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ANALYSIS 

When I started out on this project—interviewing women in data journalism about what 

it’s like to be women in data journalism—I wondered if the wage gap would be present in data 

journalism. In the United States and in journalism, women are generally paid less for the same 

work than men who have similar educations and work experiences. Yes, female data journalists 

reported that they were paid less than their male colleagues. But the inequality didn’t stop there.  

Women said they felt demeaned by male colleagues who called them “kid,” “the intern,” 

“sweetie,” and a variety of other pet names. Female data journalists reported that they didn’t feel 

supported by editors or companies when deciding to have children. Women data journalists said 

they felt like men excluded, talked over and ignored them at conferences and other professional 

gatherings. 

From the wage gap to sexual harassment, women face a number of obstacles in the 

workplace. Gender inequality isn’t unique to data journalism or to journalism in general. As data 

journalism grows as a community, so should the fight for making the newsroom an equal place 

for women.   

*** 

In the spring of 2016, I interviewed female data journalists about their professional 

experiences as women, both in and out of the newsroom. Twelve journalists of different ages, 

ethnicities and work experiences, have detailed what it’s like to be women working at the 

intersection of technology and journalism. 



Data journalism has grown more and more popular in the last several years. Attendance 

at the National Institute of Computer Assisted Reporting (NICAR) conference is at its all-time 

high. Journalism schools are pushing students to develop data and programming skills. 

Programmers not native to journalism are crossing over from the technology industry. News 

organizations are establishing entire teams to build apps, develop graphics and do in-depth 

analyses. And while data journalism grows in popularity, the number of women going to 

journalism school is also increasing. As more women enter the field, it is imperative that the data 

journalism community address complaints of sexism, harassment and wage discrimination 

sooner rather than later. 

My research was not designed to determine if gender inequality is any different, better or 

worse in data journalism than it might be elsewhere. Every career field, every news medium and 

every beat might have similar issues, or they might not. Instead, my goal was to document how 

gender inequality manifests itself in data journalism and what women who work as data 

journalists experience on a daily basis. 

Data journalism is unique field in that no one seems to be able to precisely define it. 

People who call themselves data journalists range from graphic artists to reporters to news apps 

developers. All work with data, and all do totally different things on a daily basis. Some data 

journalists work in teams alongside investigative reporters in large, national newsrooms. Others 

work alone, serving as the go-to person in small newsrooms for all things data related. All of 

these jobs, skills and duties fall under the larger umbrella of data journalism. 

Participants  

I chose to interview women whose full-time job it is to work with data, regardless of their 

formal job titles. Their ages range from the mid-20s to the mid-50s. They work on both the East 



and West coasts, as well as several places in between. Their jobs span an equally wide range. 

They are designers, news apps developers and reporters. They work at some of the nation’s 

largest news outlets, as well as local and regional publications.  

I picked my subjects on a first-come, first-serve basis with a goal of interviewing 12 

women total—six from traditional print news outlets and six from web-only news outlets. I 

reached out via email and social media to a number of data journalists who I knew, whose names 

I had heard or who were suggested to me by other members of the data journalism community. 

During this process, the NICAR email list also endured some controversy when someone posted 

a shirt design featuring a bare-skinned woman, which resulted in more than 20 women reaching 

out to me to discuss my research. In the end, nearly fifty female data journalists volunteered to 

be interviewed. 

In order to protect these women from potential backlash and encourage an environment 

of honesty, I decided ahead of time to keep names and news organizations confidential. I have 

given each woman a pseudonym in order to preserve their individual experiences.  

