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Gender and media viability: making a 

business case for diversity 
The article below discusses media viability and the gender perspective, highlighting media 

innovations from around the world that champion women and go to the core of media viability. Media 

Development Investment Fund’s (MDIF) 25 years of experience in supporting independent media, 

including in Ethiopia as a part of the Protecting Independent Media for Effective Development 

(PRIMED) initiative, shows that a women-focused approach in areas such as content strategy, 

audience engagement, revenue management and product design can pay dividends for media 

business development.  

The aim of this article is not to justify media initiatives that are geared towards women simply on the 

basis of financial benefits, but rather to strengthen the message that putting women in focus is 

important for building viable news organisations that are sustainable over the long term.  

Women as a primary target 

Women are less likely than men to say they are interested in news, reportedly have fewer media 

subscriptions and allegedly churn more frequently than men. One highly cited reason for this 

apparent disengagement is the fact that women and their unique perspectives are missing from 

media coverage. In fact, women represent only 25% of people seen, heard or read about in news 

coverage, and are less likely to think they are covered fairly in the media. 91% of women also feel 

misunderstood by marketers, despite being responsible for the majority of purchases within 

households and representing a growth market twice as big as China and India combined. 

This grim reality provides an opportunity for the growing number of media companies which primarily 

serve women. Making up half of the world’s population, women and girls are an important, yet often 

underserved, demographic offering a potential market for audience growth and a valuable consumer 

group for businesses and brands which want to market to them.  

For example, in South Africa, online platform gsport4girls is the only 24/7 provider of women’s 

sports coverage in the country, seeking to address the gender gap in sports media. In Indonesia, 

feminist publication Magdalene.co offers alternative perspectives, particularly on gender equality 

and the rights of women and minorities. In India, SHEROES, a women’s community platform, gives 

access to information, expert advice, a counselling chat helpline and social commerce opportunities. 

All three outlets target women and adolescent girls in particular and create an open space for 

underrepresented topics and voices.  

Serving the female audience 

A women-centric approach applies beyond niche publishers, with many traditional legacy and online 

media, both mainstream and specialised, launching editorial products and initiatives that put women 

and their needs at the centre. For instance, in the Philippines, podcast production company 

PumaPodcast runs “Go Hard Girls”, the first podcast dedicated to the stories of Filipina athletes. In 

India, Gram Vaani, a community media organisation, created “Meri Awaz Meri Pehchan" (“My Voice 

My Identity”), a voice-based media platform for women in rural India. In Poland, Agora’s Gazeta 

Wyborcza, a leading Polish daily newspaper and news portal, turned "Wysokie Obcasy" ("High Heels"), 

its Saturday supplement for women, into a standalone monthly magazine and website for women. 

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/women-and-news-overview-audience-behaviour-11-countries
https://deloitte.wsj.com/articles/a-closer-look-at-the-media-subscription-gender-gap-01604952130
https://newsinitiative.withgoogle.com/digital-growth/reader-revenue/playbook
https://whomakesthenews.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/GMMP2020.ENG_.FINAL_.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2021-06/Digital_News_Report_2021_FINAL.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/women-in-leadership/2016/feb/03/how-advertising-industry-fails-women
https://www.catalyst.org/research/buying-power/
https://hbr.org/2009/09/the-female-economy
https://gsport.co.za/
https://magdalene.co/
https://sheroes.com/
https://www.pumapodcast.com/podcasts/go-hard-girls
https://gramvaani.org/my-voice-my-identity/
https://www.wysokieobcasy.pl/
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There has also been a growing effort to produce more diverse content that better reflects society and 

ensures better representation of women in the news. Aimed at achieving a fair balance of male and 

female voices, the BBC 50:50 Equality Project has spread to 690 teams taking part internally and 

121 partner organisations across 26 countries. Meanwhile in Poland, Agora spearheaded an 

initiative called NewsMavens, giving voice to women editors to create a daily news roundup about 

what's most important in Europe from a woman’s perspective. In South Africa, QuoteThisWoman+ 

(QW+) built a database of female experts in different fields that gives mainstream media easy 

access to women specialists to interview and quote. A similar directory focused on Latin American 

women experts in different fields was created by Ecuador’s digital news site GK.  

Diversity within newsrooms and leadership 

Yet gender considerations in media go far beyond women-focused publications and products, in 

particular in regard to gender equality in the media workforce. Even though four out of five media 

leaders think they are doing a good job with gender diversity, the news media industry  is still male-

dominated and there’s still a long way to go to achieve equality.  

According to research, women constitute 36% of all reporters, 27% of the top management and 41% 

of the newsgathering, editing and writing senior professionals. Among MDIF clients, that number 

stands at 45% for all female workers, 45% for management and 35% for female newsroom 

leadership. In our 25 years of operation, we have worked with numerous women-owned and women-

run news businesses, including, among many, Kosovo’s leading independent broadcaster RTV21, 

Peru’s regional news outlet El Búho and Media Alternativa’s TV channel in Moldova TV8.  

