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ABSTRACT 

Historically, the place of women journalists in American newsrooms has 

relegated these women to coverage of beats defined as “soft news.” Despite the 

advancements of the modern newsroom and the appearance of equity supported by digital 

media, certain standards and expectations persist for women journalists. Just as their 

predecessors had to navigate around and within the contexts of these roles in order to 

climb the professional ladder, so too do today’s women journalists, even in a digital 

newsroom. Although officially institutionalized barriers no longer stand between women 

journalists and success, cultural expectations remain a factor for those who wish to 

succeed. Through examining oral histories of women journalists from different 

generations and analyzing statistical representations of the modern newsroom, we explore 

reoccurring and new gendered expectations and the strategies of women journalists that 

either reinforce these standards or break them, all in favor of a successful career.  
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INTRODUCTION 

“Now, I have to admit, I don’t gush very often, but I gushed,” said Eileen Shanahan in 

1994 of her 1961 interview with The New York Times’ managing editor, Clifton Daniels. 

Omitting her dream to be an editor in that early interview, Shanahan depicted herself as a woman 

ready to owe her success to The New York Times. In that interview, Shanahan did not just rely on 

her past merit as the former editor of George Washington University’s The Hatchet, where she 

first discovered her dream of becoming an editor. She did not depend solely upon 20 years spent 

at the Washington Post, first as a copygirl and eventually in coverage of the Kennedy 

Administration’s economic policy. Instead, Shanahan supplemented these qualifying experiences 

with her intuition of period norms for women. She manipulated Daniels’ perceptions of her in 

order to secure a job, putting herself in the best position to advance her career.  

 “Oh, all I want to be is the best reporter,” Shanahan said. “And you can’t be the best 

reporter unless you’re on the best paper, and that’s The New York Times.”  

It worked. Daniels was appeased.  

“That’s good,” he said. “Because I can assure you that no woman will ever be an editor at 

The New York Times.”1 

Shanahan got the job.  

Shanahan’s interpretation of and response to Daniels’ assumptions about women in the 

newsroom characterizes both the history and present reality that confronts the woman journalist 

who wishes to achieve professional success. Jill Abramson’s succession of Bill Keller at The 

New York Times as executive editor of the paper fifty years later highlights the shift in gendered 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Eileen Shanahan, interviewed by Washington Press Club Foundation, Women in 

Journalism Oral History Project, May 21, 1994, http://www.c-spanvideo.org/program/299577-1.  
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perceptions that long kept women out of leadership and hard news positions.2 With a new era for 

journalism changing old procedures, a woman at the helm of the newspaper publishing “all the 

news fit to print” indicates a gradual change from the hostility and prejudice that Shanahan 

encountered. The changes in journalism that accompany the Internet promote democratizing 

practices like citizen journalism, online discussions between reporters and readers, and a 

restructuring of key relationships between reporters and editors. Because these changes so 

closely correspond with the Internet’s ideal of equality in content production and dissemination, 

we could mistakenly attribute the cause of the rise of gender equity in the newsroom to digital 

journalism alone. Certainly, the Internet has influenced how women journalists operate, yet it has 

not shattered the glass ceiling in such a way as to shake the industry free of gendered standards. 

Today’s women journalists may not have to face the blatant condescension that Daniels 

demonstrated while interviewing Shanahan, but certain expectations and attitudes still cling to 

departments and the industry as a whole, forcing women journalists to exercise the same, 

intentional navigation that showcases or downplays merit when fitting. The digital newsroom 

perpetuates both old and new gendered patterns, requiring women to decipher appropriate 

behaviors in order to carefully and subtly navigate leadership and peer expectations, much as 

their predecessors did, in favor of a successful career.  

VOICES OF EXPERIENCE 

 Oral histories of women from different generations of journalism confirm that certain 

attitudes about the role of women journalists persist even as the industry changes, highlighting 

the constant and individually defined need of women journalists to actively pursue success. The 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Arthur Brisbane, “Thoughts from Jill Abramson, Executive Editor,” New York Times, 

(Manhattan, NY), Sept. 10, 2011, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/11/opinion/sunday/thoughts-
from-jill-abramson-executive-editor.html?_r=0. 
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four women selected for this study do not represent a social study of all women journalists, but 

rather indicate individual experiences that demonstrate the changing tensions between expected 

roles of women journalists and personal achievement. Each woman has some degree of 

experience working on beats traditionally defined as “soft” news, or “the Four F’s—family, food, 

fashion and furnishings. Women’s stuff. Back of the book. Plays, movies, books. Lifestyle.” 3 

The intentional choices made by each woman to produce features content gives this study a 

perspective on how historic expectations continue to exist even in a context of freedom that 

authorizes women journalists to choose specifically what to pursue, even if that chosen career 

keeps them in the traditional “pink ghetto.” Through discussions with these journalists about 

newsroom interactions, expectations and definitions of success, we clearly see the tensions that 

women journalists may still encounter as they seek promotions and merit-based identification. 

We look at the careers of these women through two lenses: the historical norms that remind us of 

both progress and tradition and modern media statistics that show an incongruence between 

change over time and the progressive attitudes that outwardly hoist women through the glass 

ceiling to top leadership. The interviews extract individual experiences, highlighting career 

moments where tradition and progress collide, forcing women to navigate changing standards as 

they have always done.  

 These oral histories illustrate different generations in the newsroom, showcasing 

continuity in the need for women journalists to act intentionally while simultaneously presenting 

methods of action that change within the context of the period. Patricia Smith Barnes, 84, 

graduated from the University of Arizona with a journalism degree in 1951, the only girl in her 

class of six. Immediately tracked into a job as an assistant editor for the women’s pages at the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Deborah Chambers, Linda Steiner and Carole Fleming, Women and Journalism 

(London: Routledge, 2004), 85.  
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Tucson Citizen, Barnes’ experiences serve as an example of traditional standards that were more 

comfortable routing women away from general assignment reporting. When Barnes moved to 

The Arizona Republic in Phoenix, she secured a more ideal job as a general assignment reporter 

before she would choose to work as an entertainment columnist. In each of these departments, 

Barnes encountered attitudes that stood in direct opposition to her success. Her stories, then, 

show the significant impact of context in advancing professionally. Kelly Lewis, 26, is also a 

University of Arizona graduate, but unlike Barnes, Lewis has greater opportunities to overstep 

contextual restraints by using the Internet as a tool of empowerment. Lewis founded Go! Girl 

Guides, a website and series of journalistic guidebooks that cater directly to women traveling 

alone, after her college graduation in 2008. By reporting on her move to New Zealand and her 

backpacking adventures through Fiji and Australia, Lewis established a factual and personal 

blog, giving her ample experience with the Internet as a means of production.  

These experiences with and without the Internet also demonstrate how the merit of a 

journalist can bolster topics defined as soft or gendered female. Jamie Manser, 39, used the 

Internet to supplement the print edition of Zócalo Magazine that she co-founded, focusing on the 

Tucson art scene. A 1997 University of Arizona graduate, Manser uncovered the quirk and 

charm of the community and profiled the individuals that bring it to life. Manser’s experiences 

show the capability of the Internet to not only complement print coverage, but also broaden skill 

sets and depth, infusing soft news with greater value, effectively undoing some historic 

condescension. Nancy Sharkey, 58, worked for The New York Times for 26 years, getting her 

start on the staff as a copy editor in 1984. Sharkey held a variety of editing positions, including 

the senior editor in charge of recruiting and training, and loved writing for the Metro desk. In 

addition to providing an insider look at The New York Times newsroom, Sharkey’s experience in 
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different positions of the newsroom accentuates the necessity and relevance of talent and work 

ethic, regardless of beat. Sharkey’s temporary choice to write and edit for the travel department 

sharpened her storytelling skills, a quality in journalism that is valuable anywhere. Not only does 

context matter, then, as it did so significantly for Barnes and Lewis, but the individual qualities 

of women journalists and their ease at transferring ability and drive to any area of journalism also 

affects long-term success and value. The oral histories show each of these women adapting to 

journalism standards differently, and yet some type of adaption was necessary. By looking at 

these individual accounts we see that women journalists must negotiate, though the 

methodologies of negotiation differ based on context.    

