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LEADERSHIP FICTIONS: 
Gender, Leadership and the Media

A report analyzing popular media’s impact on perceptions of gender and leadership.

GENDER AND LEADERSHIP TODAY
Women are half the population, earn nearly 60% of college degrees, are 47% of 
the workforce and represent 53% of voters.[1-3] Although women have broken 
almost every glass ceiling at least once, women still occupy only 18% of the 
top leadership positions across all sectors.[4] While the representation of women 
in the highest ranks of political and business leadership has improved in some 
cases – for example, our record-breaking 20 women in the U.S. Senate (yet only 
18% in Congress overall) – overwhelmingly, it is still male. The U.S. ranks 80th in 
terms of female representation in the legislature, behind most of the developed 
world as well as nations that are openly criticized for their treatment of women, 
such as Iraq and Afghanistan.[5] In 2012, Catalyst found that only 4.2% of CEO 
positions and less than 17% of board seats are held by women among Fortune 
500 companies.[6, 7] 

The status of the world’s women is not only a matter of morality and justice.  
It is also a political, economic, and social imperative.  The evidence is 
irrefutable:  when women are free to develop their talents and contribute 
IXOO\�WR�WKHLU�VRFLHWLHV��HYHU\RQH�EHQHÀWV��
– Hillary Clinton, 5/12/2010

Compelling evidence across sectors demonstrates that having more women 
in senior leadership positions leads to excellence in performance. Research 
shows that companies with more women in upper management and on the 
ERDUG�RI�GLUHFWRUV�DUH�PRUH�SURÀWDEOH�DQG�KDYH�KLJKHU�UHWXUQV�RQ�HTXLW\�[8] 
0RUH�ZRPHQ�LQ�SROLWLFDO�RIÀFH�UHVXOWV�LQ�EHWWHU�GHFLVLRQV�DQG�SROLF\�PDNLQJ�
[9] Highly-educated women and those who have the greatest capacity to 
become leaders represent a valuable economic, political and social resource 
that is wasted when systemic barriers exist that prevent them from being able 
to contribute their skills in senior leadership positions. Nevertheless, at a systemic 
and institutional level, much of the power remains largely controlled by men. 

Although women have been repeatedly shown to be highly effective leaders, 
the growth of women in leadership positions in both government and business 
seems to have stalled at well under 20%. This raises the obvious question – why?  
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Instituti1. onal barriers – the rules and structure of leadership positions 
explicitly or implicitly select for men.  The most commonly cited 
institutional barrier is the lack of adequate, affordable childcare.  
However, these barriers can extend to more amorphous issues such 
as workplace cultures that emphasize “face-time” over productivity.

S2. ocial barriers – Women choose to opt out, or are pushed off of 
leadership tracks because of biases in how leadership is perceived.  
Women are less likely to push for leadership positions, and are 
less likely to be singled out for these positions because people’s 
perceptions of leadership are inherently masculine.
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While the leadership gap is well known and discussed in the media today, 
the framing of the conversation and much of the messaging persists in 
perpetuating outdated and often harmful stereotypes about leadership.  
These stereotypes often portray leadership as inherently masculine and 
emphasize leadership as the ability to control others, rather than the ability to 
facilitate and manage a group working toward a goal. This is most apparent 
in the way that leaders on television are shown in aggressive situations, as 
VNLOOHG�ÀJKWHUV��(YHQ�SDFLÀVW�FDSWDLQV�RI�6WDU�7UHN�HQG�XS�LQ�D�VKRZ�RI�SK\VLFDO�
prowess. 

Media plays a role in shaping perceptions, often perpetuating outdated 
views on what qualities make a successful leader - even in the innovation 
age. However, there is an opportunity for media to play a more positive 
role, helping to break these stereotypes, both by showing more women in 
leadership positions, and by emphasizing some of the more collaborative 
skills that are increasingly important for modern leadership.

