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A first prerequisite for credible and effective 

reporting on violence against women and 

girls may be newsroom leadership that is fully 

committed to support, empower and unite staff 

against gendered harassment of journalists.

Nearly three-quarters of women journalists 

surveyed have reported online threats of 

violence, according to UNESCO.1 Yet only 25% of 

the women journalists surveyed reported these 

online violence incidents to their employers, and 

only 17% were aware if they had access to legal 

support.

Thus, in many cases, the onus is placed on 

women journalists to individually adapt to the 

psychological and professional impacts of online 

threats, and to manage their exposure to online 

harassment.

An underlying presumption in newsrooms of 

“don’t feed the trolls” may serve to diminish the 

seriousness of gendered harassment, implying 

that it is either possible or necessary to ignore 

online threats, while eliminating available options 

for responses, according to the UNESCO report. 

Some media organisations may be failing to 

recognise that technology-facilitated gender-

based violence against journalists are more 

intrusive, accessible, realistic, and virally 

amplified, abetted algorithmically and by the 

digital platforms that have acted as vectors for 

abuse. 

As exemplars of freedom of expression, 

media organisations also may hesitate to take 

actions that restrict abusive speech online: 

thus voluntarily upholding a false binary. While 

freedom of expression is guaranteed under 

international human rights law, the use of hate 

speech and threats of violence to limit the 

speech of others are proscribed under these 

same international laws.

This report of the Public Media Alliance – 

supported by UNESCO’s International Programme 

for the Development of Communication – 

contributes to our awareness of a malignance 

still mingling within all communities, in and 

beyond Southeast Asia. This report should thus 

inspire public service media to continue to report 

more inclusively, build more newsroom diversity, 

and give platforms to the voiceless, for as long 

as societies still strive to evolve forward by the 

better angels of our nature.

Jo Hironaka
Advisor and Chief of Communication and 

Information

UNESCO Regional Office in Bangkok

Foreword 
Inspiring collaborative change
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1 The findings by the authors of the UNESCO report, ‘The Chilling: What More Can News Organisations 

Do to Combat Gendered Violence?’ are referred to throughout this foreword. The report can be 

accessed here: https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/global_study_chapter3_what_more.pdf

https://www.unesco.org/en/international-programme-development-communication?hub=668
https://www.unesco.org/en/international-programme-development-communication?hub=668


The project “Violence against women – 

Bringing about changes in social attitudes and 

gender equity through enabling greater media 

participation” aimed to both examine and 

reinforce the role of Southeast Asian media 

in reducing gender stereotyping and fostering 

changes in social attitudes and mindsets. 

Targeting five countries – Indonesia, Malaysia, 

the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand – the 

project emphasised the importance of ongoing 

collaboration between gender-focused non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) and media 

organisations in Southeast Asia to ultimately 

produce more transparent, relevant, responsive, 

and accessible content on gender issues, 

especially violence against women and girls 

(VAWG).

Southeast Asia is a diverse region with varied 

cultural, sociopolitical, and economic contexts. 

While the region has made progress in many 

areas, there are still challenges related to gender 

equality and violence against women. According 

to the United Nations,1 33 percent of partnered 

women in Southeast Asia between the ages of 

15-49 will experience physical and/or sexual 

violence from a current or former husband or 

male partner at least once in their lifetime. 

Other forms of violence against women and girls 

– including child marriage and female genital 

mutilation – also remain issues in the region, with 

44 percent of all child brides coming from South 

Asia while in Indonesia 49 percent of girls under 

14 have undergone some form of female genital 

mutilation.

Studies unequivocally show that violence against 

women is leading to global systemic inequalities. 

All sectors, including the media sector, need to 

take the necessary action in the context of a 

multisectoral approach to challenge violence 

against women and changing cultural  attitudes 

that perpetuate negative gender norms.  

Meanwhile, the media plays an undeniable role in 

forming and disseminating perceptions of gender. 