Inclusivity within organisational structure can boost innovation and team performance as well as 

improve decision-making and employee satisfaction. There are also reports that diversity and 

inclusion in the workplace could make businesses more profitable. Within the media industry, 

diversity holds even more promise for performance and operations. Balanced newsrooms can help 

build audience trust and improve the journalistic product by making it more inclusive.  

Gender and reader revenue 

Diversity and inclusion also play a role in an audience-driven world and publishers' reader revenue 

strategies. Gender balance can improve successful conversions, increase audience engagement, 

particularly among women, and anecdotally has led to growth in the number of subscribers, listeners 

or open rates for newsletters. In particular, younger audiences do not respond well to under-

representation and pay closer attention to coverage that speaks to them and their core values. For 

example, the BBC 50:50 Equality Project aimed to increase the representation of women on air and 

made the content more enjoyable to young audiences and increased media consumption among 

young women. 

Shared values, such as respect for women's rights, can also be used as a trigger to attract new 

readers and draw in new digital subscribers. For example, after the law on abortion was tightened in 

Poland and massive demonstrations ensued across the country, Agora’s Gazeta Wyborcza created a 

subscription campaign built around the protest. Each time someone bought a new subscription, 

Wyborcza donated all the money to the National Women’s Strike movement. In just one week, they 

had gained 10,000 new subscribers and collected $180,000. After 10 months, the company had 

36% of new subscribers still active on their website. 

Whether its membership or subscription, gender can be an important aspect of audience 

segmentation too, with some topics for which women tend to over-index or under-index. But 

https://www.bbc.com/5050/documents/50-50-impact-report-2021.pdf
https://www.thedrum.com/opinion/2019/06/20/newsmavens-shows-how-different-the-world-looks-when-women-choose-the-news
https://quotethiswoman.org.za/
https://vocesexpertas.gk.city/directorio/
https://gk.city/contexto/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/changing-newsrooms-2021-hybrid-working-and-improving-diversity-remain-twin-challenges-publishers
https://www.iwmf.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/IWMF-Global-Report.pdf
https://rtv21.tv/
https://elbuho.pe/
https://tv8.md/
ttps://www.accenture.com/_acnmedia/Thought-Leadership-Assets/PDF/Accenture-Equality-Equals-Innovation-Gender-Equality-Research-Report-IWD-2019.pdf
https://hbr.org/2020/11/getting-serious-about-diversity-enough-already-with-the-business-case
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-and-inclusion/diversity-wins-how-inclusion-matters
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Tackling_Diversity_and_Inclusion_in_the_Newsroom_2021.pdf
https://www.fordfoundation.org/media/5489/grej-gender-media-report-102519.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/107769900408100110
https://whatsnewinpublishing.com/digital-subscriptions-are-suddenly-the-prime-driver-of-growth-the-fundamentals-of-building-a-reader-revenue-based-business-model-from-wan-ifra/
https://www.poynter.org/business-work/2019/featuring-more-female-sources-could-increase-your-audience-engagement-research-suggests/
https://www.niemanlab.org/2018/04/if-the-financial-times-were-a-person-it-would-be-a-man-heres-how-the-paper-is-trying-to-change-that/
https://wan-ifra.org/2020/11/amedia-lessons-learned-in-converting-women-and-young-audiences-to-paid-subscribers/
https://www.poynter.org/business-work/2019/featuring-more-female-sources-could-increase-your-audience-engagement-research-suggests/
https://www.niemanlab.org/2018/04/if-the-financial-times-were-a-person-it-would-be-a-man-heres-how-the-paper-is-trying-to-change-that/
https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/strategy-studies/millennials-best-practices/single-page/
https://www.bbc.com/5050/documents/50-50-impact-report-2021.pdf
https://www.inma.org/blogs/ideas/post.cfm/wyborcza-pl-supports-social-causes-with-subscription-offers
https://www.inma.org/blogs/ideas/post.cfm/wyborcza-pl-supports-social-causes-with-subscription-offers
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strategies focused on traditional demographic information, like gender, are far too broad to define 

audience, and can end up marginalising women or even magnifying gender stereotypes. More 

specific qualitative information can be more telling: passion points and interests can help tailor the 

content and formats to the specific needs and interests of the target segment, while data about 

customer behaviour and specific triggers can help optimise the purchase funnel. 

Gender-based harassment 

It’s impossible to talk about women in news without addressing gender-based violence. On average, 

40% of women media professionals report experiencing sexual harassment of some kind in the 

workplace. The problem is particularly prevalent online, with 73% of women journalists said to face 

online violence in the course of their work. But in addition to the personal and professional impact 

on the individual media workers, online violence can also damage an outlet’s online communities, 

and thus significantly impact its audience engagement strategies.  

