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 Executive Summary 

 

In this report, we detail research into the representation of women in science, engineering 
and technology (SET) within online media. The context for this research is both the rapid 
expansion in the production and use of the internet and the ongoing under-representation 
of women within SET fields, particularly physics, computing and engineering. 

The research involved data collection and analysis from websites, web authors and young 
web users. We monitored SET content across 16 websites. Eight sites were generalist: 
BBC, Channel 4, Sky TV, The Guardian, The Daily Mail, Wikipedia, YouTube and Twitter. 
Eight sites were SET-specific: New Scientist, Bad Science, The Science Museum, The 
Natural History Museum, Neuroskeptic Blog, Science – so what? So Everything, Watt‟s Up 
With That? Blog and RichardDawkins.net. We interviewed six web authors involved in the 
sites analysed. We asked them to speak about their role and organisation, their use of the 
internet, and their views of SET and of gender and SET. We also carried out six group 
interviews with a total of 32 young web users. Four of the group interviews were carried 
out with 16+ students in schools and two with university students. We asked web users to 
speak about their use of the internet, and their views of SET and of gender and SET. We 
also asked participants to respond to some extracts from the websites that we analysed. 

Our key finding from our monitoring of representations across 16 websites is that online 
science informational content is male dominated in that far more men than women are 
present. Examining the representations of women in SET and comparing these with those 
of men, we found that these women are: 

 Subject to muting of their „voices‟. This includes instances where SET women are 
pictured but remain anonymous and instances where they are used, mainly as 
science journalists, to ventriloquise other‟s people scientific work. 

 Subject to clustering in specific SET fields and website sections, particularly those 
about „feminine‟ subjects or specifically about women. The relative expansiveness 
of web space compared with „traditional media‟ allows this online „female‟ presence 
that positively links women with SET. However, it also contributes to their 
construction as women in SET and thus to their continued marginalisation. 

 Associated with „feminine‟ attributes and activities, notably as caring, demonstrating 
empathy with children and animals and as close to nature rather than to the 
physical world which is associated with masculinity. 

 Predominantly White, middle-class, able-bodied and heterosexual.  

 Peripheral to the main story and subordinated as students, young scientists, 
relatives of a male scientist and/or less likely than men to take an active role, such 
as conducting an experiment. Some facets of this are specific to online media. For 
example, we found less hyperlinking of women‟s than men‟s names in online SET. 

 Discussed in terms of appearance, personality, sexuality and personal 
circumstances more often than men, in ways that detract from their scientific 
contributions and position them in the private domestic sphere. In particular, the 
extent of the sexualisation of women in SET is greater than that found in similar 
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studies conducted in „traditional media‟ and is linked to the prominence of user-
generated content online. 

 More generally, constructed in ways that relocate them in the private domestic 
sphere, detract from their scientific contribution, and associate them, more often 
than men, with the new category of „bad science‟. 

Overall, our analysis shows that online constructions of women in SET lack diversity, and 
are dominated by a few archetypal portrayals. Among these, key emerging figures are the 
young female SET communicator and the bad woman scientist. 

Our key findings from our six individual interviews of web authors and six group interviews 
of web users are that: 

 The internet is central to the provision of SET information, with representations 
being a co-production between „authors‟ and „users‟ and practices also reflecting a 
convergence between web authoring and web use.  

 Web authors show a significant level of gender awareness in offline and online SET, 
although they also hold diverse views of gender. However, they tend to see 
themselves as part of cultures of journalism or science and to use associated 
criteria to select material. This mitigates against using equity as a criterion for 
representation despite their gender awareness. 

 SET is largely „black-boxed‟, that is, it is understood as a method separate from 
those who conduct it, both the views of web authors and of web users. This creates 
a narrow version of SET with insiders and outsiders and separates gender from 
SET and contradicts how gender enters into participants‟ images of scientists. 

 Web authors‟ views on gender and SET act to position online media as not a site of 
intervention. This happens in two ways. First, many understand the reasons for 
gender differences in offline SET as outside of SET. Second, they generally view 
online representations as a reflection of offline contexts. 

 Editorial decisions within online SET were largely individual decisions, rather  than 
the result of the implementation of institutional policies and guidelines. Thus, they 
were the province of the journalistic and scientific criteria identified above, and/or of 
personal judgements about „appropriateness‟. 

 Web users produce diverse „readings‟ of websites. Some group interview 
participants produced critical and gender aware accounts of online SET texts, while 
others generated examples of sexism arising from „laddish‟ behaviours, paralleling 
the gender regimes of some websites. 
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 Chapter 1: Research Context 

1.1 Introduction 

There is a persistent and well-documented pattern of under-representation of women 
working within the fields of science, engineering and technology (SET) in the UK, and a 
concentration of women in less prestigious and less rewarded SET occupations (Phipps, 
2008). In the UK, research and action by the UKRC and others have sought to understand 
and address the causes of the under-representation of women. 

Although many factors are involved in educational and employment choices, previous 
research has shown the key influence of the media on young people‟s subject and career 
choices, especially, but not only, in relationship to SET fields (Archer and Francis, 2006; 
Mendick et al., 2008a; Mendick et al., 2008b; North East Wales Institute of Higher 
Education, 2005; Whitelegg et al., 2007; Williams and Mendick, 2008). What emerges 
strongly from this body of work is that young people now make subject and career choices 
which they feel fit with their identity. As such, the image they get of different fields from the 
media and the way that this image is seen to fit, or not, with other aspects of their identity, 
including gender, are of crucial importance. 

While some research has explored these issues in relation to representations of men and 
women in SET within „traditional media‟ (those media existing prior to digitalisation, such 
as film, television, newspapers and books) (Flicker, 2003; Haran et al., 2008; Kitzinger et 
al., 2008a; Kitzinger et al., 2008b), none has yet looked at the expanding and 
heterogeneous terrain of the world wide web. This report details the first systematic study 
of the construction of women in SET within online media and of how these constructions 
interact with young people‟s constructions of SET fields and people who work in them. 

1. 2 Gender and SET 

The male dominance of SET has a long history. The emergence of modern science in the 
16th and 17th centuries was marked by the exclusion of women from access to science 
institutions and lack of recognition for their work (Wertheim, 1997). These days, in the UK 
as in most of the Western world, women have been granted formal entry to all SET 
institutions and to all areas of the curriculum. Yet, subject choice remains strongly 
gendered with girls and women much more likely than boys and men to opt out of key SET 
areas of study and employment, notably: physics, engineering and computing (Danielsson, 
2009; Murphy and Whitelegg, 2006; Walker, 2001). Among those who study a SET-related 
subject at university, women are less likely to take employment in this area following 
graduation. And as they progress through the ranks, the proportion of women declines still 
further. For example, in 2006-07 women represented 30% of researchers and 25% of 
lecturers in SET in UK higher education, but only 18% of senior lecturers and a mere 8% 
of professors (UKRC, 2009). 

The situation of women in science is on the agenda of many governments and 
international organisations, including the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the European Commission. In the UK, it is a key part 
of the New Labour Government‟s current STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and 
Mathematics) agenda (Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency, 2007). The 
rationale for promoting women in SET brings together concerns for social justice and 
economic competitiveness. 
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The UKRC has been at the forefront of such work. It is the government‟s lead organisation 
for the provision of advice, services and policy consultation regarding the under-
representation of women in science, engineering, technology and the built environment. 
Through this study, we support the work of the UKRC by providing systematic evidence on 
gender differences in the representations of women in SET within online media. 

1. 3 Gender in media images of SET 

Previous research into gender and representations of STEM in „traditional media‟ has 
identified a strong relationship with masculinity. Women in SET are rarely central to the 
story. When they are visible in factual and fictional narratives, their status as a scientist is 
often shown as conflicting with a traditional feminine identity. For example, much greater 
emphasis is placed upon their appearance than for men and adopting a traditional 
femininity is often presented as threatening their scientific credibility. Similarly taking on the 
identity of the „mad‟ or „geeky‟ (male) scientist is often seen as unsuitable for a woman 
(Flicker, 2003; Haran et al., 2008; Kitzinger et al., 2008a; Kitzinger et al., 2008b; Mendick 
et al., 2008b).  

Previous UKRC funded research into the representations of women in SET occupations in 
newspapers, television and film recommended that similar work be conducted on the 
internet (Kitzinger et al., 2008b), hence this study. While our focus is on women in SET, as 
the research outlined briefly here clearly shows, gender is a relational concept, and so our 
approach compares men and women in SET. In comparing our study with this earlier work 
in Chapter 3 we are able to point to some specific problems and possibilities of the 
internet. 

1. 4 Online media 

In contemporary society, young people are increasingly constructed as consumers of 
manufactured goods, public services and cultural products: “Consumer-media culture has 
taught [children] to produce identities, weave social bonds and display and sustain 
differences through consumption” (Kenway and Bullen, 2001:139-40). In June 2009, it was 
estimated that 80% of the population of the UK were internet users, a figure which 
continues to rise rapidly and which is much higher among young people (Internet World 
Stats, 2009).  

Online media are changing both the ways that people access information in general (for 
example, the switch from printed to online newspapers and to accessing news from a mix 
of „professional‟ and „amateur‟ sources), and the ways that they access information from 
„traditional media‟ in particular (for example, the prevalence of watching television on 
demand, downloading/streaming films, music and podcasts). They have introduced a 
range of new genres, notably: blogs (web logs), vlogs (video web logs), wikis (most 
notably, Wikipedia), social-networking sites (for example, Facebook, Bebo, MySpace, 
Twitter) and photograph and video sharing sites (most notably, Flickr and YouTube). These 
are part of Web 2.0: that is, websites which facilitate interactive sharing, user-centred 
design and user-authored content: “What these all have in common is an orientation 
towards collaborative content creation, using the networking and linking features of the 
Internet itself” (Wakeford and Cohen, 2008: 308-9). 
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1. 5 Media convergence 

Web 2.0 sites exist alongside websites produced to accompany „traditional media‟, such as 
the dedicated websites for print newspapers and television channels. However, there is 
increasing convergence of these forms, as media outputs operate across multiple 
platforms. For example, the BBC website includes blogs attached to particular 
programmes (see: BBC Blog Network, 2010) and games that are largely independent of 
their programming (for example, Adventure Rock). Similarly, print newspapers and 
magazines now commission online-only content and have interactive sites where „readers‟ 
can author material.  

Thus convergence is not solely a technological process. It is also cultural and social, 
altering the audience and content of „traditional media‟. Allan‟s (2006) work traces a range 
of manifestations of this. For example: news stories, initially abandoned by the mainstream 
media as of no interest or as not meeting traditional journalistic standards, re-appear after 
gathering momentum in their circulation via blogs; people seek out first-person, on-the-
ground, amateur coverage of news in preference to professional reporting, then these 
citizen journalist accounts are appropriated by professional journalists; newspapers and 
television channels that have developed a niche audience in terms of their nationality, 
political beliefs, and so on, now find their freely-available content finding a new, broader 
audience with different expectations.  

Media convergence is also altering the relationship between production and use - for, in an 
interactive domain, all use is, on some level, also production. While 
readers/viewers/listeners have never passively absorbed information produced by media 
such as newspapers and television (Moreau et al., 2010), they are now able to participate 
in online communities of users who are also generating online content, thus increasingly 
blurring the boundaries between the user/consumer and the producer, the reader and the 
writer, the professional and the amateur. To capture this we sometimes use the term 
„produser‟ in this report. This word blurs and blends the words „producer‟ and „user‟ (Bruns 
2007 in Wakeford and Cohen, 2008). For us it captures some aspects of the changing 
roles within media convergence that terms such as „user-generated content‟ do not for they 
maintain the category of users separate from web authors. 

A recent report by the Science and the Media Expert Group similarly noted “the amazing 
transformation of journalism by the recent explosion in new technologies, social 
networking and the ever-changing nature of the web” (2010: 42, original emphasis). Their 
report highlighted that “it is crucial for the government and scientific community to get to 
grips with these developments and seize on their potential to impact on the way science 
stories are covered”. However, they did “not have the time or space” to explore this. 
Similarly they found that the boundaries between professional and amateur sources were 
blurring:  

We initially made a decision to rule out the explosion of direct-to-the-public science 
communication by way of websites, blogging, tweeting etc and concentrate on 
science communicated through journalism in mainstream media settings. However, 
this clear division was challenged when we discovered that some direct-to-the-
public science communication is taking the form of journalism, employing journalists 
and presenting itself as journalism. Similarly when science journalists and press 
officers start to blog or tweet, or the subject of scientists tweeting becomes a news 
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story, the lines between mainstream and alternative media become blurred. 
(Science and the Media Expert Group, 2010: 7) 

 

Rather than incorporate this blurring within their work, they chose to attempt to maintain 
the boundaries and limited themselves to “address[ing] some of the new more journalistic 
ventures ... taking place within the scientific community” (2010: 7).  

In contrast, within this research, we have explored the representations of women and men 
in SET across this complex contemporary media environment. We pursued this exploration 
within a range of informational online texts, through a spectrum from „official‟ to „indie‟ and 
with different levels and modes of user-involvement. We then carried out individual 
interviews with web authors and group interviews with „young‟ web users. However, our 
questions to participants acknowledged that we all now occupy hybrid positions as 
„produsers‟. In the next Chapter we outline our methodological approach turning first to the 
texts and then to the web authors and users. The discussion there is detailed to allow 
other researchers access and assess our methods. Those who would rather get straight to 
the research findings could move directly to Chapter 3. 
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 Chapter 2: Methodology 

2. 1 Introduction 

The research discussed in this report sets analysis of website texts alongside the views of 
website producers and users. We sampled and analysed content from sixteen online 
informational websites using a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches to 
monitor representations of people in SET. We then carried out six semi-structured 
interviews with website authors drawn from the sample websites and six semi-structured 
group interviews with young website users. As we discussed earlier, many of the 
distinctions between producers and consumers have broken down. However, there remain 
some important differences. For example, being a Guardian journalist is different in many 
respects from posting a video on YouTube: the former is a paid professional role and a 
profit-driven activity that involves working across online and offline media as 
representative of a media brand with an international reputation. We thus tried to get a 
variety within the two groups and found overlap at the edges with an amateur blogger 
featuring among the „producers‟ and among the „users‟.  

