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Women in science, engineering and technology are
often poorly represented in the media. The
companion study of UK newspapers, for example,
reveals that five male experts are cited for every
one female and that scientists are sometimes
subject to negative gender stereotypes.

The lack of positive representation of women in
SET may discourage girls and women from training
and working in the field. One way of addressing
this problem might be through the activity of
science media communicators and press officers
working for SET organisations.

This briefing draws on a study by Dr. Tammy Boyce
and Professor Jenny Kitzinger of the Cardiff
University School of Journalism, Media and Cultural
Studies. The team from Cardiff wrote four of five
reports commissioned by the UKRC to explore the
media’s role in representing women in SET.

For this part of the research, 10 science
communication professionals were interviewed to
explore how gender inequalities in media
representations might be addressed.



Findings
Do science media communicators believe they
have a remit to promote women in SET?
Most of the science media communicators had not previously
considered how they might challenge gender inequality in their
work with the media. They are concerned with how scientists are
represented, but this tends to be viewed in gender-neutral terms.
They emphasise the challenges in persuading any scientist to engage
with the media. They are concerned with finding a scientist with the
appropriate expertise who is willing and able to speak to the media
within the required timeframe. The gender of the scientist is low
priority.

‘When the BBC phone you at 12:30 with something for
the 1:00, I’m afraid gender is fairly low down my list of
priorities’.

Press officers are hesitant to be seen as overtly managing any
messages. Most resist the idea that gender might be a
consideration in selecting sources:

‘We choose the best expert for the job – whether it is a
women or a man’.

Gender often only becomes relevant when certain subjects are
under discussion.

‘If a journalist came to me and wanted to talk about
women’s sexual health my personal preference would be
to get a woman scientist to talk about that.’

The media’s role
Science media communicators do not regard journalists as
responsible for the higher media profile given to men in SET.

‘If young women scientists, potential scientists look at the
newspapers or TV and do not see women represented -
that’s not the fault of the media. They’re only working with
what they’ve got.’

However, science media communicators observe uneven or
asymmetrical patterns in when the media considered gender to be
relevant. For example, when putting together a serious TV
documentary, producers often pursue a senior expert to display
‘gravitas’. This might mean that a male scientist is particularly likely
to feature in this sort of output.

‘If you’re dealing with a real heavy-weight current affairs
programme, they want someone with 30 years
experience, that means that you tend to get the white
middle-class male’.

In other cases, communication professionals experience the media
actively seeking to foreground female scientists for specific types of
programmes. These can be the more ‘light weight’ programmes,
those aimed at a younger audience, or focussed on a particular type
of ‘feminine’ subject.

Selective media interest in female scientists can be double-edged.
The danger is that the media will showcase male scientists as
scientists with gravitas, and women scientists will be used when the
story is seen as ‘feminine’ or when the aim is to make science more
‘accessible’. Such asymmetries pose a dilemma for those seeking,
on the one hand, to promote women as ‘normal’ and ‘prestigious’
scientists, and, on the other, to enable women scientists to help to
change the face of traditional science and reach out to new
constituencies. These two agendas are, in a sense, competing.

Is gender segregation within SET to blame?
Science communicators point to one over-riding reason why women
scientists are less prominent in the media – because they are less
prominent in the field.

‘It’s kind of a vicious circle if you like… The media will
reflect the actual situation and not the other way around.’

‘The representation is probably quite naturally biased
towards men just because in academia they tend to be a
higher proportion of researchers at senior positions.’

They also say that sometimes women seemed more reluctant that
men to talk to the media, or take on high profile roles which would
attract media attention. The interviews with female scientists
endorse this view, but also highlight the barriers facing women who
do want to talk to the media, and the way in which a male-
dominated work culture may inhibit women from having
opportunities, and developing confidence and skills in public
speaking.

Press officers believe the most effective way of getting more
women in SET in the media is to get more women in SET, and
encourage them to develop their research and profile.

‘I think it’s more a problem of getting women into
science and having a greater proportion of women in
science which is then going to be reflected in the media.’

But if science media communicators focus exclusively on the low
profile of women in SET in the media as a structural problem
happening somewhere else, then this absolves them of any
responsibility for contributing to transforming the representation.
When they describe the situation as ‘quite naturally biased towards
men’ this suggests no agency for change. Describing it as a ‘vicious
circle’ shows they recognise the complex chain of mutually reinforcing
factors, but offers no reflection on how to ‘break the cycle’.
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Science communication: reflections on a
‘feminised’ profession
Science media communication has in many ways evolved into a
‘woman’s profession’. Science media communicators saw this as
partly due to the different skills that were valued in this field:

‘I think women are better at identifying soft skills than
blokes and have looked around and thought…” I can
communicate, let’s go somewhere where those skills are
valued”’

Science communication was also attractive to women because it
was seen as relatively flexible compared with ‘bench’ science.

In my experience in the science communication field, it is
women like me who have left the bench and gone into
communication… because of flexibility and the hours and
the benefits. For example, I have a small child. It wasn’t
feasible to continue to work in the lab, working odd hours,
and with no clear career progression.’

The science communication field thus includes a high proportion of
women who are well aware of the challenges facing women in SET.
However, at present, it does not seem as if their motivation to
address gender issues is being fully harnessed.

Strategies for change
Science media communicators and their
organisations
Science media communicators and their organisations have an
important role to play in promoting more, and more positive,
representations of women in SET. This goal could be pursued at
several levels.

Science media communicators need the full support of, and
integration within, the bodies for which they work. Science
media communicators need to be positioned to contribute to
improvements at a structural level within their organisation and
be part of long-term and profound changes.

Gender-auditing media work (e.g. analysing who is put up for
interview) would help highlight where improvements can be
made.

The promotion of positive representations of women in SET
could be an explicit part of the job description of science
communicators, with time and resources dedicated to this goal.

Science media communicators could liaise with each other to
explore the challenges of pursuing such goal. They could
compare good practice, share experiences of how to avoid
counterproductive tokenism and discuss ways of challenging
asymmetrical media interest in male and female scientists.

Any SET organisation seeking to challenge the 'representation'
of women in the media can review their own literature, for
example, leaflets, websites, exhibitions (e.g. in collaboration
with science museums) and displays within their own buildings.

SET bodies and others seeking to encourage
women to engage with the media
As many science media communicators point out, unless women in
SET are willing to talk to journalists then it is hard to change their
profile in the media. This could be addressed in these ways.

Backing for women in SET from their organisations and
employers. If women in SET are fully integrated, and
represented in their professional organisations then they may
be more willing to engage with the media when encouraged to
do so by that organisation. In addition, if employers (e.g.
university departments) had objectives to encourage female
scientists to talk to the media this could also increase the pool
on which press officers could draw.

Opportunities for women for public speaking. Support for
women scientists at every level of public speaking may help
women incrementally to develop skills and confidence in
speaking to the media. Encouraging women to ‘take the floor’
in a range of ways from debating in meetings to public
speaking are all important strategies. Organisations also need
to challenge the ‘old boy’s network’ and ensure that women in
SET are included in all events which might attract media
attention.

Training explicitly reflecting on gender issues in the work
place and in the media. Training should not be regarded as a
panacea. However traditional media and workplace skills
training could address gender issues through women-only
sessions and opportunities for men to reflect on how they
engage in debate in the workplace and at conferences. For
example, do they contribute to, or undermine an atmosphere
that encourages diverse voices to be heard?

Mary Anning (1799 – 1847) - an early British fossil collector
and paleontologist
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