidate quality and electability, and there is convin-
cing evidence that women are not disadvantaged relative to men in raising 
campaign money (e.g., Young 2005). The recent overhaul of campaign and 
election finance laws in Canada, which has resulted in stricter restrictions 
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on spending and contributing, has had the added advantage of practically 
levelling the playing field for all candidates, male and female, when it comes 
to raising and spending money on electoral campaigns.

In addition to the loosening of barriers to nomination and election, the 
supply pool of potential candidates has grown dramatically over recent 
decades. Women are better educated, more professionally qualified to run 
for office, and more connected to political networks than ever before, fac-
tors that actually should enhance their chances of selection at all three 
stages. Critically, women’s presence in professional and managerial occupa-
tions has grown dramatically in the past few decades. In 2008, women occu-
pied 50 percent of professional positions in business and finance in Canada, 
including 34 percent of senior management positions.4 Law is becoming 
similarly feminized. Where women were just 5 percent of Ontario lawyers 
in 1971, over three decades later, in 2006, women accounted for nearly 60 
percent of young lawyers and 38 percent of all lawyers in Ontario.5 Women 
make up much smaller portions of senior lawyers, partners, and the like, 
but their entrance in large numbers into this critical pipeline profession 
should contribute to a larger number of female politicians as well. This has 
not happened, however, at least not yet.

Turning to the final stage of selection – being elected by voters – women 
fare well. In the aggregate, when other factors are equal, voters do not ap-
pear to be systematically biased against female candidates (e.g., Black and 
Erickson 2003). What this means is that voters have no baseline objection 
to voting for women. Sometimes, women actually enjoy an electoral advan-
tage among voters. The problem, as always, is with the qualifier “when other 
factors are equal,” which they often are not for many women candidates. 
When women have the same money, credentials, time, experience, net-
works, and other important resources as men, including media visibility 
and favourable coverage, they do not face disadvantage at the polls. As the 
following pages illustrate, the media play an important role in shaping  
voters’ perceptions of female leaders and candidates and of the political 
world generally, thus influencing voters’ support for female politicians.

What is the role of the news media in producing and reinforcing supply- 
and demand-side barriers to women’s representation in formal politics? 
Broadly, this occurs mainly through a process of gendering in news cover-
age, whereby women politicians are systematically presented differently 
than their male counterparts. The term gendered coverage refers to all the 
ways that women politicians are presented differently than their male col-
leagues as a function of the fact that they are women, just as racialized 
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coverage focuses on ethnic and/or racial markers of difference – such as 
foreign birth, country of origin, dress and appearance, religion, or language 
– and promotes a view of visible-minority news subjects as novel, atypical, 
or exotic (e.g., Abu-Laban and Trimble 2006; Fleras and Kunz 2001; 
Gershon 2012; Henry and Tator 2002; Saunders 1991; Terkildsen and 
Damore 1999; Tolley 2012; Zilber and Niven 2000a, 2000b). Gendering can 
occur in both the quantity and quality of the coverage received by female 
politicians. Quality is particularly important, for the quantity of coverage 
matters little if the news presents women politicians negatively. News 
coverage is gendered when it systematically presents women politicians as 
unique or different, or implies that women are alien to politics because they 
are women; focuses on them as women first, and politicians second; and 
devotes disproportionate and voyeuristic attention to their personal lives, 
including their appearance and family situation, often at the expense of 
coverage of their professional credentials and political experience. Gendered 
coverage can assume a variety of guises, many of which are examined in this 
book – in fact, even seemingly gender-neutral coverage can have deeply 
gendered implications when women are presented the same as men, using 
masculine frames. Yet, with all forms of gendered coverage, the underlying 
dynamic is stunningly singular: broadly, gendered coverage assumes a male 
model of politician as the norm and, therefore, depicts women as gendered 
beings, implicitly novel and foreign to, as opposed to natural and normal-
ized in, the political sphere.

This book is rooted in and extends the gendered mediation thesis. The 
original articulation of this approach in Sreberny-Mohammadi and Ross’s 
(1996) work on female MPs in Great Britain has been further refined by 
Canadian (Gidengil and Everitt 1999, 2000, 2003a, 2003b) and Australian 
scholars (Fountaine and McGregor 2002). Representing a second stage in 
the gender analysis of media coverage, the primary focus of the gendered 
mediation thesis is not explicit sex or gender bias in the news. Unlike in 
decades past, the news today very rarely contains explicitly sexist remarks 
or language; rather, the gendering is more insidious, and examples include 
covering politicians using ostensibly gender-neutral news frames that are, in 
fact, masculine in nature, as well as format techniques that present more 
filtered, mediated representations of women than men. More details are dis-
cussed further on in this introduction.

The gendered mediation thesis is rooted in two core premises, which ex-
plain why gendered coverage occurs. First, the news media reflect the cul-
ture in which they are situated, which is gendered. Second, the mechanics 
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of the news media industry, which is dominated by men, reinforce the mas-
culine character of the news. The idea that the news media reflect the cul-
ture in which they are situated is conventional wisdom among the bulk of 
communications scholars. For example, Gamson (1988) identifies several 
factors that shape media discourse about politics, and one of these is “cul-
tural resonances,” or what Benson calls “culturally available symbols and 
themes” (2004, 277). Indeed, journalism is a human endeavour that cannot 
occur outside the systems of shared meanings produced by a society. Gender 
as a system of meaning, therefore, affects both the selection and editing of 
news content, as well as citizens’ reactions to news stories. The gendered 
mediation thesis and this book’s content, more generally, rely implicitly on 
gender schema theory to help further explain exactly how gendered pat-
terns of coverage are created by the news and by politicians themselves, as 
well as the effects of gendered coverage on citizens’ perceptions of female 
candidates.

