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News play a critical role in shaping societal attitudes toward 

gender equality, whether by spotlighting persistent inequalities 

and pushing for change, or by reinforcing existing biases. While 

the international development community often emphasizes media 

as an important tool for advancing gender equality, as laid out 

in the Beijing Platform for Action and other transnational policy 

frameworks, more work needs to be done to advance gender 

equality within the journalism sector itself. 

Male journalists outnumber women journalists in most countries. 

Globally, women are largely shut out of newsroom leadership, 

making up only about a quarter of top management positions.1 

In news content, women constitute only a quarter of sources 

and subjects in news stories across traditional media around the 

world.2 Without women in top jobs to advocate for junior staff, 

women are unlikely to feel welcome in the profession. Without 

women journalists, fewer women’s stories will be told. Without a 

meaningful voice in news coverage, women will not be able to fully 

participate in public life or exert pressure on their representatives 

to address the challenges they face in society.3 

Newsrooms often lack policies to protect their women employees 

from the risks they face on the job. Women in many countries 

face cultural barriers to working as journalists, and these 

patriarchal attitudes oftentimes seep into the media workplace and 

newsrooms. National gender equality policies are rarely applied in 

the media sector and the self-regulatory sphere doesn’t appear to 

have a well-developed set of norms and standards when it comes 

to ensuring gender equality in the news media. 

Introduction

In 1995, the Beijing Platform for Action—the most comprehensive blueprint 

for closing the gender gap in news media—was adopted unanimously by 189 

countries at the United Nation’s Fourth World Conference on Women. Yet, 

despite these international commitments, advancing gender equality in the media 

sector has been slow. While progress has been made, it has been piecemeal. 

More needs to be done: a systemic approach across sectors and levels of society 

is needed to move the needle in the struggle for gender equality in news and 

information systems. 

Globally, women are largely 
shut out of newsroom 
leadership, making up 

only about a quarter of top 
management positions.
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The sheer lack of data tracking the sector’s performance on 

gender equality drives home the urgent need for more meaningful 

commitments to address this issue. The gender dynamics of the 

media industry should not be a niche issue. Women’s representation 

in the public eye, women’s access to the information they need for 

everyday life, women’s ability to tell their own stories—these are all 

key considerations in promoting good governance. Yet, there is a lack 

of consistent global data on the gender distribution of newsroom staff 

and the number of women who own or manage media outlets. The 

Global Media Monitoring Project, which looks at gender representation 

in news content and is updated every five years, is an excellent 

start, but more data are needed on gender equality indicators in 

news production. Without having all the relevant data at hand, it is 

no surprise that progress on gender equality in news media has not 

advanced as much as it has in other professional sectors.4 

A global study by the Fojo Media Institute found that international 

agreements and national policies committing countries to advancing 

gender equality rarely manifest in regulations governing the media 

sector. National policymaking in the media sector must find a 

balance between enacting regulation and upholding respect for 

media freedom and independence. Moreover, due to the potential 

risks of government interference in editorial decision-making, 

national policy is often not the appropriate mechanism for regulating 

gender equality goals in media content or media business. To that 

end, co-regulatory and self-regulatory models are necessary to push 

for the development of a more equitable media environment.5

High-level panel discussion commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action.
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Women’s representation 
in the public eye, women’s 
access to the information 

they need for everyday life, 
women’s ability to tell their 

own stories—these are 
all key considerations in 

promoting good governance. 

http://cima.ned.org


3Breaking Barriers: A Whole-of-Society Approach to Gender Equality in Media Development  �#mediadev

Media can be a powerful force for social change or a reinforcer of 

oppressive societal norms. To advance gender equality in the media, 

media development organizations, civil society, and governments 

must look beyond the operations of individual news outlets and focus 

on the enabling environment. The pursuit of gender equality must be 

systemic, such that it becomes the norm across all outlets, not only 

an exceptional few.

Meaningful change requires a whole-of-society approach that involves 

concerted effort from actors at all levels—micro, meso, and macro—

including media outlets, civil society, media support organizations, 

governments, and the international assistance community that 

supports journalism. This paper reviews the status of gender equality 

in journalism across these levels, including through three case studies, 

and provides recommendations for how a gender-equal news media 

can be achieved.

To identify effective entry points for the development and 

advancement of independent gender-equal media systems, Fojo 

and the Center for International Media Assistance (CIMA) hosted 

workshops bringing together journalists, academics, media regulators, 

and civil society actors from around the world. The workshops focused 

on gender equality as it relates to three areas of media development: 

media ownership and management, media regulation, and media 

market dynamics. 

Whole-of-Society Approach: Levels of Intervention

Micro Meso Macro

	■ Comprises: individual journalists 
and media organizations.

	■ Examples of interventions: 
training journalists on gender-
sensitive reporting and working 
with media organizations to 
implement policies protecting 
the rights of women in the 
workplace.

	■ Comprises: the national media 
sector in any given context. 

	■ Actors: media organizations, 
media professional associations 
and civil society, international 
assistance organizations. 

	■ Examples of interventions: 
advocating for policy changes 
across media organizations 
and finding ways to bolster 
independent media’s 
financial viability.

	■ Comprises: the broader enabling 
environment for media, including 
local laws and regulations, as 
well as international agreements 
affecting the media sector.

	■ Actors: government, 
international assistance 
organizations, and bilateral 
donor agencies. 

	■ Examples of interventions: 
finding ways to implement 
the recommendations of 
international agreements on 
gender equality to ensure equal 
access to employment in the 
media sector.

Meaningful change requires 
a whole-of-society approach 

that involves concerted effort 
from actors at all levels—
micro, meso, and macro— 

including media outlets, 
civil society, media support 

organizations, governments, 
and the international 

assistance community that 
supports journalism. 
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Women’s representation in media will not see significant improvement 

until women are better represented in editorial leadership and 

newsroom management, and more outlets with women owners are 

able to survive and attract funding. Training more women journalists 

means little if the sector fails to retain their talent because, in addition 

to facing violence and harassment for working in a male-dominated 

field, they must contend with a glass ceiling that prevents them from 

reaching decision-making roles, regardless of their efforts and abilities.

A 2023 study by the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism 

found that women make up just 22 percent of editors in leadership 

roles across 12 markets spanning five continents. This marks 

a mere 1 percent increase from 2022.7 Efforts to meaningfully 

improve these numbers will require more than offering to train more 

women journalists. To ease the way for women seeking to advance 

in journalistic careers, the evidence points to several promising 

interventions: capital investments for news startups founded by 

women, the adoption and implementation of equal opportunity policies 

in established outlets, and advocacy by journalist unions for the 

protection of women’s rights in the workplace.

Creating pathways with which women could ascend to leadership roles 

could significantly impact the journalism sector. For one, it could affect 

news outlets’ ability to hire and retain women. Few media outlets have 

policies that accommodate the needs of women employees or ensure 

they have the same access to career advancement opportunities as 

their male counterparts.8 In many contexts, women are expected to 

pull double duty, not only working full time but also shouldering most 

of the housework and child rearing responsibilities. In addition, women 

journalists often face harassment internally within organizations and 

externally in the broader environment over the course of their work, 

not only from managers and colleagues but also from sources.9 

Newsrooms need to implement policies that provide mechanisms for 

redress in cases of sexual harassment. Additionally, newsrooms must 

The Micro Level:  
Media Ownership and Management

Within the news industry, media outlets and civil society organizations 

that support media have made insufficient progress with respect 

to advancing gender equality. The media sector remains a hostile 

profession for women journalists in many countries.6 

Few media outlets have 
policies that accommodate 

the needs of women 
employees or ensure they 

have the same access 
to career advancement 
opportunities as their 

male counterparts.

http://cima.ned.org
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establish reporting mechanisms for issues like online harassment or 

violent threats from potential sources or from audiences—problems 

that affect all journalists, but disproportionately women. In some 

contexts, press unions, civil society, and media support organizations 

should advocate for fundamental rights for women in the workplace 

and address unspoken biases that affect career opportunities for 

women journalists. 

