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Executive summary 

This report is the first in a series of quarterly “Mirror on the Media”
surveys being carried out by the South African Gender and Media
(SAGEM) Network. It covers monitoring conducted in July 2004 as
well as “snapshot” monitoring of Women’s Day on 9 August. 

The study shows that while there has been some improvement in
the gender balance and sensitivity of the South African media

since the Gender and Media Baseline Study (GMBS) in 2002, there are still significant 
gender gaps, even in Women’s Day coverage.

Mirror
Mirror

On the wall
Who is the most 
Gender savvy
Of them all?

But the significant increase in women sources, in the priority accorded to gender issues
and diversity of coverage on Women’s Day suggests that if every day could be treated
like Women’s day, the South African media would soon achieve the balance that it has
pledged to work towards.

Media monitored

Media monitored included a combination of print and electronic, public and private
media from different parts of the country as follows: the Cape Times; the Daily News, 
the Mail and Guardian, the Sowetan, the Star, This Day, the Sunday Independent, the 
Sunday Times, Kaya FM, Metro FM, SABC 3 and ETV (see list of media and monitoring 
organizations at Annex A).

How SAGEM went about the monitoring 

The study used simplified versions of the quantitative methods developed by Gender
Links and the Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA) for the GMBS, with a stronger
emphasis on qualitative monitoring than the GMBS. 

The quantitative monitoring consisted of counting male and female sources in the top 
ten news items; counting the number of gender specific news stories within the top ten 
news items as well as counting the number of male and female images (in the print
media) on five days over the month of July to give a “staggered” week and in alternate
weeks for weekly papers.

The same methods were used in assessing Women’s Day coverage that involved
monitoring news on the actual day for the electronic media; the day before for the
weeklies; and the day after for the dailies for eight out of the twelve media in the study. 

The qualitative monitoring consisted of picking out examples from all the media covered
during the month of July, and also from the Women’s Day coverage according to the
criteria set out in Annex B.

3



Findings

The findings fall into three categories: representation, portrayal and examples of gender
awareness:

Representation

The study found that on the whole, women’s voices are still under represented in the
media; gender issues hardly feature in the news and they tend to be marginalized in the 
way they are treated and placed. Specifically the study found:

Silent voices: Women constituted 37 percent of news sources on women’s day,
compared to 25 percent in July 2004, but up from 19 percent in the GMBS that
took place in September 2002.

But not in all media: With 44 percent women sources, the Star led the way in 
the July monitoring followed by Kaya FM at 30 percent and the Mail and
Guardian at 29 percent. All three media houses have made a conscious effort to
diversify their news sources and give greater voice to women in their coverage.
With 11 percent, 15 percent and 17 percent women sources respectively, the
Cape Times, This Day and the Sowetan scored lowest in the July monitoring.

And not on Women’s Day: Most media houses showed a dramatic increase in 
women sources in their women’s day coverage, with Kaya FM leading the way at
75 percent; the Mail and Guardian as well as SABC 3 next at 64 percent, and the
Star in third place at 50 percent.  The Sunday Independent (14 percent) and this
Day (17 percent) had the lowest proportion of women sources of the media
monitored on Women’s Day.

Forwards and backwards: Of the eight media houses in the study that were
also monitored during the GMBS, three (the Cape Times, Sunday Independent
and Sunday Times) registered a decline in women’s sources in the July 
monitoring while the other five registered increases. This increase has been 
particularly marked in the case of the Star that went up from 26 percent in the
GMBS to 44 percent women sources in the July monitoring.

Seen, but not heard: Women are still more likely to be represented as pictures
than as voices (overall, women accounted for 30 percent of the images in the
July monitoring, and 38 percent of the images in the Women’s Day monitoring).

Missing perspectives: Many stories in the media continue to be “gender
blind”, in other words they fail to see and take up interesting gender dimensions.
For example, in the other story that dominated the headlines during this period-
the controversy over whether or not nevirapine can be taken in single doses-
women whose lives are at stake and who have been thrown into confusion were
treated as mere recipients of the programme, with their voices, views and 
feelings hardly featuring. 
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Gender as a topic: Gender specific stories constituted 8 percent of the total in
the monitoring for July, compared to 20 percent in the Women’s Day coverage.

Gender in the ghetto: Gender issues still tend to be treated as marginal in the 
way they are placed and presented. The Women’s Day coverage offered
interesting contrasts in news judgment and values, with some media assigning 
this to the soft “inside” or later items, and others integrating this coverage into
their top billings for the day. The Sowetan and SABC 3 scored highly among
media providing daily news coverage for their placement of Women’s Day stories 
while the Mail and Guardian scored tops among the weeklies for its consistent
mainstreaming of gender issues, well illustrated in its approach to Women’s Day 
coverage.

 Portrayal

Having women feature as sources and images is only part of the story. The more
important question is what messages these convey. The study revealed examples of
blatant and more subtle forms of stereotypes.

“Naked” stereotypes: Headlines and stories such as “Bring beer, come naked,”
“Madonna, the sex predator” and “Wham, Pam, thank you mam” continue to
adorn mainstream news pages, while the Burkina Faso soccer team that
“struggled” its way into the red light district are referred to as “stallions”.  On the 
sports front, the rise and rise of Maria Sharapova received considerable attention 
during this period. Yet coverage and images focused extensively on the tennis
“babe’s” looks rather than on her ability, with one news media captioning a story 
about her and Serena Williams as the “Beauty and the Beast.”

