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Abstract
The (under)representation of women in the news has received much attention in 
scholarly research. Using a population dataset of news broadcasts in Belgium, this 
article describes how gender equality has changed over time (2003–2021) and 
investigates which factors explain the presence (or absence) of women as speaking 
actors in the news. The findings reveal a structural underrepresentation of women 
in the news, but a slow increase in their presence over time. Overall, women are 
more equally represented in softer news topics or in non-elite roles. Remarkable 
is that women journalists tend to interview more female sources than their male 
counterparts.
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Translated Abstract
الملخص

 حظي التمثيل )الناقص( للمرأة في الأخبار باهتمام كبير في البحث العلمي. عن طريق استخدام مجموعة بيانات
 سكانية لنشرات الأخبار في بلجيكا، وصفت هذه الدراسة كيف تغيرت المساواة بين الجنسين بمرور الوقت

 )2021-2003(. وبحثت الدراسة في العوامل التي تفسر وجود أو غياب النساء كمتحدثين فاعلين في الأخبار.
 وكشفت النتائج عن نقص هيكلي في تمثيل المرأة في الأخبار، ولكن زيادة بطيئة في حضورها مع مرور الوقت.

 كما أوضحت أنه وبشكل عام، يتم تمثيل النساء بشكل متساوي في المواضيع الإخبارية الأكثر ليونة أو في
 الأدوار غير النخبوية. ومن اللافت للنظر أن الصحفيات يملن إلى إجراء مقابلات مع. مصادر نسائية أكثر من

نظرائهن من الرجال

كلمات مفتاحية
بث الأخبار، تحليل المحتوى، التمثيل ما بين الجنسين، الصحافة، وسائل الإعلام

摘要
女性在新闻中的代表性（不足）在学术研究中受到了很大的关注。本文使用比
利时新闻广播的人口数据集，描述了性别平等如何随着时间（2003-2021年）
的推移而变化，并调查了哪些因素解释了女性在新闻中作为发言者的出现（或
缺席）。研究结果显示，女性在新闻中的代表性存在结构性不足，但随着时间
的推移，她们的出现在缓慢增加。总体而言，女性在较温和的新闻话题或非精
英角色中的代表性更为平等。值得注意的是，女性记者往往比男性记者采访更
多的女性消息来源。

关键词
广播新闻、内容分析、性别呈现、新闻业； 新闻媒体

Résumé
La (sous)représentation des femmes dans les actualités a suscité beaucoup d’attention 
dans la recherche universitaire. En utilisant un ensemble de données d’actualités 
télévisées en Belgique, cet article décrit comment l’égalité des sexes a évolué au 
fil du temps (2003–2021) et examine les facteurs qui expliquent la présence (ou 
l’absence) des femmes en tant qu’intervenantes dans les actualités. Les résultats 
révèlent une sous-représentation structurelle des femmes dans les actualités, mais 
une augmentation lente de leur présence au fil du temps. Dans l’ensemble, les femmes 
sont plus équitablement représentées dans les sujets d’actualités plus légers (soft 
news) ou dans les rôles secondaires (non-elite roles). Il est notable que les femmes 
journalistes ont tendance à interviewer davantage de sources féminines que leurs 
homologues masculins.
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Mots clés
nouvelles radiodiffusées, analyse du contenu, représentation des genres, journalisme, 
médias d’information

Абстракт
Проблеме (недостаточной) представленности женщин в новостях уделяется 
большое внимание в научных исследованиях. В данной работе на основе 
популяционной базы данных новостных выпусков в Бельгии описывается 
изменение гендерного равенства во времени (2003–2021 гг.) и исследуют
ся факторы, объясняющие присутствие (или отсутствие) женщин в новостях 
в качестве говорящих действующих лиц. Результаты показывают структурн
ую недопредставленность женщин в новостях, но постепенное увеличение 
их присутствия с течением времени. В целом женщины более равномерно 
представлены в более мягких новостных темах или в неэлитных ролях. 
Примечательно, что женщины-журналисты берут интервью у большего числа 
источников женского пола, чем их коллеги-мужчины.

Ключевые слова
новости вещания, контент-анализ, гендерная репрезентация, журналистика, 
новостные медиа

Resumen
La (infra)representación de las mujeres en las noticias ha recibido mucha atención 
en la investigación académica. Utilizando un conjunto de datos de población de los 
programas de noticias en Bélgica, este artículo describe cómo ha cambiado la igualdad 
de género a lo largo del tiempo (2003–2021) e investiga qué factores explican la 
presencia (o ausencia) de las mujeres como agentes hablantes en las noticias. Los 
resultados revelan una infrarrepresentación estructural de las mujeres en las noticias, 
pero un lento aumento de su presencia a lo largo del tiempo. En general, las mujeres 
están representadas de manera más equitativa en los temas de noticias más suaves o 
en roles no elitistas. Es destacable que las mujeres periodistas tienden a entrevistar a 
más fuentes femeninas que sus homólogos masculinos.