In this Chapter we discuss in detail our research methods, discussing the reasons for the 
choices we made. We begin with our sampling and analysis of online texts and then 
discuss the individual interviews with web authors and the group interviews with web 
users. 

2. 2 The website sample 

The sample websites were selected on the basis that:  

 one of their purposes is informational  

 they attract a mass audience 

 they provide an interesting variety of style and content in their approaches to SET 

We gave priority to UK-based online media but included some sites that have a distributed 
global authorship and with a significant audience in the UK. Half of the sixteen sites were 
large generalist websites and half were science specialist websites. Five of the generalist 
sites were tied to „traditional media‟ – the UK-based TV channels BBC, Channel 4, Sky 
and the UK-based newspapers The Daily Mail and The Guardian - and three were key 
Web 2.0 sites - YouTube, Wikipedia and Twitter. The eight science specialist websites 
were a mix of: science journalism sites tied to „traditional‟ media - New Scientist and the 
Bad Science blog - other specialist science education sites - Science - so what? So 
Everything, The Natural History Museum and The Science Museum - and „amateur‟ blogs 
and forums - RichardDawkins.net, Neuroskeptic and Watts Up With That?. Appendix 1 
contains a list of the sites with a specific rationale for the inclusion of each. 

Because of the time constraints we could only sample a small section of the content of 
each of these sixteen websites. We applied some general principles in selecting the 
sample material. We focused on recent material and prioritised popular content, while also 
looking at some less used parts of sites which were particularly relevant to issues of 
gender. Our work is clearly constrained by the material we decided to include and, in 
particular, the sampling dates. Although popularity, in the sense of having a mass 
audience, is an important criterion, our prioritisation of this meant that we were unable to 
include many of the more original representations of women in SET. A study of these 
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would be important to thinking further about what „positive‟ representations might look like. 
Moreover, the presentation of SET content (and not just the presentation of scientists) is 
often marked by gender, for example, through its association with „masculine‟ or „feminine‟ 
activities or ways of being. Although, we paid some attention to this, our starting point was 
the people doing the science. 

On generalist sites, we used searches and sitemaps to identify areas dealing with SET. 
The three vast Web 2.0 sites proved the most difficult in this respect. In each case, we 
isolated small „sections‟ of the websites which enabled us to compare representations of 
women and men in SET. For example, on Twitter we searched for all tweets featuring three 
well known female scientists (Ada Lovelace, Susan Greenfield, Alice Roberts) and three, 
comparable, well known male scientists (Charles Babbage, Richard Dawkins, Robert 
Winston) across two six-day periods. On the science specialist sites, we began with the 
most recent and/or most prominent material. However, we prioritised website-only content 
and supplemented this with other material that was particularly useful to our focus on 
women and men in SET, such as the New Scientist‟s Big Wide World blogs, posts from six 
recent science graduates on life after university. When we looked at articles, YouTube 
videos, blog posts and so on, we analysed both the „primary‟ text and user comments. 
Further details of these sampling processes can be found in Appendix 2. 

2. 3 Identifying SET workers online 

A further subtlety was that the definition of „scientist‟, although never stated explicitly, 
varied significantly between websites. On sites based largely around peer-reviewed 
articles, the definition of scientist tended, in effect, to be narrower than on sites like Bad 
Science. This latter site is a blog discussing the „misuse‟ of science, where the key 
distinction is between people who do not follow evidence (the „bad scientists‟ implied in the 
blog‟s name) and those who do (by contrast, presumably, „good scientists‟), rather than 
between those with particular qualifications or employment status. 

In ethnographic spirit, we used an understanding of scientist in tune with the website we 
were looking at. However, in general, we were oriented towards a broad conception of 
„scientist‟ for both pragmatic and theoretical reasons. Pragmatically, there are many 
borderline categories - such as, science policy, public engagement of science, technology 
management - and many people move between these and more clear-cut SET careers. 
Further, there is often insufficient information on a website to identify to what extent 
someone mentioned can be identified as a „scientist‟. 

Theoretically, just as the internet is taking journalism out of newsrooms and newspapers 
and blurring distinctions between amateur and professional journalists, it is taking science 
out of laboratories and textbooks and blurring distinctions between amateur and 
professional scientists. As Donna Haraway put it: “All the actors in technoscience are not 
scientists and engineers, and scientists and engineers are an unruly lot. … Perhaps most 
important, technoscience should not be narrated or engaged only from the points of view 
of those called scientists and engineers” (Haraway, 1997: 50). Similarly, Bruno Latour 
draws our attention to the large number of people involved in „technoscience‟ and suggests 
“tracing an empirical and variable limit” between those on the „inside‟ and the „outside‟ 
(Latour, 1987: 159).  

Further, our approach was framed within cultural studies and aimed to examine the 
circulation of meanings about people in SET (du Gay et al., 1997). Within this internet texts 
are not seen as representing or reflecting a „reality‟, of science and scientists, separate 
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from them, but as having a role in constructing reality. Since, effectively, decisions about 
what counts as science, engineering and technology are made through the interaction of 
users with texts, we also explored the question of what counts as science within the group 
interviews with web users. This is in line with our conception of „users‟ as critical viewers 
(Buckingham and Bragg, 2004) who do not passively absorb content, but actively make 
meaning (Hall, 1973). 

2. 4 The website analysis 

The website analysis can be broadly described as content analysis. However, content 
analysis is usually a limited and entirely quantitative approach. Along with others, we see 
the division between qualitative and quantitative methods as an unhelpful and gendered 
one (Jayaratne and Stewart, 1991; Oakley, 2000). Thus we combined a counting exercise 
with the collection of qualitative data about the representations within our sample. 

We monitored all occurrences of men and women in SET. Using an analytical grid, we 
noted key features of each representation including aspects of appearance and 
personality, SET area, reason for inclusion in the website, and any markers of status, 
social class, ethnicity and age. As far as they were applicable, we included the categories 
employed in earlier work on „traditional media‟ (Kitzinger et al., 2008a) in order to facilitate 
comparisons between representations in print and online media. The full list of categories 
is given in Appendix 3. These data have allowed us to focus on the collections of 
meanings - or discourses - through which the representations are constructed, for 
example, seeing scientists as „geeky‟, intelligent, high earning, authoritative, crazy, and so 
on. This dual approach has allowed us to identify which discourses of women scientists 
are produced through the interactions between texts, authors and readers, how these 
gendered discourses interact with class, ethnicity, age and other social structures, and to 
quantify them. 

Our tailoring of the methodological approach to each site raises issues for comparing 
across websites and for generalising our findings. However, for the reasons discussed 
above, a uniform approach would not have produced useful data. In a world of increasingly 
diversified media, this diversity must be incorporated into the methodology of any research 
that seeks to make sense of online domains. Through the approach outlined above, we 
are able, for each website, to look at differences in the occurrences of men and women in 
SET in relation to their frequency, centrality, positioning and general portrayal. So, while 
we cannot compare like with like, we can compare these aspects across sites and look at 
overarching patterns. Through the examples we give to support our analyses, we hope 
that readers will be able to relate our work to their own experiences. 

2. 5 The web author interviews 

Where possible we contacted the 16 websites sampled to tell them about the study and 
invite them to identify someone to be interviewed. Our sample of web authors was 
assembled pragmatically in response to those who took up this invitation. Among the web 
authors, we interviewed four women and two men, with the interviews lasting between 
about 20 and 40 minutes. Two interviews were carried out face-to-face, and four over the 
telephone. The people we spoke to worked in a range of settings, as professional 
journalists, amateur journalists and web editors, with some having a distinctive 
technological or educational focus. However, five out of the six worked in science-specific 
contexts and all were attached to formal organisations. These limits arise partly because 
practically it proved impossible to isolate „authors‟ for Web 2.0 sites where all substantive 
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content is user-generated. A complete list is given in Appendix 8. While we would not claim 
that their views are representative either of the organisations for which they worked or of 
web authors more generally, there are patterns within their responses that can tell us 
something about the production of online images of people in SET. 

The interviews covered four broad areas: general information on the website and the 
author‟s background; their views on SET and those who work in SET; how the author 
relates to their „users‟, including their idea of a typical user and their experience of using 
other related sites; and their gender awareness in relation to women in SET online and 
offline. The complete interview schedule is given in Appendix 4. 

It took considerable persistence to secure these interviews. We understand the difficulties 
we had in securing interviews as related to a number of factors: the intensified pressures 
on those working in professional journalism in the current climate, the pressures of 
someone attempting to maintain an amateur blog alongside a day job, the short timescale 
of the project, and the distributed authorship of many websites both within organisations 
and through the outsourcing of content-production. For many amateurs, there may be a 
feeling that gender is not relevant to their work. As one blogger, who did not want to be 
interviewed, put it in an email: “I don‟t think of my readers in terms of men and women, at 
least not consciously. I confess that I‟ve not really given the issue much thought”.  

2. 6 The web user group interviews 

We conducted six group interviews of four to six young people each (32 people in total) 
who use online media. The group interviews lasted between about 30 and 60 minutes, 
determined by external time constraints. Having no more than six participants in the 
groups allowed space for all of them to contribute to the discussion and made it possible, 
within the analysis, to look at the views of individuals within the group. Participants were 
diverse in terms of ethnicity (15 White, 7 Asian, 5 Black, 4 Mixed Heritage and 1 Other). 

Four of the groups involved school students aged 16-19 and two involved university 
students aged 18-28. The school groups were carried out in two 11-19 comprehensives 
schools located in London and Peterborough. These offer contrasting geographical 
spaces. Participants in the school groups were selected by our contacts at each site. We 
asked them to create diverse groups and in particular to include some participants who 
had chosen to study science and some who had chosen not to. The school groups were 
single-gender - two all male groups and two all female groups. There was a dual rationale 
for this. First, internet use is gendered (Holloway & Valentine 2002). Second, in our 
previous experiences of conducting mixed gender group interviews in schools some boys 
can dominate the discussion.  

The two university groups were mixed gender involving a combination of five women and 
six men. One group of education undergraduates took place in a London university and 
one group of science PGCE1 students took place in a university in Southern England and 
outside of London. We chose to interview groups of students who were on courses 
together on the grounds that this would make them more comfortable with each other. We 
also chose one group with a background and future involving SET and one group who had 

                                                 
 
1. Postgraduate Certificate in Education: In the UK, a one-year training programme in teaching for those holding  
    a degree. 
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chosen an interdisciplinary programme involving history, sociology and creative arts, but 
no SET content. 

The group interviews covered four areas: participants‟ internet usage, their views of 
science and technology, their views of people who work in SET, and their attitudes to 
related gender issues. Following approaches that we used successfully in previous 
studies, we employed active methods where participants are asked to respond to and 
engage creatively with media texts (Mendick et al., 2008a; Williams and Mendick, 2008). 
Specifically, we showed participants three YouTube videos featuring Coca-Cola and 
Mentos explosions2 and some images from the Science Museum‟s “online stuff” page. The 
group interview schedule is included in Appendix 5. Here we were interested in exploring 
how people „read‟ online media, where reading is understood as “an active process of 
decoding or interpretation, not simply a passive process of „reception‟ or „consumption‟ of 
messages” (Morley, 1992: 76). This is in line with the blurring between users and 
producers discussed in Chapter 1. 

All groups got very engaged with the discussion, with all participants taking part. However, 
interactions in the school groups did indeed differ by gender. In the Peterborough male 
group, some participants did not stay seated and interrupted the flow of the discussion. In 
the London male group, three participants initially giggled when asked about internet 
usage and one prompted another to give a “dirty” response. When the researcher asked 
directly about this, uniform denials followed and their talk returned to Facebook. 

We explained the nature of the research to all participants and obtained their informed 
consent to take part. In order to ensure participant confidentiality we have used 
pseudonyms throughout and removed or changed any other features which could identify 
individuals or institutions. London group interview participants chose their own 
pseudonyms with others being assigned by the researchers. 

2. 7 Interview analysis 

The interviews were audio-recorded using a single microphone. They were transcribed by 
a professional agency and then reviewed by the researchers to check for accuracy and to 
attribute comments to speakers. The data were then thematically analysed using a 
qualitative data software analysis package (NVivo). A coding structure was created 
combining themes arising from the questions we asked such as „image of users‟ and ones 
that came up in the interviews such as „current media context‟. The full details of these are 
given in Appendices 5 and 6. Data relating to each of the codes were assigned to the 
appropriate category using the software. This involved going through every transcript and 
coding the different sections under the relevant themes. A „coding report‟ was then 
produced for every theme and we summarised the findings for all relevant themes. 

In the next two chapters we explore the key findings from our data collection and analysis, 
turning first to the online texts and then to the „produser‟ interviews. In line with the 
theoretical position detailed in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2, we do not seek to establish a 
direct, causal, linear effect of online science content on individuals and their decisions. 
Instead we recognise the multiplicity of influences on young people and seek to 

                                                 
2. Diet Coke + Mentos Science for Children - Cullen‟s Abc‟s (www.youtube.com/watch?v=7B1j5A10_uM); Mentos  
    and OTHER sodas (www.youtube.com/watch?v=rIMp9tJz1hA); Tricking nanna with diet coke and Mentos 
    (www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rpWOeMV10w) 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rIMp9tJz1hA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rpWOeMV10w
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understand the role of online texts within the cultural circulation of discourses of gender 
and SET. 