I want to see more women compete for the highest positions in their 
countries … we have to break down these attitudes that pigeon-hole 
and stereotype people, like, what does a leader look like… well a 
leader looks like somebody who’s a man. – Hillary Clinton, 1/29/2013

WHY MEDIA PORTRAYAL OF WOMEN IN 
LEADERSHIP IS A PRESSING ISSUE TODAY

FEM Inc. is an organization whose mission is to promote positive, diverse, 
empowering female portrayals in popular entertainment. Take the Lead 
is a new initiative to foster leadership skills in women to bring women to 
leadership parity across all sectors by 2025.  Based on research of co-author 
Gloria Feldt’s book: No Excuses; 9 Ways Women Can Change How We Think 
About Power,[10]�7DNH�7KH�/HDG�KDV�LGHQWLÀHG�PDMRU�EDUULHUV�SUHYHQWLQJ�
women from taking their equal place as leaders in society. Many barriers are 
intimately linked with how people perceive women, how people perceive 
leaders, and how women perceive themselves.  Most importantly, these 
barriers often have to do with women’s own relationship to power.  

Women’s discomfort with power and their reluctance to advocate for 
themselves are closely linked to culturally accepted “female” roles.  These 
VWHUHRW\SLFDO�IHPDOH�UROHV�KDYH�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�LQÁXHQFH�RQ�KRZ�ZRPHQ�
perceive themselves, as well as how they tend to view the risks and 
EHQHÀWV�RI�WDNLQJ�OHDGHUVKLS� 7UDGLWLRQDO�GHÀQLWLRQV�RI�SRZHU�DUH�URRWHG�
in the concept of having power over others.[11] Since women have borne 



the brunt of those negative aspects of power for millennia, it’s no wonder 
WKDW�PDQ\�ZRPHQ�SHUFHLYH�OHDGHUV�DQG�OHDGHUVKLS�UROHV�LQ�FRQÁLFW�ZLWK�
their conceptions of themselves, how they want to live their lives and the 
relationships they form with others. 

,Q�DGGLWLRQ��ZRPHQ�DUH�MXGJHG�PRUH�KDUVKO\�WKDQ�PHQ�ZKHQ�WKH\�SXW�
themselves forward for powerful leadership roles.[12, 13] This can be a 
VLJQLÀFDQW�GHWHUUHQW�WR�ZRPHQ�VHHNLQJ�RXW�WKHVH�UROHV� However, when 
leadership is reframed in the context of purpose and possibility – the power 
to achieve an end that makes life better for themselves, their children, 
company, community, and/or the world – women will embrace their power 
and take on leadership roles.[10]

While it is easy to focus on leadership as a goal in and of itself – the self-
reinforcing will to power, or “power over” – it may be more constructive to 
talk about leadership as a means to an end, the “power to” accomplish 
goals.  This second form of leadership actually leans heavily on attributes 
WUDGLWLRQDOO\�GHÀQHG�DV�´IHPLQLQH�µ� The ability to coordinate, collaborate 
and negotiate between various stakeholders to come to useful agreement 
requires empathy: the ability to listen, to understand, and to put oneself in 
another person’s position.  These are all features that are key to real strategic 
thinking, and are often more associated with women.[14, 15]   Because current 
EXVLQHVV�UHVHDUFK�ÀQGV�WKDW�KDYLQJ�D�FULWLFDO�PDVV�RI�ZRPHQ�LQ�OHDGHUVKLS�
UROHV�FUHDWHV�PRUH�SURÀWDEOH�FRPSDQLHV[8] and better governance,[9] it is 
important that media and entertainment represent our collective reality of 
who is leading and what leadership means in the future. 

I do not wish them to have power over men, but over themselves.  
- Mary Wollstonecraft