Subtle stereotypes: The study found, however, that it is not so much the
blatant stereotypes, as the more subtle forms of gender stereotypes that are of
concern. During the period under review, the kidnapping of Leigh Matthews
dominated the news pages.  She was referred to in several headlines as an MD’s 
daughter, with no mention of her mother’s occupation. Almost all the family
commentary in this case came from Rob rather than Sharon Matthews. Headlines
concerning the naked state in which she was found were in poor taste and 
insensitive.

Gender awareness 

Despite the shortfalls, there are many examples of gender awareness emerging in
South African news reportage. This is reflected in stories that portray women in new
and different roles; reflect the views and voices of women and men on all
mainstream issues; challenge stereotypes and raise topical debates such as what is 
meant by feminism as well as the role of men in transforming gender relations. All of 
these contribute to more robust and thought provoking journalism. Specifically: 
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New approaches, more interesting stories: The report highlights many
examples of progressive reporting such as a front page story on the class action
by women on Wall Street against sexual harassment; coverage of the gender
dimensions of the conflict in Sudan, and the woman who is set to lead a 150-
strong Olympic team.

Professionalism: Many of the observations made by monitors on ways in which
reporting can be improved concern not just the need to improve gender
awareness by the media, but also professional standards generally. Multiple
sources, context and depth, as well as applying consistent ethical standards to
women and men will all contribute to better journalism as well as more “gender 
sassed” coverage. 
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CONTEXT

This report is part of a three country initiative to develop, on a pilot basis, a Gender and
Media quarterly survey that will serve as a monitoring tool, in between major research
studies, for measuring progress in achieving gender balance in the media. The three
countries involved in this initiative are South Africa through SAGEM; Swaziland through
the Swaziland Media and Gender Watch (SMEGWA) and Media Watch Organisation
(MWO) of Mauritius.

Background

In 2003 GL and MISA undertook a major Gender and Media Baseline Study of Southern
Africa. The two organisations have since conducted National Action Plan Workshops in
all twelve participating countries, and they have helped to establish Gender and Media
Networks. These will come together to form a Southern African Gender and Media
Network at a summit in September 2004. 

GL and MISA plan to repeat the baseline study every five years. However, on a daily
basis, the GEM networks are monitoring the media and issuing alerts, in collaboration
with MISA. There is need for a regular forum to comment on trends - positive in
negative. There is also need to constantly gather training material for updating the 
Virtual Resource Centre, a database of case studies that media trainers around the
region are working together to build.

In South Africa, the South African National Editors Forum (SANEF) pledged at its AGM in
June 2004 to work towards greater gender balance and sensitivity in the media. SANEF,
in collaboration with a number of SAGEM partners, has held gender sensitivity training
workshops in a number of provinces. In April/May, two SAGEM partners, the Gender
Advocacy Project (GAP) and the Media Monitoring Project (MMP) monitored gender
dimensions of South Africa election coverage. Ongoing monitoring and dialogue of this
nature is critical in transforming gender relations in and through the media.

Linkages
This project has a number of key linkages, nationally and regionally. These include:

The GMBS; 
The Audience Research that is being conducted by GL as a follow up to the
GMBS;
The Global Gender and Media Monitoring Project (GMMP) that will be conducted 
as part of Beijing Plus Ten activities in 2005; 
The GMBS National Action Plans; 
The GEM Networks- alerts and routine feedback to the media;
Newsroom training and feedback;
The Virtual Resource Centre for trainers;
The Gender and Media Summit;
Media literacy projects planned for the future.
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METHODOLOGY

The GMBS involved detailed quantitative monitoring that examined sources; sources
across topics; the ways in which sources are identified and the people writing and
producing stories. These quarterly reports have a much stronger qualitative focus,
providing a commentary and reflection on media content buttressed by a few key
statistics.

What the monitors looked for 

The quantitative monitoring involved: 
Counting male and female sources in the top ten news items of the media
monitored on the monitoring days (see below). We are aware that this excludes
features and certain types of stories, such as sports. However, trials with 
counting sources for entire bulletins and newspapers show that this does not
affect the results significantly. Furthermore, the focus on the top ten news items 
is justified by the fact that these are the ones that grab greatest attention. It
should also be emphasised that the qualitative monitoring covered all news 
items. A primary reason for limiting quantitative monitoring is that it is hugely
time consuming without adding much new information. 
Counting male and female images in the print media across the entire
publication. Counting of images is considerably less time consuming than 
counting sources. To the extent that the monitors were looking at entire
publications for the qualitative monitoring this did not add much additional
burden to the monitoring.
Counting the number of gender specific stories within the top ten news items: 
Unlike the GMBS, monitors did not attempt to break down every story into topics 
and to monitor sources across topics. The quantitative monitoring with regard to 
topics simply sought to find out to what extent gender specific issues are
beginning to feature in the top news items. 