Palabras clave
difusión de noticias, análisis de contenido, representación de género, periodismo; 
medios de noticias
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“You can’t be what you can’t see.” This short quote by Marian Wright Edelman is 
often used to describe the need for more representation in the mass media as it per-
fectly symbolizes the power of being visible and thus represented in the media. News 
media often reflect structural inequalities in society, such as gender, amplifying those 
in powerful positions. The debate about the representation of women in the news has 
its roots in the second wave of feminism in the 1970s, where it was found that women 
were not only underrepresented in the news but also represented in stereotypical gen-
der roles (Tuchman, 1978). Although this observation was made 50 years ago, the 
extent to which women’s voices are included in the news still receives much attention 
in journalism and academic research (Carter et  al., 2019). Even today, women are 
found to be underrepresented (Baitinger, 2015; De Vuyst et al., 2016); often portrayed 
as secondary or passive actors in the news (Emeksiz, 2013; Sjøvaag & Pedersen, 
2019); presented in stereotypical roles (Armstrong et al., 2012; De Swert & Hooghe, 
2010); and excluded from (higher) functions in newsrooms (e.g., Armstrong & Gao, 
2011; Fröhlich, 2007; Ross & Padovani, 2019).

These (under)representations of women in the news can have far-reaching conse-
quences. News media are showing a construction of the world, which in turn contrib-
utes to gender dynamics in society (D’Heer et al., 2020). The news shapes ideas about 
who can become, for example, an expert, a politician, or a sportsperson (Haraldsson 
& Wängnerud, 2019). It is thus important to know how we can explain this under-
representation of women in the news. In the first place, it might be a reflection of 
biases and inequalities that already exist in society (Shor et al., 2015). For example, 
men tend to dominate positions of power in politics and business. Consequently, 
when journalists cover stories involving these elites and reflect the prevailing social 
landscape, they inadvertently perpetuate these societal norms. Second, gender biases 
in news reporting might also be attributed to factors within the media industry itself. 
Studies on gender diversity in the news have revealed that editorial practices, media 
routines (such as relying on easily accessible and familiar sources), and gender imbal-
ances in newsrooms contribute to women’s limited access to media platforms com-
pared with men (De Swert & Hooghe, 2010; Ross & Carter, 2011).

However, the rise of women in elite positions in society (Carter et al., 2019) and 
heightened awareness in newsrooms of these gender disparities might have 
resulted in an increase of female sources in the news in the past two decades. The 
number of women in journalistic functions has also been growing over time 
(Byerly, 2016; Ross & Padovani, 2019; Van Zoonen, 2002; Weaver & Willnat, 
2020). Previous research, however, is rather inconclusive as to whether a journal-
ist’s gender also influences who is interviewed for a news story (Armstrong, 2004; 
Shor et al., 2015). This could be explained by the fact that these studies were sel-
dom systematic analyses; moreover, they were often based on specific time peri-
ods such as elections and/or specific actors such as politicians (e.g., Ross et al., 
2013). By investigating the relationship between journalists’ gender and the 
sources they quote more systematically, this study seeks to contribute to our under-
standing of how gender dynamics operate within the journalistic profession and 
their implications for news content.
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Using a unique population dataset comprising 19 years of news broadcasts in 
Flanders, the Dutch-speaking region of Belgium, this article examines the evolu-
tion of gender representation over time (2003 to 2021) and investigates which 
factors explain the presence (or absence) of women in the news. Most importantly, 
we systematically investigate how the gender of the reporter of a news story influ-
ences gender balance in the news. Moreover, we take a broad approach in terms of 
topics and roles in which women appear in the news. While gender imbalance in 
the news has been firmly established, up to now, most studies focused on specific 
types of female voices in the news (such as politicians: Baitinger, 2015; citizens: 
Beckers, 2017; or experts: Niemi & Pitkänen, 2017), or looked at the overall rep-
resentation of women. We will take into account different actor categories to study 
whether different types of actor categories unveil different patterns. Do women 
still mostly get a chance to speak as ordinary citizens, or is there also progress in 
their prevalence when appearing in more elite roles such as experts and politi-
cians? And are there systematic imbalances regarding the themes about which they 
get to speak? In sum, this study provides a unique insight into the representation 
of gender diversity in speaking actors in television news over time, between broad-
casters and issues.

Predicting Gender Diversity in the News

From a normative point of view, media diversity ideals assume that a fair distribution 
of voices is important to counter structural imbalances in social, economic, and politi-
cal power in society (Jeffres et al., 2000). The extent to which women are represented 
in news media sends important messages to audiences about women’s roles in society. 
If news media consistently fail to represent women in elite functions and portray them 
mostly as victims or as actors in softer news topics, this might influence audience 
perceptions about the appropriate gender roles (Ross & Byerly, 2008). Moreover, who 
is invited to speak in the news affects who is regarded as a legitimate source to speak 
on a topic by audiences (Kim & Weaver, 2003). The quantity and salience of media 
coverage may even matter more than the actual content of the coverage, as media vis-
ibility—whether positive or negative—may serve as a signal for what and who society 
deems important (Andrews & Caren, 2010). By not representing women in the news, 
this “symbolic annihilation” (Tuchman, 1978) could play a significant role in main-
taining the gendered (im)balance of power in society. Several factors are expected to 
predict whether women will get the chance to speak in the news.