MEDIA FORMS US AND INFORMS US ABOUT 
GENDER ROLES AND LEADERSHIP

In order to understand the impact of media on women’s pursuit of leadership 
roles and the opportunities available to them, we must consider how our 
culture views women and how our culture views leadership itself. One 
PDMRU�URDGEORFN�WR�IHPDOH�OHDGHUVKLS�LV�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�IHPDOH�OHDGHUV�
are consistently implicitly perceived as less effective than their male 
counterparts. Psychologists have studied this phenomenon extensively, 
with the conclusion that this is largely due to the incongruities between the 
female gender stereotype and our perceptions of traditional leadership.
[12, 16, 17] Both of these concepts - femininity, and leadership - are constantly 



evolving.  A recent meta-analysis of 30 years of studies on the perceived 
masculinity (or femininity) of leadership found that our concept of leadership, 
while still overwhelmingly masculine, has become more androgynous over 
time.[15] One of the paradigms analyzed in this study was the “think manage-
think male” paradigm in which separate groups of people were asked to 
rate the importance of a long list of attributes to either being a manager, 
being a woman, or being a man.  This paradigm allows researchers to 
see which attributes people think of as masculine or feminine, and which 
attributes are considered important to leadership.  In these experiments, 
researchers look at how similar the attributes associated with leadership are 
to those associated with being either male or female. This analysis suggests 
that the increased association of leadership with femininity is due to a 
change in the way we see leaders, rather than changes in our conceptions 
of masculinity or femininity, with more feminine, relational, traits such as 
collaboration becoming more important to leadership.  A recent study, 
detailed in the forthcoming book “the Athena Doctrine: how Women (and 
the Men who Think Like Them) Will Rule the Future,” applied an expanded 
version of this paradigm on a global scale, interviewing over 64,000 people 
IURP�FRXQWULHV�DURXQG�WKH�ZRUOG��7KHLU�UHVXOWV�FRQÀUPHG�WKLV�RYHUDOO�WUHQG��
ÀQGLQJ�WKDW�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�´IHPLQLQHµ�DWWULEXWHV�DUH�EHFRPLQJ�LQFUHDVLQJO\�
valued in leaders, while “masculine” attributes are on the decline.[14] 

The fact that these “feminine” qualities are advantageous, and that 
women can be extremely effective leaders, is well known.  Many business 
publications, such as Fast Company and Business Week have discussed 
the superior leadership skills of women over the last decade.[18, 19] Recent 
VFLHQWLÀF�HYLGHQFH�FRQÀUPV�WKHVH�LQVLJKWV��VKRZLQJ�WKDW�WKH�SURSRUWLRQ�RI�
ZRPHQ�LQ�D�JURXS�LV�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�SUHGLFWRU�RI�LWV�´FROOHFWLYH�LQWHOOLJHQFH�µ�
largely due to women’s higher average sensitivity to social signals.[20] 

HOW WOMEN ARE PORTRAYED IN 
TELEVISION AND FILM

A recent study by the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media showed 
that women are underrepresented in media across the board. The 
study reports that male characters outnumbered female characters in 
management roles by more than 3.5 to 1 in prime time shows and over 6 
WR���LQ�IDPLO\�ÀOPV��,Q�DGGLWLRQ��ZRPHQ�DUH�V\VWHPDWLFDOO\�XQGHUUHSUHVHQWHG�
LQ�DOO�PDMRU�OHDGHUVKLS�SRVLWLRQV�DFURVV�RFFXSDWLRQV��$W�WKH�KLJKHVW�OHYHOV�
of business leadership (Presidents, Vice Presidents and C-suite executives) 
RQO\�VHYHQ�RXW�RI����LQ�SULPH�WLPH�VKRZV��DQG�WZR�RXW�RI����LQ�IDPLO\�ÀOPV�
were female.[21] Political leadership was similarly skewed: only 28% and 
�����RI�WKHVH�FKDUDFWHUV�ZHUH�IHPDOH�LQ�SULPH�WLPH�VKRZV�DQG�IDPLO\�ÀOPV�
respectively. Prime time television has better female representation than 



IDPLO\�ÀOPV�DFURVV�WKH�ERDUG���+RZHYHU��HYHQ�WKHVH�VKRZV�H[DJJHUDWH�WKH�
gender gap in some sectors: while the proportion of business executives 
in these shows is close to reality, the percentage of female managers on 
prime time television is 22%, less than half of the 51.4% seen in reality. Due in 
part to these persistent, imbedded social stereotypes, there is a tremendous 
opportunity for the media to portray equality in leadership.  In this way media 
could help lead the way to greater equality instead of lagging behind the 
new reality by continuing to reinforce and exaggerate traditional views of 
leadership. 