The qualitative monitoring involved picking examples from the entire monitoring
periods using the guidelines at Annex B. Monitors looked for examples of:

Gender blind coverage: Stories in which there is a gender imbalance in sources
and gender perspectives are ignored.
Blatant stereotypes: Stories that present women and men in stereotypical roles
such as victims or sex objects in the case of women; and strong, domineering
roles in the case of men. 
Subtle stereotypes: Stories that on the face of it are neutral but in subtle ways 
reinforce notions of women’s domestic and men’s more public roles.
Gender aware reporting: Stories that portray women and men in more diverse
roles; raise pertinent gender debates and ensure that male and female voices
are projected in all stories.
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Case studies based on running stories

In each of the media monitored, the researchers picked at least one issue during the
monitoring period that is of interest from a gender perspective and followed through the
coverage, responses etc answering the following questions:

Why is the issue of interest? 
Which voices/views predominate?
What is the public response?
In what way does the report/debate contribute to or detract from the promotion
of gender equality. 

Media monitored

Monitors chose to monitor the following media for this monitoring period based on
practical considerations as well as the need to ensure a mix of print and electronic,
public and private media, from different parts of the country. In the case of radio, the
researchers monitored current affairs programmes, rather than short news bulletins that
often have very little actuality. 

Newspapers RADIO TV
Daily Weekly Public Private Public Private
The Star Sunday Times Metro Kaya SABC 3 ETV
This Day Sunday

Independent
The
Sowetan

Mail and 
Guardian

Cape Times
Daily News 

For the one day monitoring on Women’s Day in August, the researchers monitored eight
out of the twelve media: The Star, This Day, The Sowetan, The Sunday Times, the 
Sunday Independent, The Mail and Guardian, Metro, Kaya, SABC 3 and ETV. Women’s
Day fell on a Monday.

Frequency of the monitoring

For the July monitoring, weekly newspapers were monitored in alternate weeks on 11
July and 25 July. Daily news programmes and newspapers were monitored on five days
of the week to give a “constructed week” as follows:

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thurs Friday
July 5 July 13 July 14 July 22 July 23 July 

For the weekly papers, the researchers monitored the paper immediately before
women’s day, as this carried the most coverage on women’s day for the weekly papers.
For the electronic media the researchers monitored bulletins on the actual day. For the
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print dailies the researchers monitored coverage on 10 August, as this carried coverage 
of the actual day.

FINDINGS

Representation

Missing voices

In the monitoring for the month of July, women constituted, on average 25 percent of
news sources. This figure is similar to the 22 percent women sources in the GAP/MMP
study on gender and elections coverage. It shows a progressive trend since the GMBS,
in which women constituted 19 percent of news sources in monitoring conducted in 
September 2002. However, as illustrated in the graph below, there are considerable
variations between media houses:

Women Sources: July monitoring
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With 44 percent women sources, the Star scored highest, followed by Kaya FM at 30
percent and the Mail and Guardian at 29 percent.

It is interesting that as far back as 1997, the then editor of the Star came up with a
policy that reporters seek out equal numbers of male and female sources. He was 
ridiculed in some quarters (including in a column of the Mail and Guardian).  The Mail 
and Guardian has since changed hands and has a woman editor who has a strong
gender awareness. Kaya FM has a woman managing director and head of news who
take gender issues seriously. Kaya FM is in the process of developing a diversity policy in
which gender features strongly. 

The Cape Times (11 percent), This Day (15 percent), and the Sowetan (17 percent)
scored lowest with regard to women sources.

One of the issues frequently raised by the media with regard to hard news is that it is 
difficult to get women sources for such stories. The spokespersons for political parties 
and government ministries, for example, are invariably male. What the research shows,
however, is a high prevalence of single source stories in the hard news category. This 
certainly contributes to the high level of male sources, because if there is a single
“authority” to be quoted such a person is invariably a man.

When stories focus more on those affected, rather than those in decision-making,
invariably there is an increase in the proportion of women sources. This is a matter of
editorial direction and training of reporters. The fact that the Star has been able to
achieve such balance in its hard news goes to show that this is possible. And the fact
that there is such a difference between the performance of the Star and the Cape Times
- sister newspapers from the stable - underscores the importance of deliberate policy.

General improvement

Of the media monitored in this study, eight were also monitored during the GMBS. The
graph below shows that while there was a decline in women sources in three of these
media, five showed an upward trend. The Star registered a particularly dramatic
increase, from 26 percent women sources to 44 percent. The general upward trend over
this period of time is a positive development. While this cannot solely be attributed to 
the GMBS, we believe that this study, the advocacy around it, and the positive steps
taken by many editors over the last two years to redress gender imbalances in the news
have played a positive role.
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But women’s day is the only day we come close to getting it right

Still, it seems there is only really one day in the year that the South African media
comes close to getting it right: the coverage of Women’s Day on 9 August. The 
“snapshot” monitoring of women’s day for nine out of the twelve media showed that
women sources, on average, shot up to 40 percent of the top ten news items. In the
case of Kaya FM this shot up from 30 percent to 75 percent; the Mail and Guardian and
SABC 3 this went up to 64 percent each, followed by the Star at 50 percent. The Sunday
Independent and this Day scored lowest at 14 percent and 17 percent respectively. The
comparative performance of the eight media in the July monitoring versus Women’s Day
is illustrated in the graph below.
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Seen, but not heard 