Time

In the past few decades, we have seen an increase in women in elite functions in soci-
ety in countries all over the world (Carter et al., 2019). Despite this progress, women 
are still underrepresented in the most powerful societal positions (Shor et al., 2015). It 
can be expected that these biases are reflected in the sources that are interviewed in the 
news and that the representation in the news follows the increase in the representation 
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of women in society. However, scholars argue that the differential media coverage of 
women and men is not merely a reflection of existing gender inequalities in economic 
participation, but on top of that, media practices exacerbate and intensify this under-
representation (De Swert and Hooghe, 2010; Zoch & Turk, 1998). The 24-hour news 
deadlines and intensifying speed with which journalists are faced often means that 
journalists seek out “the usual suspects” in their news coverage, individuals in key 
strategic positions, with whom they are already familiar and to whom they have easy 
access (Berkowitz, 2009; Carlson, 2009). Most of the attention focuses on a small 
number of individuals, and by mostly seeking out the same sources instead of diversi-
fying, the status quo is reinforced. However, over the years, there has been an increased 
awareness of systematic inequalities in news access, and several editorial guidelines 
focus on diversity. Although this increasing awareness might have a delayed impact on 
actual news content, we do expect that the situation has improved over time.

Indeed, there are empirical indications that there is an increase in female news 
sources. Two large studies in particular are worth mentioning. Based on an impressive 
longitudinal dataset and computational name recognition, Shor and colleagues (2015) 
found that the share of female names in U.S. print news increased between 1880 and 
2008. Between 1890 and 1960 about 15% of the total number of mentions in the New 
York Times were female subjects, but after the 1960s, this share grew slowly but con-
sistently up to around 25% of all coverage in 2005. Another, more comparative 
endeavor studies gender diversity in the news based on a single “global monitoring 
day” of online and offline news media in 116 countries, known as the Global Media 
Monitoring Project (GMMP). They find that the representation of female news sources 
(TV, radio, and newspapers) across the globe has increased from around 17% in 1995 
to about 25% in 2020. Again, despite this positive trend, women remain heavily under-
represented, by making up one out of four news sources on average (Global Media 
Monitoring Project, 2020). However, these longitudinal data are based on limited 
samples of one day of news making it difficult to generalize the data, as the results 
could be influenced by various factors such as specific news events occurring on that 
particular day.

Based on previous research we expect that overall, women are underrepresented as 
speaking sources in the news, but we do expect that the share of female speaking 
actors in the Flemish television news will have increased in the period between 2003 
and 2020.

Hypothesis 1a (H1a): Women are less present as speaking sources in the news than 
men
Hypothesis 1b (H1b): Women have a higher chance to appear as a speaking source 
in the news over time

Gender of the Journalist

In recent years, we have also seen a rise of women in journalistic functions in particu-
lar (Ross & Padovani, 2019; Van Zoonen, 2002). Byerly’s (2016) global assessment of 
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the status of women in the news media finds that women have increased their partici-
pation in newsrooms, although they remain underrepresented in most editorial posi-
tions (Adams et  al., 2022). It must be noted that these rising numbers of women 
journalists are not found in all country contexts and that women sometimes were found 
to exit the profession at comparatively higher intervals than their male colleagues 
(Guo & Fang, 2023; Powers, 2022). There are only a few countries where there are 
more female than male journalists (e.g., in Estonia and Russia). Nevertheless, in most 
countries, the situation has improved over time (Byerly, 2016; Weaver & Willnat, 
2020). In Belgium, however, journalist surveys indicate that the number of female 
journalists did not increase between 2003 and 2018. By 2018, still less than one out of 
three journalists were women (Raeymaeckers et al., 2012; Van Leuven et al., 2019).

Although socialization in the newsroom is strong, multiple reasons in the litera-
ture suggest that the presence of women in the newsroom could influence the selec-
tion of sources. First, it might be related to a stronger awareness of (gender) 
inequalities among women. While reporters might have become more aware of the 
imbalance in male and female representations, it can be expected that female jour-
nalists are even more conscious about it than male reporters, and therefore, more 
prone to select women as sources (Armstrong, 2004; Niemi & Pitkänen, 2017; 
Yeboah, 2011; Zoch & Turk, 1998). Second, female journalists might have more 
access to female sources, who are more often part of their network (Armstrong, 
2004; Berkowitz, 2009). In particular, under time pressure, journalists rely heavily 
on their personal network of sources when making news stories. It is likely that these 
personal networks, as with social networks in general (McPherson et al., 2001), are 
characterized by gender similarity.

Moreover, shared experiences can foster increased trust between journalists and 
their sources (Barnoy & Reich, 2022; Dansker et al., 1980). Women might experience 
a greater sense of comfort and confidence when expressing their opinions or sharing 
their experiences with individuals who can empathize with their gender-specific chal-
lenges and belong to the same interpretive community (Berkowitz, 2009).

In the United States, Armstrong (2004) found that the presence of a woman jour-
nalist had a positive effect on the proportion of female mentions in a news article. 
The Global Media Monitoring Project (2020) also established this connection 
between the gender of the journalist and the sources they cover: In 2020, 31% of the 
people in traditional news covered by women reporters were female, in contrast to 
24% of subjects and sources in stories by men reporters. Several other studies found 
similar results in different contexts (Rodgers & Thorson, 2003; Sutcliffe et al., 2005; 
Zoch & Turk, 1998). Although the abovementioned studies found clear differences 
between female and male reporters with regard to the selection of news sources, 
many other studies did not find evidence for such a straightforward relation between 
the gender of the journalist or editor and the news production process (e.g., (Freedman 
et al., 2007; Ross, 2007; Shor et al., 2015). However, most studies were based on 
samples and sometimes focused on specific news topics, which could influence 
source selection. Based on our theoretical consideration of increased awareness and 
access, we hypothesize that the probability that a source is a woman increases when 
the journalist is also a woman.
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Hypothesis 2 (H2): Women have a higher chance to appear as a speaking source in 
a news item if the reporter is a woman.