HISTORIOGRAPHY  

To first understand and identify the historic, gendered expectations that have consistently 

required women to work with intention, I turned to Ishbel Ross, a New York Herald Tribune 

writer, who examines the place of a woman journalist within the context of era. Published in 

1936, Ladies of the Press provides a historical glance at many gendered expectations that 

persisted throughout the twentieth century and gives snapshots of women who managed to 

confront and work within barriers of context. Ross’ work was a sounding board for identifying 

historical barriers between women journalists and professional advancement, as she often 

focuses on forced expectations and standards inflicted upon unwilling women who must then 

navigate carefully in order to succeed. For the women of Ross’ era, gender roles had official 

sanction from newsroom leadership, and although the women interviewed for this study mostly 

had freedom to choose content, the rigid perspective Ross presents elucidates how some 

standards persist amidst choice. In a sense, Nan Robertson’s The Girls in the Balcony: Women, 

Men, and The New York Times offers a response to Ross decades later. Used as a primary source 
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in this study, Robertson’s story gauges how women have fought for their rights and freedoms as 

journalists through the Women’s Caucus—one of the most active negotiations of women’s 

newsroom roles. A progression from the more subtle negotiations used by Ross and later Barnes, 

Robertson’s account highlights for this study how progress for women journalists does not 

necessarily mean immediate freedoms, but rather increased opportunities to advocate for those 

freedoms and tracks toward success. Robertson remembers the famous lawsuit made against The 

New York Times by a handful of its women journalists, including Robertson, in the 1970s, 

providing this study a snapshot of the volatile context that persuaded The New York Times to 

institute an affirmative action plan that paved the way for women such as Abramson.  

The opportunity for agency for women journalists provided by the Internet has no large 

body of scholarship, as the digital newsroom continues to change, but through research on 

historical trends and the impact of new media, we establish a vantage point from which to view 

the tensions surrounding individual negotiations. Women and Journalism, by journalism faculty 

Deborah Chambers, Linda Steiner and Carole Fleming documents on a sweeping scale the 

historical existence of gendered expectations in American and international newsrooms. Because 

this study examines instances of reoccurrence of traditional gender roles and procedures and the 

emergence of new tendencies in the digital age, a wide scale perspective is necessary to better 

understand larger implications and trends that have contributed to gender equity. Women, Men, 

and the News: Divided and Disconnected in the News Media Landscape—edited by journalism 

professor and former journalist Paula Poindexter, information technologist Sharon Meraz and 

online journalist Amy Schmitz Weiss—moves from a historical perspective to a more modern 

lens, discussing the relationship between readers and new media on the Internet. Poindexter and 

her colleagues point out the tension that results from a still present divide between men and 
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women in the digital newsroom, and this discrepancy is further reflected through statistics 

presented by modern journalism institutions such as the Media Management Center at 

Northwestern University, the Women’s Media Center, and the Poynter Institute. As these studies 

demonstrate gradual progress in the prominence of women journalists, they also hint at an 

inadvertent promotion of gendered themes. These studies, then, provide a statistical 

representation of the conflict experienced by the interviewed women—official attitudes and 

procedures seem to imply that today’s newsroom actively dissuades old gendered roles, and yet 

comparisons between men and women in areas such as leadership positions, retention and 

content production indicate that some procedures cling even to the digital newsroom.  

Looking at individual voices of women journalists from different generations offers an 

experiential survey of the nuances and tensions that exist in the digital newsroom, unexplained 

by data alone. Through an analysis of experience, statistics and historical research, this study will 

reveal avenues toward success in the digital newsroom, emphasizing the active role of women 

journalists from each generation in seizing opportunities for accomplishment. Just as Barnes 

experienced in the 1950s, today’s women journalists cannot easily advance without deliberate 

awareness of expected behaviors and responsibilities. Although the Internet creates a new 

context in which to do this, success ultimately rests upon the capabilities and intuition of the 

individual journalist, regardless of medium or department. This is the tension that faces today’s 

women journalists. The choice to pursue traditional success, even in the digital newsroom, comes 

laden with historic definitions and procedures. Within the structure of the newsroom itself, long-

ingrained perceptions of hard and soft news gender stories male and female, respectively. 

Although the Internet’s transformation of the industry has called for a restructuring of newsroom 

hierarchies, women journalists must deliberately capitalize upon this transition if they wish to 
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present their work, regardless of department, outside of preconceived notions. The women who 

succeeded in this and acquired uppermost leadership positions, such as Abramson, did so on the 

qualification of their own merit, but also with the help of influential mentors. Ultimately, women 

journalists—and any journalist for that matter—do not advance in any context without taking 

deliberate measures and cultivating editor-reporter and reporter-reader relationships. In all of 

these relationships and presentations of self, whether one-on-one or through the Internet, women 

journalists can interact in such a way as to disprove or reinforce traditional views. Although the 

institutional barriers that prevent professional success are no longer in place, and the Internet 

provides women with additional and innovative routes toward achievement, these opportunities 

bring with them variations on old patterns that still require women journalists to actively 

negotiate newsroom standards.  

THE FREEDOM TO CHOOSE THE STATUS QUO 

 Today, women independently choose what areas of news coverage to pursue, exercising 

their freedom from policies that historically limited women to women’s pages or staff quotas, yet 

despite this legalistic equity, the gendering of hard and soft news still permeates newsroom 

cultures. Even as quotas that only permitted one woman on staff lifted, women mostly found 

their newsroom niche writing about soft news, lifestyle stories. General assumptions about hard 

news label it as “news about foreign policy, the federal deficit, bank robberies. Historically, the 

men’s stuff. The right stuff.” 4 In Barnes’ early newsroom experience, women were not seen as 

having the talent or tenacity to cover the more intense stories. Doug Martin, the founder of the 

University of Arizona journalism department, warned Barnes that culture and expectations would 

route her toward softer news despite her long-time desire to work as a general assignment 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 
4 Chambers, Steiner and Fleming, Women and Journalism, 85.  
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reporter outside of the women’s pages. This unquestioned routing of women demonstrates a 

culture that no longer exists blatantly—even Barnes was able to get out of the women’s pages 

eventually to work in the main newsroom of the Arizona Republic. It is important to note that 

Barnes easily acquired a position in the default position of women’s pages, but securing her job 

at the Arizona Republic required consistent communication with the newspaper’s editors and the 

help of Martin. Great freedom may exist today that overrides automatic routing, but women must 

choose to exercise that freedom as active agents. The shadow over the women’s pages was not 

directed solely at the content published, but rather the department tended to be a professional 

dead end and advancement to upper ranks still does not come effortlessly from within features 

departments.  