A schema is a mental framework, “a cognitive structure that contains a 
concept’s attributes and links among those attributes” (Fiske 1984, 141). 
Gender stereotypes are “generalized preconceptions about the attributes 
of males and females,” and “a gender schema represents a more generic 
knowledge structure about maleness and femaleness” (Bussey and Bandura 
1999, 678); Halpern, in fact, conceptualizes them as equivalents (1988). 
Gender schema theory is more about process than content. Like other 
schema theories, gender schema theory provides an account of how indi-
viduals process information in light of existing, highly organized structures 
of knowledge and beliefs, such as gender stereotypes. As such, gender 
schema theory can help us to understand how individuals react to counter- 
stereotypical behaviour, for example, on the part of a female candidate, or 
why the news tends to cover the personal lives of women more often than 
those of men (e.g., Chang and Hitchon 1997). The primary points about 
schemas are that they are easily cued; when they are cued, they become ac-
cessible, and their application to the political world becomes more likely; 
they are used as filters through which to understand and process new infor-
mation; they are used to make inferences in the face of information deficits; 
and individuals often confront challenges when presented with information 
that is discordant with the content of a schema. Gender is one kind of 
schema, but there has been ample work on how other schemas, too, affect 
the political world, including partisan schemas and race schemas, which 
provide individuals with generalized information and beliefs much in the 
same way that a gender schema does.
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The second premise of the gendered mediation thesis is the notion that 
the news, in the broadest sense, is dominated by men – in terms of its  
personnel, structure and organizational culture, and economic imperatives 
(e.g., Chambers, Steiner, and Fleming 2004; Robinson 2005). This creates 
and reinforces gendered patterns of coverage in various ways. Chapter 3 
presents evidence that the Canadian television and print news systems are 
both dominated by men and are distinctively masculine in their structure, 
their political economic imperatives, and their culture.

Gendered news can produce three main effects, and together, these make 
up a significant focus of this book in terms of linking patterns of coverage 
with outcomes related to women’s political under-representation. First, 
gendered news media coverage of women politicians can have negative ef-
fects on evaluations of female candidates and office holders and, by exten-
sion, women’s chances of winning and maintaining elected office. Second, 
gendered news coverage can have negative effects on women’s willingness 
to run, an important supply-side consideration. Similarly, it may also im-
plicitly discourage girls and young women from considering political ca-
reers when they mature, creating important socialization effects on future 
generations of political citizens. If girls and young women become alienated 
from seeking political office, the result will be a continuation of women’s 
political under-representation for the foreseeable future. Finally, there is 
the impact on political women, who must navigate gendered news media 
throughout their careers, in addition to all the other challenges of office 
holding that they share in common with their male counterparts. Gendered 
news contributes to the idea that femaleness is different, alien to politics, or 
even unwelcome in politics. Knowledge of this constrains many women pol-
iticians, as later chapters demonstrate.

News Matters
Before turning to more specific discussion of the ways in which gendered 
coverage and its effects are analyzed in this book in the next section, it is 
instructive to first consider the specific question addressed by this book – 
the contribution of the news media to gender inequality in representation 
– within the larger context of the political communications as well as the 
political representation literatures. Doing so reveals the gaps in current 
knowledge, but also the potential power of the news media to affect elector-
al decision making on the parts of voters, parties, and would-be candidates. 
Various factors affect election to public office, some of which have been 
mentioned already, but there are multiple reasons for focusing, in particular, 

Sample Material © 2013 UBC Press



8 Introduction

on the news media. First, we do have extensive evidence about political par-
ties, electoral systems, and other influences on women’s electoral prospects, 
but relatively little on the news media. Additionally, we know that the news 
media affect political life at all levels – a topic that will be treated in greater 
detail below and in the chapters that follow, including effects on candidates’ 
individual political behaviours as well as effects on the overall tone of elec-
toral campaigns. However, the issue is not just that the media affect how 
people think about and act in politics, which alone would suggest taking 
the media seriously. Media representations of reality tend often to be partial 
or distorted, and this fact makes it all the more important to ask questions 
about coverage and its effects. Professional news media have organized 
themselves according to norms of objectivity, impartiality, and truth seek-
ing, prompting many citizens to regard the news as a trusted and authorita-
tive source of information about politics and current events. Yet, the news 
presents a condensed, selective, and partial take on real-world people and 
events. Add to this the potential for the news to distort systematically or to 
present inaccurate or unfavourable depictions of groups, particularly mar-
ginalized groups such as racial minorities and women, and news coverage 
becomes a serious concern, indeed.

Another consideration that elevates concern about media is that, for 
many citizens, the media take the place of direct experience. Most com-
munications between politicians and citizens are mediated in some manner 
or other. Few citizens will meet, much less become acquainted with, a prime 
minister, a party leader, or even a local candidate directly. At the same time, 
citizens do form opinions about political issues, events, and personalities of 
which they have no direct experience. As Zaller notes, “it is hard to imagine 
where many of these opinions come from if not from the mass media” (1996, 
17). Depictions in the news of political personalities and issues actually take 
on the characteristic of reality for many citizens. As such, the tendency of 
the news to distort reality – sometimes in systematic and unfavourable ways 
– raises questions of utmost importance to political inquiry, such as how 
the media perform as conduits of information in democratic systems and 
why representational gaps persist in Canada and other countries.