Media Type

Gender diversity might also be contingent on the goal of a news medium, such as 
either fulfilling public service versus a more commercial role. Specifically for public 
service broadcasters, diversity policies and guidelines are generally being adopted and 
imposed by the government requiring them to provide a balanced picture of the entire 
population (Cushion, 2012; Padovani, 2020). Also in Belgium, specific guidelines and 
regulations exist regarding gender diversity on screen. The Flemish public service 
broadcaster specifically addresses the roles and topics in which women appear as 
actors in the news:

A woman can fulfill different roles. Women often come into the news as a vox pop, and 
less as experts or studio guests. We see more women speaking about upbringing, nutrition, 
cosmetics, . . . Invite women as experts on all subjects (VRT, 2021b).

The management contract between the public service broadcaster and the Flemish 
community puts forward an increasing target of women that have to be depicted in 
their imaging on-screen from 40% in 2020 to 48% in 2025 (in 2016 the target was 33% 
women) (VRT, 2021a). These targets apply to all content, but we expect them to be 
reflected in news coverage to some degree.

Commercial broadcasters may have more leeway and are less bound to follow 
legal requirements of diversity (Cushion, 2012); however, some studies found that 
commercial broadcasters actually scored better regarding gender balance in their 
news coverage than their public service counterparts (De Swert & Hooghe, 2010; 
Sjøvaag & Pedersen, 2019; Stout & Stevens, 2000). Although these findings seem 
counterintuitive, given the stricter guidelines regarding diversity on the public ser-
vice broadcaster, it might be partly explained by the type of sources (e.g., citizens) 
and topics (more soft news) that are generally found to be more prevalent on the 
commercial broadcaster (Beckers & Van Aelst, 2018; Sjøvaag & Pedersen, 2019). 
Given these contradictory empirical findings, we propose a research question rather 
than a hypothesis:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): Is there a difference in the chances women have to 
appear as a speaking source in news on the commercial broadcaster as compared 
with the public service broadcaster?

Topics and Roles

Extant research found that news often follows specific stereotypes by representing 
women in stereotypical gender roles. Gender roles are socially shared expectations of 
which attributes men and women have and how they should behave (Eagly & Karau, 
2002). Women are seen as communal, which means that they are perceived as 
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sensitive, nurturant, and warm. While society ascribes more agentic traits to men: 
being intelligent, competent, and assertive. These roles are also reflected in policy 
issues: whereas men are perceived as more capable of “masculine issues” such as for-
eign policy, women are associated with feminine issues such as “health care” (Van der 
Pas & Aaldering, 2020).

Not only can we see these stereotypes in how sources are portrayed, but they are 
also still visible in the allocation of tasks to journalists. In a survey of female jour-
nalists in Australia, North (2016) found that while women appear to be covering 
hard news topics like politics and business, the majority are still assigned to cover 
the bulk of the soft news areas of faits-divers, culture, education, and health—and 
most perceive that female reporters remain branded into those traditionally “female” 
story areas. Hard news stories are generally considered to be at the top of the news 
hierarchy and are viewed as important work typically conducted by men (Poindexter 
& Harp, 2008). A news item’s topic is expected to be linked to the gender diversity 
of its content. Some topics have been found as traditionally associated with women: 
Examples are consumer news, health or family matters, education, culture, or social 
policy (Craft & Wanta, 2004; Van Zoonen, 1995). Female journalists are often 
assigned to one of these topics and women have a higher chance to appear in the 
news as a source here (De Vuyst et al., 2016; Hooghe et al., 2015; Meeks & Domke, 
2016). In their study of media coverage of presidential candidates in the United 
States, Chang and colleagues (2023) found that the primary factors influencing 
media coverage were the campaign topics and the agenda set by the incumbent can-
didate, rather than the gender of the politicians. It is worth noting, however, that 
female candidates were often associated with these “softer” topics. Overall, it can be 
concluded that women seem to be covered more in typical “soft” news topics (cfr. 
Reinemann et al., 2012), whereas they have much less chance to appear in hard news 
topics such as politics and economy (Global Media Monitoring Project, 2020; 
Sjøvaag & Pedersen, 2019; Vandenberghe et  al., 2015). Based on these previous 
studies, we thus expect that news topic will be a predictor of the presence of women 
as speaking actors in the news.

Hypothesis 3 (H3): Women have a higher chance to appear as speaking actors in 
soft news topics as compared to hard news topics.