Although lifestyle departments still frequently miss out on the accolades granted to their 

hard news partners, the unconscious routing of women journalists into a stigmatized department 

has not only decreased as a result of legislation, but also by a resurgence in the popularity of the 

content on the Internet. Audience support of lifestyle content is not unique to the Internet, but the 

new medium has added greater value to this content for newsroom leaders, indicating that 

women journalists who choose to write on these desks do not necessarily condemn themselves to 

content trivialized by the general newsroom. “The most popular thing that has ever been on a 

woman’s page is a cookie recipe,” Barnes said.5 Perhaps not in the eyes of newsroom 

management, but to readers, these types of stories provide a service to the community, 

demonstrating to readers an investment in day-to-day life that adds value to the women who 

choose to write lifestyle stories today. The interactive opportunities for engagement between 

readers and reporters increase the intensity of this connection. Women are 10 percent more likely 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 
 5 Patricia Barnes, interview with Johanna Willett, June 2012.!!
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than men to “say they very closely follow news….about people and events in their own 

community…Until newspapers learn how to serve in the many roles that women expect, women 

may continue to turn away and look to other sources that respect them and provide news that is 

helpful in their daily lives.”6 The type of helpful news that women expect is not confined to just 

lifestyle features. Certainly, hard news remains a crucial proponent of the duty of journalists and 

the expectation of audiences, but this emphasis on daily life and community secures a place for 

soft features in the overall production of news. The choice of women journalists to report on 

lifestyle news may not receive the acclaim of hard news reporting, but the well-reported and 

written story equally connects to the community, a value that justifies a perceived reoccurrence 

of the gendered status quo in digital media. On the Internet, 34 percent of women’s writing 

covers soft news as opposed to only 12 percent in traditional media.7 This is not to say that the 

Internet is quickly resurrecting old habits, because women are also amassing more bylines in 

new media than they did in traditional formats. Just as the women interviewed for this study 

chose their positions as lifestyle writers for the style and the stories, the statistical discrepancy 

indicates not forced quotas, but rather the active preference of these individual women. These 

departments may not have the same definitions of success, and the path towards management is 

not always as clear-cut, but women journalists actually have the opportunity to seize great 

professional success from roles in features departments. Women remain the primary audience of 

lifestyle stories, and gender has always influenced the content interests of men and women, with 

women traditionally and still preferring lifestyle topics such as fashions, home furnishing and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!
'!Chambers, Steiner and Fleming, Women and Journalism, 94.!

 
 7 “The Byline Survey Report, 2012: Who Narrates the World?” The Byline Blog, May 
2012, http://theopedproject.wordpress.com/2012/05/28/the-byline-survey-2011.!!
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religion among others.8 The Internet heightens this connection between readers, subjects and 

reporters. A woman journalist who chooses this area of specialty does not choose the old 

confinement to a women’s ghetto, but rather, by preference, fills a need of the newspaper by 

connecting women readers to an empathizing publication, toeing the balance between settling in 

old roles and meeting a very real need. 

This preference of some women journalists for lifestyle sections also derives from the 

different atmospheres between hard news and soft news desks, with features departments better 

supporting life outside of the workplace. This choice to pursue a work-life balance instead of the 

workaholic tendencies promoted by hard news departments also encourages success by 

promoting a realistic evaluation of individual job expectations. Although the Internet has 

eliminated some of the stringency attached to the development of a newspaper’s stories within 

the confines of the office or on the scene, the 24-hour news cycle perpetuated by the Internet 

actually reinforces a culture that has never corresponded with the domestic responsibilities so 

often placed on the shoulders of women journalists. “Professional technology jobs can involve 

frequent travel, late nights, working weekends, and ad hoc meetings,” promoting a lifestyle in 

most departments of the newspaper that does not allow work-life balance.9 Although many 

women journalists do choose hard news tracks that require them to sacrifice a personal life, 

lifestyle journalism and its less demanding culture can allow a greater investment in stories that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!
)!Paula Poindexter, “Factors Contributing to the Sex Divide in Newspapers and 

Television News,” in Women, Men and the News: Divided and Disconnected in the News Media 
Landscape, eds. Paula Poindexter, Sharon Meraz and Amy Schmitz Weiss (New York: 
Routledge, 2008), 32. !
!

*!Sharon Meraz, “How Socialization Created a Gender Gap,” in Women, Men and the 
News: Divided and Disconnected in the News Media Landscape, eds. Paula Poindexter, Sharon 
Meraz and Amy Schmitz Weiss (New York: Routledge, 2008), 109. !
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matter, while simultaneously managing responsibilities outside of the newsroom. The choice to 

work in a department that does not always publish daily establishes a more reliable set of 

deadlines and a different set of standards for success. “Not everybody wants to run out and 

conquer the world,” Barnes said. “Some women are happy…at home rearing children and 

cooking, but they don’t have to confine themselves to that.”10 Features departments present an 

opportunity to succeed professionally, while also maintaining that outside life. Barnes took a 

break from working as a hard news, general assignment reporter for The Arizona Republic when 

it came time to raise her own children, and Sharkey’s own observations of both soft news 

departments and the breaking paces of The New York Times corroborate Barnes’ actions of 

withdrawing from journalism in favor of a family life.  

You could have a work-life balance in the features section. It wasn’t like a news section
 that was closing seven nights a week at 11:00 p.m. at night. If you were on a big story in
 the Washington bureau, for example, like a presidential scandal, then you’re working.
 You’re not home. You’re not making dinner. But the women in the newsroom in the
 features section were in general out by six. People would go home and see their
 families.11 

 
This lure of stability attracts both women and men to the features departments, and for journalists 

who place significant value on work-life balance, features can present an opportunity to succeed 

within standards more conducive to these goals. Although it may appear that women who choose 

to work in features departments, particularly for their balanced atmosphere, perpetuate the 

historical schema, it is a choice motivated by this understanding of personal aspirations and 

limits. This desire is not limited to women, Sharkey said:  

The men have begun to demand this work balance too. This is a big change. When I 
started, the expectation was that the men would stay and have a wife at home to take care 
of things. That has totally changed. Women are still doing more housework, more 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Barnes interview, June 2012.  
!
""!,-./0!Sharkey, interview with Johanna Willett, February 2013. !!
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cooking, more cleaning, more child-rearing, but [the men] at least have been raised by 
this generation of women to have some sense that, ‘Hey Buck-O, you’ve got to contribute 
too.’12  

Even as younger generations enter newsrooms with expectations of work-life balance and 

possess far fewer gendered stereotypes than their predecessors, individual journalists must 

evaluate and choose which standards they wish to operate under. The default attitudes between 

hard news and soft news can still dictate cultural expectations within each department, and the 

gendering of these standards as male and female still occurs, but now, journalists have a greater 

opportunity to choose their section and the standards they will adopt. “There is this default that 

guys are going to do investigative reporting and hard news and the women are going to gravitate 

toward the softer stuff—lifestyle, fashion, features,” Sharkey said. “I hate to say that, because I 

think things have changed quite significantly, but I do think that still exists.”13 These cultures 

exist not because of intentional segregation anymore, but rather because of a history of 

requirements and paces that differ in each department. The pressure placed on journalists by the 

Internet has only heightened these divisions, making it imperative that journalists understand the 

lifestyle they choose when choosing beats.  

THE STRUCTURE OF SUCCESS 

 As the Internet has forced newsrooms to restructure hierarchies and procedures, it has 

also presented an empowering option for women journalists to operate outside of even these 

changing structures. Women can negotiate success within the context of the changing 

composition of the newsroom, or through publishing content exempt from the culture 

perpetuated by legacy media. Lewis reports travel information and experiences pertaining to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 
"# Ibid.!!
 
13 Ibid.  
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safety directly to a female audience, embracing that need and the publication medium created by 

the Internet. “As a traveler and journalist, I was really frustrated by the lack of information for 

women in different countries,” Lewis said. The Internet not only enabled Lewis to fill the need 

unmet by larger media organizations, but it also elevated her to a position of leadership, despite 

her start in a features track. “When it comes to traveling and being in unfamiliar situations, 

women need to take extra precautions. We walk lines to empower women, but you have to be 

careful. There are things you need to know that apply specifically to women.”14 Lewis is 

successful. Her self-started publication has more than 2,000 Facebook fans, and she has 

monetized her product. Her content is just as accessible as online stories published by a 

newspaper, yet her choice to create her own site illustrates an active step in distancing herself 

from remnants of a newspaper culture that subtly brands lifestyle content as less essential. By 

deliberately defining how she would function as a woman in journalism, Lewis stepped outside 

of the traditional newsroom structure to seize success without being thrust into the “less 

prestigious categories of lifestyle, education, or health beats…thereby sustaining a feminine 

ghetto.”15 She infuses value into her work by letting it evolve without the constraints of a daily 

newspaper, allowing it to thrive even as some bastions of the media, like a radio reporter who 

interviewed Lewis, hold attitudes that wonder: “why do you need a book for women? Why not 

just a guidebook. Isn’t that sexist?”16 This immediate label of Lewis’ work as sexist illustrates a 

dormant attitude that pervades even the more liberal spaces of the Internet, assuming that content 

intended to meet the need of this specific audience (women) is somehow lesser. This requires 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Kelly Lewis, interview with Johanna Willett, January 2013.  
!
"&!Chambers, Steiner and Fleming, Women and Journalism, 123. 

