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Abstract

The news media are the most influential sources of information, ideas and opin-
ion for most people around the world. Who appears in the news and who is left
out, what is covered and what is not and how people and events are portrayed
matter. Research has consistently shown that women are underrepresented in
the news and that gender stereotypes are reinforced in and through the media.
The 1995 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action recognised the relation-
ship between women and media as a major area of concern in achieving gender
equality in contemporary societies. This article presents Nordic findings from
the 2015 Global Media Monitoring Project (GMMP), which is the largest and
longest-running study on gender in the world’s media. The findings show that
women account for only 1 in 5 of the people interviewed or reported on by Ice-
landic news media and that women’s overall presence in the news has declined
compared to the last GMMP study in 2010. The proportion of women as news
subjects is also considerably lower than in other Nordic countries. We argue
that the number of women who are journalists, managers in the media industry
and decision makers in society has increased, but this shift has not automati-
cally changed the representation of women in the news, either in numbers or in
their portrayal. This discrepancy indicates that the relationship between gender
and the news media is complicated and needs to be approached from different
perspectives.
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Introduction

The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action produced at the 1995 United Nations
Fourth World Conference on Women recognises the relationship between women and
media as a major area of concern in achieving gender equality in contemporary socie-
ties. The action platform stresses the importance of increasing women’s participation
in and access to expression and decision making in and through the media and promot-
ing a balanced, non-stereotyped portrayal of women in the media (World Conference
on Women 1995). UNESCO’s Priority Gender Equality Action Plan 2008-2013 also
emphasises the role of the media in gender equality. In 2009, UNESCO, in partnership
with the International Federation of Journalists (IF]), published the handbook Gez#ing
the Balance Right. In the preface, the IF] chairperson Aidan White, writes that fair gender
portrayals are:

a professional and ethical aspiration, similar to respect for accuracy,
fairness and honesty. ... In a world where hard news is still mainly re-
ported and presented by men journalists need to stand up for gender
equality. This equality is not just a women’s issue; everyone benefits
from eliminating discrimination (White 2009, V).

White (2009, V) posits that getting the gender balance right and resisting the culture of
casual stereotypes is one of journalists’ greatest challenge and argues that journalism has
‘its roots in the fight for decency, progress and rights for all’ and needs to honour this
tradition. However, journalists alone cannot be held responsible for getting the balance
right in the news media. One of the most important contributions the Beijing Platform
for Action made to advancing gender equality in and through the media was setting
global standards to hold governments and the media accountable. Both the European
Union (EU) and the European Council have recently started to put more pressure on
member states to take actions to increase gender equality in the media, both within
media organisations and in their output. EU member states, for example, are required
to deliver annual reports on their progress fulfilling the Beijing Action Plan objectives
(Edstrém 2015).

Among the objectives of the action plan are supporting women’s education, training
and employment to promote and ensure equal access to all areas and levels of the me-
dia and to support research on all aspects of women and media (Wozrld Conference on
Women 1995). Icelandic media companies are obliged to work for gender equality under
the Act on the Equal Status and Equal Rights of Women and Men (Law no. 10/2008).
They also report to the Media Commission, an independent administrative committee,
on issues concerning the representation of women and men, such as the proportion of
men and women interviewed in news and current-affairs programming, gender portray-
als in the content produced and the number of women and men employed and their
positions (Law no. 38, 2011).
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At the 1995 conference in Beijing, the findings of the Global Media Monitoring Pro-
ject (GMMP), the first global study of the representation and portrayal of women and
men in the world’s news media, were presented. The findings were based on monitoring
of news media in 71 countries for one day (GMMP 2005). Every five years since 1995,
the GMMP has mapped the representation and portrayal of women in the world’s news
media. It is the longest-running and most extensive research on gender in the world’s
media to date, and 114 countries took part in the most recent study in 2015 (GMMP
2015). Iceland participated in the GMMP in 1995, 2000, 2010" and again in 2015. Pat-
ticipation in the GMMP enables the first study of gender in the Icelandic news media in
a global context and the following of changes over time.

Gender-equal representation in decision making in the media industry and in the
representation and portrayal of women in the media are both legitimate, worthwhile
objectives. It is often assumed that there is a relationship between the two, that a higher
number of women at decision-making levels in organisations will increase gender
equality at lower levels. For example, it has been maintained that a higher number of
women in decision-making positions in the media will improve the representation of
women and lead to less stereotyped portrayals of women in the media (EIGE 2013).
This correlation has also been an implicit assumption in economic life and business, but
it has not been proved to be certain: a higher number of women in decision-making
positions in companies does not automatically lead to more gender-equal organisations
(Bertrand et al. 2014; Kitterod et al. 2015).

‘How many times have we heard the excuse that media are just a reflection of what
is happening in reality?” (Hermano & del Nevo 2000, 7). The 20 years since the first
GMMP study have seen a steady increase in the number of female journalists (Hanitzch
2014) and a relative rise in women’s prominence in decision-making positions, political
office, company boards and other positions of influence (Statistics Iceland 2015; Rafns-
déttir, Einarsdottir & Snorrason 2014) but a much slower and more uncertain increase
in the proportion of women as news subjects (GMMP 2010). It is often claimed that
mass media reflect but not create reality, an assumption which has been challenged
(Tuchman 1979).