 



11 

 Chapter 3: Representations of Women in SET in online 
‘texts’ 

3. 1 Introduction 

In this Chapter, we consider constructions of women in SET in online „texts‟ (websites). 
Our objective is to provide an overview of these constructions in the 16 sampled websites. 
However, as noted in Chapter 2, because of the diversity of the sites, both in terms of 
content and format and because of the related need to tailor the sampling of texts to each 
site, there are limits to such generalisations. Thus we also look at each site as a case 
study exploring it in its specificity and identifying commonalities and differences across 
sites.  

As discussed in the previous Chapter, we used a mixed qualitative and quantitative 
approach, with data analysed thematically and entered into a spreadsheet each time an 
occurrence of a female or male in SET was found. This allowed us to count and to 
describe the presence of women in SET. For example, we looked at occurrences of 
women in SET, at the context of these occurrences (in which type of text, in which section 
of the website, who was the author), who were the women scientists mentioned, their 
centrality to the piece, their role, any mention of identity markers (gender, social class, 
ethnicity, age, disability), as well as any other information provided (both in relation to their 
work and to other aspects of their lives). As, in this research, gender is conceptualised as 
relational (that is that „women‟ as a category only exist in relation to „men‟, and vice versa), 
information about men in SET was also entered in the database. This allows us to 
compare discourses of women in SET with discourses of men in SET. 

In this Chapter, we refer to the specific websites that we analysed. We have chosen to 
name the sampled websites as we want the data to be contextualised so that the reader 
can refer to the source material to make up their own views. Also, given the search 
facilities on the internet it was not possible to meaningfully anonymise the sites. Although 
some of our analysis is critical of the sites, we were impressed both by the high quality of 
much of the online material and by the thoughtful views on gender and SET of the web 
authors we interviewed (see Chapter 4). The sample websites were selected on the basis 
of sampling criteria detailed in Chapter 2, and not because of the ways that they represent 
women in SET. We would suggest that, had we chosen different sites, we would have 
found similar patterns. Thus, we want to point to the wider social forces which sustain 
problematic representations of women in SET even within many organisations which are 
committed to a progressive agenda. 

3. 2 The number of women in SET online 

A, perhaps the, key pattern within the sampled pages is the low number of women in SET. 
On all the sampled websites, women represent a minority of named SET participants, with, 
however, important variations across websites. On some websites, we found no 
occurrence of women in SET. For example, all of the 14 people in SET identified on the 
sampled pages of the RichardDawkins.net website were men, and so were all 29 of those 
mentioned on the sampled pages of the Channel 4 website.  

One striking example of this exclusion, taken from Channel 4, is of particular interest. The 
website includes a collection of articles in which scientists were able to contribute ideas to 
tackle climate change (“ten ideas to save the planet”). It is claimed on the website that 
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“hundreds of scientists across various fields of expertise to sound-out their opinions”3 had 
been emailed. Scientists‟ answers are described as “a tsunami of technological thought, 
which we‟ve been struggling to keep up with”. There were so many that somebody had to 
be hired to deal with the answers and post them online. Despite this and despite 
anecdotally reporting on an unnamed female lecturer who had written to say that she 
would like to circulate the call to doctoral students in her department, no woman scientist 
was named in the sampled segments of this collection.  

In contrast to this, we found some websites featuring a small but significant proportion of 
women in SET. For example, out of 35 people in SET identified on the sampled pages of 
the Guardian website, seven were women. On the Natural History Museum website, out of 
25 identified, 10 were women. However, in many instances this presence was 
characterised by processes of muting and clustering which we discuss next. 

3.3 The muting of women in SET online 

The muting of women in SET happens when anonymous women are pictured to illustrate a 
piece, for „ornamental‟ purposes. This was a common pattern on the websites we have 
analysed. For example, at the top of the Wikipedia entry on Scientists, there is a picture of 
(mainly women) scientists conducting laboratory work.4 This is a decorative and muted 
presence: none is named and all look similar, both in terms of what they are doing and in 
terms of their appearance. This contrasts with the many references to and portraits of 
named men scientists on the same webpage. Although this picture means that there is a 
female presence, it risks reinforcing oppositions between women and men, associating 
them with beauty and intellect respectively, drawing on an opposition between body and 
mind that is deeply routed in Western thought (Lloyd, 1993). 

In other instances, women scientists are used to ventriloquise other people‟s (mainly 
men‟s) work; so while they voice SET developments, their own voice as SET participants is 
muted. Notable examples of women talking about science, both taken from the BBC 
website, include Aleks Krotosky (a psychologist and the presenter of The Virtual 
Revolution, a BBC broadcast about the World Wide Web)5 and „Nina‟ (from Nina and the 
Neurons, a children‟s broadcast, also on the BBC).6 Similarly, in the articles/blogs from the 
New Scientist homepage which we analysed, women were disproportionately represented 
as science journalists versus scientists (two of four versus none of two).7 This can be 
problematic as it risks reinforcing the position of women as communicators, educators and 
more generally, transmitters of knowledge, while men continue to be associated with 
knowledge production. The research on „traditional media‟ by Liz Whitelegg and 
colleagues (2007) resulted in similar findings. However, looking more positively, this at 
least links women with SET. 

3. 4 The clustering of women in SET online 

The online presence of women in SET also clusters in particular sections of the websites. 
For example, while we identified only seven mentions of women scientists compared with 
28 men on the sampled pages of the Guardian website, three of these were in a single 
article (a piece about Jane Goodall, also including some references to Dian Fossey and 

                                                 
3. http://www.channel4.com/news/article.jsp?id=3431097, accessed 11 February 2010. 
4. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scientists, accessed 9 March 2010. 
5. http://www.bbc.co.uk/virtualrevolution/about.shtml, accessed 29 January 2010. 
6. http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00kr8sz, accessed 29 January 2010. 
7. http://www.newscientist.com/, accessed 9 March 2010. 

http://www.channel4.com/news/article.jsp?id=3431097
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scientists
http://www.bbc.co.uk/virtualrevolution/about.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00kr8sz
http://www.newscientist.com/
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Birute Galdikas).8 This may reflect the fact that some areas of SET are seen as more 
appropriate for women and/or more compatible with a „feminine‟ identity. In that particular 
case, communication skills and developing relationships, usually considered as feminine 
traits, may have contributed to making primatology and anthropology acceptable areas of 
work for women, compared with, for example, physics or computer programming. This 
clustering may also be due to the gender awareness of particular journalists (as we show 
in the next Chapter, there is considerable variation in approaches to gender and 
representation among web authors). However, this should be treated with caution, as a 
strong presence of women scientists is not necessarily associated with equitable treatment 
(see our comments about an article on Susan Greenfield below). 

A key aspect of the clustering of women in SET relates to the concentration of women in 
sections specifically dedicated to them. This is in sharp contrast with their absence from 
„mainstream‟ sections. For example, an analysis of the Scientists entry of the Wikipedia 
website highlighted women‟s limited presence.9 Out of the 32 scientists named in this 
entry, only one was a woman (Mary Somerville, who died in 1872). It is worth mentioning 
that on the day the sampling was done, a woman scientist was given high prominence on 
the Science Portal page of Wikipedia: along with a picture, direct access to the entry on 
Rosalind Franklin was provided. However, this is an intermittent presence on the Wikipedia 
Science Portal. Of the twenty-two scientists who appear in rotation in that space, only two 
are women (the other being Maria Mitchell). Yet, Wikipedia includes a specific entry on 
“Women In Science” (rather than “Women Scientists”).10 Furthermore, there is a significant 
male presence in the Wikipedia entry on Women in Science, as their relationships with 
other men (partner, father, collaborator, often scientists themselves) are mentioned. 
Similarly, while Ada Lovelace attracted an enthusiastic following on Twitter (second only to 
Richard Dawkins among the six people we sampled), nearly all tweets featuring her 
remarked on her being a woman programmer or sought to use her person to promote 
women in technology.11  

These examples are partly the positive outcome of years of campaigning for women‟s 
rights in general and for women in SET in particular. They are also made possible by the 
different editorial practices within online media and by the expansiveness of web space 
whereas, for „traditional media‟, editorial and space constraints tend to be more restrictive. 
However, they remain problematic as they mark women scientists as gendered and their 
work as women‟s (Damarin, 2000). In contrast, male scientists and their work are 
constructed as generic, they are just scientists (as illustrated by the fact that there is no 
“Men in Science” entry). The relationship between masculinity and doing science work is 
never questioned. Women‟s exclusion from the general articles about science and 
scientists, on Wikipedia and elsewhere, perpetuates the male default image of scientists 
and reproduces their positioning as specific. In short, on the positive side, these examples 
reflect a growing visibility of women in SET. More negatively they mark such women as 
exceptional and their presence in SET as „abnormal‟. 

Having explored patterns of presence and absence, we now move on to look at the ways 
that women in SET are constructed in relation to their more ubiquitous counterparts, men. 

                                                 
8.   http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2010/jan/13/jane-goodall, accessed 14 January 2010. 
9.   http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scientists, accessed 15 January 2010. 
10. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Women_in_science, accessed 15 January 2010. 
11. http://findingada.com/, accessed 2 February 2010. 
 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2010/jan/13/jane-goodall
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scientists
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Women_in_science
http://findingada.com/
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3. 5 Discourses of women in SET: age, ethnicity, social class 

We draw on a conceptualisation of identities as multiple (Mama, 1995), with gender 
intersecting with other identity markers such as age, ethnicity, social class, disability and 
sexuality (Crenshaw, 1989). We looked at how this plays out in online representations of 
women in SET. In relation to age, representations of scientists on the sampled web pages 
are polarised between the old (often iconic and respectable) and the young (often trendy 
and passionate). A classic example of the former is an image of Einstein smoking a pipe 
that illustrates the “Physics and Maths” section of the Science Museum website. An 
example of the latter can be found on the website on the Natural History Museum. There, 
in one section called “I want to be an ologist”,12 all the five scientists featured (three men 
and two women) appear to be in their 30s or 40s. This polarisation applies to women and 
men, although, when pictures are available, women are more likely to be in the „young‟ 
group (something which can be related to their, earlier mentioned, „ornamental‟ use and 
„muted‟ presence). 

Another striking feature is the lack of ethnic diversity among these online figures. Typically, 
on the New Scientist website, all of the six recent graduates who are “Big Wide World 
bloggers”13 are White. Because of the low number of women in SET online, it is difficult to 
draw any firm conclusions about whether or not they are more diverse ethnically than men. 
However, precisely because of their small numbers, women scientists from ethnic minority 
groups represent exceptional cases. One such exceptions is the portrayal of a Black 
woman on the “I want to be an ologist” Natural History Museum site.14 It is however worth 
noting that on the day we analysed this site, the pages of the five young White scientists in 
this section described them as “palaeontologist”, “entomologist”, “mineralogist”, or 
“botanist”. In the case of the only Black woman among them, her page featured her area of 
specialism not her job (thus “zoology” rather than “zoologist”), although this has since been 
amended. This supports our earlier comments on the “Women in Science” (rather than 
“Women Scientists”) entry of Wikipedia. More evidence would be needed to generalise 
such observations, but we suggest that they are further indications of the default 
association of science with White men (Whitelegg et al., 2007). 

In general, there are also assumptions of SET workers as middle-class in these texts, for 
example, through an emphasis on graduate SET positions (most obviously in the Big Wide 
World blogs). People with disabilities in SET are invisible, with the obvious exception of 
Stephen Hawking. Our findings in relation to ethnicity and social class are similar to Jenny 
Kitzinger and colleagues‟ findings (2008a) and also echo previous work on assumptions 
about the default image of scientists as White and middle-class, in particular research 
using the well-known „Draw a scientist test‟ (Whitelegg et al., 2007). 

3. 6 Discourses of women in SET: associations with the ‘feminine’ 

The sampled pages also suggest in some instances a clichéd construction of women 
scientists, which associate them with particular domains of science and storylines 
culturally defined as „feminine‟. For example, one of the YouTube Science and Technology 
shows we analysed (“Born to be Wild: Tamzin Outhwaite Goes Wild with Dolphins”)15 
features many women scientists, including some in management positions. However, all of 

                                                 
12. http://www.nhm.ac.uk/kids-only/ologist/ , accessed 9 March 2010. 
13. http://www.newscientist.com/blogs/bigwideworld/, accessed 9 March 2010. 
14. http://www.nhm.ac.uk/kids-only/ologist/, accessed 9 March 2010. 
15. http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HhaVtbp487c, accessed 19 January 2010. 

http://www.nhm.ac.uk/kids-only/ologist/
http://www.newscientist.com/blogs/bigwideworld/
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/kids-only/ologist/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HhaVtbp487c
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them work with animals and/or children with disabilities - both areas with some connection 
to caring, an activity predominantly seen as feminine (Skeggs, 1997). On another website 
(Sky TV), the only woman mentioned on the sampled pages is a psychologist (Clare 
Wood), who has conducted research on phone texting and literacy. Thus, she is 
associated with writing and communication, two areas in which women are seen as 
excelling compared with men. More generally, we found that women are associated with 
scientific activities which can be closely tied to traditional female attributes, such as caring, 
demonstrating empathy towards living beings (human or animal) and as having a „natural‟ 
proximity with the natural world, as opposed to the physical world, which is more 
associated with masculinity. The Guardian article on Jane Goodall, discussed above, 
provides a further example. 

