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Key Findings

ten markets, there are considerably more women
working as journalists than there are women among
the top editors.

In this RISJ factsheet we analyse the gender breakdown of top editors in a strategic sample of 200
major online and offline news outlets in ten different
markets across four continents.

• Looking more broadly at gender inequality in society
and the percentage of women in top editorial
positions, we find no meaningful correlation.
Countries like Germany and South Korea that score
well on the UN Gender Inequality Index have very
few women among the top editors.

Looking at a sample of ten top online news outlets
and ten top offline news outlets in each of these ten
markets, we find:
• Only 23% of the top editors across the 200 major
outlets in our sample are women, despite the
fact that, on average, 40% of journalists in the ten
markets are women.

• There is a notable variation in the number of people
who get news from outlets with a female top editor.
The percentage of online news users in each market
that say they get news from one or more major
outlets with a woman as the top editor ranges from
a high of 77% in South Africa to 0% in Japan (where
none of the major news outlets in our sample has a
woman as their top editor).

• Every single market covered has a majority of men
among the top editors, including countries like
Brazil and Finland where women outnumber men
among working journalists.
• The percentage of women in top editorial positions
varies significantly from market to market. In Japan,
none of the major news outlets in our sample have
a woman as their top editor. In South Africa, 47% of
the top editors are women.

General Overview
Top editorial positions in major news outlets matter
both substantially and symbolically. Top editors make
important decisions every day, which their personal
experiences will, in part, sometimes influence. Top
editors also represent their outlets, and collectively
help represent the news media more broadly, and
the diversity (or lack thereof) of top editors is thus

• When we compare the percentage of women
working in journalism with the percentage of
women in top editorial positions, we find a strong
and positive correlation. Despite this, in nine out of
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symbolically important and likely to shape how news
media are perceived by different parts of the public. It
is thus important to focus specifically on top editors
and their background both to understand more about
how journalism is done and how it come across to the
rest of society (Allsop et al. 2018; Duffy 2019).
Our analysis supplements important research
conducted by others working on the status of women
in the news media. Similar recent studies include,
among others, a report by the International Women’s
Media Foundation published in 2011 that found 27%
of top management jobs occupied by women across a
sample of more than 500 media companies in nearly
60 countries (IWMF 2011); the regular Who Makes the
News? reports released by the Global Media Monitoring
Project every five years, which in 2015 found that
women make up only 24% of the people heard, read
about or seen in newspaper, television and radio news
across news content collected from 114 countries
(Macharia 2015); and regular reports focusing on
individual countries, such as the research conducted
by the Women’s Media Center in the United States
and the organisation Women in Journalism in the UK,
which in 2017 found that 34 percent of senior roles in
UK national newspapers were occupied by women. We
also build on a number of important academic studies
including, for example, the work of Karen Ross (2014)
analysing women in decision-making positions across
99 major European media houses in 28 EU member
states, which found women occupied 30% of senior
or executive positions in the organisations surveyed;
Suzanne Frank’s (2013) work on how changes in
digital media have presented both challenges and
opportunities for women working in journalism;
and empirical research like the work done by Nikki
Usher et al. (2018) documenting how gendered echo
chambers amplifies gender biases online.

Methods and Data
We examine a strategic sample of ten markets with
varying levels of gender equality, as measured by
the UN Gender Inequality Index. To get an overview
of global differences and similarities, we include a
diverse selection of markets from multiple continents.
To be able to leverage available data on the journalistic
profession and on news and media use, we picked the
ten markets from those covered in Worlds of Journalism
(Hanitzsch et al. 2019) and in the Reuters Institute
Digital News Report 2019 (Newman et al. 2019). The
sample includes South Africa, Hong Kong, Japan, and
1

South Korea from Asia; Finland, Germany, and the
United Kingdom from Europe; Mexico and the United
States from North America; and Brazil from South
America.
In each market, we focused on the top ten offline (TV,
print, and radio) and online news brands in terms
weekly usage, as measured in the 2019 Reuters
Institute Digital News Report (Newman et al. 2019).
(Our focus on the most widely used offline and online
brands means that some important outlets, in the UK
for example the Financial Times and The Economist,
both of which have female editors, are not included in
the sample.)
For each brand, we identified the top editors by
checking their official webpages. The data was
collected in February 2020. We looked for editorin-chief or nearest equivalent e.g. executive editor,
head of news for TV. The exact terminology varies
from country to country and organisation to
organisation, but in most cases it is possible to identify
a single person. We refer to the individuals identified
collectively as the top editors. It is important to note
that this of course does not imply that the top editor
is the only person who matters, or even is always in
fact the most important person in terms of day-to-day
editorial decision-making. (As Director General, Tony
Hall is both the Chief Executive Officer of the BBC
and its Editor-in-Chief both offline and online. So here
he is coded as the top editor for BBC both offline and
online, even though Fran Unsworth serves as Director,
News and Current Affairs.)
The individuals identified were double-checked by
journalists from the market in question who have
been journalist fellows at the Reuters Institute, as well
by our researchers. We also contacted the brands or
their press offices to confirm who is their top editor.
Where organisations responded, we always defer to
their judgement. In some cases where an organisation
has not responded to our query, and where there is
no single clear designated editor-in-chief, or roles and
responsibilities across online and offline parts of the
same outlet are unclear, we have made a judgement
call as to who to code as the top editor of the outlet in
question. As far as we are able to ascertain, every editor
in the sample can be identified as either a woman or
a man. We coded observations as missing in cases
where both online and offline versions of the same
brand share a top editor, so the analysis covers a total
of 162 individuals across the 200 brands included.1