“Women are often assigned to do soft news. And later, they are 

considered as not good enough for leadership,” said Ethiopian 

journalist Melkamsew Solomon. “Media is a very serious thing. Hence, 

it is unthinkable to give such a big responsibility to women.”10

If news organizations are truly committed to gender equality, they 

need to have policies in place to ensure that women are hired and 

retained by creating a safe environment to work in and providing 

pathways to career advancement. Women must have equal access to 

training, receive equal wages, and be considered for promotions. This 

commitment must come from leadership. 

News outlets that do not reflect the demographics of the societies 

they are meant to serve are limited in the type of content they are able 

to produce and audiences they can attract. A gender-equal editorial 

team is more likely to produce content that appeals to women and men 

audiences and to cover a broad range of topics that interest diverse 

audience segments.

Top Editors*
1 4in

Experts Interviewed***
1 4in

Reporters**
1 3in

Women’s Representation in Media

SOURCES: *Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 2024; ** International Women’s Media Foundation, 2018; *** Global Media Monitoring Project, 2020

If news organizations 
are truly committed to 
gender equality, they 
need to have policies 

in place to ensure that 
women are hired and 

retained by creating a safe 
environment to work in 
and providing pathways 
to career advancement.
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In some cases, journalists have trouble getting editors’ approval to 

cover stories focused on women. In many newsrooms across Africa, 

all-male editorial teams often reject pitches from women journalists 

for stories they perceive to be “women’s issues.”11 While funding 

women journalists to report on issues that affect women in their 

communities is important, overemphasizing the gender dimensions 

of certain stories risks siloing them as women’s issues. Men also 

need to be trained to apply a gender lens to their reporting, and this 

perspective should be mainstreamed across the various topics a given 

outlet covers.12 

The Global Media Monitoring Project’s findings from South Africa 

suggest a link between newsroom leadership and content. South 

African mainstream news media have significantly outperformed on 

gender equality indicators in content compared with the rest of the 

world, strongly correlating to near gender parity in media leadership.13 

However, ensuring women are able to hold leadership positions in 

news outlets is not a stand-alone measure. Support systems are 

needed to mentor young women entering the field and to monitor 

progress on gender equality goals. Journalist unions have an 

important role to play in advocating for better working conditions 

for women in the sector and setting standards for responsible 

journalism by holding journalists accountable to codes of ethics. 

©
 F

lic
kr

 /
 U

N
 W

om
en

 /
 R

ya
n

 B
ro

w
n

 /
 C

C
 B

Y-
N

C
-N

D
 2

.0

Ensuring women are able 
to hold leadership positions 

in news outlets is not a 
stand-alone measure. 
Support systems are 

needed to mentor young 
women entering the field 
and to monitor progress 
on gender equality goals. 

http://cima.ned.org


7Breaking Barriers: A Whole-of-Society Approach to Gender Equality in Media Development  �#mediadev

Research looking at women’s representation in journalist trade unions 

in 13 countries found that countries with higher levels of women 

in journalist unions also had higher rates of women in leadership 

positions in news organizations.14 

Unfortunately, data are distinctly lacking both on union membership by 

gender in many countries and the degree to which union membership 

can be linked to material improvements in working conditions 

for women journalists. Recent research suggests that women are 

underrepresented in both union leadership and membership in the 

Middle East and North Africa15 and Asia-Pacific regions.16 Some 

unions are taking steps to remedy this issue. For example, the Sierra 

Leone Association of Journalists (SLAJ) adopted a Media Gender 

Equality Policy that sets goals for improving gender equality in 

newsrooms through a monitoring program and the implementation 

of safety measures and parental leave policies. It also mandates that 

women constitute at least 30 percent of the executive members 

of SLAJ’s board.17

Boosting the number of women in journalist unions cannot move 

the needle on its own. In Europe, where women have achieved near 

parity in union leadership—and even surpass men in some countries—

women journalists continue to face lingering issues of unequal 

treatment, including persistent pay gaps.18 Unions need to work with 

civil society and women’s movements to push for newsroom policies 

that protect women’s interests. The progress made in South Africa, 

for example, emerged in part from the efforts of groups like Gender 

Links to hold media companies to account for their responsibility 

to abide by the Southern African Development Community’s policy 

agreements regarding gender equality in employment practices 

and media content.19 The fact that Gender Links’s work attracted 

support from a number of bilateral donors, including the Swedish 

International Development Cooperation Agency, the European Union 

(EU), and the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO),20 also underscores the important role of 

the international development community in keeping these types of 

media advocacy organizations alive as they work to enact meaningful 

change for the sector.

While there is much that still needs to be done to get more women 

into top jobs in the news industry, there are signs that the digital 

media landscape has created new opportunities for women journalists 

seeking to break away from the constraints of traditional media 

organizations. Research from SembraMedia on “digital native”21 news 

outlets in 12 countries found that 32 percent of all founders across 

While there is much that 
still needs to be done to get 
more women into top jobs 

in the news industry, there 
are signs that the digital 

media landscape has created 
new opportunities for 

women journalists seeking 
to break away from the 

constraints of traditional 
media organizations. 
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the 201 companies in the study were women.22 Project Oasis, which 

looked at media outlets that were founded in Europe and exist only 

online, had similar findings: 46 percent of the over 500 organizations 

in their directory had at least one woman founder, and women made up 

58 percent of all the founders featured in the project’s report. Project 

Oasis also found that organizations with male and female founders often 

generate more revenue than those with only male founders—€509,740 

(around $550,000) in average annual gross revenue compared to 

€497,719 (around $536,000). While this suggests that diverse leadership 

can lead to improved revenue generation, the research also found 

that outlets with only women founders had drastically less revenue 

than either of the other categories: on average, €101,135 ($109,000). 

Possible explanations for this glaring disparity include a lack of women in 

decision-making roles among investors and higher levels of risk aversion 

toward women-led companies.23

Despite the challenges women entrepreneurs face in attracting funding, 

evidence from other sectors suggests a strong business case for 

pursuing gender equality in news media. An analysis of companies based 

in China and the United Kingdom (UK) encompassing a variety of sectors 

found a positive relationship between a gender diverse leadership and 

organizational innovation, with implications for firm performance and 

revenue.24 A 2018 analysis of data on 394 French firms spanning 10 

years found a positive relationship between return on assets and equity 

and women directorship. When the model is controlled for attributes of 

women directors such as education, it yields a positive trend between 

market-based performance (market expectations about a firm’s further 

earnings) and women directorship.25 The results are consistent with 

numerous other studies. In Vietnam, gender diversity on boards is linked 

to positive company performance.26 Similarly, in Mauritius, a significant 

relationship exists between board diversity in publicly listed companies 

and short-term financial performance.27 That these studies covered 

a diversity of sectors—such as banking, tech, and pharmaceuticals—

suggests that the relationship between company leadership and financial 

performance should hold true for news media companies as well. 

An emerging body of evidence indicates that taking steps to cultivate 

women audiences would improve news outlets’ financial health. Recent 

research reveals how gender gaps affect the bottom line of media 

organizations. One study of 1,700 news providers in the United Kingdom, 

United States, India, China, South Africa, Kenya, and Nigeria found that 

men consume more news than women—both digitally and offline.28 

Although it may not be possible to fully close the gap, research shows 

that working toward that goal is in the best financial interest of news 

outlets around the world. Reducing the disparity by one percentage point 

Despite the challenges 
women entrepreneurs 

face in attracting funding, 
evidence from other sectors 
suggests a strong business 
case for pursuing gender 
equality in news media. 

http://cima.ned.org
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per year starting in 2023 promises additional global revenue of $11 billion 

over five years and $38 billion over 10 years for the news industry.29 

Cultivating the growth of women audience segments through a holistic 

marketing strategy would help the business side of media, in view of the 

social-cultural barriers and economic inequalities facing women.