 
16 Lewis interview. 
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women who wish to succeed in journalism to intentionally navigate remnant structures and also 

new patterns that can indirectly sweep all soft news aside as gendered female.  

 The freedoms that exist today that allow women journalists to pursue a media career 

outside of the newsroom were not as easily available as they are through the Internet, yet 

navigating toward industry accomplishment is not unique to digital journalists and can happen 

within the context of traditional structures. Lewis’ ability to found Go! Girl Guides was a luxury 

that did not exist for Barnes, especially during the early days of her career, and yet Barnes 

negotiated the industry norms, by both adopting the expectations associated with softer news for 

the duration and by going headfirst into other areas of journalism. Although she “wasn’t crazy 

about spending [her] life on the women’s pages,” she met and exceeded the expectations of her 

first job with the women’s pages at the Tucson Citizen, looking for other opportunities to 

advance professionally. 17 As a graduate of the University of Arizona’s journalism program, 

under the tutelage of founder Martin, Barnes learned to write and report like her five, male 

classmates, and yet the structures of the era’s newsroom initially funneled her into a women’s 

page position. To be successful to start, Barnes could not just embrace and then redefine 

gendered expectations as Lewis did online, for she had no way to do. Instead, Barnes adopted the 

orthodox styles and behaviors of the period, many of which were gendered male in order to 

cultivate the support of newsroom leaders and prove herself a diligent and talented journalist, 

within the assigned context. 

 Even outside of the women’s pages and features departments, success for women 

journalists required an active demonstration of core talents valued by the industry if a reporter 

wished to surpass the structures and hierarchies that kept women from bigger stories. After she 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 

17 Barnes interview, June 2012.   
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started working as a general assignment reporter for The Arizona Republic and replaced the only 

woman in the main newsroom, the structure Barnes faced had no qualms towards those who 

considered women and their beats inferior. “The worst macho pigs were on the sports desk,” 

Barnes said. “They were the chest-beating, me-Tarzan, you-Jane types, and there was a lot of 

that. Sometimes, when I went to do an interview they would be surprised a woman showed up. 

We were still in the Stone Age.” 18 The culture outside of the newsroom certainly influenced the 

hesitation of newsroom management to advance even the most talented of women. Robertson’s 

first brush with the city room at The New York Times in the 1960s showed her a “sea of male 

reporters” that relegated most women to the upstairs women’s news department.19 With no other 

agency for succeeding in a media career, women journalists had to accept these attitudes while 

still demonstrating their quality as reporters on the stories given to them. In this “sea of male 

reporters,” they had to prove that they, individually, were unworthy of the condescension often 

directed at women journalists. Although Barnes remembers being “surprised by how level the 

playing field” was at The Arizona Republic’s newsroom, the general atmosphere and the lack of 

women built into the structural integrity of the newsroom’s hierarchy perpetuated an acceptance 

of attitudes that relegated women and their beats to the back pages of the newspaper.20 As an 

entertainment reporter later in her career with The Arizona Republic, Barnes continued to 

encounter an attitude that implied that women journalists could not do the job as well as a man. 

“Sometimes my editors were more inclined to give a story to a man, and for good reason,” 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 
18 Patricia Barnes, interview with Johanna Willett, January 2013.  

!
19 Nan Robertson, The Girls in the Balcony: Women, Men, and The New York Times 

(New York: Random House, 1992), 79. 
 

20 Barnes interview, January 2013.  
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Barnes said, expressing her simultaneous annoyance and acceptance of the way things were. 

“They picked a macho guy from the sports desk to do the Marilyn Monroe interview—but then, 

you can imagine much more a man interviewing Marilyn Monroe than a woman.”21 To glean 

stories that would allow a woman journalist to showcase her skill required an active intuition of 

both leadership attitudes and comfort levels of sources during an interview. No hard and fast rule 

stripped the bigger stories from women. At about the same time that Barnes lost out on the 

interview to Marilyn Monroe, she interviewed William L. Shirer about his book The Rise and 

Fall of the Third Reich, highlighting the transience of newsroom attitudes toward the capability 

of women journalists. With such shifting perspectives, it became even more crucial for Barnes 

and other women journalists to pursue success and showcase talent by agreeing with and 

conforming to the expectations of newsroom leaders when necessary, in the hope of acquiring 

greater freedoms and better stories in the future.   

Because the newsroom culture looks different today than it did during the early years of 

Barnes’ career, a negotiation toward success does not denote an exception to the rule as it did in 

the past, but rather an active navigation of changing newsroom structures is necessary for any 

journalist to do well and maintain a secure job. A 1917 essay by Anne O’Hare McCormick, a 

foreign correspondent for The New York Times claimed “only the hardiest and most adventurous 

spirits have been able to force their way beyond that invisible but firmly established barrier 

which hedges in the masculine monopoly of the Fourth Estate.”22 Although women journalists 

certainly have greater freedoms and presence in modern newsrooms than they did when 

McCormick wrote that and in the 1950s when Barnes began her career and even a liberal 
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newspaper like The New York Times only hired three or four women journalists, the statistical 

representation of women in the media remains disproportionate to the number of male 

journalists, indicating that this active negotiation is actually imperative for job retention. 23 

Today, the American Society of News Editors documented 41,608 total positions in American 

newsrooms in 2011. Of those jobs, women held only 36.9 percent.24 These women, unlike their 

predecessors, are not tracked into features sections like Barnes was. Instead, like Lewis, they 

have the ability to choose their beat if job openings or opportunities exist. These opportunities 

mean little, though, if women journalists fail to exert the necessary effort or lack essential skills. 

In the digital newsroom, the track is less to blame than the individual, though cultural norms and 

structures do continue to influence the efforts required. Historic standards traditionally kept 

leadership ranks in newspapers and investigative reporting teams free of women, yet the 

exceptional few managed to breach protocol, demonstrating talent and work ethic truly can 

overpower discouraging structures. Ross’ 1918 examination of the status of women in the press 

noted that successful women journalists McCormick did exist, “but there are not enough of them 

to make much difference to the profession as a whole. They have merely established the fact, not 

revolutionized the status of their colleagues. They are remarkable only because they are the 

exceptions.”25 The old structure, with so few openings for women journalists, prevented even 

some of the most talented women from reporting on more than women’s issues. The Internet 

presents alternative solutions by creating new positions and needs that can allow talented and 
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dedicated women journalists to claim roles previously inexistent or only available to the best of a 

select few.  

Ultimately, the transformation occurring in American newsrooms right now to 

incorporate Internet publication requires all journalists to prove their irreplaceable value, by 

closely following newsroom procedures and definitions of merit in order to ensure job security 

and ascension. The staff of The Wichita Eagle, led by editor and vice president Sherry 

Chisenhall, overhauled their newsroom to support a more digital format in 2011, reorganizing 

the hierarchy of editors and reporters and the functions of the various sections to produce news 

more effectively. This restructuring that is happening in newsrooms across the United States 

creates new editorial positions such as web producers and changes the goals of individual 

sections, indirectly altering long-time patterns that accompanied those sections. Here, women 

journalists have an opportunity to define new standards for the profession within the context of a 

traditional newsroom. At The Wichita Eagle, this transformation redefined the jobs of 50 of the 

60 newspaper staff. “You just do it on the fly,” Chisenhall said of the change and her headfirst 

recalibration of her paper’s newsroom. 26 These kinds of wide-sweeping changes to the industry 

as a whole create the transience that enables women journalists to not only participate in the 

dialogue about new standards, but also assert themselves as qualified and valuable reporters 

during a period when every journalist must do the same—deliberate toward establishing a new 

status quo. Structural changes do not immediately denote a cultural revolution for women 
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journalists, but rather a chance for individuals to secure jobs not as exceptions, but rather as 

successful trailblazers in a new era of journalism.  