In the first 1995 study of the Global Media Monitoring Project, it was found that 
the most popular roles women occupied in the news were in the capacity of victims, 
mothers, and wives (Media Watch, 1995). In a more recent study, Sjøvaag and 
Pedersen (2019) investigated in what capacity female voices were featured in the 
Norwegian news media. They found that the only source function where women 
were represented better than men is when women appeared in the news as children 
or as friends or family of other sources. In elite roles such as experts, businesspeo-
ple, and politicians, women systematically appeared less frequently. The Global 
Media Monitoring Project (2020) found that women in 2020 are underrepresented in 
many elite roles, and score better in less active roles such as eyewitnesses or vox 
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pops (“people on the street”). The occupational roles in which women are repre-
sented most are as homemakers (68% women), health, child care and social workers 
(47%), non-management office workers (42%), or members of civil society organi-
zations (37%). Following this empirical evidence, our last hypothesis states that 
actor role is a significant predictor of the presence of female-speaking actors in the 
news. However, we do expect that the situation has improved over time because of 
two reasons. First of all, there is more awareness, and editorial guidelines explicitly 
urge journalists to also interview women in elite roles (See, for instance: VRT, 
2021b). Second, in the last decades, there is still a slow, but positive trend in the 
number of women that take elite positions, such as politicians (IPU, 2023) or experts 
(Clavero & Galligan, 2021).

Hypothesis 4a (H4a): Women have a higher chance to appear as speaking actors in 
non-elite roles, compared to elite roles.
Hypothesis 4a (H4a): The chance that women appear as speaking actors in elite 
roles increases over time.

Method

To study the presence of women as speaking actors in the news, we use a unique popu-
lation dataset containing all television news items from the main commercial and pub-
lic service broadcaster in Flanders (the Northern, Dutch-speaking part of Belgium) 
from the period 2003-2020. By using data over a period of 19 years, we are able to 
identify systematic patterns and changes over time. This study is based on the 
“Electronic News Archive,”1 an archive containing all 7 pm news broadcasts from the 
two main Flemish broadcasters (public broadcast channel VRT and commercial chan-
nel VTM). The dataset is based on 244,066 news items from the 19-year period. Entire 
newscasts are archived and coded on a daily basis, and information about the issues 
and actors involved in the news items are coded and stored together with the footage.

The Flemish media system consists of a strong public service broadcaster and only 
one main commercial broadcaster with a daily newscast. These two evening news 
broadcasts are similar in scope and content and compete for audience share. The pub-
lic service broadcaster has specific targets about gender representation across all con-
tent (not only news content; VRT, 2021a), while the commercial broadcaster has more 
leeway regarding their content diversity. In Flanders, many people still rely heavily on 
mainstream media content to inform themselves and learn about society. Up to now, 
television is the main source of news for many, and while people increasingly con-
sume news online, the sources they use are often websites and apps of legacy newspa-
pers and broadcasters (Reuters Institute, 2022).

Belgium performs relatively well in terms of gender equality, slightly surpassing the 
average of other European Union Member States according to the 2022 Gender Equality 
Index (European Institute for Gender Equality, 2023a) Hence, the Belgian case seems 
representative for and comparable to many European countries when it comes to the 
representation of women in society, and we do not expect substantial differences in the 
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representation of women in the news. We find similar patterns when focusing on specific 
dimensions such as politics, board members, and university personnel. In the federal 
parliament, women make up 43% of the current representation, ranking Belgium 21st in 
the global ranking of women in parliaments. The country has implemented a legislated 
candidate quota to maintain a balanced representation of men and women on candidate 
lists (International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 2023). When 
examining the board members of the largest listed companies, Belgium sees 39% of 
women on these boards, surpassing the European Union (EU) average of 33% (European 
Institute for Gender Equality, 2023b). However, there is still work to be done, especially 
in the field of information and communication technologies, where women constitute 
only 11% of doctoral graduates compared with 89% of men (European Institute for 
Gender Equality, 2023b) In all, Belgium scores somewhat in the middle ground com-
pared with other EU member states in terms of gender representation in society.

All news items were coded, except for the separate sports section which could be 
identified from a switch to the sports anchor, and the weather forecasts. For each news 
item, the journalist was coded when the name was shown on-screen or mentioned 
explicitly in the news report. Of the 742,713 observations, 209,104 did not mention a 
journalist’s name (28.15%). There were no systematic biases in the presence or absence 
of journalist names based on broadcaster (44.0% on VRT and 56.0% on VTM) or over 
time. Based on a Google search, we were able to identify the gender of most journal-
ists (0.03% missing). Every news item could be categorized into up to three topic 
codes which could be selected from a list of 37 themes. In our analyses, we use a 
sample containing only items (n = 61,914) about the five most popular news topics: 
justice and crime (13.8% of news items), politics (10.2%), economy (9.9), culture 
(7.2), and social affairs (5.9%).2

In those news items, all speaking actors were identified, resulting in a total of 
284,952 actors that are analyzed in this study. For every actor, the name and function 
description were coded. The function description was either the literal function 
description as it appeared on screen, or it was selected from a list of function descrip-
tions. The functions were then recoded into four aggregate categories (governmental 
and political sources, professionals and experts, civil society organizations, and citi-
zens) and 10 more detailed actor categories, based on the actor classification put for-
ward by Beckers and Van Aelst (2018).