One concern in particular is the fact that all of these ratios are far worse 
LQ�IDPLO\�ÀOPV�WKDQ�WKH\�DUH�LQ�HLWKHU�SULPH�WLPH�WHOHYLVLRQ�RU�LQ�WKH�UHDO�
world.  These images, when seen by children who are forming their beliefs 
about gender roles, affect their perceptions of their own abilities.  The lack 
RI�IHPDOH�OHDGHUV�LQ�WKHVH�´IDPLO\�IULHQGO\µ�ÀOPV�KDV�WKH�FDSDFLW\�WR�EH�
particularly harmful during these formative years, especially for girls, who 
are particularly susceptible to social signals and such messages about 
“appropriateness” of social and professional roles.[22, 23]

Even when women are portrayed in positions of institutional power, they are 
often shown as incidental, or even absent characters.  Of the three female 
FKDUDFWHUV�VKRZQ�WR�EH�SRZHUIXO�SROLWLFLDQV�LQ�WKH�IDPLO\�ÀOPV�DQDO\]HG�E\�
the Geena Davis institute, two were simply named and had no lines and the 
third was a minor inconsequential character.[21] And in one of the few shows 
where a woman is not only a political leader, but also a main character - 
HBO’s sitcom Veep - Julia Louis-Dreyfus portrays a hapless Vice President with 
no actual power. 

Percentage of Leadership Positions Occupied by Women 

in Prime Time Television Shows and Family Films
[source: Geena Davis Institute on Gender and Media]
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Beyond portraying leadership roles, entertainment also reinforces 
other gender stereotypes.  Studies of portrayals of women and men in 
DGYHUWLVHPHQWV�VKRZ�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLVSDULWLHV�LQ�KRZ�WKH\�DUH�SRUWUD\HG���
6SHFLÀFDOO\��ZRPHQ�DUH�IDU�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�EH�VKRZQ�DV�SURGXFW�XVHUV�
or “consumers,” rather than “product experts,” and portrayed in more 
dependent roles.[24, 25] In addition women are far more likely to be shown 
engaging in domestic chores and childcare.[26] Reinforcing the perception 
that household chores and childcare are solely the responsibilities of women 
PDNHV�ZRPHQ·V�IXOO�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�ZRUNSODFH�H[WUHPHO\�GLIÀFXOW�DQG��
in many important ways, devalues the importance of fatherhood.  Women 
are already half of the U.S. labor force. To take their equal place in the 
leadership hierarchy, these domestic duties need to be shared more equally, 
giving fathers the opportunity to play a full and meaningful role in their 
children’s lives.

Portrayals in political campaigns:
Studies of how women are portrayed during political campaigns show 
VLJQLÀFDQW�SURJUHVV�KDV�EHHQ�PDGH���6WXGLHV�RI�QHZV�FRYHUDJH�RI�IHPDOH�
candidates during the 1980’s showed that women received less coverage, 
that coverage was more likely to be negative, and that coverage of female 
candidates was more likely to focus on candidate viability.[27, 28]  Subsequent 
VWXGLHV�KDYH�VKRZQ�VLJQLÀFDQW�LPSURYHPHQW�LQ�WKH�PHGLD�FRYHUDJH�RI�
female candidates over the past 20 years, with female candidates getting 
equal or more news coverage than male candidates.[29, 30]  However, 
news coverage of female candidates continues to be much more likely 
to mention gender, children, and marital status, subtly enforcing gender 
stereotypes classifying women as primarily wives and mothers.[30, 31]

This tendency to enforce gender stereotypes by referring to female 
candidate’s status as wives and mothers is only important because people’s 
perceptions of leadership are still overwhelmingly masculine, and allusions 
to their feminine attributes can make them seem less effective in the 
eyes of voters and constituents.  This is particularly true when dealing with 
traditionally masculine issues.  For example, women are perceived as less 
effective at dealing with crime.[32]