Name* Age Range Type of Organization Size of Organization 
Becky 26-30 Online Regional 
Andi 26-30 Online Regional 

Rachael 26-30 Online Local 
Ann  26-30 Print Medium 

Melissa 26-30 Print Large 
Ellen 31-35 Print Large 

Alyssa 31-35 Print Large 
Kimberly 36-40 Online Regional 

Jenny 36-40 Online Regional 
Emily 41-45 Print Medium 
Leslie 46-50 Print Large 
Erica 56-60 Online Regional 

*Names have been changed 

Women in Journalism 

Research has long shown that women have different experiences in the newsroom 



because of gender. Women are, and have historically been, the minority in the newsroom. Dating 

back to the 1980s, women have typically made up about one third of the journalism workforce—

a number that has not grown significantly in more than 30 years, according to a 2013 Indiana 

University survey on the state of American journalism. From television to magazines to 

newspapers, women in the newsroom have consistently faced a number of challenges in the 

workplace because of their gender.  

In 2012, women working in journalism made 83 cents for every dollar earned by men, 

according to the 2013 Indiana University survey. In 1991, women earned 81 cents for every 

dollar made by a man. In three decades, the wage gap shrunk by only two percentage points. 

Gender theories often suggest that workplaces, and some fields in particular, heavily 

favor and benefit males rather than females. Back in 2001, mass media and gender researcher 

Karen Ross wrote about the methods women use to deal with the imbalance of gender in the 

newsroom: incorporation, feminist, or retreat.  

The incorporation approach suggests that women try to act like one of the boys. By 

adopting masculine traits and behaviors, female journalists attempt to fit in with and gain respect 

from male colleagues by acting like them.  

Feminist approaches are used when female journalists feel the need to develop styles and 

behaviors that are different from those of male colleagues. Specifically, feminist behaviors 

attempt to provide an alternate voice, such as writing from a different frame or including 

otherwise overlooked sources. Women actively attempt to distinguish themselves from men.  

Retreat happens when women choose not to involve themselves in the traditional 

workplace. This could mean working as freelancers, quitting a job or abandoning the field of 

journalism altogether.  



Money, Money, Money 

In general, it is clear that women are uncomfortable with the idea of asking for more 

money, even though they know that women are often paid less than male colleagues. And in an 

era of tight budgets and falling revenues, it is not uncommon for news organizations to give out 

fewer and fewer raises.  

Data journalism is also often perceived as a field that pays more than traditional reporting 

positions. Job applicants are required to have highly-specialized programming skills, so in 

comparison to other positions, data journalists might have higher salaries. But inequality among 

men and women is still present, even for high-paying data positions.  

Jenny said her editor at a previous news organization acknowledged multiple times that 

she was being underpaid for the work Jenny was doing, but did nothing about it. 

“It was really frustrating to repeatedly be told I was being underpaid and have no one do 

anything about it,” she said. 

Once she realized her skills would be worth more at another news organization, Jenny 

immediately left the job where she was being underpaid. 

As the wage gap increasingly garners attention, some companies are taking it upon 

themselves to try and close that gap internally. In March, the Independent Association of 

Publishers' Employees, a guild that represents Dow Jones employees, released a report detailing 

pay inequality among positions, races and genders. Dow Jones is the parent company of The 

Wall Street Journal.  

The average weekly salary of male reporters at Dow Jones is $1,999, while female 

reporters made an average of $1,800 per week. Out of all Dow Jones employees, white men 

made an average of $1,773 per week, while black women made just $1,141 per week on average. 



After the study was released, Dow Jones’ CEO, William Lewis, and The Wall Street 

Journal editor-in-chief, Gerard Baker, affirmed their commitment to eliminating the wage gap. 

Dow Jones is not the only news organization to attempt to fix an internal pay gap. But 

some companies have been less open about their process and results. Becky said the CEO of the 

news outlet she most recently worked for (she has since left her job) did a gender equity study of 

salaries in the newsroom. And while she appreciated the effort, she was skeptical of that 

evaluation for a few reasons. 

First, the CEO was ultimately in charge of approving salaries, which is a fairly common 

practice when hiring new employees.  

“If you were underpaying us, it was because you chose to,” she said. “I don’t really trust 

that he’s an objective person to do that and it’s not in his interest to ensure that women are paid 

more because he and the organization would have less money.” 

Second, the results of the study were never released to the staff. Becky never saw any 

figures or statistics regarding pay equity in the organization. 