The study found that women are more likely to appear as images than as views and
voices in the print media, including on Women’s Day. Women constituted 30 percent of 
the images in the July monitoring and 38 percent in the Women’s Day monitoring. The 
graph below shows that all eight of the media monitored on Women’s Day had a higher
proportion of women images than in the average month. 
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Missing perspectives

The qualitative monitoring showed that having women sources is not just a matter of
being “politically correct”- the response often received from media decision-makers
when this is raised.  Missing sources lead to missing perspectives that would give depth
to stories, make them more interesting and more professional. Examples that the
monitors picked out of missing perspectives included:

“Mbeki rejects much-vaunted grant”, This Day, 13 July 2004: The story is about
the President reiterating his stance that the basic income grant is unaffordable
for South Africa and that it would not make a significant dent n poverty. It does 
not say who needs these grants and why. The issue is of critical importance to
women but the data, not to mention views and voices of women, are missing.
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“Miners cite inhuman conditions”, Sowetan, 5 July: This story is about the
condition under which diamond miner’s work. All the sources are male. The
impression is that is that all the employees are male, which may well be the
case, but this is not stated. The story says that “the diamond industry has
brought sorrow and left many women widows and children orphans.” Women
and children are presented as dependants. Their views on the issue are not
consulted.

Who feels it knows it 

One of the major running stories during the monitoring period concerned the
controversy over whether or not it is safe to administer nevirapine in single doses. The
story broke during the Fifteenth International Aids Conference in Bangkok, adding to the 
hype that has dogged the issue of anti retroviral drugs for reducing the possibility of HIV 
being transmitted from mother to child as a result of Minister of Health Manto
Tshabalala Msimang’s regressive views on the issue. Across the board, monitors
commented on the fact that this story was covered almost entirely from the perspective
of experts. As the Metro FM monitor noted: “women are receivers of the programme,
yet we do not hear their views and voices. In these reports we have no information
about how women feel, what they think, what their fears are. Women are portrayed
passively about their sexual ad reproductive rights.”

Missing angles

The study found that “gender blindness” can also lead to important angles being
ignored. For example, a number of stories during this period covered issues of 
affirmative action. Yet these were viewed almost entirely from the perspective of race
rather than gender. The few exceptions (see gender aware reporting) dealt with both
issues painting a more complex and interesting picture.

The other major story during the monitoring period concerned the kidnapping and
murder of Leigh Matthews. In its 23-29 July issue the Mail and Guardian ran a story
entitled “Kidnap trend unlikely”. The story notes that in Africa, South Africa comes
second only to Nigeria with regard to kidnapping, but concludes that the Matthews
incident is not likely to become a trend. All the sources in the story are male experts.
The story fails to explore the gender dimensions of the Matthews case, or to link it to
high levels of gender violence in South Africa, both of which are relevant in this case;
would have made for a more interesting story, and possibly for different conclusions.

Gender as a topic and where to put it 

Gender specific issues are hardly considered newsworthy. They made up 8 percent of 
the top ten news items in the July monitoring; and twenty percent of the top ten news
items on Women’s Day. The argument most frequently heard in this regard is that
gender issues tend to be covered more as features and in opinion pieces rather than as
hard news. This needs to be further explored, possibly through extending and
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segmenting the quantitative monitoring in the future. For this report, the way in which
different media handled Women’s Day news coverage is instructive.

Women’s Day offered the possibility of the whole spectrum of news genres: hard news, 
features, editorials, opinion, commentary etc. Yet different media had major differences
in approach to Women’s Day coverage. For a start, there is a commercial angle to
Women’s Day as there is for any other special event. Among the media monitored, the
Star, the Sunday Times, the Sowetan and the Mail and Guardian all had special
advertorial supplements.

But these newspapers had widely different approaches to their coverage. The Sowetan
is the only newspaper that featured women’s day celebrations on its front page, leading
with President Thabo Mbeki lambasting the private sector for being slow to change.
Coverage included the launching of the Sexual Offences Bill Awareness week (not
covered by the other dailies) an interesting story on the views of homeless women; two 
opinion pieces by men on gender issues and a story with a gender perspective on the 
“Money Matters” page.

The Star and This Day, the other two dailies monitored, did not feature the events of 
women’s day on their front pages. However, the Star did link two of its news pieces,
both concerning gender violence, with the fact that these had occurred on Women’s
Day.  It covered the events of Women’s Day on page seven. While this had a strong
event and entertainment focus, the coverage included an interesting story on
Zimbabwean women attending the celebrations and drawing attention to the plight of
women in Zimbabwe (a story no doubt attributable to the Star’s well known
Zimbabwean persona non gra a reporter who wrote this piece, Basildon Peta).t

The Star’s full page “inside” story would have lent itself to exploring some of the more
complex issues in the struggle for gender equality in South Africa. Instead it consisted of 
a story from the UK Daily Mail about a woman’s tribulations with a philandering 
husband. It gave the impression of a “filler” on a holiday production day and suggested 
inadequate editorial planning for women’s day.