Encouragingly, these texts present building a relationship with an object of study as central 
to SET work. For example, the BBC show includes scientists working with dolphins in their 
natural habitat and as partners in therapeutic interventions with children. However, this 
also contributes to the clustering discussed above. It should also be noted that this pattern 
was not common to all the sampled websites. For example, in the articles on the New 
Scientist site, women appear in disciplines beyond the stereotypical image of biological 
sciences, despite representing only a small minority of SET workers (three out of the 35 
scientists mentioned for which gender was known).16 

3. 7 Discourses of women in SET: peripheral positioning 

As well as the location of women in particular SET roles, they occupy a subordinate and/or 
peripheral position in texts more often than men. For example, they frequently feature as 
students or young scientists, as opposed to more established ones. Evidence for this can 
be found on the New Scientist‟s website. Although, overall, there are many more mentions 
of men in SET on this website compared with women, among their young Big Wide World 
bloggers, four are female and two male. However, on a positive note, this establishes a 
link between women and SET and a counterpoint to the overall online male domination of 
the field. 

Further evidence of this subordination is provided by an analysis of 57 of the Diet Coke 
and Mentos „experiments‟ which can be viewed on YouTube and which have been 
compiled into a playlist.17 There, women did not only represent a tiny minority of those 
featured, but were, with only two exceptions, taking passive roles (mainly as victims of a 
prank), while men were overwhelmingly taking active roles as experimenter, prankster, 
bomber or camera operator. Similarly, in the articles we looked at on the New Scientist 
website, 12 out of 32 male scientists‟ names were hyperlinked to their homepages, while 
neither of the two women‟s names were. This is in line with Silverberg‟s comments on the 
CBS website of the US mathematics-solves-crime Numb3rs TV series. Only three 
characters did not have a character profile on the website during season two, including the 
two women in the series (Silverberg, 2006). 

This subordination is also reflected in the common practice of referring to women in SET‟s 
relationships with others, in particular with men scientists. As we have argued elsewhere in 
the case of mathematicians (Moreau et al., 2009), this suggests that they have benefited 
from the support of another scientist, whether as father, spouse and/or collaborator. This 
pattern overlaps with the locating of women scientists in the private sphere. Compared 

                                                 
16. http://www.newscientist.com/, accessed 9 March 2010. 
17. http://www.youtube.com/view_play_list?p=7460AE505C9DF963, accessed 9 March 2010. 

http://www.newscientist.com/
http://www.youtube.com/view_play_list?p=7460AE505C9DF963
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with men in SET, accounts of women in SET are more likely to include references to their 
„private life‟, particularly to their family circumstances. This is in line with the opposition 
which associates men with production/paid work and women with reproduction/the family 
(Crompton, 1999). For example, on the Science Museum website, a section on Marie 
Curie includes lengthy details about her private life and work with Pierre Curie. The level of 
detail has no equivalent in the descriptions of the private lives of male scientists. Further, 
the picture illustrating this section renders her peripheral by showing her standing behind 
Pierre Curie, her hand on his shoulder, both looking at a piece of uranium he is holding, a 
pose suggesting her reliance on him.18 

3. 8 Discourses of women in SET: the sexualisation of female scientists 

A prominent feature of online discourses of women in SET is their sexualisation. This 
relates to two of the patterns already discussed: their positioning in the private and 
domestic realm and their association with physical bodies as opposed to abstract 
intellects. It can also be understood as part of the “general sexualization of culture, or the 
mainstreaming of sexuality” and more specifically to „pornification‟, the blurring of the 
boundaries between pornography and the mainstream of popular culture (Paasonen et al., 
2007: 8).  

We found the most extensive examples of this on the Web 2.0 sites, driven by user-
content and with limited editorial input: YouTube and Twitter. Although the sexualisation of 
women is endemic in popular culture (Redfern and Aune, 2010), our findings suggest that 
the informal side of the web and the production of user content, facilitate this. A striking 
example is evident in the responses to Tamzin Outhwaite‟s BBC programme on dolphins 
(posted on YouTube). The programme does contain a large number of shots of Outhwaite 
wearing a bikini (suggesting her role is partly ornamental, see above) and contains two 
sexualised comments from her, such as when she jokingly suggests that a dolphin is wolf-
whistling her. However, this does not explain the eight comments from the 55 left at the 
time of sampling that objectify her by discussing her breasts, comparing the video with 
pornography and detailing their desire to engage in some form of sexual activity with her. 
While we do not quote these comments here so as not to reproduce their abuse we should 
stress their strong, direct and visceral character. Although similar work by Jenny Kitzinger 
and colleagues (2008b) also found evidence of sexualisation of women scientists, it was 
not equivalent to what we have found in some of the user-generated material. Strikingly, 
coming back to this particular example, there are no asexual positive comments on the 
page about Outhwaite (although there are a few negative comments without sexualisation) 
and no other people in the programme are mentioned. 

Findings from the other show analysed on YouTube and from the Twitter website echo this. 
As detailed in Chapter 2, we compared samples of tweets on three comparable women 
and men in SET. Two of the women and none of the men attracted sexualised tweets. For 
example Ada Lovelace was said to have the “sexiest programmer name ever”,19 while 
someone tweeted that he “is taking Dr Alice Roberts to bed”.20  

Although sexualisation is most blatant on the most informal sites, we also found it in less 
obvious forms on the institutionalised websites. Notably, the foregrounding of women as 

                                                 
18. http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/onlinestuff/stories/marie_curie_and_the_history_of_radioactivity.aspx, accessed  
 9 March 2010. 
19. http://twitter.com/morenoh149, accessed 2 February 2010. 
20. http://twitter.com/gregmatt, accessed 2 February 2010. 

http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/onlinestuff/stories/marie_curie_and_the_history_of_radioactivity.aspx
http://twitter.com/morenoh149
http://twitter.com/gregmatt
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(sexual) partners of men, exemplified in the representation of Marie Curie discussed 
above, is a sexualisation of her by positioning her as a wife in a heterosexual marriage. 
While sexualisation is not specific to women in SET, it is particularly problematic here 
because of the low number and tokenistic status of SET women online. 

3. 9 Discourses of women in SET: appearance and personality 

More attention is given to the appearance and personality of women in SET than to those 
of men. The Guardian articles about Jane Goodall and Susan Greenfield both include 
detailed accounts of their hair, clothing and accessories, as well as, again, detailed 
information on their private lives and character. As for sexualisation, this draws attention 
away from their scientific work and into the realms of the social and the personal. In some 
cases, this is used to directly challenge their scientific credibility. Similar discourses are 
used to undermine the achievements of women in other fields. However, because of the 
construction of SET as objective and the work of the mind, they present a particular 
problem for women seeking to present themselves as scientifically capable. 

One key example is the article on Susan Greenfield, written shortly after her high-profile 
„sacking‟ from the Royal Institution, in which she is described as driven by ambition and 
her own goals rather than by interests related to science. The piece, suggestively titled 
“good bye to a not-so-good scientist”, includes only limited material on Greenfield‟s work 
and concludes with the words: “I wish she had behaved more like a real scientist”.21 That 
the author of this particular piece was a woman indicates the importance of avoiding 
simplistic assumptions about men and women authors‟ treatment of women. 

This particular focus on women‟s appearance and personality echoes work by Jenny 
Kitzinger and colleagues (Haran et al., 2008; Kitzinger et al., 2008a), who found in their 
similar study of „traditional media‟ that journalists were more likely to comment on 
appearance when writing about women scientists compared with men scientists. Similarly, 
they found that descriptions of women as „sexy‟ and „glamorous‟ may jeopardise their 
scientific status. The Guardian piece about Jane Goodall also includes detailed information 
about her appearance, such as: “Jane Goodall, grey in complexion but resplendent in a 
red shawl, is sitting on the sofa in a dimly lit room in west London”. Her portrayal is akin to 
that of a saint, in sharp contrast with the sexualised and somewhat demonised 
construction of Susan Greenfield, also on the Guardian website. The article refers to 
Goodall‟s comparison to Mother Teresa by another journalist, something described by the 
author as a “good description: she combines stateliness with a kind of holiness, her 
religion a predominantly green one”.22 

3.10 Discourses of women in SET: ‘bad science’ as female 

The coverage of Susan Greenfield highlights the use of oppositions between good and 
bad science/scientists and the sometimes unfortunate association between women and 
the latter category. This opposition has been popularised by Ben Goldacre‟s Bad Science 
Blog (a spin off from his regular Guardian column), in which he constructs a category of 
bad science (broadly: not following the evidence), presumably in dichotomy with good 
science (or following the evidence), and locates specific people, and indeed groups of 
people, in one of these two camps.23 In the blog entries we sampled from this site, women 
                                                 
21. http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/jan/12/susan-blackmore-royal-institution-science, accessed  
 14 January 2010. 
22. http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2010/jan/13/jane-goodall, accessed 9 March 2010. 
23. http://www.badscience.net/, accessed 9 March 2010. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/jan/12/susan-blackmore-royal-institution-science
http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2010/jan/13/jane-goodall
http://www.badscience.net/


18 

were disproportionately associated with bad science - three out of four of the women 
compared to 12 out of 27 of the men. Indeed Goldacre has appeared on Newsnight 
critiquing Greenfield‟s work - a clip included in the “onanism” section of his Bad Science 
Blog.  

Similarly the Watts Up With That? website, a blog which mainly endorses the view of the 
climate change skeptics, also operates around an opposition. This opposition is between 
people who support the view that climate change is happening and people who seek to 
expose the “climategate conspiracy”.24 While, in the posts that we sampled, the former are 
constructed as failing in their understanding or as dishonest, the latter are constructed in 
heroic terms. Worryingly, women are more likely to be associated with the former position 
(so as associated with what constitutes bad science from this particular blog‟s 
perspective): three out of four women compared to 14 out of 24 men. However, it is worth 
noting that the figures for both these blogs reveal that the over-riding pattern is of female 
absence. 

3.11 The gender regimes of websites 

In this Chapter we have outlined our findings on online representations of women in SET. 
We showed that the sites were male dominated in that more men than women were 
present and that the majority of the women who were present were subject to muting of 
their „voices‟ or clustering in specific SET areas and website sections. Women who were 
present were predominantly White, middle-class, able-bodied and heterosexual. We also 
found patterns of representation that construct them more often than men as: associated 
with „feminine‟ attributes and activities; peripheral to the main story; subordinated as 
students, young scientists or relatives of a male scientist; and located in the private 
sphere. Texts focused on their appearance and personality more than they did for men. 
Overall, our analysis show that online constructions of women in SET lack diversity, and 
are dominated by a few archetypal portrayals. Prominent among these is their positioning 
as the „bad girls‟ of science, with their sexualisation serving to undermine the significance 
and integrity of their scientific contributions (best exemplified by Susan Greenfield).  

Our findings support those on „traditional media‟. For, as we showed, the online 
representations of women in SET draw on broader and long-standing social discourses of 
women and SET. However, for effective intervention we need to continue monitoring the 
forms that inequalities take, both as new stories emerge, such as „bad science‟, and as old 
stories are expressed in new ways within online spaces, such as the relative lack of 
hyperlinking from women in SET compared to men. 

We find it helpful to relate these findings to the idea of the „gender regime‟ of the sampled 
websites. Gender regime is understood as “the state of play in gender relations in a given 
institution” (Connell 1987: 120), in contrast with „gender order‟ which refers to gender 
relations in the wider societal context. This distinction is useful as it does not presume that 
what happens in a particular setting is a simple reflection of the wider social order. It is also 
helpful in understanding gender arrangements as the result of a social process which 
varies across settings, is negotiated by social actors, and thus is dynamic rather than fixed 
or inevitable (Mendick, 2006; Moreau, 2009). We have shown how each website draws on 
discourses from the wider gender order but cannot be reduced to these. For example, 
while all websites lacked women, this varied from a complete absence through a largely 

                                                 
24. http://wattsupwiththat.com/, accessed 9 March 2010. 

http://wattsupwiththat.com/
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peripheral presence to a significant number of women clustered into particular spaces 
and/or roles. Similarly, examples of the sexualisation of online representations of women in 
SET varied from their depiction as wives to abusive comments. 

Although our focus in this Chapter has been on representations of women (and by 
comparison men) in SET, we also analysed the ways that website content and mode of 
interaction (especially between users) contribute to online environments which impact on 
men‟s and women‟s relationships with SET. Some websites can be off-putting for women 
as they maintain a gender regime which is based on their Othering and, ultimately, their 
exclusion. This is particularly the case for blogs and user-generated material. In some 
cases, exchanges can be aggressive, with strong sexual comments, something which 
represents a clear distinct feature from similar research on „traditional media‟ (Kitzinger et 
al., 2008a). The general assumption is that the „normal‟ user is a man, encapsulated by the 
default use of terms such as „man‟ and „dude‟ to refer to fellow users on YouTube and 
RichardDawkins.net. It is not unusual for „gay‟ to be used as an insult and implicitly located 
as a lesser form of masculinity (Connell, 1995), as is for example the case in the forum 
section of Sky TV.25 This fits with other research that men identifying as „nerds‟ or „geeks‟ 
are using the internet to align themselves with dominant forms of masculinity (Mendick, 
2005). However, feminist spaces have been able to speak back to this, for example the F-
Word blog carries a commentary of the default-maleness of Bad Science.26 

In contrast, we found other websites that provide a gender regime that seems less 
threatening for women. For example, on the Science - so What? website there are few 
apparent differences in the ways that women and men scientists are portrayed. In addition, 
this website refers to the WISE (Women Into Science and Engineering) campaign and 
calls for less stereotyping for girls in relation to career choice. However, despite this, 
women still represent a small proportion of the people in SET represented on the sampled 
pages of this website (only five out of 33). This suggests that there is no simple 
relationship between the level of presence of women and their „positive‟ representation. In 
terms of strategy, this also means that both aspects (number and positive portrayal) need 
to be addressed. Making women visible per se may be a risky strategy if it not associated 
with a transformation of the gender regime in place, with the risk that their exposure will 
result in their positioning outside of science, as a bad scientist and/or in their sexualisation. 
We return to the issue of strategy in the final Chapter on conclusions and 
recommendations from this research. In the next Chapter we look at the views of people 
who „produse‟ these sites. 