At its core this book places considerable stock in the claim that news 
matters. The news media affect political life in all sorts of ways, and some of 
these are outlined below. The idea that the news media matter to electoral 
politics, indeed, politics generally, has not always been a popular claim. 
There have been remarkable swings in thinking about the mass impact of 
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the news media. We are currently in a third era in the study of the effects of 
media, each characterized by a distinctive view of their impact. The first 
period saw its beginning around the First World War. Inspired by the ap-
parent successes of wartime propaganda campaigns, the belief in the 1920s 
was that the media wield substantial powers of persuasion over public val-
ues and positions (e.g., Lippmann 1922). This “powerful effects” view saw 
the influence of the media as direct and immediate, like the effects of a 
hypodermic needle or a bullet, both popular analogies at the time. The 
1940s ushered in a second period in the study of media. Until roughly the 
early 1970s, scholars rejected the powerful effects model in favour of a 
“minimal effects” paradigm. The core belief was that political preferences 
were extremely stable, mainly because of strong partisan loyalties acquired 
early in life through socialization, leaving little room for change during 
election campaigns (e.g., Campbell et al. 1960). The effect of political com-
munication seemed to be reinforcement of existing partisan loyalties and 
political attitudes, not persuasion, especially given citizens’ selective expos-
ure to media messages in line with their pre-existing beliefs. As Blumler and 
Gurevitch aptly observe, the minimal effects paradigm was “part and parcel 
of an overall view that placed far more emphasis on the underlying stability 
of the world of politics than on its flux” (1988, 245), a tendency that was 
common in this era.

The third and current period of research on the effects of media has es-
tablished that these effects are, indeed, not so minimal after all, although 
they tend to be largely indirect, cumulative, and cognitive, rather than dir-
ect, immediate, and persuasive. The shift in outlook among scholars is the 
result of changes in the political environment, as well as the evolution of the 
methodological tools available for media effects research. The political 
landscape has changed in important ways since the beginning of the min-
imal effects era in the 1940s, and some of these changes have created great-
er opportunities than before for political communications to affect the 
political attitudes and behaviours of citizens. For example, partisan loyal-
ties have weakened, and electoral volatility has climbed across the globe 
(Dalton and Wattenberg 2000). That diminishing numbers of voters have 
standing commitments to particular parties means that greater numbers of 
voters do not filter political decision-making through partisanship. With 
looser or absent party ties, voters turn to alternate means of making sense of 
the political world, a process that includes deciding how to evaluate candi-
dates and issues and, ultimately, how to cast ballots. Naturally, processes of 
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partisan de-alignment translate into greater opportunities for political 
communications of all sorts to influence mass political behaviour.

This is not to say that the news media are currently thought to have uni-
form or widespread direct effects, and certainly, most scholars do not hold 
that the news media commonly have persuasive effects. Rather, current 
media effects research focuses largely on the indirect effects of media via 
processes of agenda setting, framing, and priming – prominent theories of 
media effects. Research on agenda setting, priming, and framing focuses on 
the multiple complex ways that seemingly routine choices made in the 
structure, format, and style of the news influence how citizens think about 
politics. These theories are at the core of current work on media coverage 
and its effects, including work that focuses on gender. Agenda setting oc-
curs through decisions of the media about what to cover and how much 
time or space to accord each issue or story. Salience transfer often occurs as 
a result (e.g., McCombs and Shaw 1972; Cohen 1963; Iyengar and Kinder 
1987), when citizens mimic the news media’s decisions regarding the im-
portance of events or issues.

Agenda setting is not limited to directing our attention to particular 
topics or events. Framing and priming are often thought of as second-level 
agenda-setting effects, for they shift our attention to the particular attrib-
utes of news topics (framing) and how these influence public opinion (prim-
ing). Framing is “to select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them 
more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particu-
lar problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treat-
ment recommendation for the item described” (Entman 1993, 52). In other 
words, framing is the process of attaching a “peg,” storyline, or interpretive 
lens to a news item. Framing provides structure to the people, events, and 
ideas reported in the story by implicitly signalling to audiences which as-
pects of the story are most important as well as how to think about the facts, 
ideas, or events contained within it. One of the critical points about framing 
is that each story can be framed in a variety of ways. For example, a cam-
paign story can be framed as a “horse race” between front-running candi-
dates or as an example of public discourse about the future direction of the 
country (Mendelsohn 1996, 8). Coverage of terrorism routinely adopts a 
perpetrator-victim frame that simplifies the political, economic, and cultur-
al complexities behind terrorist activity and also unambiguously assigns 
blame for terrorist attacks (e.g., Iyengar 1991). Even these few brief examples 
illustrate the power of framing to define issues, events, and political actors.
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Priming is closely related, but turns our attention to how public opinion 
is affected by the selective processes of agenda setting and framing. By draw-
ing attention through processes of agenda setting and framing to some 
issues, problems, or traits, the news can set the standards by which viewers 
judge candidates and office holders (e.g., Iyengar and Kinder 1987). The 
term priming refers to the fact that the news media can influence the criter-
ia by which political evaluations are made. By prioritizing national security 
over health care during a campaign, for example, the media can indirectly 
influence the public to prefer candidates who are perceived to be capable 
handlers of policing, border control, and defence spending – in other 
words, candidates who are (or who are perceived to be) assertive, oriented 
towards law and order issues, or who possess tough stances on these issues. 
A key component of priming theory is the idea that citizens do not form 
evaluations or make decisions with all available information; rather, citizens 
use accessible information disproportionately, resulting in an accessibility 
bias. In politics, more accessible information is typically information that 
is emphasized more often or more extensively in the news (Iyengar 1990, 
1991), which is to say that the news media is an agenda setter, as agenda- 
setting theory proposes and ample empirical work has demonstrated.