When women are in control of how they portray themselves when running for 
SROLWLFDO�RIÀFH��WKH\�RIWHQ�ZRUN�WR�GH�HPSKDVL]H�WKHLU�JHQGHU���)RU�H[DPSOH��
in advertisements for female candidates generated by their own campaigns, 
ZRPHQ�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�OHVV�OLNHO\�WR�VKRZ�LPDJHV�RI�WKHLU�VSRXVH�RU�IDPLO\�
than male candidates.[33-35] Along similar lines they are more likely to portray 
WKHPVHOYHV�DV�´WRXJKµ�RU�D�´ÀJKWHUµ��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�FRPSHWLWLYH�UDFHV�[33]

These biases extend beyond the candidates themselves.  The Fourth Estate 
DQDO\]HG�WKH�HOHFWLRQ�FRYHUDJH�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�KDOI�RI������RQ�ÀYH�RI�WKH�WRS�
television news shows.  They found that men were quoted over four times as 
often as women.[36] In an election where women’s votes were the decisive 
factor, women’s voices were scarcely heard on television news.  



EXPOSURE TO GENDER AND LEADERSHIP 
STEREOTYPES AFFECTS BELIEFS ABOUT ONE’S 

OWN LEADERSHIP POTENTIAL
Exposure to stereotypic images of women can damage a woman’s sense 
RI�´VHOI�HIÀFDF\µ�DQG�WKHLU�EHOLHI�LQ�WKHLU�RZQ�DJency and ability to make 
changes in the world around them. This phenomenon is often referred to 
as “stereotype threat.” When women are exposed to stereotypical images 
of women, such as those often shown in television commercials, their self-
reported beliefs about their own leadership ability and their leadership 
aspirations often suffers.[37, 38] However, these effects can be countered.  
When women were told that research shows no gender differences 
in leadership ability, it neutralized the stereotype threat effect on their 
leadership aspirations.[38] In addition, women who were already very 
FRQÀGHQW�LQ�WKHLU�OHDGHUVKLS�VNLOOV�DFWXDOO\�UHDFWHG�DJDLQVW�WKH�LPSOLFDWLRQ�
that women are worse leaders by improving their actual leadership 
performance.[39] This last result is promising, suggesting that - when it comes 
to leadership - we can “vaccinate” against the effects of stereotype threat 
E\�KHOSLQJ�ZRPHQ�EHFRPH�PRUH�FRQÀGHQW�LQ�WKHLU�RZQ�OHDGHUVKLS�FDSDFLW\�
and self-identify as leaders.
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As mentioned above, when thinking about leadership it is important to 
consider both traditional gender stereotypes, and how leadership itself is 
framed.  In one study, researchers described entrepreneurs using either 
gendered traits, like aggression and risk-taking, or more gender-neutral traits, 
like creativity and being well-informed.  Women who were exposed to the 
JHQGHU�QHXWUDO�GHVFULSWLRQ�RI�HQWUHSUHQHXUV�VKRZHG�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�KLJKHU�
entrepreneurial intentions.[40]�$QRWKHU�VLPLODU�VWXG\�VKRZHG�WKDW�ZKHQ�MRE�
descriptions employed more stereotypically “masculine” words, including 
“leader”, these roles were less appealing to women, regardless of the actual 
MRE�[41] These studies highlight the importance of reframing the way society 
thinks and talks about leadership.

EXPOSURE TO FEMALE LEADERS DECREASES BIAS:
A number of studies have shown that exposure to real female leaders can 
KDYH�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�LPSDFW�RQ�KRZ�ERWK�ZRPHQ�DQG�PHQ�YLHZ�OHDGHUVKLS�
in general, and how they evaluate the effectiveness of female leaders.  In 
one particularly interesting study, researchers found that in villages where 
people were exposed to a female leader through a quota system, men 
were more likely to accept female leadership, and subsequent female 
candidates were more likely to get elected in the absence of a quota.[42] 
This decrease in bias extends to internalized, implicit beliefs about gender 
and leadership.  One study showed that women who were exposed to more 
female leaders, either through text descriptions, or in real life, were less likely 
to show less implicit association between men and leadership.[43] The same 
study showed that women who were frequently exposed to female faculty 
by being at a women’s college showed a decreasing association between 
men and leadership as they progressed through college. On the other hand, 
women at a co-educational college showed an increase in their association 
between men and leadership as they progressed through college.[43] This 
research coincides with the phenomenon that despite the fact that only 
2% of college-educated women go to women’s colleges, 13 out of the 95 
women in the 112th congress attended women’s colleges.  This supports the 
assertion that women who have greater exposure to female leadership are 
more likely to feel comfortable with power and become leaders themselves.  
In addition, women at women’s colleges have more opportunities to exert 
their own leadership abilities and have leadership expected of them.  When 
there are no men to take student leadership roles, women are able to 
develop their own identities as leaders.  