THE VALUE OF PROFESSIONAL RELATIONSHIPS 

 Because many of the women who came of age in journalism during the battles for gender 

equity in the 1970s have claimed leadership positions, they provide a chain to new generations of 

women journalists, sharing examples of the roles and methodologies that allowed them to 

succeed. Women in journalism leadership cannot immediately change the status quo, but by 

demonstrating their own paths toward success to their younger colleagues, they lay a foundation 

for a future in the industry with more women leaders. Anna Quindlen, one of the few women to 

ever write a regular column for the Op-Ed pages of The New York Times, attributes her rise in the 

newsroom to the efforts and examples of the Women’s Caucus.27 This ripple effect extended to 

Sharkey, who had a class with Quindlen—then the deputy metro editor for The New York 

Times—when she attended the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism. Quindlen 

intentionally kept in touch with Sharkey, and this relationship led to Sharkey’s start at the 

newspaper as a copy editor: 

 [Anna] just tracked me, and I got a job three years later. It was a time when there were
 few women in journalism, and she was on the lookout for women who might be potential
 hires. I wrote to her and kept in touch. It was the time before email and Facebook, so I
 dropped her a line and let her know how I was doing.28  

During the course of her own career, Sharkey became a recruiter for copy editors, focusing on 

hiring additional women to the newspaper’s staff. This chain from the Women’s Caucus to 

Sharkey’s hires did not happen solely because the Women’s Caucus led to better opportunities 

for women journalists, but because Quindlen and Sharkey both emulated the assertiveness, talent 
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and work ethic that made the members of the Women’s Caucus such influential journalists at The 

New York Times. Sharkey’s relationship with Quindlen jumpstarted a successful career, directing 

her toward both a position and an example of how to tailor her own skills so as to promote a 

future in the industry. The value of professional and mentoring relationships between women is 

in the personal example of achievement that they provide. Madelyn Merwin, a longtime editor at 

The Star in Chicago, who started her journalism career in 1949, “was a real tiger when it came to 

getting herself ahead as a woman in what was then very much a man’s world,” said her husband 

Donald of his 87-year-old wife after her death in 2001. “It was very hard for a woman to get an 

editorship then. There were women reporters, but not too many women editors.”29 For women of 

Merwin’s generation, with no precedent and little guidance, the women who wished to succeed 

felt “forced to adopt a ‘macho process of story getting,’” while others had a difficult time 

“proving themselves to be ruthless and ‘hard boiled’ journalists like their male colleagues, 

particularly in ‘serious news’ fields.” 30 Others fumbled through the adoption of collaborative 

styles that deviated from traditional hierarchies and comfort levels within the newsroom. The 

individual examples of leading women provide rookies insight into new procedures that do or do 

not work and the most effective strategies for approaching gendered definitions of hard and soft 

news. With these examples, younger women can supplement their own experiences, talents and 

intuition to illuminate the clearest path toward accomplishment.  

 The value of individual effort, especially under the guidance of more experienced 

women journalists, must coincide with a unified approach that acknowledges historic 
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predecessors and modern technologies that do not automatically do away with traditional 

procedures. In her own success, Merwin used her experience and influence to mentor others, 

including Marge Seltzner who would go on to work as the managing editor of that same paper.31 

The attention younger women must pay to women leaders in the newsroom is the same in a 

digital industry as it was historically. Although the medium has changed, the deliberate attention 

to role-play and navigation translates between eras. Now, within the context of the Internet’s 

lofty ideals of democratized press and a greater push for gender equity, it might be tempting to 

disregard traditional steps toward changing the status quo. When Robertson overheard a young, 

woman business writer at The New York Times declare in 1980,“There is no sex discrimination at 

the Times…I got here on my own merits, and I’m going to get ahead on my own,” she wondered 

at the woman’s naiveté regarding the Women’s Caucus and the steps leaders in her newsroom 

had taken to open positions for women.32 This gradual change in the status quo certainly occurs 

partially as a result of the efforts of individual women, but it also stands on the shoulders of 

preceding women journalists and the routes that worked for them.   

It is a combination, then, of individual drive and the efforts and investments by 

newsroom leaders and mentors that promote rookie success in any generation. Mentors cannot 

simply grandfather (or grandmother) a mentee up the professional ladder, nor do they focus on 

playing keep away from the lifestyle desks. Instead, these relationships require active 

participation from the mentored to promote merit and a development of skills that allow reporters 

to grow and hone in on areas of interest and proficiency. “Mentors are totally key,” said Sharkey. 

“They help pave the way, but they also give feedback about how you should deal with a 
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problem. A good mentor challenges you to figure out who you really are in life, what you really 

want to do, and what you want to do later.”33 Talent and proficiency are woven throughout the 

mentoring process, as newsroom leaders, male and female, typically will not invest in a young 

reporter lacking drive or potential. To reap the benefits of mentoring and professional 

relationships, women reporters must seek them out, setting themselves apart from their less 

determined peers. This combination of unequal merit and remaining barriers to total gender 

equity led Abramson to say:  “I don’t expect that I can ever raise all female boats, but I try to go 

out of my way, not to the exclusion of men, but I do take a particular interest in careers and work 

of many of the younger women at the Times…If anyone has a problem with that, too bad.”34 For 

women to ride this tide that Abramson speaks of, they must assertively seek the guidance of 

more experienced reporters and the opportunities and advice they can offer.  

Certainly, the Internet has created additional editorial positions for women to claim, but 

any journalist who wishes to be successful must develop the necessary skills and understand the 

proper attitudes and etiquette for colleague interactions—to be the best, a woman journalist must 

take advantage of the opportunity for mentorship. Upon graduating from the University of 

Arizona, Barnes acquired her first job with the Tucson Citizen’s women’s pages and her later job 

at the The Arizona Republic through her connection to Martin. Martin’s recommendation of 

Barnes for both jobs, but particularly the general assignment position at the Arizona Republic, 

originated from the potential he saw in Barnes because of her talent and hard work. “[The editor 

at the Arizona Republic] called Professor Martin and asked him about me the night after the 
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interview,” Barnes said. “Professor Martin told him that I had not yet been given a chance to 

show what I could do because of the women’s pages, and that greased the skid for me.” 

Although Barnes received a boost from Martin’s recommendation, her contentment with her 

career comes from her own abilities to negotiate the roles thrust upon her by the newsroom 

culture. “I tried to do it myself,” Barnes said. “I wasn’t a raving, screaming success or a well-

known person, but I liked it.”35 For Barnes, using mentorship to acquire a job and individual 

effort to maintain it was the winning blend. Sharkey’s experiences with mentorship also included 

the sharpening of skills while employed. When another of Sharkey’s mentors, Al Siegal, an 

assistant managing editor for The New York Times, helped her move from hard news into travel 

and features, it was “to help broaden [her] background so that [she] had skills in both hard news 

and features.”36 The decision to change departments, in Sharkey’s case, had nothing to do with 

gendered roles, but rather a specific attention to Sharkey’s existing strengths and those that 

needed cultivation. Mentoring relationships remain valuable in the digital age, because even as 

methods of content production change, older journalists still know the qualities of journalism—

truth, communication and storytelling—that will not be altered by the Internet. Editors and 

mentors like Siegal who can see the assets of different desks and understand how to negotiate 

newsroom politics offer younger reporters a resource and opportunity to foster versatility and 

characteristics that contribute to success, giving the talented rookie knowledge to put into action 

to demonstrate value. For Merwin, even in an era that tracked women away from leadership 

positions, a core talent in writing and reporting superseded gender-imposed hesitations. 