Analyzing the News for Gendered Patterns of Coverage
Getting into some of the specifics, gendered coverage manifests in election 
campaign news in a variety of ways, and the first step in identifying the dif-
ferent analytical categories involved is to separate considerations about 
quantity of coverage from those about quality of coverage. Visibility or the 
quantity of coverage was an important focus of early research, for women 
were often left out of the news. This certainly had something to do with the 
fact that women held very few seats in Canada’s House of Commons prior 
to the 1980s, and even fewer prominent positions such as cabinet posts. 
From Ellen Fairclough’s appointment as the first female federal cabinet min-
ister in 1957 to the election of the first Mulroney government in 1984 there 
were only six women appointed to the federal cabinet in Canada. Visibility 
comes with prominence and importance, obviously, and as women have 
entered politics in greater numbers and have achieved prestigious pos-
itions within government, including as prime minister, the news media have 
paid attention. Even so, there has been ample evidence that for much of re-
cent history female politicians’ treatment by the news media amounts to 
“symbolic annihilation” (Tuchman 1978). Even when female politicians have 
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occupied prominent political roles, marginalization of them and their cre-
dentials has occurred. The following is a telling example:

After the 1990 invasion of Kuwait, [CBC’s] The Journal aired a “special” on 
the condition of foreigners detained in Iraq during which the Tehran hos-
tage crisis was recalled. Instead of drawing on Flora MacDonald’s expert 
knowledge as Canada’s external affairs minister during that period, The 
Journal assigned the commentary roles to former ambassadors Allan 
Gotlieb (Washington) and Ken Taylor (Tehran). (Robinson and Saint-Jean 
1991, 135)

Although Gotlieb and Taylor were certainly appropriate sources for this 
story, MacDonald’s exclusion as an expert commentator is curious given 
her political position at the time.

Turning to the content of coverage, which is in many ways the chief focus 
of this book, I use the gendered mediation thesis as a primary framework 
for structuring analyses of gendered news coverage. This said, the gendered 
mediation approach has much in common with lots of work that does not 
use it explicitly. Additionally, I also develop new theoretical insights as a 
result of the analyses that follow. Most notably, I propose the provision- 
presentation distinction in Chapter 3, which deals directly with how polit-
ical women’s own gendered behaviour affects their coverage in the news. It 
is impossible to ignore the empirical fact that women and men often behave 
differently in politics, as they do in other spheres, an issue that raises thorny 
questions about who is responsible for news coverage being gendered.

The gendered mediation thesis is not a departure from past approaches, 
but a refinement and progression of analytical focus, as noted previously. It 
has two chief benefits for the analyses that follow: first, its focus on seem-
ingly gender-neutral coverage and, second, its focus on the format of the 
news. The gendered mediation thesis goes far beneath the surface – beyond 
the unequivocal use of stereotypes and sexist language in the news – to 
identify how and why ostensibly gender-neutral news can disadvantage fe-
male politicians. The gendered mediation approach certainly does not avoid 
or ignore coverage that is overtly sexist, blatantly stereotypical, or contains 
“women-specific narrative frames” (Gidengil and Everitt 2000, 106), for 
these are important focal points for all scholars of gender, media, and pol-
itics. However, the approach does direct particular attention to seemingly 
gender-neutral coverage, which on the surface appears to treat male and 
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female politicians the same. The basic problem is that gender-neutral treat-
ment often means framing both men and women using masculine language 
and imagery (e.g., Gidengil and Everitt 1999, 2003a, 2003b; Sampert and 
Trimble 2003; Trimble and Sampert 2004), a direct consequence of the fact 
that politics has been constructed as a masculine domain. The application 
of masculine frames to describe female politicians can appear unnatural to 
viewers, triggering a “basic schema incompatibility” (Butler and Geis 
1990), in which new information conflicts with deeply embedded gender 
schema. To use Entman’s words: “journalists may follow the rules for object-
ive reporting and yet convey a dominant framing of the news that prevents 
most audience members from making a balanced assessment of a situation” 
(1993, 57). The idea of a woman landing a “knockout blow” or “keeping her 
stick on the ice,” metaphors that are illustrative of how the news media tend 
to cover events like leaders’ debates, is at odds with culturally defined norms 
of feminine behaviour. Historically, women have not been associated with 
war, sport, and games and, therefore, do not tend to be automatically cred-
ited with the traits needed to succeed in these domains, such as aggression, 
strength, autonomy, and competitiveness. If a job or a social role has been 
occupied predominantly by one type of person, it is natural that, over time, 
the role would become closely associated with that type of person. More 
concretely, men have enjoyed a near-monopoly on the domains of war, 
sport, games, and politics, so men and masculine traits are closely associat-
ed with these activities. Therefore, the use of masculine news frames that 
equate political debate with boxing matches and elections with horse races 
may convey the idea that women are alien to politics or that they do not 
possess the traits required to successfully compete.