Among the weeklies monitored, none mentioned the upcoming women’s day on their
front page, although the Sunday Times ran an editorial on women’s day, and the 
Sunday Independent had a “women’s day” page that explored some interesting issues
(see gender aware reporting).  In the view of the monitors, The Mail and Guardian
offered the best example of gender mainstreaming throughout the paper on Women’s 
Day (see gender aware reporting).

The two TV stations monitored demonstrated similar divergences in approach to
covering Women’s Day (see box). This is also a fascinating commentary on the
difference in approach between the public broadcaster and a commercial broadcaster.
The case study is encouraging in so far as it reflects a real effort by the public
broadcaster not just to covering women’s day as an event, but bringing depth to the 
coverage through the features that ran through the bulletin.
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Hello, are we in the same country? 

Watching SABC 3 and e-TV news on National Women’s Day felt like being in two
different countries. Women constituted 36 percent of the sources of news on eTV on
Women’s day, compared to 64 percent on SABC 3.

Half of the first 10 items (which consisted of all news items excluding sports news) 
monitored on SABC 3 dealt with gender specific issues. Two of these items were about
events held around the country to commemorate women’s day. One dealt with the
national celebrations held in Witbank, where the president made a call to the business
sector to include more women in managerial positions. The other was a round up of
different events held around the country on women’s day.

The remaining three items comprised special features on the struggles and successes of
women. One was an inspirational item on rural women who were unemployed and 
started their own business and who are now training other women in the agricultural
sector. The other one, though it was event based, dealt with the Sexual Offences bill
Awareness Week launched at the Constitutional Hill. This included an analysis of how
the bill will affect women and children, including the most important clauses of the bill.
Coverage included women prisoners who are serving their sentences, while keeping 
their children with them.

Female journalists reported on all these items and most sources were women
themselves. SABC 3’s Women’s Day coverage stood in stark contrast to July when only
six percent of news items had a gender specific angle. 

It also contrasted sharply with e-TV’s coverage of National Women’s Day on the same
night and at the same time. The channel’s first item was a feature on the president’s
mother, the work she does for the community and what she thinks about the status of
women in the country.

The rest of the bulletin followed the typical news agenda. Stories on Women’s Day 
featured at the end of the bulletin, after the ten items. Four of these stories were about
events held around the country in commemoration of women’s day and only one was a
feature about challenges faced by women.
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Portrayal

Blatant stereotypes still abound

Pimps in Romania have started putting up official looking road signs to give d iversr
plenty of warning that there are prostitutes ahead. The idea is that potential cus omerst
will not drive past before realizing that they could have stopped and engaged the 
services of one o  the girls on the roadside. But police in Romania are not amused. Theyf
say that the official looking signs that show a girl in a red dress are illegal and breach
road safety rules. They’ve warned that whoever put them up will be fined. 
Metro, 5 July

Stories such as the one above that reduce women to “girls” and to commodities with no 
connotations attached to the men providing a market are still common in the quality
media in South Africa. Monitors cited several examples of what they regarded as blatant
stereotypes the way that women and (sometimes) men are portrayed. Often these have
a cheap commercial (or supposedly commercial) angle to them. Some of these examples
include:

The headline “all the king’s women” (the Star, 5 July) about Presley’s widow, 
daughter and grandchild, suggesting that the late Presley “owned” all three;
The headline “what price woman” and two stories about “the bride who’s worth
fourteen cows” and another on “the wide who is worth 20.3 million (the Star, 8 
July) both suggesting that women are objects or commodities, with all the 
underlying stereotypes about women and money.
The opinion piece entitled “Bring beer, come naked” (This Day, 13 July) about
how women can make men happy. The story, from the Times of London,
stereotypes women and men in the crudest possible way. It suggests that men’s
happiness is still dependent on seeing women in traditional roles of domesticity,
object of desire and subservient. The story further suggests that the lack of
recognition of men’s superior strength has led to gangsterism, street violence, 
binge drinking and so on. Women who have transformed their status are seen as
promiscuous and uncaring. Specific quotes include: “Large numbers of western
women feel absolutely no obligation or desire to make me happy at all;” and
“after all, its not as if we make complex or unreasonable demands on our women
folk. Didn’t someone once famously boil them down to four words: bring beer,
come naked.”
The story entitled “Burkinabe’s jaunt into Jozi” (Soweatan 5 July) about the
Burkina Faso soccer team’s demand to the South African Football Association
(SAFA) to be taken to a red light district. The story perpetuates the stereotype
that men cannot live without sex through phrases like the “stallions”. The entire 
piece uses the language of war and conquest. Examples include phrases like
“pitted against”; “struggle” and “fighting.” 
The image used by the Mail and Guardian to go with the story “Aids fund faces 
cash crunch” (16 to 22 July).  The story is about the shortage of funds to fight
HIV/AIDS. The totally unrelated image used to illustrate the story is one of an
Australian prostitute (not sex worker) demonstrating how to negotiate safe sex.
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The conference abounded in visually compelling protests and marches around
funding.
The Sunday Times back page continues to yield the weekly dose of trashy
headlines and stories, many all of which portray women as sexual objects for the 
gratification of men (see, for example, the article in the 25 July issue of the
newspaper, “Wham, Pam, thank you ma’am”.) 
The Sunday Times obsession with cheap sex stories often leads to contradictory
messages. For example in its 8 August edition that carried a “tribute to South
African women” in the Business Times section - a rare in-depth look at women in 
business, the Sunday Times also carried an article (from the UK) entitled
“Grannies did it more than modern women.” The article claims that modern
women have less sex drive because of the stress of work. There is no attempt to
verify the veracity of this statement, especially in the South African context. The
article also makes no mention of the stresses that modern life puts men under. It
suggests that to the extent there is less sex, women are to blame. This in a 
world where Viagra is being touted as the great salvation for the increasing
number of men who feel sexually inadequate and/or dysfunctional.