“I had no idea if they actually found some huge wage gap or if everything was fine,” she 

said. “No one ever came to me and said I was getting a raise, so I guess I wasn’t being 

underpaid. But I really have no idea.” 

Becky felt comfortable enough to ask some of her male and female coworkers about their 

salaries. After those conversations, Becky said she realized her salary was on par with everyone 

else’s pay. But she would have liked some transparency from the brass about whether other 

women in the organization had been underpaid. 

Kimberly took a different approach. When accepting her current job, she asked if she was 

on the higher end of the salary spectrum. At a previous job, Kimberly made more than her 



coworkers and she was uncomfortable with that because she didn’t enjoy feeling “an 

unnecessary sense of superiority.”  

Kimberly’s situation is unusual among the women I interviewed. She said she would 

have taken less money if it meant her salary would have been on par with those of her 

coworkers, both male and female. That feeling of superiority is not something she wanted in her 

new job. 

Kimberly said the only time she ever negotiated for a raise was when she was headhunted 

for another job that paid significantly more. 

“[My employer] ended up counter offering” she said. “They didn’t quite offer me what 

the other job was offering, but they bumped up my salary quite a bit.” 

Work and Parenting 

The phrase “work-life balance” earned some scoffing laughter from some of the women I 

interviewed. We’ve all heard it—raising children while working full-time as a journalist can be 

incredibly hard, if not impossible. A 2007 study by professors at the University of North Texas 

and Southern Methodist University showed that women are likely to leave journalism when they 

become dissatisfied with the long hours, low pay and lack of benefits. This dissatisfaction is 

often brought on when female journalists have children, according to the same UNT/SMU study. 

While not all of the women I interviewed had children, work/life balance plays a major role in 

deciding when or if to start a family. 

Ellen recently started a new job and shortly before starting, she was approved to be an 

adoptive parent. That means that at any time, she could be notified that a child is waiting for her. 

“Someday, somebody’s going to call me and say ‘Congratulations, we have a kid for 

you,’” she said. “That could be three months from now, that could be tomorrow. This whole 



process could happen this week or a year from now.” 

But as she found out, adopting a child comes with different legal protections than 

physically giving birth. The company she works for does not offer parental leave until an 

employee has been working there for one year. Parental leave is not the same as maternity leave. 

Since maternity leave is considered short-term disability leave after physically giving 

birth, maternity leave does not apply to adopted children. Imposing the same time restriction on 

maternity leave would be discrimination, since women are considered disabled after giving birth. 

If someone called Ellen tomorrow with a child ready to be adopted, she would not qualify for 

parental leave. 

Ellen said she was satisfied with the salary offered, so she tried to negotiate the leave 

policy. The organization remained firm— company policy states that they do not negotiate 

benefits. Instead, her supervisor agreed that she would be able to take an unpaid leave of absence 

in the event that she adopted a child before the parental leave policy kicked in. But Ellen also 

said that the news organization has an adoption benefit that applies on the first day, so they do 

provide financial support to cover some of the costs of adoption. 

Overall, Ellen said she feels relatively supported by the organization she works for in 

terms of parenting. While most of the people on her team don’t have children, the people Ellen 

works most closely with all have children. She said that helps ease some of the fears she has 

about balancing parenting with work life. 

Jenny said that having an even partnership with her husband has helped to balance her 

work and professional lives. She can go to conferences and travel for work without feeling like 

her family would suffer without her.  

When I asked Jenny what it was like to have a child while working, she answered with a 



profanity-ridden statement about how her editors and the company were not at all supportive or 

helpful during or after her pregnancy.  

“I had actually gone to the hospital and I think I was actually hooked up to all the 

machines at this point, but I’m laying there and I’m calling into my editor trying to finish this 

project we’d been working on because there was no preparation or anything,” she said. “It was a 

total disaster.”   

 Not only that, the news organization stopped paying Jenny and cut off her benefits by 

mistake while she was on maternity leave. Jenny said that happened because of the 

organization’s unclear policies and procedures regarding how maternity leave is handled. 