As noted above, the second analytical advantage offered by the gendered 
mediation approach is that it pays attention to several important formatting 
issues. When thinking about the content of news coverage, a distinction al-
ways needs to be made between substance – what is said, represented, or 
depicted – and style or format – how things are said, represented, or de-
picted. Both the substance and format of the news can be gendered, and 
these are analyzed separately in this book. The following categories are used 
to organize discussion of patterns in the substance of news coverage of male 
and female politicians:

• Representations of the personal – personal lives, appearances, and per-
sonality or traits
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• Representations of the professional – professional credentials; political 
experience; and attributions of success, the extent to which candidates’ 
successes are ascribed to their own efforts and traits as opposed to the 
assistance of others (e.g., political and family connections)

• Representations of viability – opinion polls, electability, and the use of 
horserace frames

• Representations of issues and positions – the issues that candidates are 
associated with and, where possible, the positions they are said or im-
plied to favour.

This categorization maps neatly onto the key criteria according to which 
individual candidates and politicians are typically evaluated: traits, creden-
tials, competitiveness, and issues. As will be discussed in further detail in 
Chapter 2, the media tend to focus on women’s appearances more than and 
in different ways than on men’s. The media tend to frame women in stereo-
typical terms using culturally accessible feminine archetypes – seductress, 
mother, pet, and iron maiden (Kanter 1977a, 1977b) – that often pose  
dangers for their entrance into or advancement along political careers. 
Media coverage also tends to raise doubts, typically implicitly, about 
women’s viability as candidates and office holders, often as a result of being 
framed according to the culturally accessible archetypes.

To analyze gendered patterns in the format of the news, this book draws 
from the insights of the gendered mediation approach. One of the primary 
objectives of the gendered mediation thesis is to examine the more oblique 
gender imbalances in political news. One way that it does this is by focusing 
on the format of the news. In particular, the gendered mediation thesis holds 
that the news presents a more mediated, filtered image of female politicians’ 
words and actions compared with news coverage of male politicians. In line 
with the two core tenets of the approach – the news reflects societal gender 
codes and the news is dominated by men – female politicians’ “behavior is 
subject to more evaluation and interpretation, because it opposes tradition-
al feminine stereotypes” (Cantrell and Bachmann 2008, 430). Put simply, the 
news media must devote more time and space to interpreting, rather than 
simply reporting on, female politicians because women’s presence in pol-
itics deserves explaining or decoding. This is not to say that audiences won-
der, “What is that woman doing running for office?” but rather, “How should 
I think about this woman running for office?” This is where the dispropor-
tionate mediation comes in. As such, this book’s discussion of the format of 
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media coverage of female candidates is organized according to the following 
categories:

• Speaking agentically – to what extent are female candidates permitted 
to speak in their own words in the news media? Conversely, to what 
extent are candidates paraphrased or summarized by newsmakers for 
audiences?

• Analytical and evaluative reportage – to what extent is coverage of fe-
male candidates descriptive (the classic mode of hard news reporting) 
versus analytical and/or evaluative?

Data Sources, Electoral Context, and Book Summary
This is the first book-length and most in-depth investigation of gender, 
news, and electoral politics in the Canadian setting. The following chapters 
engage with questions about gendered coverage of candidates and polit-
icians in Canadian news and the impact of that coverage on citizens’ polit-
ical perceptions of women, as well as on female politicians’ own views of 
their political careers. If gendered news influences citizens’ perceptions and 
decisions, by extension, gendered news will have an impact on elections. 
This causal chain is not difficult to conceptualize given recent evidence that 
news can matter. We know that the news can affect citizens’ political judg-
ments, both directly and indirectly, leading many scholars to view the news 
media as a significant political actor in its own right. This book’s most im-
portant claims are (1) there are gendered patterns in news coverage of fe-
male politicians, and (2) these gendered patterns have negative effects on 
public discourse, collective attitudes, and political decisions, and on the 
under-representation of women in politics.

This book uses a rich combination of data, both quantitative and qualita-
tive, to support its central arguments. Data from content analyses of news 
coverage of the 2000 and 2006 federal elections are presented. Specifically, 
this book uses data collected by the 2000 Canadian Election Study (CES) 
on television coverage of the 2000 campaign on four networks (CBC, CTV, 
SRC, and TVA)6 and data collected by the McGill Media Observatory on 
print coverage of the 2006 campaign (Globe and Mail, National Post,  
Van couver Sun, Calgary Herald, Toronto Star, La Presse, and Le Devoir).7 At 
several points in Chapters 1 and 2, analyses are conducted on a randomly 
drawn subsample of the 2006 print news data set, rather than the full,  
original data set. The original data set produced by the McGill Media 
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Observatory coded 3,769 print stories on a range of variables. Naturally, 
when using secondary data, a need can arise to add to or amend the data  
set being used; in this case, to add variables necessary for the analysis of 
gendered news coverage. When it was necessary for me to construct and 
code additional variables in order to test the various aspects of the concep-
tual framework on quality of coverage, which forms the primary focus of 
Chapter 2, the decision was made to draw a much smaller sample of cases 
from the large number of stories in the original data set, because of resource 
considerations involved in adding seven new variables to a manually-coded 
content analysis that included more than 700 candidate stories. First, I ex-
cluded all the stories that focused on leaders, because there was no female 
leader in the 2006 race, and excluded all stories that did not focus on candi-
dates. Some stories mentioned no actual people, and a very small number 
of stories mentioned non-candidates, such as provincial politicians and 
campaign organizers. Virtually all analyses of the 2006 data in this book – 
whether the full data set or the subsample – are on candidates. There are 
713 candidate stories in the 2006 print news data set, and I drew a random 
sample of 20 percent of them for the subset on which new variables were 
content analyzed. This made for a subsample size of 143 stories. New vari-
ables coded in the subsample include those for direct quoting and para-
phrasing of candidates, as well as indicators for media representation of 
candidates’ personal and professional lives, described in greater detail in 
Chapter 2.