In recent years there have been initiatives by 

gender-focused groups and media professionals 

to address the lack of research and guidelines 

regarding coverage of women in the media, 

women’s issues, and LGBTQIA+ issues. These 

efforts have started to pave the way for open 

discussions on the issue of gender-sensitive 

media coverage, particularly on issues such as 

violence against women and girls.

The country reports contained herein form part 

of the efforts to better understand just how the 

media can support initiatives – and undertake 

their own – that improve gender representation 

and alleviate violence against women and 

girls, and violence against women journalists. 

It provides a snapshot of the current situation 

facing the Southeast Asian media on these issues 

and considers how the media can do better. 

This research is particularly significant for 

providing insight on the prevalence and nature 

of gender-based violence across five countries 

while identifying commonalities and differences 

in the response of media organisations 

and NGOs. In turn, this can inform targeted 

interventions and policies tailored to the specific 

needs of each country, while serving as a catalyst 

for regional collaboration and an aligning of 

regional efforts with broader international goals. 

The project was split across two key activities:

•	 A situation report and analysis of gender 

representation, violence against women and 

girls, and violence against women journalists 

across Southeast Asia. Research covered 

the project’s five target countries: Indonesia, 

Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, and 

Thailand.

•	 A two-day capacity building workshop in 

Bangkok (October 2023) for journalists and 

representatives from gender-focused NGOs 

in the five project countries. This focussed 

on bolstering participants’ ability to better 

raise awareness on gender discrimination 

and gender-based censorship within the 

media and to develop their skills to combat 

gender-related issues, including violence 

against women and girls. The workshop was 

also used to develop country-specific action 

plans that would contribute towards more 

effective and gender-sensitive reporting.2

Introduction 

7



8

Process and methodology

The research project commenced in May 2023, 

employing a multifaceted methodology involving 

desk research, interviews, and surveys. The initial 

phase involved the development of an annotated 

bibliography, serving as a foundational reference 

point for subsequent analysis.

The desk research component focused on 

two primary dimensions. First, an in-depth 

examination to scrutinise the portrayal of women 

and girls in the media. Researchers delved 

into training programmes, editorial guidelines, 

and existing research from both local and 

international sources. Additionally, a thorough 

exploration of scholarly articles, studies, and 

surveys pertaining to the representation of 

women in the media was undertaken where 

possible. In some cases, the research extended 

to encompass reports on ongoing initiatives 

targeting women and girls in both onscreen and 

offscreen roles.

Simultaneously, desk research was instrumental 

in providing a comprehensive overview of the 

individual countries under scrutiny. This involved 

an analysis of local conditions, international 

rankings, socio-cultural nuances, and relevant 

contextual factors.

Interviews were conducted to provide qualitative 

insight on the specific needs of media 

organisations in effectively reporting on gender-

based violence and issues related to women and 

girls. The interviewees included news editors and 

managers from various media outlets, as well 

as representatives from gender-focused non-

governmental organisations. To garner a holistic 

perspective, policymakers were also included in 

the interview process, providing valuable insights 

into the policy landscape. To protect the privacy 

of some of those who voluntarily agreed to be 

interviewed for the research, it was important 

keep their identity anonymous and some have 

been referred to by their job titles only.

The research design also incorporated a survey 

component, executed by the Public Media 

Alliance (PMA). The survey targeted journalists 

from the five project countries. The survey 

aimed to assess the skills of regional journalists 

in reporting on gendered issues, identify areas 

for improvement in coverage, and highlight 

potential gaps in practice. The survey garnered 

responses from 40 journalists across the five 

target countries, with a deliberate effort to ensure 

a minimum of 75% female respondents, including 

those who identify as female. In the end, 31 out of 

the 40 respondents (77.5%) identified as female.

Meanwhile, to streamline the process and 

enhance efficiency, in-country research was 

guided by a dedicated research facilitator. This 

also ensured consistency and coordination across 

the diverse research area. 

This multifaceted approach sought to unravel the 

complexities of media representation, address 

the challenges faced by media organisations, 

and pave the way for deeper understanding of 

the region’s nuanced needs and gender-sensitive 

reporting.