Eventually her pay and benefits were reinstated, but the difficulties continued once she returned 

to work. Jenny said the company was very unclear about policies regarding new mothers.  

“I was in a pumping room that like, didn’t have a phone or windows or Internet, so I 

couldn’t do any work for thirty minutes,” she said. “You know, that’s thirty minutes twice a 

day.”  

Some companies establish lactation rooms where women can go for privacy. While 

federal law generally considers time spent pumping an unpaid break, Jenny said she at least 

wanted the option to continue working while pumping. 

Sexual Harassment 

Think back to when you were first hired at your current job. Did you have to do an anti-

sexual harassment training? Did you have to sign a form? Perhaps you watched a video or were 

given a pamphlet. Can you remember? 

 Most news organizations have official policies and procedures regarding how to handle 

sexual harassment in the workplace. The problem is not that those policies don’t exist. The 



problem is that no one pays much attention to them. 

“I know I had to do a bunch of stuff at orientation,” Melissa said. “I couldn’t give you the 

details of it because I didn’t pay that much attention.” 

Almost everyone I talked to responded with a similar answer. Yes, they had done 

something. But what it was or what was said, they cannot recall. 

On the whole, Melissa agreed that having a sexual harassment policy is better than 

nothing. But she thought those policies seemed like more of a formality rather than an attempt to 

prevent harassment in the workplace.  

Even if news organizations require training, there is no guarantee that employees will 

take the training seriously. Erica said she did a mandated anti-sexual harassment training where a 

group of reporters had to watch a pre-recorded corporate videos.  

“People were practically laughing at the video and repeating lines afterward because it 

was so just outlandish,” Erica said. “The basic message [of the video] was ‘suck it up.’” 

On the other end of the spectrum, Andi said she had no training or information about 

sexual harassment given to her when she was hired at her current job.  

“I think [policies] at least open the conversation,” she said. “I don’t think they’re going to 

stop [sexual harassment] or fix it, but I think it’s part of the package that helps. I’d like to see it, 

frankly.” 

Leslie said that often times, sexual harassment involves a subtle pattern over time. 

Catching and reporting it, she said, takes a lot of vigilance on the part of other people in the 

office.  

“It isn’t always obvious,” Leslie said. “People just mostly want to live their lives and go 

on.” 



I asked the women I interviewed if they had ever experienced sexual harassment in the 

newsroom. All of them said no, but more than half said they had witnessed a coworker be 

sexually harassed by someone else in the workplace. And perhaps the most telling part of this 

question was the “but…” that typically followed the “no.” 

*** 

I had all the women I interviewed define what sexual harassment means to them. 

Everyone immediately stated that unwanted touching or overt sexual comments were 

undoubtedly sexual harassment. But then, most women went on to describe something less 

concrete, such as commenting on someone’s appearance, asking a coworker on a date or making 

remarks about someone’s personal life. Is that sexual harassment? Or is it just inappropriate? 

And most importantly, is it worth saying something? 

“Blatant sexual harassment is like inappropriate touching and explicit sexual comments,” 

Melissa said. “I think there’s also subtle sexual harassment like comments that make women feel 

uncomfortable or demeaned in some way.” 

This notion of a grey area, so to speak, in sexual harassment policies is something almost 

every woman I interviewed brought up. Some women said they brushed off particular behaviors 

because it wasn’t severe enough to warrant a report to their supervisor or HR.  

Ann noted one instance in which she wore an “appropriate, knee-length skirt” to the 

office and was greeted with an unwelcome comment from a coworker. 

“One of the guy reporters yelled ‘legs’ when I walked into the office one day,” Ann said. 

“I just kind of laughed about it at the time, but looking back, I don’t think that was really 

appropriate.” 

This isn’t the only situation in which Ann said she felt uncomfortable, but not enough to 



report someone’s behavior. And she certainly didn’t think that the incident qualified as sexual 

harassment. During a fellowship, Ann said she had some problematic encounters with her male 

supervisor.  