An example is Philippine news site Rappler, which initially embraced social media, but later saw it 

weaponised, with its female staff and management hit the hardest. An analysis of 9,433 comments 

posted on the professional Facebook page of Maria Ressa, its founder and CEO, revealed that for 

every supportive comment, there were about 14 comments attacking her. As attacks grew, Rappler 

made significant changes to its audience-led business model, refocusing its audience engagement 

efforts away from social media. The outlet innovates around community building, including through 

its new platform Lighthouse, its civic engagement arm MovePH and activism campaigns, such as 

#HoldtheLine or offline events and their webinar series. Those actions create safer and more 

meaningful opportunities for direct engagement with audiences, but also support the company’s 

revenue stream from its membership programme.  

Partnerships and institutional funding 

Gender can also play an important role in building institutional revenue. Grant funding, sponsored 

content and partnerships with foundations and other non-profit organisations, can have a particular 

focus on gender, such as promoting equality, women's rights and the empowerment of women and 

girls.  

For example, Ecuador’s GK and its arm for branded content, GK Studio, created a multimedia project 

about women and climate change in a desert in Ecuador sponsored by SDG Fund in Latin America 

and produced content for UNFPA’s campaign on sexual and reproductive rights of women with 

disabilities in Ecuador. During the 2019 elections in Malawi, Capital Radio produced a series of radio 

documentary-style programmes in partnership with Hivos, which promoted the advancement of 

women to more senior-level leadership positions within the government. Similarly, last year, Peruvian 

regional outlet El Búho delivered extensive reporting with the support of the IWMF Howard G. Buffett 

Fund, which was focused on female political participation in 2021 general elections, disappeared 

girls and women, and other women-focused reporting. 

Branded content revenue 

Sponsored and branded content is becoming an important revenue stream for many media 

businesses, whether it is marketing-with-a-social-cause, including around the topic of diversity and 

inclusion, or marketing products directed at women. There is a great advantage for brands to work 

with socially-minded media because they can market high-quality, engaging content that doesn’t feel 

intrusive, and have distribution channels with targeted audiences, either female or that care about 

the subject of women empowerment. 

https://wan-ifra.org/2022/01/sexual-harassment-in-newsrooms/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000375136/PDF/375136eng.pdf.multi
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/news/how-three-news-organisations-are-rebooting-audience-engagement-fight-online-toxicity-and
https://www.icfj.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/Maria%20Ressa-%20Fighting%20an%20Onslaught%20of%20Online%20Violence_0.pdf
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2019-10/Posetti%20What%20if%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.rappler.com/nation/259712-lighthouse-rappler-content-distribution-community-management-platform/
https://www.rappler.com/section/moveph/
https://www.rappler.com/plus-membership-program/frequently-asked-questions/
https://gk.studio/
https://gk.city/2020/02/17/adaptacion-cambio-climatico/
https://gk.studio/proyectos/derechos-discapacidad-ecuador/
https://twitter.com/CapitalFMMw/status/1135471184122789889
https://www.iwmf.org/reporting/?publication=el-buho
https://elbuho.pe/2021/07/no-habidas-el-drama-de-las-mujeres-desaparecidas-en-el-peru-podcast/
https://elbuho.pe/2021/07/no-habidas-el-drama-de-las-mujeres-desaparecidas-en-el-peru-podcast/
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For example, in India, women-only social network SHEROES offers brand solutions for companies 

looking to engage with its online community of women through its accredited brand profile known as 

a Champion profile. In the Philippines, BrandRap, the sales and marketing department of digital 

news site Rappler, was the digital partner of an award winning Pantene’s #WhipIt campaign that 

criticised gender double standards and highlighted women who challenge the status quo. In 

Argentina, digital outlet Red/Acción and its content studio for conscious brands Fibra launched 

Mujeres + Mujeres project, an alliance with Facebook Argentina to make visible the work of women 

entrepreneurs who made a change in their profession and created content for a software 

development company around issues of social responsibility, diversity and inclusion. 

Gender and events business 

Events, an important tool in engaging communities and facilitating critical conversations around 

gender and women’s issues, are another important revenue source for media companies. 

Advertisers who turn down pitch sales for web or print ads are frequently keen to participate in event 

sponsorships, as this offers them an opportunity to create meaningful conversation and connection 

with the audience. 