To address these questions, we draw upon data from the GMMP project, particularly
the 2015 GMMP, and compare Iceland to other Nordic countries and to the background
of women working in the media environment. We argue that the number of women
who are journalists, managers in the media industry and decision makers in society has
increased, but the same has not happened in the representation and portrayal of women
in the media. This discrepancy indicates that there is not a simple relationship between
women’s numerical and content representation in the media, on one hand, and their
representation in the media industry and decision-making positions in society, on the
other hand. Therefore, we argue that this issue needs to be approached from a broad
petspective.
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1. Women and men in the media

Research has consistently shown that women are underrepresented in the news (e.g.
Tuchman et al. 1978; Van Zoonen 1998; Ross & Carter 2011; Baitinger 2015; Shor et al.
2013; Andreassen 2015). Eide (2001, 7) argued that once women comprise 20%-25% of
news interviewees or subjects, an upper limit, or ‘pain threshold’, is reached in the news
media. The findings of the first GMMP study in 1995 showed that women accounted
for only 17% of those interviewed in the world’s news. In 2000, the proportion of wom-
en among news subjects or sources was 18%; it rose to 21% in 2005 and 24% in 2010
(GMMP 2010). A recent study (Shor et al. 2013) of the coverage of female subjects in
13 daily newspapers in the United States from 1880 to 2008 reveals that representation
of female subjects has remained relatively low, less than 25% overall. Although there
has been some improvement since the late 1960s, it is not in line with the progress in
gender equality made in various social and public spheres over the past 50 years, and no
newspaper section even comes close to equality between males and females. The authors
ponder whether newspaper coverage of female subjects has reached a ‘paper ceiling’
(Shor et al. 2013, 767).

The Nordic countries rank high on most, if not, all international measurements of
gender equality (World Economic Forum 2015), and there is a political consensus in
these countries that women and men should enjoy the same rights, obligations and pos-
sibilities in society. However, male dominance persists in the Nordic news media, and
the proportion of women among news subjects has remained stable around 30% for
years (Edstrém & Molster 2014; Byerly 2011), slightly higher than Eide’s (2001) pain
threshold. Although the Global Gender Gap Index can be seen as a narrow instrument
which leaves out important aspects (gender based violence, gender in media) but records
unnecessary details about others, it still gives an indication of long-term trends from an
international perspective. Iceland has topped the overall rankings of the Global Gender
Gap Index for the seventh consecutive year (WEF 2015). If mass media only reflected
and did not create reality, the representation of women in Icelandic could be expected
to be high, which is not the case, as discussed later.

In Iceland, as elsewhere, most of the research on gender and media has focused on
the representation of women and men in media content (Andreassen 2015). Icelandic
research, though, is scarce and somewhat fragmented. According to the first study
on gender representation in Icelandic media (Stefinsdottir 1988), no women were
interviewed during the first five years of Icelandic television news. Women slowly
started to appear in the news during the 1970s, and in 1986, women accounted for 13%
of those interviewed in the television news. By 2000, the situation had improved, but
women were still grossly underrepresented in all kinds of media content, at 32% overall
and 27% of those interviewed in television news, according to a report commissioned
by the Ministry of Education and Culture (Nefnd um konur og fjélmidla 2001).

The findings of another report commissioned by the ministry in 2005 showed that
little had changed (Valdimarsdéttir 2005). Women constituted around 1 in 5 of those
interviewed for television news on the private Channel 2 and 1 in 4 on ROV, a public
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broadcasting company. The 2010 GMMP study revealed that women accounted for
28% of all news subjects in Iceland, higher than the overall average of 24% in the study
and the regional Furopean average of 26% (Arnadéttir et al. 2010). Iceland trailed a little
behind other Nordic countries in this area in 2010: women made up 30% of news sub-
jects in television, radio and newspapers in Denmark, 32%in Finland and Sweden and
33% in Norway (GMMP 2010; see also Edstrém 2015; Andreassen 2015; Ovrebo 2015;
Savolainen & Zilliacus-Tikkanen 2015). According to a 2013 study of the main newscast
on Channel 2 and RUV, women accounted for approximately 30% of interviewees, with
no real difference between the two channels (Jéhannsdéttir & Karlsson 2013).

The familiar 30/70 ratio was also found in a report by Creditinfo, a media watch com-
pany, produced for the Association of Business Women in Iceland (2013). The report
looked at women and men interviewed in broadcast news and current affairs programmes
from February 2009 to August 2013. Of the more than 100,000 people interviewed over
this period, 30% were women, and they were more likely to appear in current affair pro-
grammes than in the news. During this period, their share of representation grew from
30% to 35% in current affair programmes, but in the news, their share was lower and
increased at a slower pace, from 26% to 28% (Association of Women Business Leaders
in Iceland 2013). Creditinfo repeated this study for the Ministry of Welfare in connection
with the annual Equal Rights Conference 2015 (Erlingsdéttir 2015). The findings show
that women made up 32% and 30% of those interviewed in current affair programmes
and in the main newscasts, respectively, from September 2014 through September 2015.
The proportion of women interviewees was considerably higher in current affair pro-
grammes on the public broadcaster RUV than in the privately owned 365 Media (37% vs.
27%). In newscasts, there was less difference among the types of media. In radio, women
constituted 23% of interviewees in the morning news and 27% in the noon news on 365
Media and 26% in the morning news, 27% in the noon news and 30% in the evening
news on RUV. In television news, there was little difference between the public and the
private media. In the main evening news, women accounted for approximately 30% of
interviewees over the one-year period (Etlingsdottir 2015).