                                                 
25. 
http://blogs.news.sky.com/discussions/show.html?plckForumPage=ForumDiscussion&plckDiscussionId=Cat%3a746f930
9-1bb1-4b07-ad11-647f5ba16800Forum%3a64324b3e-35c3-40ab-b178-8692bdd708cfDiscussion%3a7a68f85e-fa17-
42db-b95b-0a33b30c51d8&plckCurrentPage=3, accessed 1 February 2010. 
26. http://www.thefword.org.uk/blog/2009/02/bad_science_bad, accessed 9 March 2010. 

http://blogs.news.sky.com/discussions/show.html?plckForumPage=ForumDiscussion&plckDiscussionId=Cat%3a746f9309-1bb1-4b07-ad11-647f5ba16800Forum%3a64324b3e-35c3-40ab-b178-8692bdd708cfDiscussion%3a7a68f85e-fa17-42db-b95b-0a33b30c51d8&plckCurrentPage=3
http://blogs.news.sky.com/discussions/show.html?plckForumPage=ForumDiscussion&plckDiscussionId=Cat%3a746f9309-1bb1-4b07-ad11-647f5ba16800Forum%3a64324b3e-35c3-40ab-b178-8692bdd708cfDiscussion%3a7a68f85e-fa17-42db-b95b-0a33b30c51d8&plckCurrentPage=3
http://blogs.news.sky.com/discussions/show.html?plckForumPage=ForumDiscussion&plckDiscussionId=Cat%3a746f9309-1bb1-4b07-ad11-647f5ba16800Forum%3a64324b3e-35c3-40ab-b178-8692bdd708cfDiscussion%3a7a68f85e-fa17-42db-b95b-0a33b30c51d8&plckCurrentPage=3
http://www.thefword.org.uk/blog/2009/02/bad_science_bad
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 Chapter 4: ‘Produsing’ Representations of Women in SET 

4. 1 Introduction 

In this Chapter, we analyse the views of those producing and using („produsing‟) online 
representations of women in SET. Our objective is to provide an indication of the influence 
of these representations, that is, how the dominant discourses identified in Chapter 2 are 
negotiated (taken-up, adapted and resisted) by individuals. As early as 1973, Stuart Hall 
cautioned: “Though we know the television programme is not a behavioural input, like a 
tap on the knee-cap, it seems to have been almost impossible for researchers to 
conceptualise the communicative process without lapsing back into one or other variant of 
low-flying behaviourism” (Hall, 1973: 5). Similarly, reductive arguments have circulated 
about the effects of online media - some negative (Boseley, 2010; Livingstone and 
Haddon, 2009) and some positive (Gee, 2007; Johnson, 2006).  

More recently, Valerie Walkerdine (2007) attempted to avoid the polarisation of debates on 
media effects between those who claim a direct causal relationship between 
representations and behaviours and those who seek to deny all such effects. We too seek 
to cut across the oppositions within debates about the relationship between 
representations and identities, for example, between: active makers of meaning and 
passive recipients of media messages, conscious and unconscious responses to texts, 
fantasy and reality. Thus, we focus on the ways that people deploy the cultural resources 
of the internet, looking at the gendered constellations of meanings or discourses that are 
re/produced through them. 

The data we draw on in this Chapter consist of six individual interviews with web authors 
and six group interviews with web users. A complete list of participants, including their 
gender and role is given in Appendix 8. As discussed in Chapter 2, these interviews 
covered: their uses of the internet; their views on SET, people in SET and whether they 
think anyone can work in these areas: and their opinions on gender in relation to SET 
representations and more generally. We discuss our findings in each of these areas below. 

4. 2 Uses of the internet: web authors 

Unsurprisingly, our findings indicate the internet‟s growing reach over popular informational 
media. The five institution-based web authors we interviewed all spoke about expanding 
their online provision and attempting to broaden their audience. As male journalist Adrian27 
put it: “The audience on the web is holding up much, much better than say for [our] 
traditional, er, news offerings … so the trick for everybody is to try and get their audience 
younger, um, and across a much, much broader spectrum of social groups, and … more 
equitable in terms of the gender split as well”. They were increasingly reliant on online 
sources for their work, reflecting wider patterns of media convergence: “I read journal 
articles … But it‟s all online, I don‟t go to libraries any more” (Barbara, female). They used 
a range of websites for gleaning scientific information, including: New Scientist, The 
Guardian, Twitter, BBC Science, Bad Science and Climate Skeptic. 

While all used social networking sites, their engagement varied. One participant never 
wrote beyond the website he worked for, explaining: “It‟s a protection, both professionally 
and personally” (Adrian). Rachel, an amateur blogger, had the most relaxed approach to 
online writing: “You spend so much time on the internet researching and stuff ... if you feel 

                                                 
27. Pseudonyms are used throughout the report. 



21 

like you can make a comment, you feel almost obliged to actually put your oar in”. In this 
way, her usage was closer to that of the young people in the group interviews than to the 
other authors and is perhaps related to her youth. Being in her early 20s she was closer in 
age to the group interview participants than to the other web authors who were all more 
than a decade older than her. 

4.3 Uses of the internet: web users 

There were no clear gender differences in young people‟s use of the internet. This finding 
contrasts with earlier research (see, Holloway and Valentine, 2002) and, given the small-
scale nature of this study, should be treated with caution. However, it could indicate the 
potential of mass media like the internet to disrupt or recompose gender distinctions 
(Meyrowitz, 1985).  

Facebook was by some measure the most popular site among young people. Uses across 
the groups combined work and play, including: game-playing, swapping homework, 
catching up with people, and even staying “up till like 3 am talking about hockey” (Joe, 
male). Giraffe (female) explained: “You can spend all day on it”; and most spent two to 
three hours daily keeping it on the background while they did other things. By contrast, 
Twitter was hardly used. They explained it as “a cop out for Facebook” (Christopher, male) 
and “just statuses” (Giraffe, female), using Facebook as a taken-for-granted form that can 
be used to describe and assess other social networking sites. 

YouTube and Wikipedia were the most popular sites after Facebook. Avatar‟s (female) 
enthusiasm for YouTube was typical of the school students: “It‟s fun! It‟s amazing! 
[laughter] I use it for physics. ... they have like classes and tutorials on it there, well, that‟s 
the educational part. … And then like usually I just go on random videos of people falling 
over”. Wikipedia was popular with all and more popular than YouTube among the 
university students. It too was used for entertainment and enlightenment. Several picked 
up on the ease of linking and browsing: “It‟s like a book, but like you don‟t have to really 
rummage through the pages” (Joe, male). 

Google was also universally used and participants mentioned a range of forums, social 
networking sites, blogs, newspapers and sites for streaming music and television. They 
gleaned SET information from the internet (specifically: YouTube, Wikipedia, 
thestudentroom, blogs, online research papers, the BBC and consumer forums), alongside 
other resources, notably: teachers, textbooks, television, friends, family members, 
specialist shops and books. 

4.4 The internet in relation to other media 

The internet was compared favourably with other media by web users. Gemma (female) 
simply said: “The internet is better than them”. The preference for the internet related to its: 
perceived low cost (compared to purchasing newspapers and music, phoning friends and 
so on), speed (“old stuff‟s too slow”), convenience (“it‟s just up, and then I click, and then I 
watch it, and then I stop, click it”), breadth (“you can find out anything at any time”), 
balance (“you can see both sides of the story and come to your own conclusion”) and 
availability (“the thing is, TV‟s got like a channel schedule and … you might be doing 
something at that time”). 

Media convergence appeared to take the form of an inevitable colonisation of „traditional 
media‟ by the internet. Both young men and women remarked the loss of magazines: “Like 
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if you like a music magazine then you can just join the Facebook group of it” (Nakai 
Yoshizawa, male). Newspapers, similarly, were either accessed online or in free versions. 
As Paul Mensah (male) bluntly put it: “I‟m not paying for reading”. The movement to 
television and shopping online is also under-way, with all participants reporting that they 
did some of their viewing and purchasing online and a few doing all or most that way. Only 
books were exempt from this colonisation with three groups passionately arguing for their 
retention in physical form and as something they were willing to pay for.  

4.5 Reading/Writing online 

For most of the young people, there were strong continuities between reading and writing 
on the internet, with many struggling to respond when we introduced a distinction: “I think 
it‟s all the same ... it‟s all in one. It‟s like talking and listening ... you‟d class them as two 
different things … but they all just come under conversation. … It‟s like internet … it‟s just 
having a conversation online” (Paul Mensah, male). 

However, as for the web authors there were variations in the extent of users‟ online writing. 
Only one person had edited Wikipedia and only two had blogged. One person no longer 
wrote online beyond Facebook: “I used to post on like forums occasionally and stuff but … 
I‟ve never felt the need to go online and type things” (John Locke, male). The idea of a 
“conversation online” applies best to Facebook and, as discussed earlier, all the young 
people devoted most of their time to this site. Thus writing and reading are becoming 
increasingly integrated. Thus, it is vital to look at how participants engaged with 
representations of SET and SET workers. 

4.6 Web authors’ and users’ views on science 

The common view of science was as a method and a quest for understanding: to “go into 
depth about” something, “explaining how it works or why it works”. This involves 
“research”, “practical investigation”, “exploring”, “leaving you with questions”. In particular, 
the idea of the (controlled) experiment, in which you “compare”, “test” and “see if the 
theory is right”, came up. The idea of science as a method elides differences within the 
SET field: “Fundamentally, it [science] describes an approach, a method, um, and then 
yeah, you give them [SET workers] another label that more specifically describes the 
actual work that they do” (Adrian, author, male).  

Others were more resistant to this universalism. Ada (author, female) said: “I don‟t have 
training as a scientist, except as a computer scientist of course. It never seems like quite 
the same thing”. Ross (user, male) posited a moving boundary similar to that adopted in 
this study (see Chapter 2), however with the addition of a hierarchy of value in which some 
parts were “actual science”: “There‟s like your actual science, and then there‟s mind 
science, like psychology … You can‟t really define science in certain ways, you have to ... 
be quite flexible about where you draw the line”. Thus, although most groups concurred 
that “everything‟s science really”, they simultaneously drew lines not only between SET 
insiders and outsiders but also within SET itself. 

4.7 Web authors’ and users’ views on who can do SET 

The majority of the people we spoke to viewed SET as accessible and as something 
anyone can do. The school students, education undergraduates and two web authors 
stressed interest, “motivation”, “passion” and being “enthusiastic” and “committed”. 
Invoking preference, interest and personal qualities to explain differences in attainment 
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and take-up of SET naturalises social differences such as those of gender (Mendick, 
2006). A few users drew attention to external constraints on SET success, such as having 
“time for it” and “how it‟s taught”.  

However, most of those with SET degrees had a more exclusive approach. They argued 
for scientific qualities, typically, “application to detail ... persistence” (Adrian, author, male) 
and “a certain way of thinking” (Barbara, author, female), suggesting that these “aren‟t 
abilities, qualities that everybody‟s got” (Adrian, author, male) and that they presume “a 
certain type of brain” (Barbara, author, female).  

These responses draw on the distinction between doing science and being a scientist that 
we found more broadly in our data: “Anyone can do science, but not anyone can be a 
scientist” (John, user, male). This allows a discourse of science as accessible to be 
maintained alongside a discourse of science as exclusive. It also holds in place the tension 
discussed above between a discourse of science as everywhere and a discourse of 
science as method. This parallels our findings detailed in Chapter 2 that the only Black 
woman profiled on the Natural History Museum website was at one stage associated with 
doing zoology not being a zoologist and a Wikipedia entry is titled „Women in Science‟ 
rather than „Women Scientists‟. Archer et al. (forthcoming) identified that this distinction 
made sense of how young people, particularly women, could enjoy doing science but still 
want to avoid being a scientist in their future careers. 

4.8 Gender and images of scientists 

Although science is constructed as asocial, our research shows that gender entered into 
people‟s images of scientists. Three images of scientists dominated in the participants‟ talk: 
nerds/geeks, archetypes and scientific heroes (McNeill, 2007; Mendick, 2005).  

Generally, the term „geek‟ was used pejoratively. However, there were also some SET 
women who demonstrated ownership of the identity. For example, Ada (author) had been 
involved with the “Geek Girls” (Girl Geek Dinners, 2010), and Rachel (author) 
distinguished “the geek identity [and] the serious science identity”. Frog spoke for herself 
and the two other girls doing science A levels in one group interview: “We ... like the geeky 
stuff”. However, she also resisted taking up the geek position: “We‟re not geeks, but we 
just like science”. The complexity of the negotiations of geek positions for young women 
echo findings from other research (Currie et al., 2006; Epstein et al., 2010). 