“I did, at another job I had, have a boss who frequently asked me about my boyfriend a 

lot and that did make me pretty uncomfortable,” Ann said. “But I was so reliant on him 

extending my contract with that fellowship that I wouldn’t have done anything.” 

Ann said in that instance, she didn’t feel like the man’s behavior fit the bill of what 

workplaces typically consider sexual harassment, but that it fell into the grey area between the 

obvious and the subtle. 

Trainings, brochures and videos attempt to define sexual harassment. But for some 

women, the line between overt sexual harassment and plain inappropriate behavior is often 

blurry. Women hesitate to confront coworkers or talk to management about the problem because 

they do not want to seem dramatic or sensitive. And even more so, women are afraid to report 

sexual harassment for fear of retaliation.  

Alyssa had a coworker who repeatedly asked her to go out for dinner and drinks after 

work, despite her repeated refusal.  

“I think it almost became a game to him,” she said. “This probably happened two times a 

week for a few months before I finally told my boss about it. He had some words for the guy, but 

I know we never told anyone in HR about it.” 

Alyssa said that she felt like her work life would have been hurt had she told the human 

resources department about this man earlier since he was in a senior position in the newsroom. 

She had just started at the news outlet and did not want to be seen as a tattletale. 

Instead, she waited and hoped that the man would give up. After several months, Alyssa 



caved and told her supervisor because she eventually “just couldn’t stand being in the same 

room” with the man. Afterward, Alyssa said she thought that incident damaged her reputation 

with her boss. 

“You’re supposed to be tough. I’m a reporter. I have thick skin,” she said. “But I don’t 

think my boss ever really thought I could be that person anymore. I think our working 

relationship suffered because I essentially had to ask him to come rescue me.” 

NICAR’s Gender Problem  

For many of the women I interviewed, the NICAR community epitomizes gender 

inequality in data journalism. NICAR staff has worked to diversify conference attendees and 

speakers, but the conference still represents a space where women can see the inequality play out 

on a smaller scale. In panels, in social groups and at the bar, the division between men and 

women becomes apparent. The NICAR listserv, the email list, also serves as a point of 

contention for some female data journalists. And even though more women are attending and 

speaking at the NICAR Conference, an increase in numbers has not created an entirely 

welcoming environment for women.  

“The NICAR bros,” as Rachael said, make it hard for women to get and stay involved in 

the larger data journalism community. Groups of young, white men tend to push women out or 

exclude them in the first place, she said. 

“I’ve honestly considered not going back just because it’s a bunch of men hanging out 

and there’s no space for women to even try to be a part of that group,” Rachael said. 

Rachael has no doubt that this camaraderie at conferences trickles into the workplace, 

where men are more likely to hire and promote friends or people they know well in professional 

circles. 



“It’s not even just about the conference and the listserv,” Rachael said. “It’s that the bro 

attitude there carries over into how we work together, who gets hired and who gets promoted. I 

see it. Any woman you ask at NICAR probably sees it, too.” 

That “bro attitude” Rachael described is essentially the sense of camaraderie and family 

between younger, predominately white men who works in journalism and technology. While 

bonding with coworkers is not out of the ordinary. Rachael said it is particular strong among this 

particular demographic of data journalists.  

Rachael said she stays involved in NICAR because it provides excellent professional 

development and networking opportunities. The training and career prospects that NICAR 

provides are essential to advancing in the data journalism world, she said. 

Leslie also feels like the heavy male presence at NICAR has been detrimental to the 

overall organization. She said she feels like young men have somewhat “hijacked” the original 

purpose and intent of NICAR by turning it into a place to show off, rather than a place to support 

and help other journalists. Leslie notices that members are much younger than they have been in 

the past. But, she said, even though there are more women involved nowadays, the men are still 

much louder when it comes to who’s actually speaking on panels and who’s asking the 

questions. 

“I’ve been a member of IRE and NICAR for 20-plus years now,” Leslie said. “There are 

times when I feel like it’s not really my group anymore… but I feel like it’s still a very useful 

organization.” 