Not only are fewer women than men heard, seen or written about in the media, but
women also often appear in different roles and are portrayed differently. According to
the 2005 report commissioned by the Ministry of Education and Culture, the portray-
als of women and men are extremely unbalanced in all media content in entertainment,
news, current affairs programmes, talk shows and advertising message (Leiknisdottir
2005; Jakobsdottir 2005). In advertising and current affairs programmes, women were
younger than men and most often models, whereas men presented the message. In the
news, no women were portrayed in local and international politics, industry, fishing or
science coverage, and women appeared more frequently than men only in coverage of
social issues (Valdimarsdéttir 2005). A study on European media coverage of women
and men in sports showed that stories about women athletes more commonly were
degrading or have sexual undertones and that sports coverage reinforced traditional

gender stereotyping (Olafsson 2006).



212 STJORNMAL Gender bias in the media:
_— & — the case of Iceland

STJORNSYSLA

News stories about women in politics often focus on their sex and comment on their
appearance and clothing (Einarsdottir & Hjartardottir 2009). Women are less visible in
stoties on such topics as politics, the economy and crime than health and social care,
education, consumer issues and other topics traditionally regarded as of special interest
to women (Ross & Carter 2011; GMMP 2010). For example, women accounted for only
3% of those interviewed in the Icelandic news media coverage of financial companies
from January 2006 until the financial crash in October 2008 (Gudmundsson et al. 2010).
According to a study on the 2009 national election campaign in Iceland, newspaper
coverage did not reflect the ratio of women and men who were candidates (Porisdottir
2010). The ratio of female candidates was much higher than the coverage indicated.
Andreassen (2015) notes that women served as only 28% of the sources in political
news in Denmark, even though the leaders of half the political parties and more than
40% of ministers and 37% of members of parliament were women. The results from
Iceland in the 2010 GMMP study were inconclusive in this respect (Arnadéttir et al.
2010). Women made up 15%-38% of the news subjects or sources depending on the
topic: 38% of politicians interviewed, spoken of or written about were women, while
62% were men. In economy and business, women accounted 10% of the sources, and
men 90% (Arnadéttir et al. 2010). The 2010 GMMP also shows that numbers only tell
half the story as the portrayal of women comes across as gendered: compared to men,
women are less often mentioned by name in comparable news stories, and the portrayal
of women is more often focused on their age and appearance, accompanied with sexual
undertones (Arnadéttir et al. 2010).

Women are also less likely to appear in the news as experts or commentators than
men. In Poérisdottir’s (2010) study of election coverage in Icelandic newspapers, almost
all experts and commentators interviewed were men (97%). The author points out that
this discrepancy cannot be explained by a lack of female experts in the field as women
comprise almost two thirds of those who have graduated with a master’s degree in
political science (Périsdottir 2010). Studies have supported cultural gendered notions
in which men are seen as embodying a (universal) truth, while women are seen as em-
bodying a more subjective knowledge (Ovrebo 2013). In a more recent study of news
production in the television news and current affairs programme Dagsrevyen, Ovrebo
(2015, 45) found that men were portrayed as clites, politicians, experts and bearers of
knowledge and (objective) truth, whereas women sources more frequently appeared
as ‘ordinary people’ and sources for their own (subjective) experience. In a study of
the newspaper Dagsavisien, Ovrebo (2015) noted that men were perceived as bringing
authority and truth to the news and adding weight to the newspaper, which was consid-
ered important in the competitive news industry (Dvrebo 2015). Ross and Carter (2011)
found that the same pattern occurred to British media as women were invited to provide
personal testimony and impressionistic anecdotes rather than authoritative, informed
perspectives (Ross & Carter 2011). These findings are in line with Allan’s (1988/2014)

arguments on the gendered news discourse in the British media.
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‘Masculine’ discourses about reality (held to be objective, rational, ab-
stract, coherent, unitary and active) are discursively privileged over
‘feminine’ ones (posited as subjective, irrational, emotional, partial,
fragmented and passive). Implied in this dynamic is the perceptive
that ‘feminine knowledge’ is being understood as being inferior to
‘masculine truth’. (Allan 1988/2014, 1206)

2. Women and men in journalism

The number of women in journalism has grown remarkably around the world in recent
decades (Hanitzsch & Hanusch 2012). According to a survey of European journalists,
the average proportion of female and male journalists (47% vs. 53%) is almost equal
across the continent (Whitt-Barthel 2006). In Finland, women made up 40% of the
members of the journalist’s union as eatly as 1978, and by the 1990s, half were women,
now constituting a majority of Finnish journalists (57%) (Savolainen & Zilliacus-Tik-
kanen 2015). Women began entering the journalism profession in Sweden in force dur-
ing the 1970s, reached parity with men in the 1990s and now are 51% of the members
of the journalists’ union. Women make up 43% and 44% of the members of the jour-
nalists’ union in Norway and Denmark, respectively (Edstrom & Molster 2014).