Looking beyond looks 

Across all media monitored, the case of Russian tennis star Maria Sharapova arose
repeatedly as an example of the mainstream media’s inability to go beyond her blonde
good looks and actually focus on her talent. A article in the Daily News (13 July 2004)
entitled “top tennis stars head for South Africa” refers to Sharapova according to her
“glamorous looks” while Roger Federer is described in terms of his tennis abilities. The 
article uses an image of Sharapova in a sexually suggestive pose with her hair loose and
tongue touching her lower lip. An article in the Star (2 July) began as follows: “of all the
physical attributes Maria Sharapova manages to squeeze into her tight white dress, by 
far the most important is the beating heart which yesterday took her into the ladies
single finals.” Although the lead tries to signify that it is really Sharapova’s determination
that has got her where she is, the readers attention is once more drawn to the “tight
white dress” and the physical attributes.  A Sunday Times article (4 July 2004) with the
sub-caption “Tennis’s newest superstar is also a super babe” falls into a similar trap.
While it purports to show the other side of Sharapova the article joins the chorus of
those who see her looks before they can get to her ability, with references like this: “It 
was labeled as the Beauty versus the Best. But yesterday’s Wimbeldon women’s final
turned into a battle of the Beauty and the Second Best.”

Subtle stereotypes

There are many more subtle forms of stereotyping that continue to pervade news
reporting. These are often more insidious than blatant stereotypes because they are
more difficult to identify and they often fall within the “comfort zone” of media decision-
makers, many of whom are men.  Examples include:

An article entitled “Sexual revolution needed to break Aids grip on Africa” (This 
Day, 22 July 2004). The article concerns why women in Lesotho are so 
vulnerable to HIV/AIDS. The content of the article is balanced and the analysis
has depth. The article does not offer simple solutions, but explores women’s 
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status in society as key to their vulnerability to HIV/AIDS. However, the story 
provides a romanticized picture of the “traditional” woman. The story is about
women who have left the country side to look for better futures in the city. The
picture however is of two rural women. It suggests, in a subtle manner, that 
going back might solve the problem.
Subtle stereotypes are conveyed in other examples of the disconnection between
editorial and images.  For example in a story entitled “Uganda spells out ABC of
AIDS pan” in the 14 July edition of This Day, the story is about Uganda’s further
plans to combat AIDS, but the photo is of beautiful Thai women performers.
A story in the Daily News (13 July) entitled “suspected bra bomber kills four” is
about a suicide bomber who killed herself and four policemen, and is believed to 
have hidden the bomb in her bra. The repeated emphasis on the “bra” in the
headline and story detracts the reader’s attention from the more serious aspects
of the story.

Kidnap story carries many hidden messages 
Another story that made headlines during the monitoring period was the disappearance
of Leigh Matthews, a 21-year old student from Bond University who was kidnapped and
found dead two weeks later. Although the incident occurred in Sandton, Johannesburg,
it received extensive coverage around the country and internationally. The story brought
together a number of cross cutting themes: the possibility of sexual assault, the state of 
crime in the country, and the possibility of a new kind of crime in the country. It
involved the cooperative work of the police, psychologists and the general public
Coverage of this issue was charged with understandable anger and emotion. The
following are some of the subtle gender messages conveyed in the coverage that
monitors observed: 

Leigh was referred to in one article (Sunday Times, 11 July) as an MD’s daughter. 
The article did not mention her mother’s occupation.
The article uses an image of Leigh’s mother in a state of confusion and trauma with
the caption, “journey through hell”. Rob Matthews, on the other hand, is depicted as 
cool and collected with the caption: “Paid up: Robert Matthews kept his side of the
bargain.”
Rob Matthews featured throughout as spokesperson for the family. Sharon Matthews
was barely ever quoted. 
When the media approached members of the public for comment, men tended to be
approached for expert opinion on the crime, whether or not it is a new trend etc,
while women were approached for comments on the “soft” issues like how they felt 
about the incident.
Although the story featured speculation regarding sexual assault, there was little 
attempt to analyse the gender dimensions of the kidnapping, or to link it to the
already high levels of gender violence in the country. None of the NGOs working in 
the gender violence sector were approached for comment.
This Day had to apologise for an insensitive headline concerning the naked state in 
which Leigh’s body was eventually found. An interesting question in whether if this 
had been a man there would have been the same rush to speculate on and highlight
his state of undress.
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Articles paying tribute to Leigh spoke of her in saintly and “angelic” terms. While this
captured the emotions of the moment it is again interesting to ask what kind of
adjectives would have been used had this been a young man.