Women are considered a high-value audience sector for advertisers 

globally. Yet, neither audiences nor advertisers will simply flock to media 

outlets that produce content aimed at women. To build an audience, news 

outlets need to develop content and marketing strategies informed by 

market research that respond to the needs of their target segments.30 

Some independent media outlets have developed new revenue streams 

by leveraging their brand’s reputation with regard to gender equality 

and collaborating with funders and advertisers. In Latin America, for 

instance, digital independent media supported by SembraMedia attract 

resources from local and international funders to support gender-oriented 

campaigns and produce content related to commemorative dates 

on human rights. Linking content to human rights days is a common 

strategy. A major regional, independent media organization that conducts 

data-driven journalism across seven countries in Africa carries content 

Some independent media 
outlets developed new 

revenue streams by 
leveraging their brand’s 
reputation with regard 
to gender equality and 

collaborating with 
funders and advertisers.
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CASE STUDY 1 ��The Financial Sustainability of 
Feminist News Initiatives:  
Khabar Lahariya and Alharaca 

T
hough gender equality is an important 
consideration for all news outlets, some 
news organizations have found a niche 
by adhering to a feminist approach in 

their content and organizational structures. 
Khabar Lahariya in India and Alharaca in El 
Salvador are two feminist outlets carving out 
a space for themselves in their markets by 
leveraging their feminist identities to create 
unique content, engage with underserved 
audiences, and develop sustainable business 
models.

For both outlets, feminism is an underpinning 
principle that was baked into their founding. 
As Laura Aguirre, founder and executive 
director of Alharaca, noted, representing a 
gender perspective in content is different from 
operating according to feminist organizing 
principles.34 

Khabar Lahariya grew out of a literacy project 
for women over 20 years ago. Empowered 
by the project, a group of Dalit and Adivasi 
women35 started producing news for 

underrepresented communities, including 
caste-oppressed groups, religious minorities, 
and women. Under the umbrella of an Indian 
NGO (Nirantar), they built a news channel that 
started with a printed newsletter and gradually 
added other formats before turning digital in 
2017. All content is written, edited, produced, 
distributed, marketed, and managed by rural 
women from disadvantaged communities. 

Donor funding has been crucial for both Khabar 
Lahariya and Alharaca. These funds are critical 
for the continued existence of these types of 
feminist news initiatives; however, it can also 
be difficult to rely upon donor funding, as shifts 
in donor priorities can result in devastating 
losses of funding for smaller outlets. As Aguirre 
pointed out, many donors are currently focused 
on El Salvador, which makes it easier to attract 
funding, but it is important to plan for a possible 
change in circumstances. 

Unpredictable though donor funding may be, 
finding viable alternative revenue streams can 
be a challenge. Khabar Lahariya has the trust 

to support International Women’s Day (March 8)—not because of 

a new disposition toward supporting gender equality, but because 

publishing such content is a magnet for donor funding.31 Similarly, 

some news organizations in Latin America are paid to hold gender 

equality workshops for journalists and advertisers.32 Rappler in the 

Philippines and GK in Ecuador have branded content arms that 

work with advertisers interested in marketing products to women or 

highlighting social causes like gender equality to produce content 

aimed at women audiences.33 

While the pursuit of profitability should not be the sole motivating 

factor for promoting gender-equal news media, it is nevertheless 

an important incentive for a sector that has long proven 

resistant to change. 

http://cima.ned.org
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and engagement of its primary audience, but 
individuals in this segment do not have the 
means to pay for news. Additionally, since 
there is a massive flow of free news and 
information, the business case for subscription 
is low. Why should lower income people pay for 
news when they can get it for free?

With incomes in El Salvador being very low 
relative to the cost of living, Alharaca also 
found that very few people would be willing 
to pay for independent media. In addition, 
its website cannot host programmatic 
advertising, and it lacks the staff capacity 
to engage with advertisers, further limiting 
monetization options. 

For both outlets, leveraging their local 
expertise into products that appeal to 
international audiences has been key to 
creating new funding opportunities that 
support the public service journalism they 
provide local audiences. 

Alharaca found that specialized journalism 
projects opened the door to new revenue 
streams. Following the success of Ciudad 
Perdida (Lost City), an urban memory podcast 
chronicling the events that took place during 
the funeral of Monsignor Óscar Arnulfo 
Romero in 1980, the outlet adapted the 
podcast into an audio walking tour, which was 
well-received by donors. The project brought 
in a new form of income, as international 
organizations and foreign dignitaries paid 
Alharaca to host walking tours for them. The 
outlet now aims to create journalistic products 
that can be scaled up in this way.

Khabar Lahariya discovered an untapped 
market segment. While providing 
underrepresented people with news for 
free, Khabar Lahariya developed an English-
language subscription service, KL Hatke, 
aimed at an urban Indian and international 
audiences who were looking for lesser-told 
and nuanced narratives from rural India on 
topics including development, the impact 
and implementation of policies and schemes, 
feminism, gender-based violence, caste, and 
the everyday lives of people. Subscribers get 
access to unique materials such as graphic 
narratives, premium articles, workshops and 
talks with the women of KL, and exclusive 
newsletters. The income from these audiences 
provides a financial foundation for the outlet, 
which also relies on for-profit partnerships with 
other newsrooms and NGOs. 

As Laura Aguirre explained, “We want to grow 
together, not alone.” 36 As both outlets strive 
for financial independence, their feminist 
principles also motivate them to work with 
others to build skills and share resources. 
Khabar Lahariya trains women from other rural 
areas, places rarely covered by mainstream 
media, to become journalists and cover issues 
that affect their communities. Alharaca works 
with other journalists and news outlets to form 
small teams that can create a collaborative 
news product. These collaborations are a 
priority for Alharaca, both as a chance to 
share resources and a way to counter the 
stereotypical image of journalists as lone men. 
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Media do not exist in a vacuum. If the market is not capable of 

supporting independent media, whether due to a weak advertising 

industry or media capture by the state or private actors, advocates 

need to focus on improving the enabling environment for media 

markets, rather than changing the modes of operation of news 

outlets themselves. 

The business model for news media in many African countries is 

broken. In many countries, journalists are paid through bribes, 

and journalism doesn’t receive much revenue from audiences or 

advertisers.37 In those cases, some news outlets have no reason to 

concern themselves with the interests of their audiences, only those of 

their benefactors, which, in patriarchal societies, are likely to be men.38 

Meanwhile, in Ukraine, the Russian invasion caused the advertising 

industry to collapse. As a result, many media outlets that had once 

achieved financial sustainability now find themselves heavily reliant on 

donor funding. For example, Divoche.media, a Ukrainian outlet focusing 

on gender and LGBTQI+ issues that prides itself on its independence 

from big—and often oligarch-controlled—media conglomerates, 

relied mainly on advertising as its main source of revenue prior to 

the outbreak of COVID and the war. However, it is currently funded 

primarily by grants since the market is struggling. Despite this change 

in market conditions, the magazine’s readership has grown since the 

start of the war.39 

Divoche.media’s case demonstrates the importance of donor funding 

in supporting gender equality in the media sector and keeping feminist 

media initiatives afloat when market conditions would not otherwise 

allow them to survive. In some cases, donor funding also helps outlets 

take on special projects related to gender equality that they could 

not have otherwise afforded. The Mexican feminist news service 

The Meso Level: Media Market Dynamics

Despite the evidence that financial incentives improve gender equality 

in news media, surface-level change in pursuit of profit is unlikely to 

provide a solution to the sector’s growing financial crisis. To be clear, 

even when it does not translate into immediate opportunities for profit, gender 

equality should remain a central tenet of media development. True sectoral 

change requires an inclusive approach, bringing in partners from civil society, 

social movements, and international development actors. 