“When I dare to be powerful—to use my strength in the service of my 
vision, then it becomes less and less important whether I am afraid.” 
– Audre Lorde



DEPICTIONS OF LEADERSHIP 
– AUTHORITY VS. WORKING TOWARD A GOAL

The qualities of a good leader are not necessarily masculine.  In fact, a 
recent study by Zenger Folkman highlighted in the Harvard Business Review 
found that women were rated more favorably then men in 12 out of the 16 
most important competencies for business leadership.  These included several 
traditionally feminine traits including “Develops Others,” “Builds Relationships,” 
and “Collaboration and Teamwork” as well as more traditionally masculine 
traits such as “Takes Initiative” and “Drives for Results”.[44] Tellingly, none 
of these 16 competencies emphasize the ability to control others or exert 
authority.  

Cultural perceptions and biases might emphasize the importance of authority 
and power for leadership.  People subconsciously still associate the trappings 
of physical prowess with leadership ability, as evidenced by voters’ tendency 
to view tall men as better suited for leadership positions.[45, 46]  However, 
the reality of modern leadership positions require people who are able to 
effectively lead a group of people toward a goal and make optimal use 
of their varying abilities.  This task actually lends itself to more traditionally 
feminine competencies of collaboration and communication.  Bringing 
cultural perceptions of leadership into better alignment with this new reality 
should help attract more women to leadership roles.

The media images society creates and consumes have the ability to 
change some of these cultural perceptions.  Consider two different models 
of leadership in popular television – Gregory House from House, and 
Temperance Brennan from Bones.  Both are considered brilliant leaders in 
WKHLU�ÀHOGV���%RWK�FKDUDFWHUV�OHDG�KLJKO\�TXDOLÀHG�WHDPV��DQG�DUH�VXSSRVHG�
to be educators as well.  However, they lead in completely different ways.  
House is essentially authoritarian.  His subordinates may learn from him, but 
they are mainly there to do his bidding.  He rarely if ever takes any real input 
from his team, despite their talents.  When they do come up with ideas, it is 
generally after he has prompted them in some way, showing that House is 
always two steps ahead of everyone else, the “hero” (and in some ways the 
“villain” of the show).  Brennan, on the other hand, allows the members of her 
team to work with relative autonomy within their respective specialties.  Their 
ÀQGLQJV�DORQJ�ZLWK�KHU�LQVLJKWV�FRPH�WRJHWKHU�WR�IRUP�D�FRPSOHWH�SLFWXUH�
in each episode.  While she is clearly the leader of the group, she respects 
each of her team members’ unique talents and her team is better than the 
sum of its parts.  By showing more collaborative models, like the one in Bones, 
we can help shift cultural perceptions about what makes a good leader, 
SDUWLFXODUO\�LQ�FRPSOH[��NQRZOHGJH�EDVHG�ÀHOGV�WKDW�UHTXLUH�VWURQJ�WHDPV�



RECOMMENDATIONS AND ACTIONS

Recommendations for Media
Show more women in leadership p f ositions.  Exposure to female leaders 
increases the likelihood that girls will view leadership as natural and 
become leaders themselves. It also increases the likelihood that others will 
accept them as leaders. There’s truth to the adage, “you can’t be what 
you can’t see.”

Drive for f  equal representation of women in leadership positions, 
especially in content aimed at children.  By pro-actively showing more 
women in leadership positions, media can play a positive role in moving 
towards greater gender parity and broader participation.

Change the dialogue aroun f d leadership – frame leaders as people 
acting toward a goal rather than people who aspire to power for its own 
sake.