This means that the results are not always in increments of five.
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Findings

two and a half time higher. 14% of top editors of offline
brands are women and 37% of top editors of online
brands are women.2

Based on this dataset, we find that 23% of the 162 top
editors across the 200 brands covered are women.
This is substantially below the, on average, 40% of
journalists in the ten markets who are women.

As is clear from Figure 1, the percentage of women
in top editorial positions also vary significantly in our
sample. In Japan, none of the outlets covered have
a female top editor. In South Africa, eight of the top
editors (47%) are women. All ten markets have a
majority of men among the top editors.

Offline brands – generally older organisations with
a longer legacy – more often have male top editors,
whereas the share of women among the top editors
of online brands across all ten markets is more than
Figure 1. % of female top editors
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When looking at the relation between the number of
women working in journalism and the percentage of
women in top editorial positions, relying on data from
Worlds of Journalism (Hanitzsch et al. 2019)3, we find
a strong and positive correlation, as shown in Figure
2. Correlation does not necessarily entail causation,
but it is clear that markets with more women working
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in journalism also have considerably more women
in top editorial positions. Despite this, in nine out of
ten markets, there are significantly more women
working as journalists than there are women among
top editors. (The United States is the only exception
to this.)

Figure 2. % of female journalists and % of female top editors
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The pattern, however, is not consistent. In several markets, there fewer women top editors among the online brands we cover.
The data from Worlds of Journalism (Hanitzsch et al. 2019) used in this analysis were collected between 2012–2016.
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Looking more broadly at gender inequality in society
and the percentage of women in top editorial positions,
relying on data from the UN Gender Inequality Index
(2019)4, we find a weaker and, surprisingly, negative,
correlation across the nine markets covered (Hong
Kong is not included in the UN Gender Inequality
Index), as shown in Figure 3. It is hard to imagine that
this negative correlation is causal, but the absence of a

positive correlation is important in itself. As illustrated
by countries like Germany and South Korea – and in
the most extreme case Japan – higher gender equality
does not in itself point to more women in top editorial
positions. Journalism clearly has its own, internal,
dynamics influencing career paths and the gender
composition of top editorial ranks.

Figure 3. Gender equality and % of female top editors
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Finally, by combining the data collected for this
Reuters Institute factsheet with data from the 2019
Reuters Institute Digital News Report (Newman et al.
2019), we can determine how many people in each
market covered access news from at least one major
news outlet with a woman as the top editor. As can be
seen in Figure 4, the share of online news consumers
who say that they read news from at least one major

4

outlet with a female top editor ranges from 77% in
South Africa to 0% in Japan. Further, we find that 70%
of those surveyed in Hong Kong – followed by 60%
in Brazil and Finland – report reading news from at
least one major outlet with a female top editor, while
only 31% and 37% do the same in Mexico and the UK,
respectively.

UN GII estimates gender inequalities in three dimensions: reproductive health, empowerment, and economic status. The higher GII
scores indicate worse gender inequality. In our analysis, we recoded the scores to demonstrate the order of the countries with the
worst–best levels of gender equality. Hong Kong is missing from the UN GII dataset.

|4|

WOMEN AND LEADERSHIP IN THE NEWS MEDIA 2020: EVIDENCE FROM TEN MARKETS

Figure 4. % of online news users using at least one source with a female top editor
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Q5a. Which of the following brands have you used to access news offline in the last week (via TV, radio, print, and other traditional media)?
Q5b. Which of the following brands have you used to access news online in the last week (via websites, apps, social media, and other forms
of internet access)?

Conclusion
In this RISJ factsheet we have analysed the gender
break-down of top editors at a strategic sample of 200
major online and offline news outlets in ten different
markets across four continents. We have found that
the clear majority of top editors across the sample are
men, and not a single market covered has a majority
of women among top editors. While there is a strong
and positive correlation between the percentage of
women working as journalists and the percentage of
women among top editors, there are fewer women in
top roles than there are women in the profession as
a whole – in line with previous research documenting
vertical segregation in the news industry (Franks

2013). We also find no meaningful correlation between
overall gender equality in society and the percentage
of women among top editors, underlining that there
are specific dynamics at play in journalism and the
news media. That said, in contrast to previous work
suggesting no significant differences between offline
and online outlets (e.g. Franks 2013), in our sample
there are many more women among the top editors
at online outlets than (often older) offline ones.
Perhaps there are thus signs of progress? We will know
more when we repeat this analysis in 2021 to track
developments in gender equality among top editors
across the world.
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