In the past few years, the need for a women-only space has grown into a Women in CAR 

Dinner at the NICAR conference, as well as a private Slack channel dedicated to women 

working in data journalism and development. This exemplifies the feminist approach to gender 



structures in the workplace. Women carve out spaces for themselves where they can support and 

mentor each other. Even those efforts, though, have been met with some hostility. 

“We hear some guys complain about why they’re not invited to [the dinner] and how 

we’re being sexist by excluding them,” Erica said. “You know, I think they’re joking sometimes, 

but sometimes I really think they’re being serious about it.” 

Establishing environments exclusively for women is a feminist approach to dealing with 

patriarchal organizations, like what we see in newsrooms and in the data journalism community. 

Women create their own groups in order to differentiate themselves from the norms established 

by men. 

*** 

Earlier this year, the NICAR email list experienced some controversy regarding a NICAR 

Conference t-shirt suggestion featuring a seemingly nude woman and the phrase “clean data… 

dirty minds.” The shirt was a play on the Ashley Madison logo, a reference that some listserv 

subscribers did not understand at first glance. 

This incident led to multiple lengthy threads discussing sexism, codes of conduct and 

other issues surrounding how women are treated in the NICAR community. Jenny, who has been 

a member of IRE since the 1990s, said she was outraged at how few people were willing to stand 

up and call out the blatant sexism. 

“The fact that that wasn’t universally acknowledged as totally inappropriate is completely 

demoralizing,” Jenny said. 

To Jenny, and to other women who subscribe to NICAR’s listserv, this incident was 

emblematic of a larger problem. For them, it was a defining moment in a NICAR’s history of 

data journalism’s gender inequality problem. 



“When we can’t even get on the same page about overt sexism, how are we supposed to 

address the issue of things like excluding women or shouting over women or crowding them 

out?” Jenny said.  

Leslie said she was dismayed at the casual attitudes of many NICAR listserv contributors 

more than the shirt suggestion itself. 

“I think it was the lack of professionalism that bother me more than anything,” she said. 

“Clearly there was a need to talk about it, but at some level, people were forgetting that that’s a 

professional listserv. And not only that, but your future boss was probably on that listserv or 

maybe they’re not going to be your future boss now.” 

Leslie said that she and her female colleagues often don’t get involved when topics like 

this arise on the listserv because they see it as a professional organization where journalists go 

for job-related help. 

“That listserv is supposed to be our professional help, not our therapist,” she said. 

Women with Imposter Syndrome 

Imposter syndrome is a hot topic in journalism right now. Imposter syndrome is 

essentially feeling like you’re unqualified or undeserving of something, like an award, job or 

professional achievement. High-achieving individuals are unable to see that they have earned 

certain recognitions, which makes them feel like they just got lucky or are frauds.   

According to a 2013 Agnes Scott College study, women are significantly more likely 

than men to report imposter feelings than men. The women I interviewed overwhelmingly said 

men rarely seemed to let imposter syndrome show or effect their daily work lives. Piled on top of 

all the other inequalities women experience in the workplace, it is understandable how women 

see their imposter syndrome as being worse than that of their male peers. 



Unsurprisingly, age was cited as a major factor in imposter syndrome among both the 

younger and older women I interviewed. Despite Melissa having an impressive resume, she said 

being in her 20s is probably the biggest contributor to her imposter syndrome. 

“All the time I feel constantly aware that I’m the youngest person,” she said.  

Ann, who is also in her late 20s, echoed this sentiment, saying she was acutely aware of 

her imposter syndrome at her first permanent full-time job because she had been doing 

temporary contract work for various other news outlets before that.  

“For the first four months that I was here, I walked in pretty much every day thinking 

today’s the day they’re going to realize that I’m just not qualified,” Ann said. “Today’s the day 

they’re going to realize they made a total mistake in hiring me.” 

