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Overview of Women’s Leadership  
Institute of Australia (WLIA)
The WLIA exists to catalyse, inspire and affect systemic solutions  
to achieve gender equality in Australia – to provide women with  
an equal voice, equal opportunity and equal recognition.

The WLIA established the Women for Media initiative in 2012 to increase the visibility of 
female leaders in the media speaking about their professional areas of expertise. Women for 
Media includes an online database and network of Australia’s top female leaders in business, 
finance, the not-for-profit sector and government. It provides journalists and conference 
organisers with direct access to the contacts of leaders available to speak, in order to reduce 
barriers to achieving gender diversity of sources and experts. 

WLIA also established the Panel Pledge, in collaboration with Australian Male Champions 
for Change and Chief Executive Women. The pledge is a commitment by senior leaders 
and organisations to ensure voices of women are included in the conversation via a simple 
promise of gender balance as a condition of participation on or sponsorship of any panel.
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A brief guide to what we found
Women are missing, still missing. 

We are not missing from real life, of course. We work in hospitals and schools, in 
laboratories and in construction and we make up 50.7 per cent of the population;  
but the stories which appear in the media do not reflect that reality.

Instead, the media reality is that women are not experts, not sources. As those sources, 
we are missing from news stories and from feature stories, we are missing from photos 
both as photographers and as subjects; and we are missing in that very influential place in 
the Australian media landscape, our voices are missing from opinion pieces and columns.

How do we know?
Researchers from the University of Technology Sydney, supported by the Trawalla 
Foundation, took a snapshot of Australia’s most influential news sites on four consecutive 
Thursdays in October 2018. We chose Thursdays because that’s a high traffic day with big 
audiences, between 12 noon and 2pm; and we selected the top five stories on each site from 
their position on the homepage. In February 2019, we analysed the top five opinion pieces 
on each site across Tuesday to Saturday in one week. Again, we looked at what was on offer 
between 12 noon and 2pm. For both these data sets, we asked two ordinary readers of news 
sites to identify what they considered to be the top stories at that time.

This is just a glimpse, a very small sample of a bigger picture but it gives us an idea of what’s 
going on.

What publications did we choose and why? We wanted east coast and west coast and we 
also wanted sites which were ‘fed’ by television content. This report has seven of the 10 sites 
which Nielsen says rank highest for traffic for digital content. As we were looking at news me-
dia, we used 9news in place of nine.com.au and Yahoo!7 in place of Yahoo. We also added 
The Australian, the Financial Review, The Courier Mail, the Herald Sun, The West Australian 
and BuzzFeed for a range of reasons, including audience and geographical variation.

1 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Australian Government, 2016

https://www.abs.gov.au/
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What we found
What do we read when we enter the top space of those websites? We read stories about 
men, by men. Our snapshot showed men were quoted far more often than women and that 
the stories by male journalists were positioned slightly more often in the top spots on the 
home pages of these websites. Women write about royals and men write about political 
leaders. Men write about sport, women write about media, the arts and entertainment. 

Women are also absent from the photos which accompany those top stories. Our data 
collection coincided with the royal visit; if photographs of Meghan Markle and female crime 
victims were omitted from our data set, the representation of female subjects would have 
been even lower. If we want those websites to reflect Australia, we urgently need more 
women as subjects in photographs. It might help to have more women behind the camera – 
just under 80 per cent of the bylines on photographs belong to men.

Women journalists occupy that important top space just under half the time but here’s what 
the figures show: men’s voices as sources are louder and prouder. Across our data set 
from all of the sites analysed, the average representation of female sources was just over 
one-third. Only the stories on one news site quoted more women than men; and that was 
Buzzfeed Australia. Of the rest, the next best was 9News with women representing 45 per 
cent of the sources quoted. At the other end sits the Australian Financial Review, where 
women made up only 14 per cent of sources.

Finally, if you read an opinion piece from the two national publications, The Australian and 
the Financial Review, know that they will nearly always be written by men.  

Research undertaken: 

15 

of Australia’s most  
influential news sites

4 
consecutive 

Thursdays, top 5 
stories on each site

Women are: 

50.7
 per cent of the 

population
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has the
LOWEST %  
of female  

journalists at: 

14% 

approx

50% 
of the sites achieved  

gender parity on 
the representation 
of male & female 

journalists

has the
HIGHEST %  
of female  

journalists at: 

70% 

Representation of female sources: 

Women account for

34% 
of direct sources quoted

and 

24% 
of indirect sources  

(sources named but not 
directly quoted)

has the
LOWEST % 
of female  
sources: 

14% 

has the 
HIGHEST % 
of female  
sources:  

59% 
Journalist’s gender and sources: 

Female journalists are significantly
 more likely to

 use FEMALE sources (40%)  
than MALE journalists (24%)

Journalistic representation: 
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Gender and story topic: 
FEMALE JOURNALISTS WROTE:

Celebrity  
and Royals:

76% 
Government, politics, business, 
finance, law, crime and justice: 

40% 

 Sport:

12% 
approx 

FEMALE SOURCES QUOTED:

Celebrity  
and Royals:

59%
Law, crime 
& justice: 

21%
Business 
& finance: 

18%
Sport:

 5%
Opinion Pieces: 

Women  
wrote 

16% 
of opinion 

pieces about 
government 
and politics 

282
opinion pieces 

collected 
across 1 week 

in February 

Female  
journalists:

38%

has the 
LOWEST % 
of female  

journalists: 

10%

has the 
HIGHEST %  
of female  

journalists:  

73% 
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Photojournalism: 

Female 
photographers: 

22%
Women as subjects  

of photographs: 

36%