Show a more collaborative  f model of leadership: superiors taking input 
and advice from subordinates in order to create solutions.

Show more men workin f g in the household – everything from cleaning the 
house, changing diapers to leaving work early or staying home when the 
kids are sick. To achieve occupational equality and balanced families, it 
LV�HVVHQWLDO�WKDW�WKH�SRUWUD\DO�RI�PHQ·V�UROHV�DOVR�HYROYHV�WR�UHÁHFW�RXU�QHZ�
reality.

Proactively use resour f ces currently available to media bookers 
DQG�FRQWHQW�SURGXFHUV�WR�KHOS�WKHP�LGHQWLI\�ZHOO�TXDOLÀHG�IHPDOH�
FRPPHQWDWRUV��6KH6RXUFH�DQG�WKH�2S�(G�3URMHFW�VWDQG�UHDG\�WR�KHOS��

Become informed  f by resources and research documented by the 
:RPHQ·V�0HGLD�&HQWHU���6KH�6KRXOG�5XQ�FROODERUDWLYH�SURMHFW��´1DPH�
It. Change It.” Their media guide, The Media Guide to Gender Neutral 
Coverage of Women Candidates + Politicians, shows members of the 
PHGLD��DQG�HYHU\RQH��KRZ�WR�DYRLG�LQMHFWLQJ�VH[LVP�LQWR�WKHLU�RZQ�VWRULHV�
and how to spot sexism in others’ coverage. This guide was created to 
VKRZ�MRXUQDOLVWV�DQG�RWKHU�PHGLD�SURIHVVLRQDOV�KRZ�WKH�XVH�RI�HYHQ�VXEWO\�
sexist language affects a female candidates’ success in the political 
DUHQD��:LWK�WKH�UHOHDVH�RI�WKLV�JXLGH��WKH�´1DPH�,W��&KDQJH�,W�µ�SURMHFW�
hopes to make the use of all sexist language both recognizable and 
unacceptable in politics. The Women’s Media Center’s Media Guide to 
Gender Neutral Coverage of Women Candidates + Politicians features 
groundbreaking research by Celinda Lake on the effect of media sexism 
on women candidates.



The Barbara Lee Family F f oundation has researched and developed 
communications practices women political candidates can employ to 
EHFRPH�PRUH�VXFFHVVIXO�DW�GHÀQLQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�WKH�PHGLD�[47] Media 
GHFLVLRQ�PDNHUV�FDQ�DOVR�EHQHÀW�IURP�IDPLOLDUL]LQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�ZLWK�WKLV�
UHVHDUFK�DQG�XVLQJ�LW�WR�EH�PRUH�EDODQFHG�LQ�WKHLU�UHSRUWLQJ�

(PSKDVL]H�IHPDOH�DJHQF\�LQ�WHOHYLVLRQ�DQG�ÀOP��$V�GHVFULEHG�VR� f well in 
the documentary Miss Representation�ZRPHQ�DUH�RIWHQ�REMHFWLÀHG�DQG�
UREEHG�RI�WKHLU�DJHQF\�RQ�WHOHYLVLRQ�DQG�LQ�ÀOP�[48] 

 