“Madelyn was a true pro, a versatile journalist who could move seamlessly from news to features 
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to production editing,” said “former Star newspapers publisher Frank Shuftan.”37 This is the 

professional understanding that mentors pass on to younger reporters, and this insight comes to 

younger generations only through an active demonstration of expected skills and attitudes.  

Individually, women who wish to succeed should seek mentoring relationships to better 

understand the pitfalls and accelerators associated with their chosen career path, but as a unit 

women with this understanding can use the transient nature of the digital newsroom to enact 

lasting cultural changes and an environment that better facilitates individual success on the basis 

of merit. This establishment and utilization of community is made easier by the Internet, but has 

an effective, historical precedent. When the Women’s Caucus came together at The New York 

Times in 1972, this group of 84 women declared that “the voices of women [were] being heard in 

greater number in this country,” and “as a result of this pressure, some improvement [had] taken 

place in the status of women in the professions.”38 These women directed management’s 

attention to the absence of women on The New York Times’ masthead and presented an analysis 

of salary discrepancies between men and women. Women with significant clout in the 

newsroom, such as Washington correspondent Shanahan and head copy editor of the foreign 

news desk Betsy Wade, threw their reputations behind the sex-discrimination suit against The 

New York Times. The victory that came through a unified effort and reliance on the strengths of 

others sets a precedent for women today to address even a subtle gendering of journalism. 

Sharkey began working for the travel section of The New York Times not long after the lawsuit 

indirectly coerced the newspaper to increase its female hires. “I did see more really sharp women 

hired into hard news jobs at that time,” Sharkey said. “When Carolyn Lee, the assistant 
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managing editor, recruited me to recruit for the copy editors, one of the things I was looking for 

were copy editors who were female and copy editors of color, because we didn’t have very 

many.”39 The lawsuit filed by the Women’s Caucus spurred a deliberate pursuit of women 

journalists, solidifying the promotion of a newsroom culture that could no longer officially 

condone the exclusion of women. The youngest women who write for The New York Times still 

get together frequently, calling themselves the “Old Gals Network,” and discuss their 

accomplishments and support each other. On furthering this culture of equity in American 

newsrooms and the presence of women in leadership positions, Abramson said “the best thing is 

to connect with them and talk with them.” The creation of a supportive network not only 

establishes solidarity in case of opposition, as it did for the Women’s Caucus, but it also 

encourages retention and community, indirectly securing a longer lasting population of women 

journalists to succeed and move through the ranks. “I try to encourage [women journalists] and 

share some of my own experiences,” Abramson said. “I tell them, ‘Hang in there. You can be a 

killer journalist and get ahead. You don’t have to have no personal life or be a workaholic to get 

there.’”40  

The open potential for dialogue on the Internet can more easily facilitate these career-

building relationships. The success Lewis has experienced through Go! Girl Guides is indicative 

of this community support system, representing the validity and importance of utilizing 

relationships to maneuver systems that unintentionally phase out women journalists or prevent 

ascension because of traditional standards or lacking means. In travel writing, women get a lot of 
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respect, according to Lewis. “I got my feet wet with travel journalism by being a travel blogger, 

and the online community of travel bloggers have been supportive. In that Internet world, I 

established friendships and stuck around. You gain success by just being there for a long time, 

around those people. The Internet naturally weeds people out.” 41 In the same way, journalism 

itself tends to create a retention problem among women—54.2 percent of journalists with fewer 

than five years of work experience are women, frontloading the population of rookie reporters 

with women and creating a deficiency in the upper ranks.42 Many of the women, such as 

Abramson who have earned positions in management, depend on “networked power rather than 

hierarchic power, or power with [empowerment] rather than power over. Women leaders tend to 

use more democratic and participative styles rather than the command and control styles men 

most often use.”43 Relationships, with their basis in mentorship and support, build a foundation 

for increased women in leadership positions (many of which have recently been created by the 

Internet) and a greater potential to change cultural habits. “Somebody like Jill Abramson 

becoming the executive editor of The New York Times is mindful of all the issues she went 

through,” Sharkey said.44 This development of relationships between women leaders and 

coworkers creates a community that encourages long-term careers, potential leadership and 

shifting status quos.   

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
!
%"!Lewis interview.  
 
42 Bill Mitchell, “Women Journalists Aren’t Increasing Overall,” Poynter Institute, March 

2, 2011, http://www.poynter.org/uncategorized/9518/women-journalists-arent-increasing-overall. 
!
%$!Mary Arnold and Marlene Lozada Hendrickson, “Women in Newspapers 2003: 

Challenging the Status Quo,” (Evanston: Media Management Center, 2003), 20.  
 
44 Sharkey interview.  



!

!

#)!

EDUCATING ROOKIE REPORTERS 

Professional success and a woman journalist’s newsroom lifespan first depend on 

acquiring the skills that transcend gender, in order to take advantage of the opportunities once 

inaccessible to women journalists. Beyond just the skills learned in journalism education, the 

very experience of attending a journalism school equips women with connections necessary to 

secure jobs after graduation as well as opportunities to showcase merit. In the 1950s and 1960s, 

newspapers, particularly prestigious ones like The New York Times, had reputations for being 

“bastions of ivy league types” with a “pipeline from Morningside Heights in the Columbia 

School of Journalism to 43rd Street,” the home of The New York Times.45 Sharkey’s own career 

with The New York Times came through a connection she made during her graduate education at 

the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism, yet she sustained her career through the 

application of skills learned and practiced effectively. Barnes also acquired her first job through 

university connections, proving herself a worthy employee through her own efforts. Today, 

women make up about 80 percent of journalism alumni at the University of Arizona, according 

to Sharkey, who is now a professor of practice at the university. 46 On a national scale, women 

outnumber men two or three to one, yet have less of a presence in key positions, which are still 

widely held by men.47 This issue of retention, as discussed previously, may also be remedied by 

an infusion of young, women journalists with multimedia know-how that older journalists lack, 

making even these rookies valuable members of a newsroom team. The opportunities for 
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advancement do exist, as industry leaders like Abramson note “digital skills” as key, hiring 

qualities, especially among new graduates, and today’s journalism students receive training in 

multimedia and online skills, areas of the industry that do not have long, gendered histories.48 

Although this desperate need for digital journalists has created urgency in hiring employees with 

these skills, to take advantage of these new jobs, journalists must have the proper education.  

Journalism schools no longer emphasize a gender divide and equally teach valued skills 

to both men and women, yet there still exists the conventional mentality in some hard news beats 

that women must specifically prove they have what it takes, that their skills are not “gendered” 

or “female.” The International Federation of Journalists beseeches both editors and coworkers to 

“be aware of the unnecessary pressure women can experience to prove that they are capable of 

doing the job,” especially in hard news departments such as war reporting.49 This pressure likely 

factors into the industry’s failing retention of female journalists, especially considering men and 

women graduate journalism schools having encountered the same theories and practiced the 

same skills. It is not so much the education that is lacking, but rather an ability to meet 

expectations once employed, whether those expectations are fair or not. Grace Glueck, an arts 

news reporter who participated in the Women’s Caucus, said, “A woman cannot be in a position 

of deserving a merit raise unless she is given the kinds of assignments that can show her as being 

worthy of a merit raise. And I don’t think men in power on this newspaper think of women as 

capable of doing the jobs that they assign men to do.”50 Women reporters in modern newsrooms 
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do not face a diagnostic as grim as the one presented by Gluek, but the emphasis in journalism 

remains on the ability of the reporter to capitalize upon given opportunities to showcase skill and 

talent—the storytelling and drive lauded in newsrooms are most easily demonstrated in hard 

news departments, desks that some women still opt away from. A 1970s University of Arizona 

brochure for the School of Home Economics describes a class in Home Economics and 

Journalism. Even in this brochure that so firmly assigns women to domestic reporting, an 

assertion of the core principles of journalism remain, as the brochure implores students to “use 

words to express ideas and pictures to illustrate them” because “today the news angle is stressed. 