Both the television and print news data include major French-language 
news sources. The television news codes coverage from two public (CBC 
and SRC) and two private (CTV and TVA) broadcasters, and the print 
news codes coverage from seven major dailies that cover most of the re-
gions. These data sets on television and print news are used to evaluate the 
coverage of male and female politicians in Canada, both their visibility in 
the news and the quality of their coverage, which are analyzed, in turn, in 
Chapter 1 and Chapter 2. The various media content data sources used  
in the chapters that follow enable multiple fruitful comparisons that permit 
the drawing of robust conclusions about the media coverage of male and 
female politicians: the female leader’s (Alexa McDonough’s) coverage versus 
that of her male counterparts in television news of the 2000 campaign; the 
female leader’s versus female candidates’ coverage in the 2000 campaign; 
female candidates’ coverage in televised versus print news; and female can-
didates’ coverage when there is no female leader in the race, as was the case 
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in the 2006 federal election. Further detail on these data sources and elec-
toral contexts will be supplied in relevant sections throughout this book.

Among the data sources used in this book, of particular interest is analy-
sis of a mixed-method, three-part study of CBC news coverage and its ef-
fects in the 2000 federal election, which combines content analysis data of 
CBC televised news coverage of the entire campaign, individual-level atti-
tudinal and vote choice data from the 2000 Canadian Election Study,8 and 
the results of an innovative audience study on how real voters actually re-
sponded to CBC’s news coverage of the 2000 campaign. This allows the 
powerful and compelling results that are presented in Chapter 4 about how 
the news affects voters’ perceptions of male and female politicians.

Throughout this book, rich qualitative data are used to support the pri-
mary arguments including the results of a set of in-depth personal inter-
views that I conducted with federal politicians over 2004-2005, among 
them a number of party leaders (Alexa McDonough, Stockwell Day, Ed 
Broadbent, and Kim Campbell). This book also analyzes a variety of polit-
ical autobiographies of Canadian female politicians, particularly their re-
flections on their news coverage and their relations with the media, as well 
as excerpts of television and print primary news sources in order to illus-
trate the overarching patterns identified.

In the chapters that follow, Gendered News tackles three questions: What 
are the patterns of gendered coverage? Why do such patterns occur? What 
are their effects? This entails examining, in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2, the 
quantity and quality of media coverage of politicians across the two federal 
election campaigns; in Chapter 3, why gendered coverage exists, including a 
compelling repudiation of the notion that more female journalists would fix 
the problem; in Chapter 4, the effects of gendered news on voters’ percep-
tions of politicians; and finally, in Chapter 5, politicians’ own media strat-
egies and career trajectories. The remaining discussion in this introduction 
outlines each chapter in more detail.

Chapter 1: Visibility in the News
Analyses of news content can be divided into two categories: quantity of 
coverage or visibility and quality of coverage, as noted above. Chapter 1 fo-
cuses on the relative visibility of female candidates in election news. Using 
data from national televised and print election coverage of the 2000 and 
2006 Canadian federal election campaigns, this chapter analyzes the volume 
and prominence of coverage received by female politicians compared with 
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their male counterparts, and relative to women’s share of candidacies over-
all. On the whole, according to common indicators of visibility and promin-
ence, such as number of stories, number of sound bites (in TV news), and 
page number location (in print news), gender differences in candidates’ 
visibility are becoming less common. Decades ago, female politicians were 
symbolically annihilated (Tuchman 1978) as a consequence of their invisi-
bility in the news. Today, women seem to garner a roughly equitable share 
of coverage on most indicators. Female politicians are quite visible in the 
news, sometimes more than their numbers or positions warrant, in fact.  
The chapter analyzes explanations for this approximate equality in news 
coverage – which may be due to increasing normalization of women in 
political life or, alternatively, to the fact that news focuses disproportion-
ately on that which is out of place, alien, or unexpected, suggesting that 
female politicians’ visibility in the news, which sometimes outstrips that  
of their male counterparts, is a function of their seeming novelty in public 
life. This latter interpretation is that preferred by the gendered mediation 
approach.

This chapter sets the stage for an analysis of the complexion or quality  
of the coverage of female politicians in Chapter 2, and concludes with the 
critical point that visibility is always a secondary consideration to quality of 
coverage. High visibility in the news can even damage or, indeed, derail the 
political careers of female politicians if their coverage is negative in gen-
dered ways.

Chapter 2: Quality of News Coverage
This chapter analyzes the complexion of female politicians’ coverage in the 
news, focusing, this time, on the quality of coverage that women receive. 
News coverage can be gendered in a variety of ways, at times reflecting 
gender differences in the substance of coverage – what is said – at other 
times reflecting differences in the style or format of coverage – how things 
are said. This chapter systematically compares news coverage of male and 
female candidates in 2000 and 2006 according to both criteria. The chapter 
uses the following categories to organize discussion of gendered patterns 
in the substance of news coverage of politicians: representations of the per-
sonal, the professional, viability, and issues, as outlined earlier. Following 
this, the chapter focuses on the level of interpretive – highly filtered, as 
opposed to purely descriptive – reporting on female politicians compared 
with male politicians, and together with Chapter 1’s discussion of the extent 
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to which female politicians are portrayed as speaking agentically, this  
provides a picture of gendered patterns in the format of news coverage of 
politicians.