1 UN Women Asia and the Pacific, n.d.. Facts and Figures: Ending Violence against Women and Girls. 

[Online]. Available at: https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/focus-areas/end-violence-against-women/

evaw-facts-and-figures#4 [Accessed 29 November 2023]

2 Public Media Alliance, 2023. Regional Action Plan: Improving gender sensitivity approaches for 

media stakeholders in Southeast Asia. [Online]. Available at: https://www.publicmediaalliance.org/wp-

content/uploads/2023/12/Regional-SEA-gender-action-plans-ENG.pdf [Accessed 7 December 2023]

Gender-sensitive reporting in Southeast Asia



Societal Context

This situation report will highlight how gender 

equality and violence against women and 

girls are not detached from the societal and 

political situation of each respective country. 

This includes political systems, the state of civil 

society, and the media industry.

The in-country reports highlight how Southeast 

Asia is one of the most dynamic regions in the 

world and is, culturally and religiously, extremely 

diverse. Yet, despite the significant economic 

progress made in recent decades and the great 

improvements in education and training, many 

social, political, and economic inequalities 

persist.

Furthermore, the countries studied in this 

situation have significant democratic deficits, 

especially in terms of political freedom. 

According to the Freedom House Report 2023 on 

political rights and civil liberties, the Philippines 

scored 58/100; Indonesia scored 58/100; 

Malaysia scored 53/100; and Singapore scored 

47/100. These four countries were considered 

‘partly free’, while Thailand - with a score of 

30/100 – was deemed ‘not free’.1 Human rights 

issues have been raised across all five countries, 

especially regarding  women, the LGBTQIA+ 

community, and ethnic minorities.

In addition, some cultural and religious norms, 

and deeply rooted patriarchal views and 

structures, were reported as being among the 

major obstacles to gender equality and the 

causes of violence against women and girls. The 

reports show that gender gaps persist across the 

region. In the Philippines, for instance, challenges 

persist despite the country’s commendable 

positions in global gender indices. Here, local 

issues such as violence against women and 

restrictions on media freedom showcase the 

nuanced interplay between formal laws and 

practical implementation of reforms. In other 

surveyed countries, limited political rights and 

civil liberties, along with gender gaps in political 

empowerment, underscore the need for broader 

societal changes.

Southeast Asian media landscape

The media landscape in Southeast Asia is largely 

dominated by three media types: state-owned 

media, private commercial media providers, and 

social media platforms. National public service 

media (PSM) that are non-profit, accountable to 

the public, and editorially independent – do not 

have a presence in region. Attempts to establish 

PSM in Indonesia in the decade after the fall 

of former President Suharto, have since been 

reversed by legal and regulatory restrictions. 

Thai PBS may be a first example of a public 

broadcaster with a mission to serve the public 

with editorially independent content. However, 

the broadcaster, which is financed by revenue 

from alcohol and tobacco taxes and sponsorship, 

has repeatedly faced political pressure. 

Successive governments in the region have long 

been accused of controlling the free flow of 

information in the name of nation-building and 

national security, be it through legal regulations, 

licence restrictions, or publishing rights.

Where private commercial media operate 

alongside state media, this does not necessarily 

mean greater media diversity. While the 

Philippines has a large number of media 

providers and channels, five family-owned 

companies dominate the country’s media.2 

Media concentration is also considerably 

high in Indonesia, where eight multiplatform 

conglomerates are a determining factor in the 

media market.3

The ever-faster development of digital 

technologies and growing access to the internet, 

has led to a rapid increase in digital media offers. 

As such, the use of social media and digital news 

services has become an integral part of everyday 

life, with online news becoming the primary news 

source for 84-88% of media users in the five 

research countries.4 

One result of this development is intensifying 

media competition for financial resources and 

audience reach.  Click-baiting and tabloidisation 

at the expense of professional journalistic 

standards - a serious challenge for journalistic 

Executive Summary 
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standards – have become common. Furthermore, 

online communication has proliferated the rapid 

spread of disinformation, hate messages, and 

harassment.