Women journalists wete rare in Icelandic media until the late 20" century. A 1962
article in a popular weekly magazine noted that the journalism profession had clearly
become popular among women, and as proof, the article contained short interviews
with all eight women working as journalists in Iceland at the time (Bladakonur 4 fsland
1962). Their numbers grew, albeit slowly, and twenty years later, a quarter—in total
64—of all members of the two journalists’ unions were women. In 2014, the propoz-
tion of women working in media had reached 43%, although the size of the media
workforce had declined considerably over the past decade (Statistics Iceland 2015). A
possible explanation of why women entered journalism later in Iceland than other Not-
dic countries is that journalism education was started later in Iceland, and it was degrees
in journalism that paved the way for women to enter the profession in many countries
(Gudmundsson 2009a). For some years, women have outnumbered men in journalism
education in Iceland, as well as the other Nordic countries. Today, 2 out of 3 journalism
students are women in Iceland, Finland, Norway, Sweden and Denmark (Hovden et al.
2009; Gudmundsson & Jéhannsdottir 2013; Stefansdéottir 2013).

The proportion of women in journalists’ unions or associations does not entirely
reflect the proportion of female journalists in news media. Women often work in other
types of media, such as periodicals, magazines and publishing houses (Savolainen &
Zilliacus-Tikkanen 2015). In a 2012 survey of journalists in the Icelandic news me-
dia (excluding magazines) women accounted for 35% of the workforce and men 65%
(Kolbeins 2012). According to the survey the average male journalist was 42 years old
and with 14 years of experience working in the media, but his female counterpart was 6
years younger and had worked as a journalist for eight years. Both worked on average 44
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hours a week and although male journalists earned on average slightly more than female
journalists the difference was not significant.

In the first GMMP study in 1995, the global percentage of news reported by women
was 28%, but in 2010, it had risen to 37% (GMMP 2010). The 2010 study showed that
women reported 33% of the news in Icelandic media, compared with a little more than
half in Sweden, 40% in Finland and 30% in Norway and Denmark (Arnadéttir et al.
2010). A recent Icelandic study also shed light on the prevalence of masculine values
in the media environment based on the different values assigned to the topics and the
lower ranking of the news produced by female journalists compared to male journal-
ists (Halfdanardottir 2014). The study indicated that women were likely to object to the
dominant values and measures by which news were ranked.

In recent years, more attention has been paid to women’s positions in the media
industry, and studies have shown that women’s climb to top positions has proved to be
harder than getting into the profession. Despite increasing number of women entering
the industry, ‘most research suggest[s| that they get stuck at the middle management
and rarely achieve the really high jobs’ (Ross 2014, 37). Women are still largely under-
represented at higher levels in media organisations in Europe, according to a study of
99 media organisations in 28 EU member states (EIGE 2013). Women held 32% of all
decision-making positions, but their presence decreased the higher up the hierarchy one
went, and at the highest level (chief executive officer, chairperson, president, director or
similar position), only 16% of managers are women. The proportion of female leaders
is higher in public media organisations than in private media and higher in organisa-
tions that had gender-equality policies and measures in place (EIGE 2013). In Nordic
countries, the proportion of women in high positions is generally higher (Edstrém &
Molster 2014). The number of women in high-ranking editorial positions has increased
in the past decade, especially in Sweden, where, for example, women accounted for 42%
of editors-in-chief in the printed press in 2013. In Finland, women’s share was 35%, but
it was much lower in Denmark and Norway, at 16% and 10%, respectively (Edstrom &
Molster 2014).

In a 2011 report by the Ministry of Education and Culture, the Committee on Wom-
en and Media noted that, despite the growing number of women entering journalism,
only a few made it to the top (Nefnd um konur og fjélmidla 2001). Far more men than
women occupied leadership positions, although 70% of women were interested in fur-
thering their carcer in the media. A survey conducted by Statistics Iceland (2009) to
determine the gender ratio at different levels of the managerial structure of Icelandic
daily newspapers in 1980, 1985, 1990, 1995, 2000 and 2007 revealed that it is difficult
for women to reach the position of chief editor. During the years observed, the chief
editors were all male, except for several months in 1988 when a woman served as an
editor at one newspaper. Starting in 1980, the newspapers’ editors were all male until
2002, after which one to two women served as editors along with four to five men. From
1980 until 2005, newspaper’s news editors were all male, while from 2005 to 2007, one
to two women served as editors compared to three to five men (Statistics Iceland 2009).
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In 2015, women were appointed as one of two editors of DI, Iceland’s only tabloid
newspapet, and a deputy editor of the online news site Kjarninn. The two editors, chair
of the board and eight of 13 leaders in the editorial office of Morgunbladid, Iceland’s old-
est newspapet, are men (Jéhannsdéttir 2015).