In its social awkwardness, the geek image is allied to the construction of an archetypal 
scientist. As in other research, we found that this was easily called up (Whitelegg et al., 
2007): “that sort of corduroy jacket with, you know, the elbow pads, and has got the pipe 
sticking out of the mouth” (Adrian, author, male), “like the typical man with his white crazy 
hair, white coat and the chemistry set out on the table” (John, user, male). These were tied 
to specific male scientists: Stephen Hawking and Victor Frankenstein (the “mad professor”) 
and the mythical “mad scientist” and “hero” Albert Einstein (Barthes, 2000). The only 
woman scientist spontaneously mentioned in the group interviews was Marie Curie, given 
as an example of a woman scientist, mimicking the pattern of marking identified in relation 
to the online texts in Chapter 2. The web authors also drew on a category of „young female 
communicators‟ with Alice Roberts and, on one occasion, Maggie Aderin used to illustrate 
this (see below). 

The third scientist trope, the scientific hero, is the one who “find[s] the answer” and 
“make[s] discoveries”. This image is supported by the strong and growing link between 
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science and progress. Young people typically spoke about science and technology as our 
“biggest hope … like global warming‟s … destroying the planet and everything, but like 
science will be like the way forward, like green technology and that, and better education 
and communication is the way forward” (Eric Blair, male). This trope constructs outsiders 
to science as passive within the generation of SET knowledge: “Scientists want to find the 
answers, and everybody else says … „Oh ok, let‟s go with that then‟” (Kirsten, user, 
female). As Bruno Latour (1987) has argued, this idea of a small group of core workers in 
technoscience, converting (or failing to convert) the rest of the population to the truth, 
ignores the immense number of actors involved in creating knowledge. Following Latour, 
we see many people beyond this narrow group of core workers as part of SET including 
web authors and users. 

4.9 Web authors’ content decisions 

Some web authors were journalists who had moved into science, others were scientists 
who had moved into online authoring. For the former, journalistic criteria predominated in 
their decisions on content and were linked to a shared “culture”. These criteria can be 
summed up as: “Whether it‟s newsworthy and makes a good story” (Anna, female). They 
prioritised “interesting” and accessible stories over “ground breaking” ones, so while there 
are “things I think are important and significant, unless it‟s a concept that can be easily 
written about ... then it‟s probably not gonna be a good article to write” (Simon, male). The 
latter group were primarily driven by scientific criteria, sometimes through the direct 
involvement of practising scientists, and also based in shared culture and values: “We 
[scientists] seem to all find the same bits of the science exciting and the same bits really 
interesting” (Rachel, female). 

For both those driven by journalistic and those driven by scientific criteria, gender equity 
could only enter as a secondary consideration. This places inequities of gender and SET 
outside of SET itself and contributes to inertia around change in online media. Central to 
this is the „black boxing‟ of SET identified by Henwood and Miller: “It is as if these 
disciplines, as immutable and autonomous, are somehow still enclosed within an inviolable 
„black box‟” (Henwood and Miller, 2001: 237). Only Simon (male) challenged this, arguing 
that scientific elitism restricts access: “I‟m constantly arguing with people who say that 
people aren‟t interested in science … by saying that only certain people can read it, that‟s 
an elitist view”. We explore this black-boxing and its effects further below. 

4.10 Produsers’ views of gender and SET 

A dominant and consensual view among web authors was that SET is a male dominated 
area, both in statistical and cultural terms. There was general agreement that men 
outnumbered women among SET participants. However, it was also felt that this did not 
apply to all SET areas. For example, Barbara (female) described biology as “female 
dominated”, but argued that “still, in engineering and maths and physics, I think there‟s 
definitely still a male bias”. There was less consensus among web users, with some 
contesting that SET is male dominated, drawing on experience from their own and others‟ 
experiences, their school teachers and television. 

There were variations in web authors‟ views of the extent of gender inequalities in SET. 
Some stressed the existence of considerable gender inequalities, while Rachel (female) 
minimised these by talking about the breaking down of barriers to women in SET, drawing 
comparison with her mother‟s experience. Similarly, Barbara (female) explained gender 
inequalities in SET as resulting from „tradition‟, positioning gender equality as something 
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we will catch up with as time goes by: “It‟s traditionally been the way things have been 
thought of. ... I think there are certain areas that have caught up more quickly than others 
with gender”.  

This was also a strong view among web users. For example, John (male) argued: 
“Science has been a male dominated entity for so many years. ... Whereas obviously now 
in contemporary science men and women are both looking at it equally. … in 100 years 
time when we do school we won‟t just be looking at the men that found the old theories, 
you‟ll be looking at women too”. Locating gender inequality in the past is part of a 
discursive shift described by Madeleine Arnot and Mairtin Mac an Ghaill (2006) in which 
the gender order is understood as being transformed (or even inverted), with women now 
accessing all spheres of human activity. This discursive turn minimises the influence of 
social structures (including gender) and emphasises processes of individualisation and 
choice (Beck, 1992). 

Web authors and web users also referred to the gendered socialisation of boys and girls, 
and the general stereotyping of people in SET, in school settings and in society in general. 
As one web author said: “I have so many stories of women who said that their teachers 
were sort of white male … and refused to teach them science or teach them maths, 
refused to believe that they could do it” (Simon, male). Among the web authors, some of 
the women we interviewed talked of SET as a masculinist or “sexist” culture. In Ada‟s 
(female) first job in the UK “the guy next to me would read The Sun, or whatever it is, the 
page 3 girls? And I just found that really disturbing ... just a very blokey atmosphere”. She 
also referred to the „lifestyle‟ sometimes associated with being a computer programmer 
and how this fits uneasily with the social construction of femininities: “It‟s often harder for 
women to do that, it‟s harder for women to get away with being programming for three 
days on end and being smelly, and eating only pizza. And, um, a lot of geek events are on 
weekends and evenings and if you‟ve got childcare issues that‟s difficult”.  

As in the account above, family circumstances were often perceived as a key issue for 
women. For example, Ronnie (user, female) explained gender inequity in SET occupations 
as “because women are more likely, you know, to have go on maternity leave and things 
like that. So when hiring a man they know they can depend on them to always be there”. 
The requirements of working in SET were seen as incompatible with the demands of being 
a mother. However, these were constructed as “cross-society issues” and “not really 
something that are deeply at fault with you know, the engineering sector or physics sector” 
(Adrian, author, male). This displaces responsibility for them from SET fields to the wider 
society. 

4.11 Produsers’ views on gender differences 

Overall, a key characteristic of web authors‟ views is their resistance to discourses of 
gender as natural to explain the different positioning of men and women in offline and 
online SET. This is in contrast with the views of many of the web users and of other 
occupational groups in the UK (for example, Moreau et al., 2007, 2008). This is, for 
example, evidenced in web authors‟ answers when we asked about the relationship 
between gender and engaging with science and technology. Most denied this influence, 
arguing that there were no significant differences in the ways that men and women relate 
to SET. When they saw differences, they viewed these as the result of gendered 
experiences and expectations and/or masculine cultures.  
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In comparison, web users were more likely to draw on naturalist discourses of gender to 
make sense of differences between men and women in SET. For example, Mark (male) 
spoke in terms of “an inherent nature in the thought pattern” of men and women. Kirsten 
supported this: “There‟s not much emotion in it, and I think women generally like a bit of 
emotion. ... I mean like you give a bloke something and normally he‟ll be like „how does 
that work?‟ and then takes it apart, and then he realises he can‟t put it back together again, 
but he had fun. And women just come along and they‟re like „oh, yeah that‟s great, you 
know but how do I get it to do this?‟”. However, naturalist discourses were also commonly 
resisted by web users. Later in the same group interview, Boris (male) challenged Kirsten‟s 
(female) and Mark‟s (male) views and led some of the participants to reconsider their 
views by suggesting that there is “a strong sort of social expectation for girls not to be as 
interested in scientists, in science as [much as] boys”.  

Similarly, in a group interview with boys, Paul Mensah (male) said: “I don‟t know why 
women are complaining. Oh right, you feed kids, and cook food, and like wash up, basic 
things. Whilst we go to work and lift metal like. If you want to swap just tell me right. I‟m 
doing scaffolding, you‟re doing cooking. ... [all laugh]. And women have the cheek to 
complain about that. Like they don‟t own everything else”. Joe (male), visibly shocked at 
this, intervened: “It‟s not that they complain because they had to do it. It‟s they complain 
that it‟s expected of them to do that because of, they‟re women”.  

Paul‟s (male) comments here exemplify aspects of „laddish‟ culture (Jackson, 2006) that 
developed in the two all-male group interviews, and the resistance of some young men to 
this. In the other group interview with boys, there was less resistance and, when Nathan 
(male) said that women were “more useful in the kitchen”, Jack and Ross (both male) 
agreed and laughed. The „laddish‟ gender regimes of these group interviews share some 
features with the gender regimes of the user-generated online material discussed in 
Chapter 3, where heterosexual masculinity was assumed among users (and with those in 
some SET areas, see: Bagilhole et al., 2008; Thomas, 1990). 

4. 12 Gender awareness and intervention 

As discussed earlier, we found that many web authors held progressive views on gender. 
However, the key issue for this report is how they relate offline and online SET. Although, 
we have emphasised the blurring between online reading and writing we recognise that 
authors hold an important gatekeeping role in content production.  

All web authors agreed that offline SET was male dominated, but their positions diverged 
in relation to online SET. Some spoke of “a bias towards female communicators” (Barbara, 
female). Others thought that online SET was, as offline SET, dominated by the archetype 
of the male scientist. For example, Anna (female) felt that: “There‟s a subversive and 
subtle inherent sexism in most of the sciences, which tends to put people off, put women 
off continuing within it” but in relation to representations felt that “as far as I can see, things 
work on their merits, in representation, rather than anything to do with gender”. When 
asked if “men and women are equally represented”, she said that they were represented 
“proportionately, but not equally” and saw this as a “fair” situation.  

Both these perspectives oppose „offline‟ SET with „online‟ SET. We would argue that 
because of this both positions are problematic when it comes to intervening to change 
online representations of women in SET. In the first perspective, the situation of women in 
online SET is not perceived as an issue. In the second perspective, the online construction 
of women in SET is merely a reflection of offline SET and so is not unfair. This displaces 
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the site of intervention from the online to the offline world. Further, the location of gender 
inequalities in SET in wider societal issues (noted above), displaces the site of intervention 
yet again, from inside to outside SET. 

Thus, bringing in changes was perceived as largely beyond the remit of online media. As 
Simon (male) explained: “It‟s tricky to blame them, because they themselves aren‟t 
scientists ... they‟re journalists, and it‟s their job to write something about very quickly, so ... 
it‟s an easy stereotype to say that, you know, scientists are men”. However, while this set 
limits on what people did, there was also evidence of attempts to address the lack of 
diversity characteristic of online texts. The same interviewee, Simon, said: “That is 
definitely something we‟re trying to tackle … so one of the projects ... is simply to profile ... 
young British scientists, with the view of reinforcing this point, that they come from, you 
know all economic backgrounds, or cultural and racial backgrounds, you know both 
genders”. Similarly, Adrian (male) said: “We try and avoid the front page of our website, er, 
being a collection of images of men carrying rifles … very male-orientated, doom and 
gloom, all about wars ... And we are aware that that will turn off certain, certain sectors of 
the audience and the female sector is one of those”. 

Moreover, some strategies may result in the re-instalment of a clichéd view of scientists. 
Specifically, „young female communicators‟ were mentioned by several: “I think the media 
is surprised and delighted when it finds a young female scientist who is, er, a very good 
communicator for the simple reason that it changes the dynamic ... It‟s fantastic when you 
find somebody who … hasn‟t got that sort of corduroy jacket with you know, the elbow 
pads, and has got the pipe sticking out of the mouth. ... If society as a whole were to allow 
them to get into those positions, um then we would see some of them, there‟s no doubt 
about that. Because it would make the content look a lot fresher” (Adrian, male). Although 
this is evidence of changing representations of scientists, the emergence of this new figure 
is not a radical diversification of the construction of SET participants. As discussed in 
Chapter 3, it rather conventionally associates women with youth and communication skills, 
and uses their presence for ornamental purposes.  

Formal policies also had limitations. Although institution-based authors acknowledged the 
existence of policies, they usually knew very little about these so their influence on their 
work was unclear. So while staff are expected to work within policy and cultural lines 
specific to their own organisation, the online content could not be read as a direct result of 
such policies: “They do stipulate and I, and I definitely think there are … the website, we 
do have the guidelines, but I, I‟m ashamed to say I‟ve never really read those” (Barbara, 
female).  

This also seems to apply to moderation. Only one of the web authors, Anna, was acting as 
a moderator as one of her core activities. She discussed monitoring readers‟ comments, 
and sometimes deciding to delete them, for example, when she thought the content was 
sexist or racist. However, it seemed that the decision to delete or approve a comment did 
not result from guidelines but from her own professional judgement. So, while our use of  
the term „produser‟ suggests an equivalence between internet users, we need to 
acknowledge that moderators occupy a powerful position. In line with this observation, we 
have suggested in the recommendations the need for research and action on moderation. 

4. 13 Web users’ views on representations of gender and SET 

In thinking about what such policies on content and moderation should include, a key issue 
is how web users make sense of online representations of women in SET. As we noted in 
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Chapter 3, increasing the number of women in SET is not enough, we need to also pay 
attention to which women are represented and how they are portrayed. Our group 
interview findings support this. We showed participants the Science Museum‟s “online 
stuff” webpage. This contained four images featuring men, of: Einstein, three male 
astronauts, a group of men standing behind a high-tech car and a bespectacled and lab-
coat-wearing man holding a test-tube. It contained two images featuring women, of: a 
1950s housewife in a kitchen and a Barbie doll sat opposite a computer.  