Forceful dramatic writing is demanded” and “she needs to develop within herself a deep 

appreciation of what is good writing, for only so can she herself write creatively and with a 

freshness that will make her writing ‘live.’”51 Despite the language that assigns women to the 

course and the field, an emphasis on vivid writing, thorough research and complementary 

illustrations demonstrates the connection between skills and professional accolades and an ability 

to use those skills to meet the requirements of the beat. Journalism schools, then, train women 

journalists to report and write to conform to these essential standards. “I could see it turning into 

a majority of females in the industry quite soon,” Sharkey said. “The management ranks are still 

majority male at the big places as the baby boom reaches retirement age, but that’s going to 

change as they retire.” 52 Although the majority of the hiring pool consists of women trained in 

digital journalism, those who choose to pursue softer news tracks also place themselves under a 

greater burden of proof, as the opportunities to highlight acclaimed skills are fewer. The industry 
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has to hire women into tracks other than the historic professions of features writing, public 

relations, or marketing.53 Today, even if a subtle track and added burden exists for women, the 

need of newsrooms for digitally savvy employees and the quantity of women journalism 

graduates opens opportunities for women to seize cutting-edge jobs if they choose to meet and 

persist in the required skills expected of them. 

This digital education presents an opportunity to infuse historically flippant subjects with 

proficient and unique styles of storytelling, establishing merit not just for the individual career, 

but also the subject of the story. Women who choose traditional roles of softer journalism today 

do not need to conform to traditional expectations of frivolity and glibness. Instead, the skills 

taught in modern journalism schools paired with digital media lend any story, including lifestyle 

stories, vibrancy, value and depth. In Lewis’ case, Go! Girl Guides tells stories visually and 

through writing, adding variety to the site through videos, photographs, words, and colorful 

design. Features sections and women’s pages, pushed to the back of the newspaper and out of the 

main newsroom have not always been strictly monitored by other editors and therefore blended 

lifestyle journalism with serious issues, a tension that sits at the very core of the conflict women 

journalists face. Robertson “learned how to write features on the women’s page, sometimes 

weaving tapestries out of what seemed thin air.” She “wrote about chinchillas (the only rodent 

that can make any woman shriek with pleasure’), Miss Subways…fashion piracy, male models, 

Tiffany’s windows, how Seventh Avenue set its prices by calculating the labor cost of every part 

of a garment…”54 Sharkey also used the slower pace of the travel section to showcase and 

cultivate her own writing skills. “We were more concerned with the travel experience,” Sharkey 
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said. “What were the hotels like, what was it like to go to a new place? It was just a different 

structure.”55 For all of these women, the content of the section did not confine an expression of 

talent, but rather these women succeeded because of their abilities to link the expected stories of 

the section with a deeper value and colorful presentation. 

 For journalists operating in the modern newsroom, in both hard news and lifestyle beats, 

the depth and lively presentation of stories that improve readers’ lives will also require 

complementary multimedia elements, such as those found on Lewis’ site. In Manser’s experience 

with feature writing, specifically in arts reporting, the Internet allowed Manser, as editor of 

Zócalo, to add depth and context to printed stories in the magazine. While the main magazine 

published lighter stories, heavier stories and additional photography landed on the website. “We 

would do both serious and fun stuff on the Internet,” Manser said. “When people read the 

magazine, they just wanted a nice, reading enjoyment of upbeat fun stuff.”56 In one issue, a story 

about ice cream in Tucson ran in the print addition, taking up three or four pages, while Manser’s 

story on an undocumented high school senior from Mexico had a one-page jump to the full, 

Internet edition. In instances like Manser’s, the Internet provides an opportunity to plumb the 

depths of a story, moving beyond society and lifestyle and into the human element that floats just 

under the surface of most feature stories. Because of this emphasis on the human element and its 

role in the story, Manser never felt as if coverage of Tucson’s art scene was designated as a 

“woman’s field.” “Arts coverage is connecting people to the human condition,” Manser said. 

“We, as a species, have been expressing ourselves artistically since the first cave paintings. It’s 
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about going beyond the pain of everyday life and getting people out of their head.”57 Women 

journalists who wish to be successful in features sections can take the storytelling and reporting 

skills they learn in journalism school and over the course of their career to add value and the 

human connection to any story, through both words and multimedia elements. This presents the 

otherwise elusive opportunity for specifically women features writers to demonstrate their value 

as journalists, not just feature writers. In 2010, online feature writing made a University of 

California San Diego Extension report as one of the “hot careers for college graduates,” based on 

“enrollment figures and national employment.”58 With women as the majority of these college 

graduates, women journalists have the opportunity to “create value around their individual work” 

and “combine these skills to tell stories in all media: Text, photos, audio, video and the 

combination of all four.”59 The value comes not from the topic of the story, but rather its delivery 

and the individual journalist’s ability to create empathy and a visual connection. This basic 

emphasis on powerful storytelling is not gendered, nor is it specific to one beat in a newsroom. It 

deviates from the designation that soft news or features stories only supplemented the hard news 

delivered in other areas of the paper. Through new methods of content delivery and comparable 

educational backgrounds for both men and women, these stories have value and need telling. 

This is not a perpetuation of “macho” values passed on by journalism professors who simply 
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want all of their students to succeed, but rather an opportunity to meld essential skills with new 

opportunities to produce more valuable content. 60  

COMMUNICATING AN IDENTITY 

 The tension between the opportunities presented to women journalists by the Internet and 

the conventional but subtle expectations that cling to anticipated behaviors are accentuated by 

the freedom women journalists have to use the Internet to define individual identities separate 

from industry precedents. The Internet and its propagation of citizen journalism through digital 

means undermines historic identifications of the profession as a whole, calling into question the 

function and purpose of journalism and the industry’s definition of the “public.”61 It is within this 

reeling and unstable context that women journalists have an opportunity to establish how readers 

view the individual behind the byline through the forum the Internet creates for reporter-reader 

relationships cultivated through the intentional and careful efforts of journalists. Generally, 

before women gained wider acceptance in the newsroom, they could conform to two roles—the 

dazzling and at times flighty reporter or a woman who “worked like a man” and went on with 

such little fuss that their editors sometimes “forgot” they were women. 62 Just as women could 

not easily choose their area of content coverage, their identities and roles in the newsroom were 
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often assigned, constraining them to certain duties, stories and even personalities regardless of 

personal proficiency. Barnes encountered this when her editor assigned a man from the sports 

desk to interview Marilyn Monroe, and historically women in the newsroom were defined in 

relation to the men they worked with, “never as a person defining themselves by their own 

actions in society.”63 Prior to the self-publishing power granted by the Internet, reporters had no 

means of presenting an identity outside of their publication. For women, this meant a 

perpetuation of stereotypical roles and no effective way to confront those perceptions outside of 

the newspaper. Through comments sections and social media, reporters have the option to 

interact directly with readers, giving women journalists an opportunity to define their actions and 

identities outside of a pre-constructed context. By using the platform presented by social media 

and the option of creating personal websites, journalists can highlight their best work and even 

grant readers access to production procedures, promoting a better overall understanding of the 

process.  

 Even this option, though, requires active and deliberate self-identification, as the Internet 

does not eradicate the social assumptions that shaped newsrooms in the first place. Instead, it 

creates greater potential for women journalists to define their own parameters of success by 

exercising a conscious awareness of and interaction with traditional identities. Manser frequently 

used social media to engage with readers and update them on new stories, and the use of this 

interactive media spiked page views, confirming its effectiveness in connecting to audiences 

both about stories and individuals. “I would say things like, ‘Oh, check out the ice cream story! 