In radio and television organisations, only men served as directors as late as 2007.
From 1968 to 1986, one woman was the radio news editor at RUV, the public broadcast-
ing company. After that, men served as news editors both for public radio and television
until 2003, when a woman was appointed as television news editor at RUV, a position
filled by a man from 2008 to 2014. In private radio and television companies, women
were news editors for only three of the years observed (1990, 1995, 2004), while men
were for all the other years (Statistics Iceland 2009). Recently, there has been some
improvement. The male director of RUV appointed in March 2014, has declared that
gender equality will be a company priority (Olgeirsson 2014). Shortly after his appoint-
ment, changes were made in the eight-man board of executives so that there are equal
numbers of men and women for the first time. As well, a woman was appointed news
editor. In 2014, changes also occurred at the top level in Iceland’s biggest media com-
pany, 365 Media, and the new director has said that recruiting more women journalists
will be a priority (Vidskiptabladid 2014). The new publisher of 365 Media and the head
of the company’s news department is a woman, as is the main owner and chairperson
of the company.

It has been and still is a highly common belief, either explicitly or as an undetlying
assumption, among both female journalists and media researchers that more female
journalists results in more gender equality in media content (Tuchman 1979; Ovrebo
2013; Steiner 2012). In the 1980s, it was argued that, once women journalists reached
the critical 33% mark, they would be able to influence the news culture and, thereby,
the news content (Hanitzsch & Hanusch 2012). The research findings on this relation,
however, have been contradictory. There are some indications that the gender of jour-
nalists may affect content, especially the choice of sources and the tone and style of
writing (GMMP 2010; Savolainen & Zilliacus-Tikkanen 2015). In a 2001 survey among
Icelandic journalists, 62% of the women said that their work practices, writing style,
topic interests and approaches to subjects differed from men’s (Nefnd um konur og
fj6lmidla 2001). In a 2007 survey by the Union of Icelandic Journalists, a large majority
of women (78%) but only 46% of men agreed with the statement that journalists should
make an effort to report equally about men and women. In addition, 18% of the women
but 8% of the men said they always tried to balance the ratio of women and men they
interviewed (Gudmundsson 2009b).

According to the GMMP (2010) study, a global trend over the past 10 years has been
that stories reported by women journalists feature more women as news subjects (28%)
than those reported by male journalists (22%). In the 2010 GMMP study, however,
women reporters in the Icelandic news media were not more likely to have female
news subjects than male reporters (Arnadéttir et al. 2010). In Scandinavian countries,
women have reached near parity with men in newsrooms, but the representation of
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women as news subjects seems to have plateaued at 30% (Edstrém 2015). In Ovrebo’s
aforementioned study of the Norwegian media, the lowest representation of women
was found in the national newspaper with the highest gender parity in the newsroom
and a female editor-in-chief (Dvrebo 2013). A large-scale comparative study on gender
differences in the professional orientations of journalists in 18 countries found no
evidence to support claims that the professional views of women and men differed
significantly (Hanitzsch & Hanusch 2012). Based on eatlier research, Shor et al. (2013)
claim that the gender of a reporter has only a moderate or no effect on gendered
coverage patterns. Shor et al. (2013) conclude that structural factors, such as hegemonic
journalistic practices and traditional patterns of coverage, may be more important than
individual factors. Consequently, the individuals who draw public attention continue to
be overwhelmingly male (Shor et al. 2013).

When the proportion of women journalists reached and then surpassed the criti-
cal mass of 30% without making the expected differences, scholars started looking for
other explanations for the lack of women in leadership positions (Steiner 2012). In the
foreword to an EIGE report on women and media, Virginija Langbakk, director of the
European Institute for Gender Equality, posits that an increased presence of women in
decision-making positions in the media would ‘lead to a more equal and gender sensi-
tive media content’ (EIGE 2013, 1). The relationship between gender representation
in media leadership and media content has been less researched than the number of
journalists in the newsroom and the representation and portrayal of women in media
content. So far, however, there is little indication that having more women in top posi-
tions in media organisations will necessarily lead to greater representation of women in
the content they produce. Women, for example, are better represented in top-level posi-
tions in public media companies in Nordic countries than in private media companies,
but public media organisations do not necessarily have more female subjects in their
news content (Andreassen 2015; Ovrebo 2015).

3. Methodology

The aim of the GMMP is to map the representation and portrayal of women, focus-
ing on a single day of news coverage across the world every five years (GMMP 2010).
From the first research conducted in 1995, the GMMP has taken the pulse of selected
indicators of gender in the news media, studying women’s and men’s presence, gender
bias and stereotyping in news media content. In 2015, almost 140 countries took part
in the study and monitored the news media on Wednesday 25 March. In Iceland, 186
news stories were coded following the methodology provided by GMMP. The number
of women and men as news subjects and as journalists were coded for each story, the
types of news in which they were found, and the roles they played in the news, along
with the stories’ topics, scope, space and reference to sex, gender equality and human
rights legislation and policy. The aim of data was to capture a detailed picture of the
numbers of women and men in the world’s news. To get a more complete illustration
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of news content, the quality of coverage was also coded according to whether stories
challenged gender stereotypes. The coding schemes were adapted to each media type
and, therefore, differ slightly.