If the market is not capable 
of supporting independent 

media, whether due to a 
weak advertising industry or 

media capture by the state 
or private actors, advocates 
need to focus on improving 
the enabling environment 
for media markets, rather 
than changing the modes 

of operation of news 
outlets themselves. 
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Comunicación e Información de la Mujer (CIMAC), for instance, has 

managed to diversify its revenue streams, conduct training, monitor 

content from a gender perspective, and carry out campaigns in 

collaboration with partners. It does, however, rely on donor funding for 

its work monitoring the safety of women journalists.

Short-term, project-based funding to produce media content or train 

women journalists can only go so far. If more women are trained as 

journalists but news outlets won’t hire them because their editorial 

teams do not see the value of representing women’s perspectives, 

then little has been achieved. To facilitate lasting change, donors must 

work with local partners to develop strategies for strengthening media 

markets as a whole, while mainstreaming gender within those efforts 

rather than siloing gender equality as a separate issue area.

International assistance actors are taking some interest in 

meaningfully mainstreaming gender in their work, but there is 

still room for improvement. While most international development 

organizations have a gender strategy that stresses gender 

mainstreaming across all programs—from the design phase through 

monitoring and evaluation—the degree to which this is consistently 

applied is unclear. Whether and how gender mainstreaming approaches 

are uniquely tailored to media assistance projects is also unclear. 

Although development organizations that have media programs 

emphasize the importance of gender equality, they often take an 

instrumentalist view of the media, focusing on its role in combating 

gender-based violence, for example, or keeping women informed of 

their rights. More research is needed to determine the impact of both 

targeted initiatives to promote gender equality in media and gender 

mainstreaming in media development programs.

News outlets seeking funding are generally aware that gender 

equality is a priority area for donors. As a result, donor-dependent 

outlets tend to make gestures toward gender equality to attract 

funding. Unfortunately, these changes are often only skin-deep, such 

as providing special coverage on International Women’s Day. While 

donor support for independent media, particularly feminist media, in 

contexts where the market cannot sustain them is invaluable, focusing 

interventions on media outlets is not enough. Donors need to support 

standard-setting organizations like press associations and civil society 

organizations that are advocating for broader change and monitoring 

policy implementation. 

Even initiatives focused on improving gender equality in news content 

and news outlets’ organizational structures, like the UN Women Media 

To facilitate lasting change, 
donors must work with 

local partners to develop 
strategies for strengthening 
media markets as a whole, 

while mainstreaming gender 
within those efforts rather 

than siloing gender equality 
as a separate issue area.
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Compact, tend to concentrate on changing individual news outlets.40 

As crucial as those commitments are, the persistence of the gender 

gaps in the media sector—across news content, consumption, and 

production—suggests that there are root causes for these imbalances 

that need to be strategically addressed. International assistance actors 

can help formulate frameworks for gender-equal media support that 

examine not only the performance of news outlets and media support 

organizations, but the other forces at play that can incentivize or hinder 

media from meeting those goals. Can the advertising market support 

independent media? If so, are advertisers demonstrating an interest in 

reaching women audiences? If not, what other sources of local funding 

are there and what are the implications for gender equality? Are there 

social reasons why women might have difficulty working as journalists? 

Are there policies in place to protect the rights of women in the workplace 

and are there organizations monitoring whether media outlets are 

implementing these policies?

The lack of funding for media support organizations can have a real 

impact. In Somalia, the Somali Women Journalists Organization has 

had success securing long-term support from various donors as they 

campaigned for newsrooms to adopt maternity leave policies.41 At the 

same time, another media support organization, the Somali Media 

Women Association (SOMWA), has struggled to offer training and legal 

support to women journalists due to a lack of funding and has had to 

shut down multiple times due to threats from militant groups.42

“At the moment, when a case of abuse happens, the only thing we can 

help our colleague with is emotional support. We can’t offer her legal 

support,” said Maryan Seylac, the founder and executive director of 

SOMWA, stressing the need for more international support.43

While donors are taking more of an interest in mainstreaming gender 

equality within media support, current efforts remain piecemeal 

rather than strategically motivated. Rather than gender equality 

being a core principle of media assistance, it is often viewed as a 

positive externality—it is great if it happens, but not the main goal 

of most projects. With several countries that are developing or have 

recently implemented feminist foreign policies, this growing diplomatic 

interest in advancing gender equality might prove to be a window of 

opportunity for media development.

The deepening financial crisis for media means that identifying 

sustainable business models for journalism is a priority for 

donors. Although definitions of media viability tend to vary across 

organizations, most stress the need for gender equality in media as a 

Rather than gender equality 
being a core principle of media 
assistance, it is often viewed 

as positive externality.
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significant factor and are developing indicators to monitor the progress 

of those goals. 

The International Fund for Public Interest Media (IFPIM) tracks gender 

equality indicators among the news outlets it funds, taking into 

account their content, newsroom structures, and leadership. Since 

IFPIM considers improving gender and diversity outcomes in media a 

priority, it supports outlets whose operational goals include improving 

their performance on those indicators.44 

Similarly, in developing the Media Viability Accelerator—a web-based 

platform that provides news outlets with market insights to better 

inform their business strategies—Internews and its media partners 

have integrated gender equality in the platform’s analysis of media 

outlets’ performance across various indicators. Internews also plans to 

develop a pilot project to identify news outlets that prioritize gender 

inclusivity and building women audiences as part of its "Ads for News" 

program, which creates inclusion lists for advertisers seeking to 

support trustworthy news media. The challenge in using a whitelisting 

approach is striking the right balance between incentivizing news 

outlets to improve gender equality in their content without excluding 

too many news organizations.45 

Gender equality is increasingly prioritized among donor agencies 

as well, with some countries adopting feminist foreign policies and 

feminist international assistance policies. After Sweden paved the way 

in 2014 with its now defunct feminist international assistance policy, 

Canada followed suit in 2017. Several countries have since adopted or 

announced a commitment to adopt feminist foreign policies, including 

Mexico, Chile, Colombia, and Liberia.46 While these policies include 

commitments to improve gender equality within institutions, as well 

as in various sectors in aid-recipient countries, gender-equal media 

development is rarely discussed as a priority in these initiatives. 

Many feminist foreign policies prioritize improving gender equality in 

society at large, with a particular focus on certain issue areas, such as 

women’s political participation and including women in the decision-

making processes on climate change or peace and security.47 For 

instance, to measure the implementation of its feminist international 

assistance policy, Canada lists a number of indicators, including 

improvements in health, education, and governance outcomes for 

women—with no direct mention of media.48 

Despite the lack of focus on media in these agendas, this approach 

to international assistance provides an opportunity to prioritize 

gender equality within aid and assistance that supports independent 

Gender equality is increasingly 
prioritized among donor 

agencies as well, with some 
countries adopting feminist 
foreign policies and feminist 

international assistance policies. 
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journalism. Improving women’s representation within ministries 

and international assistance agencies—which is a goal for many 

of these policies—is a first step toward mainstreaming gender 

across aspects of development. These policies are also backed by 

funding commitments to projects that include gender equality as 

a primary or secondary goal. For example, Germany’s new feminist 

foreign policy includes a commitment to allocate 85 percent of aid 

funding to projects that include gender equality as a secondary goal, 

and 8 percent to projects that set gender equality as their main 

goal, by 2025.49 

Media’s lack of inclusion among the indicators and outcomes of 

feminist foreign policies underscores the need for more attention 

to media development. Despite media’s utility in advancing other 

development goals, investment in media systems tends to be 

limited. Media assistance represents only 0.3 percent of total official 

development aid.50 For feminist foreign policies to have a noticeable 

impact on media systems, media itself would first need to become a 

bigger priority for donor agencies.