Likewise, Andi works at a large national news organization with several men who have 

more job experience than she does. That alone makes her feel insecure about her abilities. Like 

Ann and Melissa, Andi is also between 26 and 30 years old.  

“In the role I’m in, I’m definitely one of the younger people on the team, so there is an 

experience level differential,” Andi said. “It’s something that I’ve definitely wrestled with.” 

For Emily, not having a serious coding background makes her more self-conscious about 

her skills and abilities. She said most of her background is in storytelling and reporting, rather 

than in programming. Compared to recent graduates, Emily feels like her skills don’t quite 

measure up, even though she’s in her 40s.  

“The last couple people who filled this job either had no previous journalism experience 

or only a couple years of previous journalism experience,” she said. “I’ve been working mostly 

as a reporter and editor for the last 20 years, so I don’t have a lot of the programming 

background that a lot of young folks coming out of school nowadays have.” 



Another telling example of imposter syndrome lies in the way women describe 

themselves. They describe themselves as designers, journalists and data analysts, but they rarely 

say “programmers.” 

“Somebody on my team told me once told me that I could call myself a programmer and 

I felt really uncomfortable saying that, even though I use programming for my job,” Becky said. 

“I don’t feel like I know enough programming to call myself a programmer.” 

Even though many of the women I interviewed spend a lot of time writing code in a 

multitude of languages, few were comfortable describing themselves as a programmer. 

“Even being able to own the word ‘programmer’ was really complicated for me,” Andi 

said. 

Achieving “programmer” status is typically reserved for individuals who are experts in a 

particular language. Even though these women spend hours every day writing in Python, 

JavaScript and SQL, hardly anyone wanted to call themselves an expert. Additionally, Andi 

pointed out that the men on her team are more likely to agree to do a project, even though they 

may not currently possess the skills to do it. 

“If you ask them later, they’ll say that they have no idea how to do it,” she said. “They’re 

just so confident that they can figure it out.” 

Andi tries to not do that because she doesn’t like making promises she can’t keep. Being 

unable to figure something out or deliver on a project is scary, she said. Sometimes that makes 

her feel inadequate because her male colleagues constantly appear capable of doing everything 

the job requires. 

“It’s the little things” 

Time and time again, the women I interviewed said the blatant, overt discrimination is 



not always the biggest problem because that is often the easiest to address. Instead, it is the day-

to-day interactions and comments that slowly eat away at them.  

Jenny said she could tell the difference between how she was treated versus how her male 

colleagues were treated. Most differences were subtle, but stacked next to each other, she said 

those little things started to add up. 

“Often times, questions, especially technical questions, would go to a male colleague, 

even if you were the person in charge of working on the project or were the one most familiar 

with the data,” Jenny said. “One reporter repeatedly called me ‘kid.’ I’m almost 40. I’m not a 

kid. That’s not okay. Don’t call me ‘kid.’” 

Minimizing and demeaning comments from male coworkers is a problem faced by 

women. Alyssa said she had a coworker refer to her as “the intern” for several months after she 

was hired as a full-time staff member.  

Others said that examples of subtle discrimination are hard to find and even harder to 

document because those interactions have become so nuanced. After a while, women feel 

defeated and start to ignore problems, rather than trying to confront issues. Melissa said she often 

feels like she’s being talked down to by male coworkers, even though she knows just as much or 

more than they do about a particular topic. 

“I experience subtle sexism,” Melissa said. “I experience feeling like men aren’t 

respecting me like they would respect another man in my position. I don’t really know how to 

quantify that, though. It’s just such a normal thing that happens now.” 

Instead of trying to fight the system, Ann tries to manipulate it in her interest. Her 

approach to this problem stands out the most among the women I interviewed. This is a 

quintessential example of how women incorporate themselves into patriarchal environments in 



order to succeed.   

“I also think that [men] have a tendency to underestimate young female reporters, and so 

there’s a huge opportunity to exceed those expectations,” she said. “This is the reality of the 

situation and of work life. I’m trying to come to terms with it and use it a little bit to my 

advantage.” 

 

	