Our main variable of interest is the gender of the actors. For every actor, we coded 
the gender based on visual characteristics or identifying information (such as names or 
function descriptions such as “mother”) in the news item. Next, we created an actor 
dummy for female-speaking actors (woman = 1). The main dependent variable in our 
analyses is the presence of a female source in a news item. We are aware that our 
binary approach is an oversimplification of reality and that there are multiple gender 
identities. However, because of the aggregate level of our analysis and the fact that the 
gender of a news actor is hardly ever explicitly specified, we opted for the dummy 
variable, focusing only on the presence or absence of female-speaking actors. Summary 
statistics of our dependent and independent variables are presented in Supplemental 
Table A1 in the Online Supplementary Materials.
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The newscasts were coded by on average 12 active coders who watched the news-
casts in detail and filled in a standardized coding form. The coders were trained indi-
vidually and were monitored throughout the process. Krippendorff’s α reached 
satisfactory values for the actor categories (αPolitical actors= .98; αExperts and professionals= .94; 
αCivil society organizations = .96; αCitizens = .79). The news issue codes were also reliable with 
inter-coder reliability scores between α = .68 and α = .90 (for a more extensive over-
view, see De Smedt et al., 2013).

Results

To answer our hypotheses and research questions, we conduct logistic analyses 
explaining a female-speaking source in a news item as the dependent variable. Because 
of the nested character of our data (actors are nested in items and items are nested in 
journalists), we conduct multilevel models. Our general expectation in this paper is 
that women in general are underrepresented as speaking sources in the 19 years under 
study. Based on the plot in Figure 1 and the negative intercept in the baseline model, 
we can accept the first hypothesis. We do expect that the situation has improved and 
that women would have a higher chance to appear as a speaking source in a news item 
over time. Again Model 1 in Table 1, shows a positive effect of year, which is rather 
small. In Figure 1, the share of news items containing at least one female-speaking 
actor is portrayed on a monthly level. Although there is a slow but steady increasing 
trend over time, overall the number of female sources has not been equal to that of 
male sources. So, although the situation has improved, women are still less present in 
the news than men by 2020.

As previously hypothesized, we have reasons to expect that female journalists are 
more likely to include female sources in their news items than their male colleagues. 
Looking at Model 2 in Table 2, we can indeed accept our second hypothesis: the prob-
ability that a source is a woman increases when the journalist is also a woman. The 

Figure 1.  Share of News Items Containing at Least One Female Speaking Actor (Monthly 
Average).
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probability of having a woman as a source increases from 27% when the journalist is 
a man to 33% when the journalist is a woman. Even with all other predictors in the 
model (Table 4, Model 7), the effect still holds. So regardless of time, broadcaster, or 
topic, news items made by female journalists have a higher chance to contain female-
speaking actors than news items made by male journalists.

Regarding differences based on the type of broadcaster, there seems to be a positive 
effect of an item being aired on a commercial broadcaster (see Model 3). However, if 
we include all variables in Model 7, including issue, actor type, year, and the 

Table 1.  Models Explaining the Presence of a Woman in a News Item (1).

Baseline model Model 1

(Intercept) −1.20*** (0.02) −82.68*** (4.09)
Year 0.04*** (0.00)
AIC 313,437.66 312,885.22
BIC 313,469.34 312,927.46
Log Likelihood −156,715.83 −156,438.61
Deviance
  Num. obs. 284,952 284,952
  Num. groups: Items 57,548 57,548
  Var: Items (Intercept) 3.24 3.23
  Num. groups: Journalists 942 942
  Var: Journalists (Intercept) 0.03 0.02

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 2.  Models Explaining the Presence of a Woman in a News Item (2).

Model 2 Model 3

(Intercept) −0.97*** (0.03) −1.27*** (0.02)
Female journalist (ref. male 
journalist)

0.25*** (0.04)  

Commercial broadcast (ref. public) 0.13*** (0.02)
AIC 192,139.75 313,391.26
BIC 192,179.73 313,433.50
Log Likelihood −96,065.88 −156,691.63
Num. Obs. 161,688 284,952
Num. Groups: Items 57,548 57,548
Num. Groups: Journalists 781 942
Var: Codenummer (Intercept) 0.61 3.24
Var: name_journalist (Intercept) 0.10 0.02

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Table 3.  Models Explaining the Presence of a Woman in a News Item (3).

Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

(Intercept) −1.34*** (0.02) −1.48*** (0.03) −121.35*** (9.39)
Item theme (ref. = Crime)
Culture 0.47*** (0.03)  
Economy and finance −0.24*** (0.03)  
Politics −0.22*** (0.03)  
Social affairs 0.82***  (0.03)  
Actor type (ref. = Civil society actors)
Politicians and civil servants −0.15*** (0.03) 25.98* (10.15)
Professionals and experts −0.22*** (0.03) 29.28** (10.44)
Citizens 1.17*** (0.02) 62.67*** (9.72)
Year 0.06*** (0.00)
Year * Politics and government actor −0.01* (0.01)
Year * Professionals and experts −0.01** (0.01)
Year * Citizens −0.03*** (0.00)
AIC 311,161.98 298,676.83 298,023.18
BIC 311,235.90 298,740.16 298,128.73
Log Likelihood −155,573.99 −149,332.41 −149,001.59
Num. obs. 284,952 283,674 283,674
Num. groups: Codenummer 57,548 57,485 57,485
Num. groups: name_journalist 942 942 942
Var: Codenummer (Intercept) 3.06 3.08 3.06
Var: name_journalist (Intercept) 0.01 0.01 0.01

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

journalist’s gender, the effect becomes insignificant. Hence, we conclude that there is 
no difference in the probability that women appear as speaking sources in news on 
commercial broadcaster compared with the public service broadcasters.