Gender awareness 

Despite the gender gaps that still exist in the way that women and men are represented
and portrayed in the media, monitors found several examples of gender aware
reporting. This can be divided into a number of different categories as follows: 

Giving relevant gender data: For example, a story in This Day entitled
“Shock decline of black professionals” (14 July 2004) gives statistics on both 
race and gender. The article notes that the number of women of all races at the
top showed only a marginal increase from 12.4 percent to 13.7 percent. The
story is, however, based entirely on statistics and would have benefited from
some primary sources, including women.

Bringing out the views and voices of women and men, boys and girls,
on mainstream issues: For example, an article in the Sowetan entitled “Street
Children are vulnerable to HIV/AIDS” (13 July) on the plight of street children in
Zimbabwe portrays features the views of boys and girls. The story is written
with sensitivity, conveying both the vulnerability of the children, as well as their 
enormous resilience. Another example is a story in the Star entitled “Evicted 
families move right back in.”  The story concerns eleven families who have been
evicted from their homes for failing to make bond payments. The story conveys
the views of women and men affected. On women’s day Ntebo Mkobo of Kaya
FM interviewed a variety of sources from Peggy Dira (Street Vendor) to
Archbishop Ndungane to COSATU’s Deputy President Joyce Kekana, presenting
a fascinating account of what has changed for women over the last ten years.

Finding the gender angles: An example of this is an article in the Mail and 
Guardian of 23 to 29 July on the gender dimensions of the Sudanese conflict
with the sub-headline, “women’s bodies have become the battle ground in 
Sudan.” Another example in the article in the Sunday Times of 11 July entitled
“Women, wars and money dominate Addis Ababa talks.” This includes an
anecdote of Botswana President Festus Mogae recalling a female delegate as he 
refused to participate in a discussion on women with no women present,
comparing this to a “congress of cats to discuss the well being and upliftment of
rats.” Yet another example is the interview that Kaya FM had with Professor Guy 
Berger (22 July) in which he talked about the gender, race and class dimensions
of the Leigh Matthews case.

Gender in all subjects: Although there is still a tendency for gender issues to 
be consigned to women’s pages or programmes, there is evidence of increasing
awareness on the need for gender to be mainstreamed in all areas of coverage.
In the Sunday Independent of 8 August, Maureen Isaacson has an opinion piece
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on whether or not South Africa should have a woman’s day and whether this
detracts from every day being a woman’s day. This theme got taken up in radio 
talk shows. The debate showed a sophisticated awareness over the pros and
cons of gender being everywhere and nowhere versus being somewhere and
nowhere. While many media saw women’s day as a commercial opportunity to
produce advertorials, these covered a wider range of subjects than before. For
example, the Sunday Times supplement raised its sponsorship around women in
business, something that would probably not have been possible in the past.
The Mail and Guardian had an advertorial on women in science, and another on
women in local government, in addition to its general advertising supplement.

No more males and guardians?

The Mail and Guardian of 6-13 August also demonstrated the possibilities of 
mainstreaming gender throughout the paper - even on Women’s Day. For a start 
one of the main news stories concerned the M and G’s ongoing legal battle with the
former minister of housing, Sankie Mthembi-Mahanyale who is suing the paper for
defamation over an end of year report card on her purported non-performance. The
fact that such disagreements occur between women in public office and the media,
and are mediated through the courts, is a healthy sign in a young democracy. 
The cover story is about the wife of a “terror suspect” shedding a new and
interesting perspective on an issue of international significance. The front page
features a line up of stories running through the paper including a story on a photo 
exhibition that challenges stereotypes about women and their bodies (“comfort
zone”); a story in the Africa section on whether or not Africa is ready for a woman
head of state; a debate between two women on whether or not there should be a
women’s day; an analysis of what South African women have achieved over the last 
ten years; a provocative piece in the “body language” section on a woman visiting a
strip club; and an opinion piece in Monitor in response to the Pope’s pastoral letter
on feminism destroying families.

Legal precedents for women’s rights: Some media have started to give high profile
coverage to legal challenges that advance women’s rights. An example is the front page
article in the Star (13 July) n the class action taken by women on Wall street against
sexual harassment.

Bucking the trend: A number of stories during this period featured women in non-
traditional roles, especially in sports.  Examples include the profile of Mbali “Nxonxo” 
Zantsi, a female boxing promoter (Sowetan, 14 July) and the story on women taking
action roles in films (The Star, 22 July).

The new man: A number of articles and programmes are beginning to explore who the
new man is and what is his role in promoting gender equality (see, for example, the
article by Christine Stuck in the 8 August issue of the Sunday Independent).
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The F word: There has even been a healthy debate opened on what is meant by
feminism, sparked off by the Pope’s salvo on this issue. Examples include opinion pieces
in both the Mail and Guardian and the Sunday Independence as part of the Women’s
Day coverage.  Prior to this, the Mail and Guardian ran two articles on the name crisis
faced by married women: “A question of belonging” in the 23 to 29 July issue, and
“Love me, leave my name” in the 30 July to 5 August issue. Both articles raised
pertinent debates and concerns about married women and their identity. It is 
unfortunate, however, that both articles appear to have been written by foreigners, as
this is a pertinent issue for many South African women.