One of the key lessons from the experiences of these donors and 

media outlets is that gender gaps will not close through the efforts 

of journalists alone. Supporting a constellation of standard setters 

and women-oriented news media is necessary and important to 

keep gender-sensitive coverage alive where the market might fail 

to support it, and to provide a model for other outlets seeking to 

improve gender equality in their content and internal structures. 

However, it is not enough for truly transformative change. 

The first step toward developing a strategic vision for gender equality 

in news systems is consistent monitoring and evaluation of gender 

equality indicators in news outlets, the media, and advertising 

markets, and the social and political dynamics of gender equality 

as they pertain to journalism. International assistance actors 

aiming to improve gender equality need to work with media experts, 

journalists, and media-based civil society to determine the context-

specific pain points within the media sector and the wider political 

and cultural domains of a country, and identify potential allies 

among women’s rights groups, market regulatory authorities, and 

government agencies that can help advance a gender transformative 

vision for the media. 

The first step toward developing 
a strategic vision for gender 
equality in news systems is 
consistent monitoring and 

evaluation of gender equality 
indicators in news outlets, 
the media, and advertising 

markets, and the social 
and political dynamics of 
gender equality as they 
pertain to journalism. 

http://cima.ned.org


17Breaking Barriers: A Whole-of-Society Approach to Gender Equality in Media Development  �#mediadev

CASE STUDY 2 SVT Sport—A Public Broadcaster and  
Leader in Gender-Equal Sports Coverage 

F
ollowing government regulation mandating 
that all public service broadcasts reflect 
gender equality and diversity, Sweden’s 
SVT Sport became a pathbreaker in 

integrating gender equality in its news coverage 
and business model. This led to several competitive 
advantages, including more unique stories, an 
increase in live broadcasting, and a growing 
audience. SVT’s pioneering tactic of carrying more 
international women’s sports coverage also impacted 
market dynamics.

SVT Sport set its first gender-related production 
goal in 2014. Though gender equality is not 
mentioned in the Swedish Fundamental Law on 
Freedom of Expression, the government renewed 
the Broadcasting Permits, which stipulate that 
public broadcasters integrate a “gender equality and 
diversity perspective” in their programming.51 Patric 
Hamsch, who was SVT’s head of digital and sports 
news at that time, recalls how the work started: “We 
set the first target to 25 percent females featured 
in the coverage. More resources were allocated to 
cover women’s sports and the editors were tasked 
to count heads. We soon increased our ambition to 
50/50 and in 2017 this goal was reached.”52

Since then, the overall gender balance has remained, 
despite yearly fluctuations based on major sports 
events dominated by one sex or the other. Hamsch 
again: “In 2014, when I was in London to meet with a 
major commercial sport news provider and I asked 
for more coverage of women soccer games, I got 
the response that no other actors were interested 
in this, only SVT Sport. Today this is a global trend 
and women sports are commercially viable. News 
agencies are scouting for more of women sports, to 
respond to the great demand from the public.”53

Through continually measuring content output, 
gradually increasing news and live events coverage, 
and telling stories from angles and perspectives 
never told in the world of sports journalism, SVT 
Sport has made women’s sports more visible to 

wider audiences. SVT Sport’s successful work 
has been awarded with various national, regional, 
and international awards, including the world’s 
best sports channel in 2018 and Sweden’s most 
significant gender equality award in 2020. 

Internally at SVT Sport, a change in culture was 
necessary to support the gender- and diversity-
related work. There was some resistance in the 
beginning and a belief that it would be difficult 
to swing the pendulum, but it turned out to be 
much easier than expected. As Hamsch explained, 
“getting to overall gender parity was not that 
difficult, but we gradually turned up the complexity 
and started to look at sub-balances; if sports like 
soccer and hockey were excluded, how did that 
affect the balance? We learned through the process 
and sharpened our tools.”54

SVT’s commitment to continued monitoring 
of its performance also highlights the role of 
newsroom leadership in improving performance 
on gender equality indicators. Swedish public 
service broadcasters annually report on their 
general performance, which includes gender 
equality indicators, to the Swedish Broadcasting 
Commission, housed within the Swedish Press 
and Broadcasting Authority. However, this self-
reporting is not supplemented by systematic 
independent monitoring of media content, to see if 
the broadcasters live up to the stipulations of the 
Broadcasting Permits. In other words, this is a soft 
policy and it is up to the broadcasters to invest in 
improving on these indicators.

Overall, SVT’s success is indicative of how media 
regulation, coupled with dedicated newsroom 
leadership, can spur transformative change. 
What started as one outlet’s effort to adhere to 
a new regulation not only resulted in a lucrative 
opportunity for that outlet to expand its audience, 
but highlighted an underserved market segment that 
other outlets were then incentivized to cater to. 
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Media policy, at all levels—from outlets to national to international—

should aim to tackle common workplace issues that marginalize 

women’s participation in the journalism labor market. In the absence of 

national policies creating mechanisms of redress for workplace sexual 

harassment, for example, media associations should join with women’s 

rights groups to advocate for such policies. Several international 

agreements have established goals for gender equality in a variety of 

sectors, including media.

At the international level, the most notable agreement is the 1995 

Beijing Platform for Action (BPfA), which is considered normatively 

binding for UN member states. Section J of the BPfA calls on member 

states to promote “women’s full and equal participation in the media, 

including management, programming, education, training, and 

research” and “a balanced and non-stereotyped portrayal of women in 

the news media.”55 The BPfA offers a comprehensive set of proposals 

laying out a roadmap for change in the media sector. Yet, even when 

policies and agreements are in place, implementation remains a 

challenge. Perhaps the best indicator of the persistent lack of progress 

on the goals established by the BPfA is that nearly identical language 

is used to call for action 27 years later in the 2022 Joint Declaration on 

Freedom of Expression and Gender Justice.56 

This lack of progress is reflected at the national level. Even for 

countries that have passed legislation to promote gender equality in 

the workplace, the measures are rarely applied to the media sector. 

State involvement in the sector through regulation could be perceived 

as an infringement on the sector’s right to operate freely and preserve 

its independence.57 This tension is apparent in countries where 

governments seek to weaponize national policy against freedom of 

expression and the press.

Self-regulation comes with its own set of difficulties. Argentina has had 

limited success at self-regulation from the press union Sindicato de 

Prensa de Buenos Aires (SiPreBA), which developed a protocol against 

workplace violence that some media houses have adopted. However, 

many media organizations sign on to international commitments, like 

The Macro Level: Media Regulation

The norm-building, policy reform, and implementation necessary to tackle the 

root causes of gender inequality in journalism can only be achieved through 

coordinated efforts among local, regional, and international actors. This 

extends beyond pushing for gender equality solely at the level of media content. 

At the international level, 
the most notable agreement 
is the 1995 Beijing Platform 

for Action (BPfA), which 
is considered normatively 

binding for UN member states. 
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Beijing Platform for Action Section J Recommendations

For governments and 
international organizations:

For NGOs and media 
professional associations:

For media and advertising 
organizations:

	■ Support women’s education, 
training, and employment to promote 
and ensure women’s equal access 
to all areas and levels of the media

	■ Support research into all aspects 
of women and the media so as to 
define areas needing attention 
and action and review existing 
media policies with a view to 
integrating a gender perspective

	■ Promote research and 
implementation of a strategy 
of information, education, and 
communication aimed at promoting 
a balanced portrayal of women 
and girls and their multiple roles

	■ Encourage the establishment 
of media watch groups that can 
monitor and consult with the media 
to ensure that women’s needs and 
concerns are properly reflected

	■ Train women to make greater use 
of information technology for 
communication and the media, 
including at the international level

	■ Create networks among and 
develop information programs for 
non-governmental organizations, 
women’s organizations, and 
professional media organizations, 
in order to recognize the specific 
needs of women in the media

	■ Consistent with freedom of 
expression norms, develop 
professional guidelines, codes 
of conduct, and other forms 
of self-regulation to promote 
the presentation of non-
stereotyped images of women

	■ Develop a gender perspective on all 
issues of concern to communities, 
consumers, and civil society

	■ Increase women’s participation 
in decision-making at all 
levels of the media

the Unstereotype Alliance of UN Women, and national ones, such as 

the Agreement on Commitment to Gender Policies for Journalism 

and Advertising, but do not follow through on implementation. 