The news media analysed were the two national daily newspapers, Fréttabladio and
Morgunbladid, and as instructed by the GMMP methodology, 12-14 news stories on
the main news pages were coded. In the broadcasting media, the main newscasts were
coded: the 12:20 news on RUV Radio and the 19:00 and 22:00 news on RUV TV; the
12:00 news on Bylgjan and the 18:30 newscast on St60 2 (both owned by the private
media company, 365 Media). Six online news sites were monitored: dvis, an affiliate of
the bi-weekly D1/ mbl.is, an affiliate of Morgunbladid;, ruv.is, an affiliate of RUV; visit.is,
an affiliate of 365 Media; and two online-only news sites independent of traditional me-
dia, eyjan/pressan.is and kjarninn.is. These sites were the most read general online news
sites, according to the Modernus Coordinated Webmeasure (Modernus, n.d.). Ten wom-
en—two researchers and eight students in gender studies and in journalism—coded the
news on the monitoring day. The authors explained the coding system at the beginning
of the coding session, and the group worked together while coding and discussed ques-
tions and disagreements to ensure reliability.

4. Analysis

On the domestic side, 25 March 2015 was a rather quiet, typical news day not dominated
by a single story or topic. The main story of the day was in foreign news, and the crash
of the Germanwings airplane in the French Alps featured prominently in all the media.
The dismissal of the British Top Gear presentet, Jeremy Clarkson, was also quite promi-
nent, especially on the Internet. Domestic top news stories included labour disputes,
layoffs in the Transport Authority Office, structural changes in the Icelandic Develop-
mental Agency and disputes over the location of a new national hospital. Figure 1 shows
the proportion of news in Iceland for each of the six main news topic categories used in
the GMMP study. The economy was the most prominent topic in both off- and online
news; these topic included stories on economic policy, labour issues, housing, consumer
issues and transportation. The second biggest topic was the category celebrity, arts,
media and sports; the majority of those stories were about sports. As seen in Figure 1,
there were only minor differences in coverage between online media and print, radio
and television media.
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Figure 1. Main news topics in traditional and online media, 2015 GMMP, Iceland
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The economy was also the most common topic in the Icelandic results from the 2010
GMMP (Arnadéttir et al. 2010). In Europe, political news generally has been the most
common topic, but the interest in economic news in Iceland is unsurprising as the coun-
try was still dealing with the aftermath of the financial crisis in 2008. In other Nordic
countries, the highest or the second highest proportion of stories occurred in the cat-
egory of social and legal issues (migration, development, human rights, education, disas-
ters, accidents and public disorder), but otherwise, the Nordic countries differed greatly
in the proportion of stories on each topic.

The people in the news are mostly men. In all media in Iceland, only 1 in 5 of those
interviewed, spoken of or written about were women. Excluding Internet media which
was not included in the 2010 analysis, the proportion of women is 18%, significantly
less than the 28% in the 2010 GMMP (Arnadéttir et al. 2010) and in other Nordic coun-
tries, as seen in Figure 2. The results for the Nordic countries in 2015 GMMP in Figure
2 are presented separately for traditional media and the Internet. In Europe, women
constituted an average of 26% of news subjects in print, radio and television and 25%
in Internet news in 2015 (GMMP 2015). Among the 114 countries in the 2015 GMMP
study, an average of only 24% of the people heard, spoken of or written about in print,
radio and television news were women, the exact same proportion as five years eatlier

(GMMP 2015).
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Figure 2. Proportion of female news subjects by medium and Nordic country,
2015 GMMP
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Figure 2 also shows that the relative invisibility of women in traditional news media is
replicated in Internet news. Female news subjects are proportionally fewer in Internet
stories in Denmark, Sweden and Finland, but proportionally greater in Iceland and Nor-
way.

The proportion of stories with female news subjects is the same or less than in 2010
in the other Nordic countries, as well as in Iceland, as seen in Figure 3. Only in Sweden
has the 25%-30% pain threshold (Eide 2001, 27) or paper ceiling (Shor et al. 2013, 767)
been breached and that by only a small margin.
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Figure 3. Percentage of female news subjects in print, radio and television in
2010 and 2015 GMMP by Nordic country
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Many studies have shown that women are featured as news subjects much less frequently
than men in the so-called hard news about politics, the economy and crime (GMMP
2010). This trend does not seem to have been the case in the Icelandic news media in
either 2015 or 2010 (Arnadéttir et al. 2010). Although only 1 in 5 of those interviewed,
spoken of or written about are women, and they account for 26% of subjects in political

news. This pattern becomes clear when looking at the proportion of men and women in

stories for each main news topic, as seen in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Percentage of stories topics by gender, 2015 GMMP, Iceland
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Figure 4 shows that, although fewer women are news subjects, the internal pattern
within each gender is somewhat different. Among all the stories with women as news
subjects, 23% are about politics, compared to 16% of news stories with men as subjects.
Within their gender, women are more likely than men to appear in news stories about
the economy, whereas men are more likely than women to appear in celebrity, arts, me-
dia and sports news. These findings are contrary to those in most countries in earlier
GMMP studies (GMMP 2010). The latter topic category is very wide, as mentioned,
and hides other gender differences. Hence, sports news has been an almost exclusively
male domain for a long time (Olafsson 2006; Dadason 2013). The few celebrity news
stories reported on the monitoring day also happened to mostly be about the dismissal
of Clarkson, a male television presenter.