In South Africa, where August is Women's Month, investigative weekly newspaper and website the 

Mail & Guardian, hosts the MG Power of Women event that showcases extraordinary women leading 

change across the country, while the online platform gsport4girls is known for its annual gsport 

Awards that celebrate the successes of women in sport in South Africa and beyond. In both cases, 

the events are supported by various sponsors and partners who support the organisations and their 

cause. In India, Josh Talks joined with Girl Up to organise an event celebrating the achievements and 

records of Indian women on the International Day of the Girl, and with UN Women to host an event 

focused on finding solutions to end violence against women and girls. In Indonesia, Katadata, a 

digital media focused on economic and business news and data analysis, organised a conference 

focused on gender equality and women’s economic empowerment, with the support of Investing in 

Women (IW), an initiative of the Australian Government. 

Collaboration around gender topics 

 

Another crucial movement in journalism over the past few years has been the rise of collaborative 

projects organised around different topics, including gender and diversity issues. Although closely 

tied to editorial and mostly focused on shared reporting and distribution, collaborations are 

frequently facilitated by foundation funding. They also support brand positioning and brand 

recognition through amplifying other outlets’ work and allow to build long-term relationships of trust 

with other media that can be leveraged to better serve everyone’s communities. 

For example, transnational media alliance “Red de Periodismo Humano” (“Human Journalism 

Network”), involving Chile’s Mi Voz, Argentina’s Red/Acción, Ecuador’s GK and 5 other Latin 

American media outlets, aims at amplifying the reach of their human journalism stories that cross 

borders and address common challenges, including reporting on gender equality and social 

inclusion. GK, along with six other media outlets, was also part of a collaboration “Ser Niña en 

América Latina” (“Being a Girl in Latin America”), a regional effort to expose and denounce inequality 

and gender violence across the continent through insightful reporting.  Another recent collaborative 

editorial project, “Cicatrices de la pandemia” (“Scars from the pandemic”), including Argentina’s 

Red/Acción, explored how the Coronavirus crisis in Latin America has affected middle class women 

in particular, while GK a created a documentary focused on women searching for bodies of loved 

ones who passed away due to Covid-19, in partnership with El País and Pulitzer Center.  

https://sheroes.tech/how-brands-leverage-content-marketing-on-the-sheroes-app-89fb1d371193
https://www.rappler.com/brandrap/profiles-and-advocacies/46129-whipit-gets-international-mileage/
https://fibrastudio.com/
https://www.redaccion.com.ar/mujeres-mas-mujeres/
https://beoneofakind.com/
https://powerfulwomen.mg.co.za/
https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.2943101649052219&type=3
https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.2382798255082564&type=3
https://katadata.co.id/investinginwomen
https://www.redaccion.com.ar/secciones/red-periodismo-humano/
http://ser-nina.org/
http://ser-nina.org/
https://www.velocidad.fund/cicatrices-de-la-pandemia/
https://gk.city/2021/12/06/los-que-no-aparecen-cuerpos-extraviados/
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In Ethiopia 

We also see some of these trends play out in Ethiopia, where MDIF provides long-term coaching to 

public interest media organisations under the Protecting Independent Media for Effective 

Development (PRIMED) initiative. Across our five partners, 30%, 48%, 34%, 25% and 24% of staff 

are female or identify as such, and although we don’t pressure partners to hire women only, we 

advise them on the positive returns of hiring diverse staff. Two of the partners – Asham TV and Addis 

Maleda – are self-proclaimed feminist media and in symbolic resistance to patriarchal linguistic 

structures refer to themselves in the feminine gender, i.e. she/her. We see women’s issues also 

reflected in partners’ editorial products and partnerships: Addis Maleda features a column called 

“Siqe”, where female commentators share their perspectives on current affairs from a feminist 

perspective; Asham TV partnered with CARE Ethiopia to create programming around 16-days of 

activism against gender-based violence; and ARTS TV cooperated with Setaweet, a local civil society 

organisation, to produce MeQenet, a weekly TV show on diverse issues that affect Ethiopian society 

through a gender lens.  

A way forward 

Female-focus is important for building stronger news organisations that better engage and serve 

their audiences on the path towards a more diverse future. The consideration of women and issues 

relating to women in building content strategy, audience engagement, revenue management or 

product design are just some of the ways media can commit to gender equality and lead an 

organisational push towards women empowerment. While more extensive research into the 

correlation between gender approach and media viability is certainly needed, as these case study 

examples of female-focused news innovators from around the world suggest, there are a number of 

promising routes across different areas of media operations that pave the way for more inclusivity, 

while aiding overall media business performance.  

Within PRIMED, Free Press Unlimited will research whether and how interventions aimed at 

improving gender equality in the workplace, creating gender-sensitive content and better knowledge 

of the audiences (female audiences in particular) or a combination thereof lead to the improved 

sustainability and viability of media outlets. Findings of this research, including selected case 

studies, will be made publicly available. 

https://addismaleda.com/archives/category/siqe
https://youtu.be/bNE0LWDkHUg
https://setaweet.com/meqenet/