They also do not develop monitoring tools, so it is very difficult to 

measure progress.58

The limits of self-regulation are especially apparent regarding one of 

the most pressing issues affecting women journalists: online violence. 

Efforts in different parts of the world to counter online gender-based 

violence are curtailed by the absence of relevant or sufficient national 

legislation. When the legal definition of violence is limited to hate 

speech, for example, the law cannot be applied to address other 

expressions of violence, which for women are vast and continually 

evolving in tandem with technology.59 Sometimes the challenge is 

not the lack of laws, but gaps in capacity to apply the law or to adapt 

existing legislation created for the offline world to the digital sphere.

As a result, despite attempts by national governments to regulate 

online content through legislation, social media companies are left to 

regulate their own platforms. Self-regulation has not proven sufficient 

to address the issue, with online violence against women journalists 

running rampant on social media. According to a global study by 

UNESCO, nearly three-quarters of women journalists surveyed said 

they had experienced some form of online violence. Online threats 

can, in some cases, escalate to real world attacks. Twenty percent of 

The limits of self-regulation 
are especially apparent 

regarding one of the most 
pressing issues affecting 

women journalists: online 
violence. Efforts in different 
parts of the world to counter 
online gender-based violence 
are curtailed by the absence 

of relevant or sufficient 
national legislation. 
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the women surveyed were attacked or abused offline in connection with 

online violence they had previously experienced. The constant exposure 

to violence takes a toll on journalists’ mental health and can affect the 

way they do their jobs going forward. Thirty-eight percent of women 

respondents made themselves less visible and 30 percent began self-

censoring on social media.60

The continued prevalence of these attacks is indicative of a failure of 

international and national regulatory mechanisms. The lack of support 

for women journalists who are victims of online violence points to a 

failure of newsroom policy and journalist support organizations. Only 

25 percent of women surveyed for the UNESCO study reported incidents 

of online violence to their employers. Most received no response at all, 

others were told to “toughen up,” and some were asked what they had 

done to provoke the attacks.61 

To combat this issue, digital platforms need to adhere to due diligence 

requirements, as set out in emerging statutory frameworks. The EU’s 

Digital Services Act, which sets new obligations for online platforms, is 

one potential avenue for holding these organizations to account for the 

spread of gender-based violence online.62 A group of regional regulatory 

networks, including the African Communication Regulation Authorities 

Network, the Mediterranean Network of Regulatory Authorities, and 

the Platform of Ibero-American Audiovisual Regulators, among others, 

also expressed their support for UNESCO guidelines for the regulation 

of social media.63 A number of national initiatives are also underway 

in partnership with international organizations like the United Nations 

Development Programme and Council of Europe, such as the projects to 

combat digital violence against women in Bosnia-Herzegovina.64 

Despite these challenges, successful efforts in some countries 

illustrate the effectiveness of collaboration to build momentum for 

policy initiatives that address gender inequality in the media sector. In 

November 2023, 33 media houses in Rwanda signed up for the Rwanda 

Media Anti Sexual Harassment Policy, which will be monitored by a 

committee of media representatives. Local media proposed the initiative 

so they could refer to a set of guidelines when crafting anti-sexual 

harassment policies. A local expert created the resulting policy, and 

Fojo supported both the finalization of the policy and the creation of 

the committee.65 

This initiative is part of a larger effort in Rwanda to build a gender-

sensitive media policy framework. The latest draft of the country’s 

national media policy includes language specifying action items for 

the government that would improve working conditions for women 

journalists. These include helping media regulators develop an 

To combat this issue, digital 
platforms need to adhere to 
due diligence requirements, 

as set out in emerging 
statutory frameworks. 
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anti‑sexual harassment policy, ensuring equal gender representation 

in the senior management of public media, and launching awareness 

campaigns to promote gender-sensitive reporting.66

The Rwanda case highlights the role international assistance actors can 

play in advancing gender equality goals by working with local actors 

to help implement the principles of supranational agreements and 

guidelines, such as the BPfA. The Protecting Independent Media for 

Effective Development (PRIMED) program, implemented in Bangladesh, 

Ethiopia, and Sierra Leone, is another case in point. As part of the 

program, media organizations in the three countries developed business 

models and organizational strategies to improve gender equality in 

the workplace and in media content and increase engagement with 

diverse audiences. To track progress, Free Press Unlimited, one of 

the implementers of PRIMED, developed a checklist based on a set of 

gender indicators developed for the program, which were, in turn, based 

in part on UNESCO’s gender-sensitive indicators for media.67

The program found that the more committed an outlet’s leadership is to 

improving gender equality, the more likely it is to make progress across 

the various indicators, even without funding support to cover the costs 

of necessary changes.68 For instance, a media outlet in Bangladesh 

found that other outlets in the country had adopted its strategy to 

improve women’s representation in content. This was due to concerted 

efforts by the outlet’s editor, who disseminated the outlet’s new editorial 

guidelines to other outlets through local press clubs and discussions 

with the leaders of other news organizations.69 

International media development donors and implementers should 

prioritize strategic partnerships, in addition to funding, to advance 

gender equality in the journalism sector. In fact, the program found 

that forming paid partnerships with NGOs is one of the more lucrative 

ways for media to put out more gender-sensitive programming and 

engage women audiences.70 These partnerships not only improve media 

revenues and incentivize media leaders to commit to improving gender 

equality goals, but also provide a mechanism for monitoring and holding 

media accountable to gender-transformative change. 

Regulatory mechanisms can positively impact gender equality in 

media. In the UK, under the 2017 Equality Act, all companies (including 

media organizations) over a certain size are required to publish 

their pay gap data. The regulation applies to private and voluntary 

sector organizations with 250 or more employees. For large public 

service media, this has resulted in public scrutiny and pressure for 

action. Following the publication of its data, the BBC had to redress 

its gender pay gap.

Partnerships not only 
improve media revenues 

and incentivize media 
leaders to commit to 

improving gender equality 
goals, but also provide a 

mechanism for monitoring 
and holding media 

accountable to gender-
transformative change. 
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The UK regulator Ofcom provides guidance for broadcast licensing 

on equity, diversity, and inclusion: “Broadcasters have to make 

arrangements to promote equality of opportunity in employment 

between men and women, people of different racial groups, and for 

disabled people. They also have to put in place measures for training 

and retraining. These are conditions of their Ofcom licence.”71 Ofcom 

monitors compliance with license conditions and tracks progress over 

time in a transparent and measurable way.

Keeping countries accountable to making meaningful changes in 

service of those goals requires cross-national and cross-sectoral 

collaboration to advocate for and monitor their progress. Co-regulatory 

frameworks present one of the strongest opportunities to advance 

gender equality in the media. Co-regulation can fill the gaps left by 

self-regulation while providing independent accountability mechanisms 

that can prevent state overreach. However, for co-regulation to 

be possible, statutory and industry regulatory frameworks need 

to be in place. 