One group of female school students and one group of undergraduates saw gender 
stereotyping in these. In the school group, Rosie immediately noted: “It‟s quite sexist”. The 
other participants agreed and Gemma added: “They‟ve only included two pictures of a 
woman, and one of them is in a kitchen, and the other one‟s got her pink clothes on”. The 
other four groups were less gender critical. Participants found it easy to position two of the 
male images (Einstein and the man in the lab-coat) as inside SET, and there were some 
people who similarly positioned the astronauts and the men depicted with the car. 
However, neither of the women were positioned within SET. The housewife was described 
as doing science rather than being a scientist (drawing on the opposition discussed 
earlier): “Although you are using science in the kitchen … we‟ve got to be able to to like 
say some people are specialists in a certain area. We‟ve got to keep the boundaries in 
order” (Sara, female).  

The image of Barbie was variously described as “a bit incongruous”, “out of place” and 
“really weird”. Participants could only link her to SET through how she is made: “Barbie is 
plastic” (Avatar, female). They explained this disconnect with reference to her hyper-
feminine, heterosexual image: “She‟s portrayed as a bimbo, she‟s like blonde, she‟s got 
make-up, boobs, Ken” (Giraffe, female).  

Thus, although we only conducted a small number of group interviews, we found 
significant differences between users in terms of their reading of online representations of 
women (and men) in SET. This points to the importance of developing young people‟s 
critical media literacy within schooling (Buckingham, 2007). 

4. 14 ‘Reality’ and ‘representation’ 

In this Chapter, we have outlined our findings on reading and writing online 
representations of women in SET. We showed that the internet is incredibly and 
increasingly important in terms of access to all forms of media. „Traditional media‟ are 
moving online and changing in the process (see Chapters 1 and 2). This alters how they 
are used, as „fans‟, people who actively participate in media texts, “move from the invisible 
margins of popular culture and into the center of current thinking about media production 
and consumption” (Jenkins, 2006: 12). Authoring is increasingly integral to reading. There 
appears to be a convergence in web use between young women and men, as we are all 
now “nattering on the net” (Spender, 1985). 

We argued that some of the ways that web authors construct their work make 
implementing policies to promote more equitable representations of women in SET 
difficult. First, they tend to see themselves as part of cultures of journalism or science and 
to use associated criteria to select material, with gender only a secondary concern if it 
features at all. Second, science is largely understood as a method separate from those 
who do it, thus as abstract and asocial. Despite this dominant construction, the imagined 
people in SET (notably: nerds/geeks, archetypal scientists and heroes) invoked by 
research participants were marked by gender, as well as ethnicity and social class. SET 
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masculinities were more diverse than SET femininities, with women generally 
concentrated in a narrow range of representations, notably, the young female 
communicator, typified by Alice Roberts, and the power-hungry, bad scientist, typified by 
Susan Greenfield. 

The black-boxing of science creates inertia for change. This is supported by produsers‟ 
understandings of the reasons for „offline‟ gender differences in SET and of the relationship 
between „offline‟ and „online‟ representations. Our textual analysis clearly shows that it is 
the websites with user-generated content that are the most problematic in relation to 
gender. Although, many of the group interview participants had critical views on gender, 
both in relation to SET and more generally, both the boys groups contained some 
examples of sexism linked to „laddish‟ behaviours, echoing the gender regimes evident in 
those websites.  

Our author interviews suggest considerable gender awareness in relation to „offline‟ SET. 
However, there were tendencies to hold the wider societal context as responsible, for 
example, referring to women‟s childcare responsibilities. This constructs science as unable 
and not needing to change. Further, gender differences in participation in SET were largely 
seen as reflecting individual preferences, again naturalising gender and SET. Even when 
gender issues in offline SET were identified, this did not mean that action from online 
media was deemed necessary. Rather, the low level of presence of women in online texts 
was predominantly seen as a reflection of offline SET and so was not perceived as 
problematic or inequitable. 

It is vital to challenge the categorical opposition between online „representations‟ and the 
„real world‟ and to encourage web authors to think of online media as part of the real world. 
Not only because they have concrete effects on people‟s lives, but because they are 
people‟s lives. This opposition may explain the discrepancy between the general gender 
awareness of the web authors and the gendered online constructions of people in SET 
discussed in Chapter 3. This discrepancy is also due to the complex process of production 
of online content discussed earlier in the report and involving multiple actors. So tackling 
inequities involves action by people at different levels. We detail our recommendations in 
relation to this in the final Chapter. 
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 Chapter 5: Recommendations 

In this report we have detailed the key findings from our study of online representations of 
women in SET. In this Chapter we make some recommendations based on our findings. 
Making recommendations is complicated by the lack of consensus around equity. It is clear 
that it is not a simple matter of increasing the number of women in SET online but also a 
matter or who is represented and how they are represented. Further, since gender is a 
relational concept, it is also about how men in SET are represented online, and about how 
these representations articulate with wider meanings about women, men, science, 
engineering and technology. 

We are aware that many recommendations in reports never get beyond the general and 
well meaning. We have tried to make some of them more practical by tying them to 
proposed actions and allocating them to specific actors/organisations. However, we would 
suggest that this work is best taken forward by the UKRC. In particular, we would 
recommend that they:  

 Organise a workshop for the web authors and representatives of the organisations 
that support these websites to discuss the report its recommendations and their 
implementation. 

 Set up of a practical implementation steering group to refine and implement the 
wide ranging recommendations we propose. This steering group would need to 
develop action plans for each recommendation, assigning timescales and 
responsibilities to each. It would draw together: web authors, organisations they 
represent, members of the UKRC, researchers in gender and media and other 
experts. 

 Produce guidelines for good online practice based on the key findings and 
recommendations of this report and consider strategies to promote their adoption. 
In particular, we would recommend developing a scheme similar to the Athena 
SWAN charter. This charter recognises and celebrates good employment practice 
for women working in SET in higher education and research organisations. A similar 
charter could recognise and celebrate good online representation practice for 
women working in SET. 

 Develop teachers‟ and learners‟ critical online media literacy - their abilities to 
question, critique and engage with online texts, including in relation to equity issues. 
We would suggest producing curriculum resources that can be used by science and 
technology teachers to work on this with their students and making funding 
available for science, technology and media studies teachers to work together. 

Following from our conclusions, we would recommend that organisations producing online 
SET informational content focus simultaneously on increasing the numbers of women in 
SET online and on presenting diverse and authentic representations of them (and of men 
in SET). Specifically: 

 Women‟s presence should be mainstreamed: while women-only spaces may be a 
useful way of making SET women visible, these should be a temporary measure. 
Women should be at the centre of texts, not clustered in specific areas or marginal 
to the action. 
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 SET should be represented as inseparable from the people doing it and the 
conditions in which it is done: blogs currently provide a valuable way of presenting 
diverse and well-rounded pictures of the lives of people in SET, but such 
representations should be incorporated into a wider range of texts than at present. 

 A range of representations of women (and men) in SET should be available to allow 
a range of possible identifications. In particular, web authors should attend to the 
way that gender connects with social class, ethnicity, disability, age and sexuality. 

 Website content, including user-generated material, should be monitored, both in 
relation to representations of people in SET and in relation to the gender regime. 
Organisations should then examine their policies on content production and 
moderation in the light of this. 

 There should be a specific focus on non-traditional representations of women and 
men in terms of discipline, specialism and role. 

The similarities of our findings with earlier UKRC funded research on „traditional media‟ 
suggest that we should revisit some of the recommendations from this research and in 
particular we need to continue to develop strategies that bring together journalists and 
women in SET. As was noted in this earlier work, different types of media offer different 
opportunities to involve women in SET in media work. The emergence of online media and 
the variety of approaches within these mean that many women who would not want to 
appear on radio and/or television, would feel comfortable blogging, editing wikipedia, or 
even podcasting. SET employers should:  

 Develop the online media literacy of their female employees through training and 
other approaches.  

 Proactively make their female employees aware of the increasing range and 
number of opportunities available to them within online media.  

 Include a gender component to any online media training making their employees 
aware of some of the common problems with how women and men in SET are 
represented. 

Different websites need different interventions depending on the position of the author/s 
and their organisation (for example in relation to ethos and to policies on equal 
opportunities, moderation and complaints). The recommendations discussed so far apply 
to formal organisations. In order to change the representations of SET women within 
amateur and informal online spaces we would recommend that those, like the UKRC, 
working in policy and practice in gender equity in SET and online media should: 

 Facilitate the creation of „alternative‟ feminist spaces online and use these to 
develop a critique of mass/mainstream media, which can be fed into and become 
mainstream. 

 Encourage people from diverse backgrounds and with diverse positions to 
contribute to online forums - subverting, posting, intervening, blogging. 

 Increase the access of those producing informational SET content to research on 
gender and SET, in particular, on the constructive role of online media. The 
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relatively new International Journal of Gender and SET is attempting to do this but 
is likely to be successful largely with professional web authors. 

In this report we have discussed a small scale study of online representations of women in 
SET. We would recommend larger scale research that could see how far the findings from 
this work apply more generally. Specifically, future research on gender, media and SET 
should: 

 Prioritise online media and particularly the Web 2.0 sites that dominate young 
people‟s usage: Facebook, YouTube and Wikipedia. 

 Explore minority-interest and/or feminist sites on SET that can suggest alternative 
modes of representation. 

 Focus on constructions of ethnicity, social class, age and disability in online 
representations of women and men in SET. 

 Produce a mapping of guidelines and policies relating to online content production, 
including the moderation of online content, explore how they are implemented (or 
not) and by whom. 

 Look further at SET online content beyond the UK and develop cross-national 
comparisons that could indicate directions for change. 

 Look at individual choices and narratives and the role of online representations as 
one of an array of influences on young people‟s relationships with SET and their 
educational and employment choices. 

The democratic potential of online media means that these offer a valuable opportunity for 
the UKRC and everyone committed to the promotion of gender equity in science, 
engineering and technology. While current representations largely reproduce clichéd 
images, online media have the potential to produce positive alternatives to these. This is a 
field that is in flux and we need ongoing research and activity to realise the possibilities for 
promoting gender equity in SET. 
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 Appendix 1: Website Sample 

The Guardian/The 
Observer website 
 
www.guardian.co.uk 
 

This is the website of a well-known UK-based newspaper. 
Although the position is contested, this website gets the 
most use of all those attached to broadsheet UK 
newspapers according to the most recent and reliable 
audience figures (Bold 2009). 

The Daily Mail/Sunday Mail 
 
www.dailymail.co.uk 
 

This is the website of the best selling daily/Sunday UK 
„tabloid‟ newspaper apart from The Sun which has little 
science content (Ponsford, 2009 ). It offers a contrast 
with The Guardian‟s style and their editorial stance. 

BBC family of websites 
 
www.bbc.co.uk 
 

This is the website of the British Broadcasting 
Corporation which broadcasts across television, radio 
and the internet in the UK and beyond. Financed through 
a form of taxation, it has a public service remit. Ranking 
systems identity it as one of the world‟s foremost 
informational websites (Alexa The Web Information 
Company, 2010). 

Channel 4 family of 
websites 
 
www.channel4.com 
 

This is the website of a UK based broadcaster. It contains 
a channel (E4) seeking to exploit the youth market and 
one (More4) designed to take a higher proportion of 
serious and factual content, including scientific 
programming. 

Sky TV UK family of 
websites 
 
www.sky.com 
 

Although not available on digital, the Sky TV package 
contains dedicated news channels, a factual channel 
(Discovery) featuring largely SET content and a range of 
more informal informational SET content (typified by 
Brainiac: Science Abuse). It is popular among young 
people in the UK. 

YouTube 
 
www.youtube.com 
 

This is an influential video-sharing site. Although not UK 
based, the distributed authorship of this and other Web 
2.0 websites makes it difficult to site authorship within 
any particular national boundaries. It contains a large 
amount of UK-produced and consumed content – both in 
terms of videos and comments on these. 

Wikipedia 
 
www.wikipedia.org 
 

This is the largest of many wikis, a global user-authored 
encyclopaedia, that is popular in the UK and elsewhere 
(Alexa The Web Information Company, 2010). It contains 
over 14 million entries of which 3.1 million are in English. 

Twitter 
 
www.twitter.com 

This is the of-the-moment social networking site for 
distributing short bursts of news. 

 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/
http://www.channel4.com/
http://www.sky.com/
http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.wikipedia.org/
http://www.twitter.com/
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New Scientist website 
 
www.newscientist.com 
 

This is the foremost popular science publication within the 
UK. The magazine has worldwide circulation figures in 
excess of 150,000 (Press Gazette Journalism Today, 
2010). Some website content is restricted to non-
subscribers. 

Ben Goldacre‟s „Bad Science‟ 
blog 
 
www.badscience.net 
 

This is Ben Goldacre‟s blog which “specialises in unpicking 
dodgy scientific claims made by scaremongering 
journalists, dodgy government reports, evil pharmaceutical 
corporations, PR companies and quacks”. It connects with 
„traditional‟ media through The Guardian column and book 
of the same name. 

Science – so what? So 
Everything 
 
www.sciencesowhat.direct.go
v.uk/ 

This is a government website set up to promote the value 
of science within the UK. It is particularly targeted at people 
who do not have a science background. 

The Science Museum 
website 
 
www.sciencemuseum.org.uk 

This is the website of the most well known science 
museum in the UK, based in London, and with a large 
educational remit. 

The Natural History Museum 
website 
 
www.nhm.ac.uk/ 
 

This is a London-based museum with a large educational 
and research remit. It is well known and has a contrasting 
focus to the Science Museum with particular significance to 
this research given the horizontal segregation of women 
within SET. 

RichardDawkins.net 
 
www.richarddawkins.net 

Run by Josh Timonen in the US, this is as close possible to 
an official Richard Dawkins website. It contains extensive 
discussion forums. 