Chapter 3: Who Is Responsible? Explaining Gendered News
Together, three factors account for gendered news coverage, two of which 
are identified by the gendered mediation approach: societal norms and the 
masculine news business. This chapter analyzes each and provides an ac-
count of how they fit together in the news system. First, the news is a reflec-
tion, in part, of our gendered society. The frames used to structure news 
stories about politics and elections are heavily reliant on masculine lan-
guage, symbols, and metaphors that assign primacy to masculine traits. 
This is not done by journalists and news editors to intentionally harm fe-
male politicians personally or professionally or to provide an electoral edge 
to male candidates. Nothing so diabolical is at play. News is a largely mascu-
line narrative partly because of us. News is a human endeavour and, thus,  
cannot avoid reflecting the widespread implicit assumptions that politics – 
indeed, power – is a masculine domain, and the ideal politician is cast in a 
male image. This is the simplest part of the explanation, and it is intuitively 
appealing to a wide variety of audiences.

Second, the structure and operation of the news system produce bias  
in favour of the status quo by implicitly discouraging news that challenges 
established gender norms. Much has been made in the literature about the 
potential for female reporters and editors to correct gender imbalances in 
political news; however, news bias does not occur at the individual level. 
Chapter 3 demonstrates this with data that illustrate the remarkable simi-
larity in coverage by male and female reporters. Bias that can be attributed 
to the news media occurs largely at the systemic level, and it is a result of the 
political economy of the news system, as well as journalistic training, social-
ization, and work routines.

Third, this chapter presents the provision-presentation distinction, a 
theoretical innovation that links gendered news coverage to gendered be-
haviour by politicians in the real world. Put simply, female politicians them-
selves play a role in their own gendered mediation. This is not to say that 
female politicians want gendered coverage, and are to blame when it hap-
pens, but it is likewise inaccurate to portray female politicians simply as 
hapless victims of media complicity in the construction and perpetuation 
of gender stereotypes. Rather, media content is always a combination of 
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provision and presentation – of real-world events provided for coverage 
and of how those real-world events are selected, interpreted, and pre-
sented by the news media. In some cases, female politicians receive gen-
dered coverage because they behave in gendered ways. When former Prime 
Minister Kim Campbell publicly joked about her weight, is it surprising that 
the media reported it? Similarly, in a 2005 press conference, former Minister 
Anne McLellan said she was happy to welcome Belinda Stronach into the 
Liberal cabinet because of Stronach’s “great shoes.” In such cases, can we 
blame the media for trivializing women’s policy expertise or focusing on 
what they wear? Can we blame the media for valuing women’s appearances 
over their credentials just as McLellan seemed to value Stronach’s shoe 
choices over her expertise and her business background? Would former 
Prime Minister Jean Chrétien have welcomed floor-crosser Scott Brison 
into his caucus with a public compliment on his silk ties and shiny cufflinks? 
Probably not, but the media likely would have reported the incident had it 
occurred. In a less charged example, many cases of gendered issue cover-
age can be attributed to actual differences in male and female politicians’ 
issue priorities and positions. All political figures make choices that affect 
the mediation of their political personas, thorny terrain that few scholars 
have addressed seriously or systematically in the case of female politicians 
and coverage of them in the media.

Chapter 4: Backlash or Boost? The Effects of Attack-Style News
The first of two chapters on the effects of gendered news, Chapter 4 starts 
with the immediate, short-term effects of gendered news on public percep-
tions of female candidates and, by extension, their electoral prospects. Is the 
old saying right that there is “no such thing as bad publicity”? In the case of 
news coverage of female politicians, the answer in many cases must be dis-
agreement. Concerns about gendered news stem, in large measure, from the 
knowledge that the news can have a measurable impact on collective polit-
ical attitudes and decisions, as well as the evaluative criteria against which 
candidates are judged. The bulk of work on gender, media, and politics stops 
after demonstrating that the news is gendered, and then it assumes or infers 
that gendered news has negative effects on voters’ perceptions of female 
politicians and, by extension, female candidates’ chances at the ballot box. 
Very little of the literature analyzes the effects of gendered news, and my 
analyses of the effects of attack-style coverage of party leaders suggest that 
concern is warranted. This book provides evidence that attack-style coverage 
– which tends to exaggerate the aggressive behaviour of female candidates 
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– negatively affects women leaders. No similar harmful effect is found for 
male leaders.

Chapter 4 does not assume simplistically that gendered coverage is uni-
versally negative for female candidates’ electoral prospects. There are scen-
arios in which women can benefit from gendered coverage, depending on 
the context of the election and prevailing political climate. This was a re-
curring theme in my interviews with federal MPs, presented in detail in 
Chapter 5, and it suggests the need for a more nuanced approach to the 
effects of gendered news. Gendered stereotypes contain a lot of content 
that reflects positively on female candidates, such as the association of 
femaleness with honesty, compassion, inclusivity, fairness, and ethical be-
haviour. Female candidates can and do use these stereotypical traits in at-
tempts to shore up support among electorates. Hillary Clinton’s emotional 
display during the 2008 New Hampshire primary, in the United States, 
whether genuine or put on, increased her appeal among voters, particularly 
female voters who favoured Clinton over Obama by a margin of 13 percent 
in the vote. The episode seems to have “softened” Clinton’s image, not sur-
prising given that the news so often describes Clinton as “overly ambitious, 
calculating, cold, scary, and intimidating” (Carlin and Winfrey 2009, 337).