It is not just the people in the news who are mostly men but also the people who
bring us the news. In Iceland, women reported slightly less than a third of the news
stories in 2015, or 31%, compared to 33% in 2010. In Internet news, women’s share was
lower: 1 in 4 stories. It is important, however, to bear in mind that in close to a third
of Internet news stories, the sex of the journalist was not known. As shown in Figure
5, the situation in Iceland is similar to that in Denmark, but proportionally, women
report more news in Norway, Sweden and especially Finland. The change is not mono-
directional or significant, expect in Sweden, where women constituted 35% of those
reporting the news, compared to 52% five years earlier.

Figure 5. Percentage of female journalists in 2010 and 2015 GMMP by Nordic
country
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Past GMMP studies have shown that women are less likely to report news about politics,
the economy, crime and violence (GMMP 2005; Sarikakis 2013). However, as seen in
Figure 7, the findings for Iceland indicate that this pattern was not the case in 2015 or
2010 (Arnadéttir et al. 2010). Although women reported only 31% of the news overall,
they reported 42% of the political news, a third of social and legal stories and 26% of
economic stories.

Figure 6. Percentage of female journalists by topic, 2015 GMMP, Iceland
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Contrary to the result for Iceland in the 2010 GMMP, female reporters were far more
likely than men to feature women news subjects in their stories. The GMMP 2015 find-
ings for Iceland show that women were interviewed, spoken of or written about in one
third, 33%, of the stories women reported but only 8% of those men reported. On
average in the 2015 GMMP, 29% of news stories reported by female journalist had
female subjects, compared to 26% of stories by male reporters (GMMP 2015). In Eu-
rope, however, there generally was no difference between women and men journalist in
this area. Studies on this point have also been inconclusive, as discussed (GMMP 2010,
Arnadéttir et al. 2010, Shor et al. 2013). Some research indicates that women journalists
tend to be more receptive of women than men, while others suggest that the number of
female journalists does not make the crucial difference. This discrepancy supports the
argument that this relationship is complex, and more varied approaches are needed to
understand the mechanisms behind it. Finally, women were not only underrepresented
in the news that particular day in March 2015 selected for monitoring. It was also clear
that gender (in)equality was not on the news agenda. In the GMMP study, a search for
stories in the Icelandic news media referring to gender (in)equality or human rights in
general found none.
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5. Discussion

With the Beijing Declarations and the Platform for Action, United Nations member
states committed to actively work towards increasing women’s participation in and ac-
cess to expression and decision making in and through the media and promoting a
balanced, non-stereotyped portrayal of women in the media (World Conference on
Women 1995). It has long been expected that gender balance in media would occur
automatically with increased representation of women in decision-making positions in
society or that the media industry itself would deal with the problem and take measures
to improve gender equality. The relationship between the state or government and the
media is delicate, and any influence exerted by the state can easily be interpreted as inter-
ference with the media’s autonomy and even as an attack on the freedom of expression
(Frjals Fjolmidlun 2015).

However, different authorities have put forth demands on this issue. Recently, the
EU and the European Council have started to put more pressure on member states to
take actions to increase gender equality in the media, both within media organisations
and in their content. Media companies in the EU are obliged to report on their progress
fulfilling the Beijing Action Plan objectives (Edstrom 2015). In Iceland, as in other Nor-
dic countries, there is political consensus that women and men should enjoy the same
rights, obligations and possibilities in society. Icelandic media companies are obliged
to comply with demands for gender equality work under the Act on the Equal Status
and Equal Rights of Women and Men and to report to the Media Commission on the
gender situation. Although this law was passed in 2011, no reports have been published
yet (Jéhannsdottir 2015). The Media Commission has wide-ranging functions and duties
(Fjslmidlanefnd n.d.), but it has been underfinanced and understaffed.

It is often argued that the news media simply reflect societies in which men have
considerably more power than women in most areas of life. Elite research in Scandina-
vian countries, for example, has shown that men hold the majority of powerful positions
in most sectors of society (Niskanen 2011). Consequently, although women occupy
around 40% or more seats in national parliaments in the Nordic countries (slightly less
in Denmark) (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2015), this reality is not reflected in the media.
The same pattern holds true in Iceland where the proportion of in decision-making
positions and their participation in public life have been gradually increasing (Statistics
Iceland 2015; Rafnsdottir et al. 2014). Iceland has also been at the top of the overall
rankings of the Global Gender Gap Index since 2008 (WEF 2015). However, the repre-
sentation of women in Icelandic media is still far from accurately reflecting the position
of women according to the Global Gender Gap Index. The case of Iceland, therefore,
supports the argument that there is not a simple relationship between women’s partici-
pation in public life or decision-making positions and the number and the representa-
tion of women in media.