Neuroskeptic blog 
 
www.neuroskeptic.blogspot.c
om 
 

This is an amateur blog on science by a UK based 
neuroscientist “taking a skeptical look at his own field and 
beyond”. It is written for a lay audience, is referenced from 
other blogs, and has a regular readership, some of whom 
respond to posts. 

Watts Up With That? 
 
www.wattsupwiththat.com 
 

This is a US-based science blog that is number 24 in the 
top 100 blogs listed on Technorati (2010). Billed as a: 
“Commentary on puzzling things in life, nature, science, 
weather, climate change, technology, and recent news”, it 
takes a sceptical position on climate change and boasts 
that it attracts over one million visits per month. 

http://www.newscientist.com/
http://www.badscience.net/
http://www.sciencesowhat.direct.gov.uk/
http://www.sciencesowhat.direct.gov.uk/
http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/
http://www.richarddawkins.net/
http://www.neuroskeptic.blogspot.com/
http://www.neuroskeptic.blogspot.com/
http://www.wattsupwiththat.com/
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 Appendix 2: Website Sampling Processes 

The Guardian/The 
Observer website 
 
The Daily Mail/Sunday 
Mail 
 
 

These websites were sampled on two different days (14th and 
29th January 2010). We did a systematic search for mentions of 
scientists in all articles featuring on the homepages (or with a 
link on there), and then in the Science section of the Guardian 
and the science and technology section of the Mail, with a focus 
on the most recent articles. Where sampled articles allow for 
readers to leave comments, we analysed these. 

BBC family of websites 
 

We looked at all material on the homepage including any links to 
science content. We focused on the most recent articles, and 
included some pages from h2g2, an encyclopaedic project to 
which everyone can contribute. We also looked at the 
programmes part of the website. 

Channel 4 family of 
websites 
 

We looked at the articles on the homepage, then focused on 
those in the Science Technology & Environment section.  

Sky TV UK family of 
websites 
 

We looked at the most recent articles on the homepage of the 
website and in the Science and Technology section. We also 
looked specifically at the articles on the homepage of Discovery 
Channel (which is part of the Sky TV package) and at the most 
active forums and blogs which were about science or 
technology. 

YouTube 
 

We sampled two strands of content on this website. The first 
was the mentos and diet coke „experiment‟, a widely viewed 
YouTube phenomenon. The second was the science and 
technology shows section, a new section on YouTube. We 
focused on the two most viewed texts in this latter section and 
also analysed the user comments. 

Wikipedia 
 

We analysed the Scientist entry, the Women in Science entry, 
the Science Portal and an entry on Rosalind Franklin, which was 
linked to from the Science Portal. 

Twitter 
 

We searched for specific names (in male/female pairs): Richard 
Dawkins and Susan Greenfield (perhaps the most prominent 
and controversial male and female UK scientists), Alice Roberts 
and Robert Winston (both contemporary and on television), 
Charles Babbage and Ada Lovelace (comparative field, time, 
level of fame). We monitored Twitter traffic for each person 
across two six day periods, summarising the frequency and 
content of these. 

 

New Scientist website 
 

We sampled the six most prominent articles from the New 
Scientist home page and all the blog entries on the opening 
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page of the Big Wide World collection of recent science 
graduate bloggers. We also looked at responses to the 
articles/blog posts. 

Ben Goldacre‟s „Bad 
Science‟ blog 
 

We focused on the blog rather than the forums, marketing 
materials and so on, since this is both literally at the centre (of 
the homepage) and metaphorically at the centre of the site‟s 
activities. We worked through the posts backwards from 11th 
January 2010, analysing five posts and user responses to these. 

Science - so what? So 
everything 
 
 

We sampled all the recent articles in the foregrounded sections, 
including looking at any user comments on these. 

The Science Museum 
website 
 

We sampled a range of material, starting with the homepage 
and the foregrounded sections (following links where scientists 
were named). We also sampled some of the most recent entries 
to the blogs from the Museum‟s curators. Most of our analysis 
focused on the Online Stuff section, as it is developed 
specifically for the website and contained many mentions of 
scientists. 

The Natural History 
Museum website 
 

We explored systematically the foregrounded sections and 
focused on the Education and Kids Only sections. These 
included pages containing scientists from different areas, talking 
about their career choice. 

RichardDawkins.net 
 
 

The coding for this site was done on 11th January 2010. In terms 
of sampling, we focused on the most recent threads with the 
highest number of posts. As numbers of scientists mentioned 
were low, we also focused on particular discussions of 
scientists, especially women scientists and looked at two 
threads discussing these. However, these had a limited number 
of posts and viewing. 

Neuroskeptic blog 
 

We worked through the posts backwards from 13th January 
2010, analysing five posts and user responses to these. This 
site often cites papers, in which case only the scientist named in 
the main blog was listed (e.g. Silverman in Silverman et al) even 
though the full reference  including all co-authors is given at the 
bottom of the post. 

Watts Up With That? 
 
 

We analysed the most recent entry on the website (on 24th 
January 2010) and responses to this. 
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 Appendix 3: Analytic Categories for Online 
Representations of Women and Men in SET 

The text: 

 Form (for example: photograph, video, written) 

 url 

 Access date 

 Publication date 

 Title 

 Location on website 

 Type (for example: article, blog post, blog response) 

 Number of hits (or other measure of audience) 

 Length (in words, minutes etc or other measure of size) 

The author: 

 Name 

 Gender 

 Role (for example: blogger, reader/responder to blog, journalist, scientist author) 

 Expertise (for example: profession, qualifications, relationship to website, lay 
knowledge) 

The person in SET: 

 Name 

 Gender 

 SET area 

 Mode of introduction 

 Job title  

 Reason for inclusion 

 Ranking (as central, supporting or peripheral to the story)  

 Identity: divided into: family/relationship; social class; ethnicity/nationality; age; other 

 Appearance: divided into: clothes; body; face; other 

 Personality/attitude 

 Environment  

 Others included in the text (SET and non-SET) 

 Information specific to visual texts 
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 Appendix 4: Web Author Interview Schedule 

I’d like to start with a few questions about your role, your organisation and the 
website you work on ... 

Can you tell me about what your current job involves? Probe: status, specific 
responsibilities, work in a team/on their own 

What about your background, how did you get into this? Probe: SET experience, online 
experience 

Now, how would you describe the organisation you work for and, more specifically, the 
website you work on? 

What‟s its history? Probe: start date, aims, key developments 

Can you describe the ways that you use online media? Probe: aims, editorial line, content, 
interactivity 

Thinking about your relationship to those people who use the website ... 

Who do you think „uses‟ your website? Probe: contact with users/research on users, 
different parts of the website, if applicable 

What do you think users are looking for on your website? 

Do you have an image of a „typical user‟? Probe: different types of usage and groups of 
users 

Now, we‟d like you to reflect on your own experiences of using other websites: What are 
the main websites that you use? How do you use them? Probe: general, SET-specific, 
social networking, favourites 

We’re interested in your views of science, engineering and technology and of 
people who work in these areas ... 

Where do you get SET information from? Probe: online/offline, personal experience  

What influences your decision regarding the type of piece you write? Probe: editorial line 
or other internal factors, new research, own interest, innovative researcher, user interest  

Do you think anybody can do science/be a scientist? Why? Probe: gender, different areas 
of science  

What about the related areas of engineering and technology, do you think anybody can 
work in those fields? Why? Probe: gender, different areas of engineering and technology 

A particular focus of this research is about online representations of men and 
women scientists, so we’d like to end with a few questions on that ... 

In terms of the numbers involved, many areas of study and work in science, engineering 
and technology are male dominated. Do you have any ideas about why this happens?  

Thinking about media representations of people who work in SET, are you aware of any 
gender inequalities in these? Probe: scarce representations of women, stereotyping of 
women in science  
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If yes, do you address these in your work? How? 

Do you have any formal or informal policy in your organisation/for this particular website to 
ensure that people working in science, engineering and technology from different 
backgrounds are represented? Probe: gender, ethnicity, moderation of user generated 
content 

Do you think that gender makes any difference to the way that people do science?  

Or to the way they engage with technology?  

Or to life more generally? Probe: personal experience of gender inequalities 
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 Appendix 5: Web Users Group Interview Schedule 

Let’s start by talking about your use of the internet ... 

So how do you use the internet? Prompts: time spent online, times of day/week online, 
places used (school/university/home), people used with (online and offline)?  

What kind of sites do you use? Prompts: social networking, news and information sites 
games, blogs, Wikipedia, YouTube/TV, twitter, downloading etc. 

Can you talk about the different roles you take in your use of the internet? Prompts: 
reading what other people write vs adding own content 

How do you think the internet compares with television, newspapers, magazines and 
books? Prompts: similarities, differences 

Now we’d like to talk about how you see science and technology ... 

Examples: YouTube: Diet Coke + Mentos Science for Children - Cullen‟s Abc‟s 
(www.youtube.com/watch?v=7B1j5A10_uM)) Mentos and OTHER sodas 
(www.youtube.com/watch?v=rIMp9tJz1hA); Tricking nanna with diet coke and mentos 
(www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rpWOeMV10w) 

Do you (think you would) like these people? Why? 

Are these people doing science? Why? 

What makes something science? 

Where do you get information from about science? Probe: online/offline, personal 
experience, climate change, school work  

What about information about technology? Probe: online/offline, personal experience, 
mobile phones, gaming – Wii, Xbox etc, music technology, programming 

How do you see science and technology in your future? 

We’re interested in your views of and of people who work in science and 
technology... 

Show these images: http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/onlinestuff.aspx (as needed: 
http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/onlinestuff/subjects/physics_and_maths.aspx) 

Look at the people – what do you think of them? Prompt: Einstein, Scientist, Housewife, 
Astronauts, Barbie 

Do you (think you would) like these people? Why? 

Do you think they are scientists? Why? 

Do you think anybody can do science/be a scientist? Why? Probe: gender, different 
science areas 

What about the related areas of engineering and technology, do you think anybody can 
work in those fields? Why? Probe: gender, different areas of engineering and technology 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7B1j5A10_uM
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rIMp9tJz1hA
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rpWOeMV10w
http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/onlinestuff.aspx
http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/onlinestuff/subjects/physics_and_maths.aspx
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Do you remember seeing images of scientists online? Probe: Where? What did you think 
of them? 

A particular focus of this research is about online representations of men and 
women scientists, so we’d like to end with a few questions on that ... 

In terms of the numbers involved, many areas of study and work in science, engineering 
and technology are male dominated. Does that fit with your experience? Do you have any 
ideas about why this happens?  

Do you think that gender makes any difference to the way that people do 
science/technology?  

Or to the way they engage with science/technology? 
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 Appendix 6: Web Author Interview Codes for Analysis 

 

Author background 

Organisation background 

Production of online media 

Other online media organisations 

Relationship between website and online users 

Image of online users 

Gender in views of online users 

Author‟s definition of science and scientists 

Current media context 

Geek identities 

Author‟s image of science and scientists, stereotypes and SET workers 

Policies and practices to address gender issues 

Gender issues in SET 

Gender in online representations of SET workers 

General influence of gender 

 



48 

 Appendix 7: Web User Group Interview Codes for Analysis 

 

General information on internet usage 

Different roles in internet usage 

Comparisons between the internet and other media 

Responses to the YouTube Cola/Mentos videos 

Definitions of science 

Sources of SET information 

Place of SET in their futures 

Responses to the Science Museum images  

Memories of seeing science/scientists 

Views on male dominance of SET 

Gender differences in engagement in SET 

Geek identities 

Views on who can study SET 

General influence of gender 
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 Appendix 8: Interview Participants 

 

Web Author Interviewees 

Pseudonym Gender Role Interview mode 

Ada Female Professional web designer Face-to-face 

Adrian Male Professional journalist Telephone 

Anna Female Professional web editor Telephone 

Barbara Female Professional science 
communicator 

Face-to-face 

Rachel Female Amateur science blogger Telephone 

Simon Male Professional journalist Telephone 

Web User Interviewees: University Students 

Pseudonym Gender Role Educational site 

Eric Blair Male Education undergraduate London university 

Gina Davies Female Education undergraduate London university 

Hannah Rivers Female Education undergraduate London university 

John Locke Male Education undergraduate London university 

Maverick Mann Male Education undergraduate London university 

Boris Male Science PGCE student Regional university 

John Male Science PGCE student Regional university 

Kirsten Female Science PGCE student Regional university 

Mark Male Science PGCE student Regional university 

Sara Female Science PGCE student Regional university 

Sophie Female Science PGCE student Regional university 
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Web User Interviewees: School Students 

Pseudonym Gender Role Educational site 

Avatar Female Science A-level student London school 

Christopher Male Science A-level student London school 

Frog Female Science A-level student London school 

George Male Science A-level student London school 

Giraffe Female Non-Science A-level student London school 

Joe Male Science A-level student London school 

Kai Numas Male Science A-level student London school 

Kate Female Non-Science A-level student London school 

Nakai Yoshizawa Male Science A-level student London school 

Paul Mensah Male Non-Science A-level student London school 

Ronnie Female Non-Science A-level student London school 

Supergirl Female Science A-level student London school 

Carla Female Non-Science A-level student Peterborough school 

Christopher Male Science A-level student Peterborough school 

Gemma Female Science A-level student Peterborough school 

Jack Male Non-Science A-level student Peterborough school 

Jen Female Science A-level student Peterborough school 

Nathan Male Science A-level student Peterborough school 

Rosie Female Non-Science A-level student Peterborough school 

Ross Male Science A-level student Peterborough school 

Steve Male Science A-level student Peterborough school 
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