We do find an effect of news topics when analyzing the five most common news top-
ics which is in line with our hypotheses (see Model 4; Table 3). Using crime as a refer-
ence category, we see that items about culture and social affairs positively affect the 
probability that there is a female source in a news item. Items about politics and the 
economy, on the contrary, have a negative effect on the probability that a female source 
is present. Our hypothesis, stating that women have a higher chance to appear as speak-
ing actors in soft news topics as compared with hard news topics can be supported: 
crime, politics, and economy are typically seen as hard news topics; while culture and 
social affairs are typically considered as more soft news topics (Reinemann et al., 2012).

Because these broad categories might mask subtle differences in the effect of item’s 
themes, we have also included all 37 themes separately in the model (see Supplemental 
Table A4 in the Online Supplement Materials). However, all the items separately do 
behave in the way we expected: When more soft news items, such as royalty, tourism, 
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education, and social affairs are discussed, women have a higher chance to appear as a 
source, compared with “harder” news items such as crime, sports, war, and economy.

It might be possible that these stereotypical gender roles are challenged by female 
journalists. We tested whether women and men use different sources per topic by add-
ing an interaction effect to the model, which is shown in Figure 2 (for the accompany-
ing model see Supplemental Table A2 in the Online Supplement Materials). In general, 
there are no distinct divergent patterns between news topics, but we do see that when 
it comes to economic and financial news, female journalists exhibited a stronger ten-
dency to interview female sources compared with other news topics. This could poten-
tially mean that female journalists are more aware of the gender imbalance and try to 
“correct” or compensate for the underrepresentation of women as speaking sources.

In Model 5 (Table 3), we focus on the different actor types. The reference category 
consists of civil society actors. Women have the lowest chance to appear as profession-
als or experts in the news, followed by political roles. This is especially remarkable in 
the Belgian context, given that there is a 50% gender quota on electoral lists. On the 
contrary, the probability that a source is a woman increases when citizens are por-
trayed. So, women are more likely to appear in the news in non-elite roles. However, 

Table 4.  Full Model Including Items About Top 5 Themes Including Control Variables.

Model 7

(Intercept) −56.81*** (3.20)
Female journalist (ref. = male journalist) 0.14*** (0.02)
Year 0.03*** (0.00)
Commercial broadcaster (ref. = Public broadcaster) 0.03 (0.02)
Item theme (ref. = Crime)
  Culture 0.34*** (0.02)
  Economy and finance −0.08*** (0.02)
  Politics 0.06** (0.02)
  Social affairs 0.55*** (0.02)
Actor type (ref. = Civic society)
  Politics and government −0.12*** (0.03)
  Professionals and experts −0.23*** (0.03)
  Citizens 0.96*** (0.02)
AIC 181,389.61
BIC 181,519.47
Log Likelihood −90,681.81
Num. obs. 160,977
Num. groups: Codenummer 57,485
Num. groups: name_journalist 781
Var: Codenummer (Intercept) 0.52
Var: name_journalist (Intercept) 0.02

Note. AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion.
**p < .01. ***p < .001



16	 Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly 00(0)

Figure 2.  Probability of the Source Being a Woman Determined by Both the Gender of the 
Journalist and the Item Theme.

as seen above, the position of women as speaking actors in the news has improved 
over time. It might be that this also changes over time, with more opportunities for 
women to appear in elite roles. We have thus tested this more systematically by ana-
lyzing the interaction effect of year and actor type (see Model 6a and 6b in the Online 
Supplement Materials). For both political roles and professionals and experts, the 
prevalence of female actors stays roughly the same (interaction term = 0.02). The 
category of civil society actors does seem to have a stronger increase over time (inter-
action term = 0.03, see also Figure 3). This means that over time, the chance that 
women appear in a civil society function increases. However, given that there are no 
substantial different patterns for the other elite roles, we cannot accept Hypothesis 4b.

Discussion and Conclusion

Based on 19 years of population data in Flanders (Belgium), this article unveils system-
atic gender imbalances in the news and the factors explaining them. Our findings repre-
sent a double-edged sword. On the one hand, we find that women remain underrepresented 
in the evening news broadcasts. This underrepresentation is structural as it is present 
across broadcasters, issues, and roles. Women are more equally represented as speaking 
actors when it concerns softer news topics like social affairs, or as non-elite actors. These 
findings are in line with similar longitudinal efforts to analyze how women are repre-
sented in the news (Global Media Monitoring Project, 2020; Shor et al., 2014). On the 
contrary, we cannot ignore the slow but steady increase over time. Between 2003 and 
2021 the presence of women in all types of roles has increased. Put differently, in 2021 
it is still a man’s world, but with ever more women playing a visible role in it.

Maybe our most problematic finding relates to the role of the individual journalist; 
even when controlling for news topics and actor roles, we find that male journalists 
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tend to interview fewer female sources compared with their female colleagues. More 
specifically, female journalists select more women in elite roles as speaking sources 
than their male counterparts. As with previous studies, we can only speculate upon 
whether this finding is driven by a higher awareness of the inequalities in society 
among female journalists (Armstrong, 2004; Zoch & Turk, 1998) or rather by their 
own gendered networks and shared experiences (Berkowitz, 2009). However, in con-
trast to previous research, based on extensive, longitudinal data, we can be more 
outspoken about the structural nature of this effect. Across all types of issues, the 
effect of the gender of the journalist remained a significant predictor of the gender of 
the source. Interestingly, in the case of economic news, the effect was even more 
outspoken. Perhaps as the economy was traditionally a male-dominated topic, female 
journalists have a stronger need “to correct” the image that men “run the economy.” 
Or would it rather be that for economic news topics it is less clear who should be 
included in the story (in contrast to the world of politics) and female journalists are 
freer to select the sources they deem relevant? Again, more research is needed to 
delve deeper into explaining why male journalists more often select male sources.