The GMMP is important from several perspectives. As a longitudinal and global
study, it has several potentialities, not the least its ability to show shifts in patterns of
inequality over time and across continents (Ross & Carter 2011). Since the first GMMP
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study in 1995, the number of female journalists has risen steadily (Hanitzch 2014), but
women’s presence in the news has not increased accordingly (GMMP 2010). The ex-
planations that the media reflect society and that the representation of women in news
increases with the number of female journalists do not apply. As Ross (2011,19) puts it,
‘if what we see and read and hear are men’s voices, men’s perspective, men’s news then
women continue to be framed as passive observers rather than active citizens’.

The GMMP, EIGE study (2013) and similar studies focused on gender representa-
tions have been criticised for having a narrow perspective. Andreassen (2015), for exam-
ple, stresses that equal rights and diversity are a question not only of gender but also of
race, ethnicity, handicap, class and sexual orientation. Others have pointed out counting
heads is not enough and that a more qualitative approach is necessary (Arnadéttir et al.
2010). Djerf-Pierre (2011, 45), however, argues that ‘simple counting’ actually is neither
simple nor atheoretical but a theoretically and empirically challenging endeavour needed
to reveal structural horizontal and vertical segregation.

The methodology of the GMMP, focusing on one day’s news coverage, is not with-
out its limitations, and there is the risk that the results are skewed in comparison with
other days (Andreassen 2015). As stated, the crash of the Germanwings plane in the
Alps was the major story in all the news media on the monitored day in 2015, and the
aviation industry is a very much a man’s industry (Bridges et al. 2014). This might explain
the decline in the proportion of female news subjects in other Nordic countries, at least
to some extent. It, however, does not change the fact that women are underrepresented
in media content in the Icelandic news media, as in the other Nordic countries and
Europe in general, and still account for less than a third of those reporting the news.
These findings corroborate those of other studies on the coverage of female subjects.
Another limitation of the GMMP is that was started only in 1995, so the larger histori-
cal trends are not known. GMMP also only studies the news in broadcast media but as
we have seen other research indicate that women are underrepresented in current affairs
programs in radio and television (Association of Women Business Leaders in Iceland
2013, Erlingsdoéttir 2015). The GMMP study also only analysis the first 12-14 stories in
the newspapers and the gender representation of both news subjects and journalist may
be different in other sections of the papers. It is however the news the editorial office
considers most important that is published on the first pages of the newspapers and
therefore it reflects the news value of the paper.

Gender equality in the profession of journalism and in top-level positions is a worth-
while goal as there are no indications that women are uninterested in journalism or in
advancing to decision-making positions in their careers (Nefnd um konur og fjélmidla
2001). However, as seen, there is no direct relationship between the number of women
journalists in media organisations and the output they produce. The assumption of such
a relationship also seems to imply that all women think and work alike and that their ap-
proaches and working practices are fundamental different than the ways that their male
collages go about their work (Andreassen 2015).
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Finnish researchers have pointed out some contradictions revealed in this discussion.
They found that, in Finnish newsrooms, gender is said not make a difference, but gender
balance is also seen as important (Savolainen & Zilliacus-Tikkanen 2015). As seen,
there is no simple relationship between women’s participation in public life or decision-
making positions or women working in media (as journalists or in top positions) and the
number and representation of women in media. This relationship is highly complex and
multifaceted. The well-known gendered characteristics of organisations and structures
also apply to media organisations (Savolainen & Zilliacus-Tikkanen 2015). Statistics on
the gender ratio in decision-making positions in media organization in Iceland are lacking
as well as research on the actual decision making process in the editorial offices which
could help explain the news values at work. The Icelandic media market is also very
small and research is needed as to how that affects the working conditions of journalist
and their product. Research has for example indicated that increased production output
has pushed the journalistic routines in the direction of professional sources, or the ‘usual
suspects® because it is faster and easier to get hold of a them (Willig 2013). There are also
indications that proportionally more women journalists than men were laid off or left the
profession in the years after the financial crash in 2008 and that women are more likely
to leave the profession because of the working hours (Jéhannsdéttir 2015, Palsdéttir
2014). The findings of the 2015 GMMP show that Iceland still has a long way to go
to achieve gender equality in or through the media and that women’s overall presence
in news has declined since 2010. In 2015 when Icelanders celebrate the centennial of
women gaining voting rights, there is little cause to celebrate the gender situation in the
media. More research and monitoring are needed, however, to see whether this decline
is temporary and to shed further light on the complex mechanisms discussed.

This research is part of the lcelandic Power and Democracy Research Project (2014-2017).  For
Sfurther information on the research project see: www.vol.hi.is

Notes

1 Iceland participated in data collection in 1995 and 2000, although the data from Iceland were not
further elaborated. The data in the 2010 GMMP were collected in 2009 but published in 2010.

2 Detailed information, monitoring guides and coding sheets can be found at http://whomakesthe-
news.org/media-monitoring/methodology-guides-and-coding-tools.
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