It’s getting hot. Go cool off!’” Manser said. “There is value in dialogue. We would get 
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comments on our Facebook page, but not on our website. On the website, you have to be logged 

in to comment, but on Facebook, you’re already logged in.” 64 Despite Manser’s frequent 

engagement with sources on social media and her monthly editor’s notes in the front pages of the 

magazine, her identity behind the byline was still occasionally characterized by assumptions. 

“Because I have an androgynous name, a lot of times people just assume I’m a man,” Manser 

said. “I get ‘Mr. Manser’ a lot. That assumption was mostly made through email, but once I 

would talk with them, I would find people surprised. They were like, ‘Oh, I assumed you were a 

man!’” The attitudes that characterize journalism as a man’s field still exist, and so simply a 

presence on the Internet does not undo unconscious assumptions. The capacity of the Internet to 

be used as a tool for women journalists to take action and negotiate assumed roles requires the 

adoption of a certain voice and an active reiteration of voice and demonstration of talent.  

The power of using an individual voice to self-define an identity behind the byline allows 

women to negotiate preconceptions and take further steps toward professional success by 

connecting with readers as an individual identified by talent, regardless of the reporter’s beat. 

Go! Girl Guides succeeds because it provides accurate and relevant information in friendly tones 

and first-person stories.  

It’s kind of like girlfriend to girlfriend, and that’s very powerful,” Lewis said. “That 

personal field is so opposed to other sites that are completely factual. We go that extra step to 

say, ‘Hey, if you’re walking around at night, you might want to stay away from this beach 

because it’s a little more shady.’ It helps you feel out a story and a situation a little better.”65 

Lewis’ method of revealing snapshots of her life to readers is more pervasive to the site than a 
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newspaper reporter’s interaction with readers through social media, but Lewis skillfully utilizes 

this option to demonstrate to her readers the innate relevance of the site’s content to their daily 

lives, a feature of her site that contributes greatly to her accomplishment and once again 

emphasizes the value in features content and the degree of audience interest. By presenting 

herself as a personable individual, Lewis highlights her credibility with her audience by claiming 

dual roles as journalist and traveler and revealing hints of the reporting and storytelling processes 

that go into the creation of Go! Girl Guides. Statistics show that women connect to the 

familiarity of morning shows, and the personal voice allowed on the Internet presents both 

freelancers and newspapers a chance to capitalize on this familiarity of the personal account.66 

Mommyblogging, for example, “uses the blog as a printing press for telling stories that would 

not be reported in mass media. Mommyblogging also provides an opportunity for women 

bloggers to speak candidly about the raw experiences that affect women as parents outside of the 

glossy, feminized images of the soccer mom or the wealthy stay-at-home mom.”67 The 

establishment of this personal connection and even the potential for dialogue between readers 

and the journalist or blogger adds value to distinct individuality that even similar newspaper 

columns could not facilitate. Because its is generally women who follow this kind of content, 

establishing a direct relationship with readers ensures the necessity of that particular reporter in 

interacting with and telling stories to readers. This provides better job security and can highlight 
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to newsroom management the place of features in readers’ lives. This immediate interaction with 

readers actually gives writers like Lewis greater flexibility by allowing them to explain their 

choices to readers, enabling them to report on a variety of topics while maintaining an 

established reputation and identity that is not based solely upon content and general assumptions.  

The tension arises, then, in the method many women journalists choose to present their 

identity. In an effort to set themselves apart from their colleagues and citizen journalists, some 

women journalists fall into patterns reminiscent of columns in historic women’s pages. “What is 

rewarded in social media tends to be the glib, chatty, opinionated side of things,” Sharkey said.68 

This style of writing corresponds with “new girl writing, that is, writing by jaunty female 

correspondents in the women’s ghetto” such as “the amusing ‘home front’ column, in which 

women cheerfully write about lazy husbands and accident-prone children” or the “daffy girl 

piece in which a youngish single female confides the vagaries of her rackety personally life” and 

often contains “frothiness, absence of politics, and their emphasis on personal machinations.”69  

Writing styles tend to differ between men and women bloggers, and the “outward comfort [of 

women bloggers] with disclosing personal issues on the blog has resulted in the stereotyping of 

women’s blogging as personal diaries and public confessions,” which contributes to the general 

exclusion of women’s blogs from popular blog lists that deal with the news or politics.70 Even if 

these stories are reporting information of interest to audiences, the casual tone has potential to 

mar professionalism and eliminate the brand credibility that most journalists stand on, depending 

on the finesse and discretion that are used in the expression of the personal. “I’m not sure if this 
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is coming from the individuals. It’s the form that reinforces the gender stereotypes,” Sharkey 

said. “You see the same kind of stuff with male sports reporters that may inadvertently reinforce 

some of the gender stereotypes.”71 Even in the new form, old operating procedures have been 

imported, inundating the perceived fresh start of digital journalism with dated assumptions. 

Some media organizations hold higher expectations for how women journalists represent 

themselves digitally. Just as predecessors were criticized for expressing their own femininity, 

women journalists with digital presences must ensure that there is nothing “sexy” or 

unprofessional about their uploaded photographs of themselves or their comments. When Betsy 

Rothstein, a commentator for the media trends site Media Bistro, criticized several female 

political reporters for their supposedly sexually suggestive photographs, readers filled the 

comments section in anger, condemning Rothstein for sexualizing mug shots that showed smiles, 

beauty, and shoulders and necks. The comments widely agreed that none of these photos were 

decidedly unprofessional or sexual.72 Even in a medium that advocates freedom of expression, 

personality and individualism, women journalists cannot veer too far from core standards and 

practices and expect to maintain their credibility and merit. While this certainly applies to any 

journalist with a personal presence in the digital world, women must be particularly careful not 

to feed into the remaining preconceptions about the function, role and look of women in 

journalism as they navigate the digital world, taking advantage of its new prospects to pursue the 

best possible careers.  
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CONCLUSION 

 The key to success for women journalists does not change with the medium, as the 

Internet surpasses the newspaper as the primary literary source of news. In fact, historic 

standards giving definition to features departments, leadership roles and the status quo that 

shapes group identities cling to newer incarnations of newsroom structures. For today’s women 

journalists to ascend in the newsroom and attract attention as professionals, they must rely on the 

same demonstration of merit that their predecessors learned to cultivate and showcase. The 

choice that many women make to work for features departments does not represent a forced 

track as it used to, but the freedom to choose sections also does not eliminate the cultural 

expectations associated with each department, and as hard news areas still create a smoother 

route toward top leadership positions and present more opportunities to practice the qualities and 

skills equated with accomplished journalists, indirect barriers still accompany the softer news 

beats. Although these sections still introduce constraints to the careers of some women, merit is 

becoming increasingly significant and recognizable, and the Internet and its display of 

multimedia has allowed journalists such as Lewis to connect softer lifestyle stories with more 

serious contexts and invested readers.  

 Although the media reports on society, it is not exempt from culture’s influence, and so a 

transformation of the role of women in journalism cannot happen isolated from gender-based 

trends in other industries. Women continue to earn less across the workforce, and many 

professions are still segregated by gender. There has not been a complete eradication of gender 

differences in the workplace, but gradual shifts over time have permitted an increasing number 

of women to secure stronger footholds. This is the case in journalism, with changing 

technologies and structures creating opportunities for qualified individuals to seize success and 
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pursue merit-based accolades. Women no longer have to gush and minimize professional goals 

as Eileen Shanahan did during her interview with The New York Times, but there remains a 

certain need for interpreting the expected, acceptable behaviors for women working in specific 

areas of the newsroom. This devotion to navigating through expectations in favor of an 

accomplished career potentially perpetuates gender standards, despite the changes accompanying 

a digital newsroom. A successful career for women journalists does not mean overhauling a 

system that still has a tendency to import old assumptions and standards, but rather 

understanding when to work within those contexts and when to toss them aside. It is this delicate 

dance that leads some women to choose the historic, “pink ghetto” of lifestyle writing, while 

others chase leadership positions, crashing through the glass ceiling to get there.  
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