Getting on with it: One of the most encouraging signs that we are working towards
“normalizing” of women’s and men’s roles in all walks of life is stories of both simply
“getting on with it”. Examples include a story in Business Report (14 July) entitled 
“Mabandla shows that she too can wield a scrubbing brush” on the ministers efforts to 
root out maladministration and another on 1 July entitled “On your Marcus, get set go” 
about the impact of the departure of the Deputy Governor of the Reserve Bank Gill 
Marcus on the stock exchange. Another such example is the profile of the new Eastern
Cape Premier, Nosimo Balindlela, in the Sunday Times of 8 August entitled “The
barefoot premier.” The profile shows how a new woman premier is working to turn the 
province around through hard work.

Conclusions

This report reflects the challenges still faced by the media in bringing about gender 
balance and sensitivity to news coverage. However it also reflects the tremendous
progress made. The achievements of individual media in bringing about greater balance
in sources and perspectives, in different areas of coverage, as well as raising relevant 
debates on gender issues, is an encouraging sign that change is possible. What is 
especially important is that these successes have been achieved without compromising
the cardinal principles of fairness and newsworthiness. If anything they have been
enhanced. We also suspect that for those who have made the conscious effort to be
more responsive to male and female audiences, there have been financial rewards.
Making every day a woman’s day could bring even bigger yields than the once-a-year
supplement.
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ANNEXES

A: Media and Monitors 

MEDIA MONITOR
SABC 3 MMP
ETV MMP
Cape Times MMP
Daily News MMP
The Star Colleen- GL 
Kaya FM Mothibi-GL
This Day Kubi-GL
Sunday Times Susan
Sowetan Pontsho (NISAA)
Sunday Independent Judy (RRA) 
Metro Lyn (RRA) 
Mail and Guardian Tswaranang
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Annex B 

Why a qualitative analysis? 

A qualitative approach to the monitoring exercise is critical because it is not enough to 
just know whether gender issues and concerns are being covered in the media. Media
practitioners may give gender issues coverage, but the quality of the coverage is what
makes a difference, and in some cases the way an issue is covered makes it have 
negative impact on society and in the processes of development. There is often a 
mistaken belief that just because women are mentioned or covered in the media,
gender concerns have been “covered”.

Therefore while a quantitative approach in monitoring is important, it is also critical to 
take the process further and assess whether the coverage is positively influencing
development through positive and balanced coverage of gender issues and concerns.

What to look for 

The analysis below is based on the application of professional journalistic standards to 
the examples chosen. Some useful questions to be asked are contained in the checklist
of “Whose News, Whose Views, a Southern African Gender in Media Handbook” page
11-13. Here are some important considerations both for stories that focus specifically on
gender issues and for mainstream stories:

Sources

It is important to interrogate who the source of the story is and how women and
men are labeled as sources in the stories. For instance, surveys have indicated
that men are often sourced in their professional capacity, while women tend to
be labeled in relationship to their husbands, spouses and children.
A good balance of sources in a story is important.

Language

It is important to carefully assess the language being used. Use of language can
make or undo a story. For example, use of stereotyped language can negatively
affect a story. More often than not, use of language can subtly show gender
biases without overtly appearing to do so.
Some terms and words hide part of the story. For instance, terms like “families”
or “people” when writing about the impact of poverty hides the fact that women,
men and children are affected differently.
Use of physical attributes to describe and identify someone often sensationalizes
the story and misses the point. For instance, use of sensual descriptions of
women’s bodily parts, portraying them as sexual objects.
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Pictures and other graphic illustrations

It is often said that a single picture can tell a story worth a thousand words. Pictures
and graphics need to be analysed critically as they are used to support a story or to tell
stories on their own. Pictures/graphics are very important, especially when used to 
support gender stories. In most cases, in a bid to capture the disadvantaged position of 
women in society, most pictures used tend to be gloomy and desperate, even where the
story is about them having made progress to change their situation.

How are women, men, boys and girls portrayed in the picture/graphic? In other
words, what does the picture/graphic say about women, men, boys and girls?
Is the picture/graphic accompanying the story relevant to the story? 
Does the picture/graphic capture the essence of the story?
Would you have used such a picture to go with that story? 
If you had choice what aspects of the picture would you remove? 

Cartoons are a specific category of graphic illustration that often ridicule and show
prejudice subtly, which can be unpacked through a qualitative analysis approach.

Some key questions that can help in qualitative analysis:

How are women portrayed in the story? 
How are men portrayed in the story?
What are the missing voices in the story?
If more voices had been included, how would the story have been different?

A simple checklist for the qualitative monitoring

Positive story Negative story
Gender balance of sources (voices) Lack of gender balance in sources

(voices)
Gender neutral language Gender biased language
Awareness of differential impact Lack of awareness of gender dynamics
Fairness in approach to issue 

No double standards
No moralizing
No open prejudice

No ridicule

No placing of blame

Biased coverage of issue
Double standards
Moralizing e.g. being judgmental 
Open prejudice e.g. women are
less intelligent than men etc 
Ridicule e.g. women in certain 
situations
Placing blame e.g. on rape
survivors for their dress etc

Challenges stereotypes Perpetuates stereotypes
Simple accessible gender sensitive
language

Full of jargon and stereotypical gender
biased language

Gender disaggregated data Aggregated data 
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