In Canada, for example, private broadcasters established the Canadian 

Broadcast Standards Council (CBSC) to oversee broadcasting 

standards they had developed for themselves. It has been operating 

since 1991 with the approval of the state broadcast regulator, the 

Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications Commission 

(CRTC). The CBSC is a self-regulatory body independent of the CRTC, 

which it provides with yearly reports on its activities. Complaints 

against broadcasters submitted to the CBSC by viewers or listeners 

Keeping countries 
accountable to making 
meaningful changes in 
service of those goals 

requires cross-national and 
cross-sectoral collaboration 

to advocate for and 
monitor their progress. 
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are adjudicated by panels composed of representatives of the 

broadcasting industry as well as the public. The CRTC deals with 

complaints against broadcasters that do not participate in the CBSC 

and hears what are essentially requests for appeals from broadcasters 

unsatisfied with CBSC decisions. The CBSC’s codes and activities 

are meant to balance broadcasters’ need to preserve their freedom 

of expression, while remaining accountable to the public they are 

meant to serve.72 For instance, in response to public pressure, the 

broadcast industry developed voluntary codes on the portrayal of 

gender in media content, which are overseen by the CBSC. Although 

these codes resulted in some progress being made in improving the 

issue, the CRTC made compliance with the guidelines on gender 

stereotyping mandatory as a licensing condition for radio and 

television broadcasters.73

This system is by no means perfect. When the CRTC first started 

delegating its standard-setting responsibility to the new self-regulatory 

body, a study found that, since CBSC is not required to choose its 

members through a democratic process, self-regulation could reduce 

public accountability. As a result, there is no process that formally 

requires it to justify its choice of council members, and there are few 

mechanisms for cooperation with other important actors in the media 

ecosystem, such as civil society.74 For co-regulation to meaningfully 

improve gender equality in media, the system needs to be truly 

inclusive and provide space for multistakeholder participation beyond 

the media industry and government.

For co-regulatory models to be effective, they need to emerge 

through dialogue among a variety of stakeholders, including the state, 

journalists, civil society, and experts in media policy and regulation. 

This type of collective action for policy development is especially 

crucial now. Although there is increased discussion in international 

forums around gender equality principles, actual progress has been 

slow to manifest. These discussions present an opportunity to 

develop concrete policy frameworks for advancing gender equality, 

but there are parallel discourses that can stall momentum. Not only 

is there growing opposition to gender equality and women’s rights by 

anti-gender movements in many countries, there is also a tendency 

to acknowledge issues like gendered income inequality without 

grappling with the underlying systemic problems. Multistakeholder 

dialogues toward co-regulation are a vehicle to potentially “build a 

new common sense” about the provisions for gender equality in the 

media ecosystem.75

For co-regulatory models 
to be effective, they 

need to emerge through 
dialogue among a variety 
of stakeholders, including 
the state, journalists, civil 

society, and experts in 
media policy and regulation. 
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CASE STUDY 3 Somalia Gender Declaration 

I
n Somalia, 47 media houses across the country 
have signed the groundbreaking Gender 
Declaration, which was developed by the Somali 
Women Journalists Organization (SWJO). 

Signatories pledge to implement 19 concrete and 
actionable points ranging from equal opportunity and 
pay to measures against sexual harassment.

Pursuing journalism is not easy for Somali women. 
They must conquer numerous obstacles and face 
discrimination in the workplace, such as gender 
pay gaps, fewer career opportunities, and sexual 
harassment in the newsroom and the field. After years 
of dissatisfaction with the situation, the SWJO was 
formed in 2017. SWJO started a nationwide process 
to create an action plan with concrete steps to 
improve the situation. Through a series of roundtable 
discussions, the organization brought together 
women journalists and media executives from across 
Somalia to discuss the challenges for women media 
professionals for the first time in the country’s history. 

Based on these roundtable discussions and 
stakeholder meetings, including with representatives 
from the smallest news outlets and cities, an action 
plan was set. The Gender Declaration consists of 
19 concrete and actionable points, which the SWJO 
invites media houses in Somalia to act upon to 
improve the situation for women working in media. 
To support the implementation of the Gender 
Declaration, the SWJO organizes yearly workshops 
and roundtable discussions across the country. For 
example, in 2022, it organized a series of roundtable 
discussions focusing on sexual harassment, maternity 
leave, equal pay, separate washrooms and prayer 
rooms, and professional development. 

The Gender Declaration has so far profoundly 
impacted media in Somalia. Through the roundtables 
and follow-up meetings, an entirely new space for 
dialogue around gender equality has been created, 
including around the very sensitive topic of sexual 
harassment in the workplace. Media houses have 
reported seeing a changed attitude toward women 
journalists, better career opportunities for women 
journalists, and paid maternity leave. Almost a quarter 
of signatory media houses have amended their 
human resources policies to align with the Gender 
Declaration. Several of the media houses now have 

measures against sexual harassment in place. At 
least two media houses have installed CCTV (closed-
circuit television) cameras to provide a safer working 
environment for women journalists, which, in one 
instance, captured sexual harassment on video and 
led to measures being taken against the culprit. 

In addition to the Gender Declaration, other important 
initiatives have contributed to a gender transformative 
process. One such factor is the leadership training 
offered to women journalists by another civil society 
organization, the Media Women Network (MWN), 
which has thus far empowered more than 100 women. 
Thanks to the program, women have developed 
professionally, pursued careers, and acted as 
role models. 

Abdirizak Sheikh Mohamoud, director of Star FM, one 
of the outlets that has signed the Gender Declaration, 
describes a radical shift: “We have changed our policy 
because of the agreement we signed with SWJO. We 
have promoted four of our very competent female 
journalists—not just because of their gender, but their 
professionalism and hard work,” he said. “There has 
been a huge change not only among women—their 
professionalism, capacity, and determination—but 
also the media have changed in terms of empowering 
women and giving them participatory roles in 
decision‑making.”76

The Somalia case illustrates how a mix of strong 
local ownership and collaborative efforts by different 
actors in the media development community has the 
potential to catalyze change. In the late 2010s, several 
international media development organizations 
started or intensified their work in the country. This 
happened in parallel with the birth of two important 
local actors focusing on gender equality in the media: 
the SWJO and the MWN. The MWN was created as 
the local branch of the Women in News project, a 
World Association of News Publishers (WAN-IFRA)
project that trains women journalists in leadership 
skills such as career planning, team management, 
communication, and negotiation. Both SWJO and 
MWN received support from a media development 
program implemented by International Media Support 
and the Fojo Media Institute (2019-2023), in turn with 
support from the Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency. 

http://cima.ned.org
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Women will have trouble attaining leadership positions if there are 

no policies ensuring equal opportunities in hiring and advancement, 

or if women entrepreneurs cannot get funding from investors. 

Market forces will not shift without regulation and sustained 

advocacy from sector leaders. 

Tackling these interlocking issues requires a holistic approach 

that brings together cross-sectoral and transnational coalitions 

committed to designing and implementing strategies for industry-

wide change. Given the cultural nuances and sensitivities of women’s 

experiences and needs, supporting grassroots movements of women 

media professionals and women’s rights groups more broadly is 

integral to developing effective interventions. The international 

assistance community is well-positioned to provide technical support 

and financial resources to multistakeholder national and regional 

coalitions aiming to improve gender equality in the media. 

Recommendations

All the issues and interventions discussed throughout this report are deeply 

interconnected. Policies and regulations will encounter pushback if women 

are shut out of leadership positions and market incentives are warped, 

incentivizing journalists to tailor their coverage to their funders (which could include 

governments or local political or business elites) rather than their audiences. 

Tackling these interlocking 
issues requires a holistic 

approach that brings 
together cross-sectoral and 

transnational coalitions 
committed to designing and 

implementing strategies 
for industry-wide change. 
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One recent example of multisectoral collaboration is the Kigali Declaration 

on the Elimination of Gender Violence in and through Media in Africa.77 

The declaration addresses the critical issue of gender-based violence 

(GBV), both regarding the kinds of violence women in media experience 

and how media represent GBV in their content. It was collaboratively 

created at the African Women in Media Conference in December 2023 as a 

working solution that might guide media organizations, media practitioners, 

academics, civil society organizations, and media partners and allies in their 

work toward creating a safe environment in and out of the media. To date, 

93 individuals and organizations have signed the declaration.78 There will 

be a funding mechanism, connected to the declaration, that allows for 

financing of initiatives and projects that are aligned, and progress will be 

monitored on a yearly basis.79 

This type of intervention exemplifies several best practices for gender-

sensitive media regulation. It highlights the need to work at multiple 

levels of society, with policies and regulations that apply to a broad 

section of the population, consistent monitoring of progress on the 

implementation of those policies, and individuals and organizations 

steadily working to put those policies into practice. 