Our findings have several implications for newsrooms. First, promoting gender 
diversity within newsrooms can play a crucial role in enhancing the representation of 
women as sources in media content. By increasing the number of women journalists, 
newsrooms can contribute to a more balanced and inclusive portrayal of society. 
Second, it is important to prioritize awareness and training among journalists regarding 
these biases. By making journalists conscious of the biases that exist in media coverage, 
they can actively work toward mitigating them and ensuring a more equitable gender 
representation. By fostering an inclusive environment, news media have the power to 
amplify diverse voices, challenge stereotypes, and promote gender equality.

This paper was based on a unique population dataset, enabling us to identify sys-
tematic patterns in our data. However, the main strength of our paper also entails its 
biggest limitation: Because of the large amount of data, our explanatory analyses 
remain at an aggregate level. Our study for instance only looks at who gets to speak 

Figure 3.  Probability of the Source Being a Woman Determined by Both the Actor Type 
and Year.
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in the news, but not what they say or how they are framed. Future research might 
therefore focus more on analyzing what different actor types add to a news story. 
Drawing from the existing literature, we opted to center our analysis on the differen-
tiation between “hard” and “soft” news issues. It is important to recognize that this 
demarcation is not always clear-cut, as “hard” topics can occasionally be addressed 
in a “soft” manner. Therefore, in our analyses, we not only concentrated on categoriz-
ing news as “hard” or “soft” but also examined each topic individually. Another pit-
fall of our study is that it starts from a binary distinction between men and women. 
Because of the nature of the news coverage, we had to use explicit cues such as names 
or actor roles to identify the gender of the sources. We are aware that gender consists 
of multiple different identities. Moreover, by focusing only on gender, we neglect 
inequalities based on ethnic background or socioeconomic inequalities. Therefore, 
we encourage other researchers to take a more intersectional approach to investigate 
how multiple inequalities are represented in the news.

Moreover, although this study focused on news coverage in only one media system, 
we anticipate that its findings are applicable beyond its specific context. The Flemish 
media environment, which is marked by a relatively robust public service broadcaster 
and elevated levels of journalistic expertise, is similar to that of various European 
countries, especially those classified as “Democratic Corporatist countries” (Hallin & 
Mancini, 2004) in the northern and central regions of Europe (e.g., Austria, Finland, 
Germany, The Netherlands). On the gender equality index, Belgium scores a bit above 
the European average, making it also comparable to neighboring countries in that 
regard. Previous research also established, for instance, that the underrepresentation of 
female voices in the media is a consistent finding across European contexts (e.g., 
Ross, 2007; Sjøvaag & Pedersen, 2019).

When one discusses representation, the main questions are who is being repre-
sented and how much representation is enough. The answer to the latter seemingly 
easy question is not as straightforward as it seems. We can compare the number of 
women in the news with the number of women in society. If we use this fifty/fifty 
benchmark, we must conclude that the representation of women in the news is far 
from accurate. However, one could also argue that news media simply reflect and 
mirror society and its existing inequalities. For example, if only 30% of the profes-
sors in Flanders are women, it would make sense if 30% of the academics in the news 
would also be women.3 If we follow this line of reasoning, we neglect the idea that 
media not only reproduce but also produce gender and power dynamics (Tuchman, 
1978). Even if we lower the bar to this more conservative benchmark, Flemish media 
underperform regarding the representation of women. This is especially the case 
when we look at the presence of politicians. In Flemish politics, about forty percent 
of political positions at the national and regional level are taken up by women4. In the 
news, their presence is still only twenty percent. This means that news media not only 
reflect the underrepresentation of women as, for example, experts or political leaders 
but even exaggerate inequalities in society, let  alone try to compensate or take an 
active role in changing this imagery.
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Hence, newsrooms should aim to reflect society more accurately. When we reach 
that goal, we can open the discussion on whether gender diversity in the news needs to 
be a reflection of the share of women in specific roles in reality or whether we should 
strive for more or less equal representation. By systematically giving women less of a 
voice in the news, journalists might be supporting the status quo instead of playing an 
active role in societal change and steps toward real gender representation.
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Notes

1.	 For more information, see https://www.nieuwsarchief.be
2.	 We have conducted analyses on a dataset containing all issues as well. The results are pre-

sented in the Online Supplement Materials in Supplemental Table A4.
3.	 https://www.vlaanderen.be/statistiek-vlaanderen/onderwijs-en-vorming/personeelsleden- 

universiteiten#3-op-10-professoren-zijn-vrouwen
4.	 https://indicators.be/nl/i/G05_FMP/Vrouwelijke_parlementsleden. In 2020, about 41% 

of members of parliament in national and regional parliaments were female. In more 
powerful political positions such as ministers and party chairs, their presence is slightly 
lower with 39%.
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