CONCLUSION
:H�QHHG�PRUH�ZRPHQ�LQ�OHDGHUVKLS��1RW�VLPSO\�EHFDXVH�JHQGHU�HTXDOLW\�
LV�D�YDOLG�JRDO�LQ�LWVHOI��EXW�EHFDXVH�RXU�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�DUH�VWURQJHU�ZKHQ�
ZRPHQ�DUH�DGHTXDWHO\�UHSUHVHQWHG�LQ�OHDGHUVKLS��7R�DFKLHYH�WKLV�JRDO��
ZH�PXVW�VWDUW�HDUO\��&XUUHQW�PHGLD�DQG�HQWHUWDLQPHQW�SRUWUD\DOV�RIWHQ�
H[DJJHUDWH�WKH�JHQGHU�JDS�LQ�OHDGHUVKLS��VKRZLQJ�IDU�IHZHU�ZRPHQ�LQ�
SRZHU�WKDQ�DFWXDOO\�H[LVW�LQ�WKH�UHDO�ZRUOG��<RXQJ�JLUOV�QHHG�WR�EH�DEOH�WR�
VHH�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�OHDGHUV�DQG�WKH�PHVVDJHV�WKH\�DUH�H[SRVHG�WR�LQ�WKH�
PHGLD�KDYH�D�GLUHFW�DQG�VLJQLÀFDQW�HIIHFW�RQ�WKHLU�VHOI�SHUFHSWLRQ��7KHLU�
ability to identify with the leadership models that are celebrated in our 
FXOWXUH�LQÁXHQFHV�KRZ�WKH\�SHUFHLYH�OHDGHUVKLS��VSHFLÀFDOO\��KRZ�GHVLUDEOH��
DWWDLQDEOH�DQG�DSSURSULDWH�LW�LV�IRU�WKHP�SHUVRQDOO\��:H�KDYH�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�
WR�VXSSRUW�JLUOV·�LQ�GHYHORSLQJ�WKHLU�RZQ�DXWKHQWLF�OHDGHUVKLS�FDSDELOLWLHV�E\�
HQFRXUDJLQJ�WKHP�WR�XWLOL]H�WKHLU�LQGLYLGXDO�VWUHQJWKV�DQG�DGYDQWDJHV��UDWKHU�
WKDQ�KDYLQJ�WR�ÀW�WKH�PROG�RI�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO��PDVFXOLQH�OHDGHUVKLS�PRGHO��$V�
GHPRQVWUDWHG�LQ�PDQ\�RI�WKH�UHFHQW�VWXGLHV�UHYLHZHG��´IHPLQLQHµ�WUDLWV�UHVXOW�
LQ�JUHDWHU�FROODERUDWLRQ��WHDP�FRKHVLRQ��EDODQFHG�ULVN�WDNLQJ�DQG�RYHUDOO�
SHUIRUPDQFH�H[FHOOHQFH��

Media and entertainment are powerful forces that can positively reframe 
WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�ZKDW�PDNHV�D�JRRG�OHDGHU���HVSHFLDOO\�DW�D�WLPH�ZKHQ�QHZ�
OHDGHUVKLS�PRGHOV�DUH�HPHUJLQJ�WKDW�DUH�PRUH�UHOHYDQW�DQG�HIIHFWLYH�IRU�DQ�
LQQRYDWLRQ�VRFLHW\��%\�HPSKDVL]LQJ�KRZ�OHDGHUVKLS�DQG�SRZHU�VHUYH�D�ODUJHU�
JRDO�UDWKHU�WKDQ�IUDPLQJ�SRZHU�DV�´DXWKRULW\�DQG�FRQWUROµ��DV�WKH�´SRZHU�
WRµ�UDWKHU�WKDQ�´SRZHU�RYHU�µ�ZH�KDYH�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�PDNH�OHDGHUVKLS�
PRUH�DWWUDFWLYH�WR�\RXQJ�ZRPHQ��,Q�GRLQJ�VR��ZH�DOVR�SURPRWH�D�FRQFHSW�
RI�OHDGHUVKLS�WKDW�LV�PRUH�DOLJQHG�ZLWK�VNLOOV�DQG�FDSDELOLWLHV�UHTXLUHG�RI�IXWXUH�
OHDGHUV��GULYLQJ�D�PRUH�HIIHFWLYH�DQG�VXFFHVVIXO�PRGHO�IRU�KRZ�WR�OHDG�DW�DOO�
OHYHOV�LQ�VRFLHW\��ZLWK�EHWWHU�RXWFRPHV�IRU�DOO�

)RU�PRUH�LQIRUPDWLRQ��XSGDWHV��RU�WR�OHDUQ�KRZ�WR�VXSSRUW�RXU�ZRUN��
SOHDVH�FRQWDFW�)(0�,QF��(ZZZ�IHP�LQF�FRP) or Take The Lead (ZZZ�
WDNHWKHOHDGZRPHQ�FRP��

http://www.fem-inc.com
http://www.taketheleadwomen.com
http://www.taketheleadwomen.com
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