Chapter 5: Media Effects on Politicians’ Experiences  
of Their Political Careers
This second chapter on the consequences of gendered news, and gendered 
news practices, turns to the experiences of politicians themselves. Based on a 
series of personal interviews with Canadian politicians – from backbenchers 
to party leaders to Canada’s first female prime minister – this chapter provides 
rich information on female politicians’ own understandings of their media-
tion, as well as on how they formulate media strategies to deal with real or 
perceived disadvantages in media coverage, and to capitalize on those cases 
where femaleness and its associated gender norms can assist female office 
seekers. Interestingly, the patterns that male and female MPs identify in their 
media coverage often closely mimic those identified in the content analysis 
data presented in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2. This chapter focuses on compara-
tive analyses of male and female politicians, keeping in mind that gender is 
one characteristic among others that affect media coverage.

Personal interviews and analyses of women’s political memoirs demon-
strate that media coverage and media relations shape and constrain political 
careers differently for female than for male politicians. Plainly stated, female 
MPs face an uneven media playing field, which, in turn, contributes to  
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the continued under-representation of women in politics. The evidence  
presented in Chapter 5 suggests that female politicians engage in more 
personal censoring – of speech, behaviour, dress, and the like – in their 
self-presentations to media, largely out of a fear of negative gendered cover-
age, a finding that reflects considerable understanding, on their part, of the 
provision-presentation distinction. This self-censorship follows from the 
reality that women’s speech, appearance, and behaviour are sometimes 
selectively presented, or misrepresented, in the news, a pattern found 
across the world. Female politicians often try to avoid certain types of 
media formats or situations, again, out of fear that the resulting coverage 
will be negative. In the end, the message is that female politicians face a 
variety of constraints, some of them self-imposed, that their male colleagues 
commonly avoid.

Conclusion
The findings of this study are synthesized in the Conclusion, and their im-
plications are discussed for the representation of women at all levels of pol-
itics. The story that emerges from Gendered News is one that questions the 
contribution of the media to the political goal of equality, both in the treat-
ment of candidates and their access to political office and in the creation of 
an equitable public discourse about politics that promotes fairness, respect, 
and inclusion. In that sense, this book is an analysis of the quality of polit-
ical information that is provided for citizens. This story is focused on female 
politicians, but it can be readily applied to the experiences of political aspir-
ants from other marginalized groups such as racial and ethnic minorities, 
immigrants, and Aboriginals, all of whom have been similarly “othered” by 
the media (e.g., Henry and Tator 2002; Zilber and Niven 2000). These link-
ages to other marginalized groups where relevant have been made in this 
book, and the Conclusion turns to this issue in some detail. As has been 
demonstrated, the relationship between politicians, newsmakers, and cit-
izens is triangular and dynamic: all three sets of actors bear responsibility 
for the media’s informational deficiencies, as well as for the remedial action 
necessary to correct current imbalances in coverage.

Moving beyond the immediate contents of this book, we must also con-
sider the effects of gendered news on women in the candidate eligibility 
pool – educated, professional women who could be ideal candidates for  
office – and on young women. Demand-side barriers to women’s representa-
tion in formal politics are being dismantled, as discussed above. As a result, 
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supply-side problems have gained immense attention in recent years, re-
sulting in evidence that women who possess the traits and credentials  
required for political careers do not choose this route nearly as often as men 
do. The news media have been implicated in turning women off from public 
office. If female members of the eligibility pool are conscious of the added 
(and negative and gendered) scrutiny that female politicians receive via pol-
itical news coverage is it surprising that more of them do not consider a bid 
for office? That the typical readers of female politicians’ autobiographies are 
women (McKenzie 2000), and likely the very same educated professional 
women who make up the candidate eligibility pool, suggests that if women 
do not draw their own conclusions about the difficulties that female polit-
icians face in an increasingly mediated political world, then some of them 
are likely to read about these difficulties in the political memoirs of female 
politicians.

Remedial action is this book’s closing theme, and it provides a pessimis-
tic prognosis. Available options for tackling gendered mediation of female 
politicians – such as media regulation and increasing the number of female 
journalists – offer limited prospects for altering established modes of cover-
age, at least in the short to medium term. Gendered mediation is a function 
largely of collectively held stereotypes about the genders and about political 
leadership, as well as the structure and operation of the news system, both 
of which are resistant to change. Indeed, changing social norms about the 
role of women in politics means eliminating the widespread reaction to 
women in politics that Bashevkin describes as “women plus power equals 
discomfort” (2009, xi). Pragmatically speaking, women (and their male  
allies) must continue to embrace every opportunity to challenge prevailing 
norms and stereotypes, and political parties at both the national and con-
stituency levels must continue to extend efforts to inform and prepare  
female (and male) candidates for dealing with an often fraught media en-
vironment. While doing this, female candidates and office holders will 
continue working to sidestep negative coverage in the media and exploit 
openings whereby gendered coverage may assist their electoral prospects 
and career trajectories, at least on an individual basis.
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