At the macro level involving the state and society, four clusters of 

measures were evident based on the recommendations that emerged 

from the workshops. These pertain to regulation (legislation and policy), 

performance monitoring, advocacy, and awareness. At the meso level of 

industry, monitoring, awareness, self-regulation, capacity-strengthening, 

accountability, and financing were proposed. At the micro level, concerning 

individual outlets and media professionals, three measures emerged 

regarding policy, hiring, and media content. 

FIGURE 1.	� Enabling gender transformation in the news media sector 
(by intervention level, stakeholder group, and proportion 
of actions)

Micro

Meso

Macro

Civil society organizations

The state (legislators, regulators)

Media development agencies

Media organizations and outlets

Self regulatory bodies

Private sector and advertisers

The international 
assistance community is 

well-positioned to provide 
technical support and 
financial resources to 

multistakeholder national 
and regional coalitions 

aiming to improve gender 
equality in the media. 
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Macro Level: State, Society, and 
across All Stakeholders  
The Beijing Platform for Action Section J on “Women and the Media” 

remains the most comprehensive normative framework for actions 

that should be taken to build and promote gender equality in the 

media sector. It is important that countries, media development 

agencies, industry associations, media organizations, and civil society 

reference the specific measures, expand them, and devise innovative 

strategies to enhance implementation. Mainstreaming gender equality 

in the mandates, policies, and programs of government- and industry-

level media governance bodies is crucial. 

Advocates for gender equality in media recommend a whole-

of-society approach to regulation through the establishment of 

sustained multistakeholder dialogues that engage government, media 

organizations, the private sector, civil society, and researchers to find 

consensus points that may translate into intervention measures. This 

role is one that state and industry regulators should lead, ensuring 

equal representation of different groups of women. Such platforms 

can break new ground and drive the articulation of gender-sensitive 

national co-regulatory frameworks. 

Gender-based violence online is a new frontier in threats to gender 

equality in the media sector. Global tech companies have gained 

significant ground as the main distributors of news and information, 

often without taking ethical or editorial responsibility on numerous 

issues including gender equality and women’s rights online. It is 

urgent that transnational regulators as well as intergovernmental and 

regional self-regulatory bodies define international standards and 

regulatory mechanisms to address online GBV and protect the rights 

of women and vulnerable groups in the digital space. Legislation-

enactment processes can draw inspiration from existing GBV laws 

based on an understanding that “what is illegal offline should also be 

illegal online.” Transnational regulators should press and encourage 

digital corporations to participate in standard-setting. The next step 

is for national regulators and self-regulators to ensure the norms and 

approaches are localized to the country context, with measures to 

enforce compliance by platform providers and users. 

Governments have a key role to play in holding media accountable 

for integrating a gender-balanced perspective. Policy and legislation 

already exist in many countries, where regulators are tasked with 

monitoring the performance of publicly funded and independent 

media operating in their jurisdictions. Governments—in collaboration 

What the media development  
community can do

MACRO LEVEL

Integrate an intersectional 
perspective into all 

interventions, while being 
attuned to the needs of 

different groups of women.
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with industry associations, academia, and civil society—should 

establish monitoring processes that can generate the evidence needed 

for driving compliance at the national and transnational levels. 

Civil society groups—particularly those focused on women’s rights 

and gender equality—are responsible for gender equality gains in most 

societies around the world. These groups shoulder the responsibility 

of advocacy to build awareness and encourage the rise of a culture 

supportive of gender equality. Governments, media development 

agencies, and the private sector should offer the support needed by 

these groups by providing financing and technical capacity to continue, 

scale up, and increase the impact and sustainability of their initiatives.  

Meso Level: Industry Bodies and 
Media Development Agencies 
Global research reveals that only a few countries have adopted gender-

sensitive media codes that go beyond a simple prescription to avoid 

discrimination based on sex or gender. A gender equality perspective 

must be integrated when codes are revised, or new ones drafted, and 

should at a minimum also include clauses on gender stereotyping and 

gender-balanced news sourcing. The details may be the purview of 

editorial guidelines in newsrooms; however, they often follow industry 

guidelines. Industry bodies need to take the first step in drafting more 

robust gender equality standards, and should monitor and disseminate 

performance and compliance results.

Industry-level voluntary associations should exert their power to foster 

women’s participation throughout the self-regulation process, from 

decision-making to design and implementation. Given the authority 

that industry associations have over their members, they are well-

suited to mobilize media outlets around shared commitments. Such 

bodies should agree on transparent principles regarding gender 

equality in industry structure and operations, enshrine the principles in 

ethics and practice codes, and commit to implementation.   

Aid agencies that fund media development should integrate gender 

equality indicators in frameworks to evaluate the performance of 

partnerships with news outlets, media development implementers, 

and media-based civil society. It is important that funders incentivize 

standard-setting when making funding decisions. Deliberations 

with women media owners and entrepreneurs as well as civil 

society groups that support media are crucial to designing these 

approaches for the sector.

What the media development  
community can do

MESO LEVEL

Champion and support 
transparency measures, 
such as whistleblowing 

functions, audit systems, 
and fact-checking, with 
integrated gender and 
diversity dimensions.

http://cima.ned.org
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Micro Level: Individual Media Outlets and 
Media Professionals (with Support from 
the Media Development Community)
News organizations should take steps toward real transformation, with 

industry and civil society providing oversight to drive accountability. 

Newsrooms should mainstream gender balance across all content 

rather than creating a special “women’s section” in media products. 

News outlets must also prioritize hiring and retaining women 

journalists and editors, and creating content that appeals to women 

audiences. Inexpensive tools can be leveraged to understand the 

needs and interests of different segments of the population, such as 

third-party data sources like market analysis and web analytics for 

digital platforms. 

To mainstream gender equality throughout the organization, individual 

media outlets should adopt and implement gender policy in human 

resources management in areas such as recruitment, promotion, 

leave, and remuneration. In addition, content-related policies need to 

be in place, such as gender-sensitive editorial guidelines, style books, 

and specific guidance on how to report on GBV. Capacity in gender-

sensitive reporting in general and GBV reporting in particular needs to 

be built among staff. 

The Way Forward for Media Development Support 
Gender equality is a global goal and the media are key players in its 

achievement. In turn, gender equality holds the potential to improve 

trust in media, expand high-quality coverage of underrepresented 

issues and communities, and strengthen media viability, especially in 

this ongoing time of crisis. Media assistance organizations and donor 

agencies should embrace the whole-of-society approach, collaborating 

with local actors and across sectors to strengthen media organizations 

and advance a pluralistic, diverse, and democratic news media sphere 

rooted in gender equality principles.  

Yet, more research is needed to evaluate the results and impacts of 

gender and media development interventions so far. Ideally, a broad 

scope should be applied to identify what measures and tools are most 

impactful to help build on the theory of change of how gender equality 

in media can contribute to the development agenda at large. As 2025 

will mark the 30th anniversary of the Beijing Platform for Action, the 

media development community needs to take stock of the progress the 

sector has made toward achieving gender equality and acknowledge 

that the road ahead is long and much more needs to be done. 

What the media development  
community can do

MICRO LEVEL

Support initiatives that 
promote ethical, gender-

balanced, and diverse 
news production (including 
feminist media initiatives).
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