When it comes to gender issues, the rereports 

reveal intricate dynamics. For instance, despite a 

vibrant and diverse media landscape, Indonesian 

media faces legal and regulatory restrictions that 

impact press freedom, especially on sensitive 

subjects like LGBTQIA+ rights. Meanwhile, other 

countries’ reports show that media organisations 

reflect and perpetuate gender stereotypes, while 

their role in furthering gender equality is often 

not explicitly addressed at a policy level.

Nonetheless, across the countries, efforts to 

improve gender representation show progress.

Major findings

This situation report analyses gender-sensitivity 

in current affairs news across Southeast Asia. It 

contains country reports covering five countries: 

Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, 

and Thailand. In each country, research was 

undertaken over a period of six months (May-

November 2023).

The data collection methods were consistent 

across the countries, and included desk research 

and expert interviews. Separately, a survey was 

undertaken with journalists from the five target 

countries to determine the gaps that may exist 

within the Southeast Asian media landscape 

when it comes to reporting on violence against 

women and girls and gender-related issues, from 

the perspectives of those on the ground. 

The situation report highlights:

- The interconnectivity of the issues: While 

each country presented unique challenges - 

from poor adherence and existing policies to 

politically motivated attacks on journalists - there 

were significant overlaps between the issues. 

Notably, there was interconnection relating to the 

representation of women and girls with persistent 

stereotypes; harassment and violence against 

women journalists, both online and offline; a lack 

of consistent and clear reporting standards and 

mechanisms regarding gender issues; the rise of 

social media and the associated challenges to 

women, LGBTQIA+ people, and ethnic minorities; 

and the need for journalistic training, across all 

levels of a newsroom.

- The need for collaboration: Each 

researcher determined that collaboration 

among stakeholders was paramount for 

success, especially regarding the intricate 

interplay of media and gender issues. In their 

recommendations, the researchers called 

for varying forms of collaboration to address 

regulatory restrictions, improve press freedom, 

and challenge gender stereotypes present in the 

media. Among the identified stakeholders were 

governments, media regulators, media outlets, 

advocacy groups, and civil society. It was noted 

that initiatives fostering dialogue and partnerships 

can contribute to a more inclusive and equitable 

media landscape.

- The need for further research: Researchers 

noted that extensive and comprehensive 

research and data on gender representation 

in the media, violence against women and 

girls and female journalists, is lacking in the 

Southeast Asian context. This also applies to 

the responsibilities of media organisations 

in covering gender. The scarcity of existing 

research, statistical surveys and the respective 

monitoring, underscore the urgency for thorough 

investigations into these critical areas across 

the five countries studied. By addressing these 

gaps, scholars, policymakers, media houses and 

media practitioners can gain deeper insights 

into the nuanced challenges, allowing for the 

development of targeted interventions and 

evidence-based strategies to foster positive and 

lasting change in the region.

- The need for wider social change: The 

researchers noted that achieving meaningful 

progress requires wider social change across 

the five countries. While legislative strides and 

policy changes are essential – and there has 

been progress in some of the countries in this 

regard – broader societal shifts are imperative 

to challenge deep-rooted gender norms 

perpetuated by the media.

Key recommendations

Consequently, the most essential 

recommendations can be summarised as follows:

Gender-sensitive reporting in Southeast Asia
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1.	 Prioritise training for journalists and editors

Implementing comprehensive training 

programmes for journalists and editors is crucial 

to foster improved gender-sensitive reporting. 

This involves educating media professionals on 

the nuances of gender representation, promoting 

inclusivity, and cultivating an understanding of 

the impact language and framing can have on 

perpetuating stereotypes. Developing guidelines 

specifically tailored to gender coverage further 

reinforces the commitment to balanced and 

unbiased reporting.

2.	 Develop safety training for journalists and 

harassment protocols

Prioritising the safety of journalists is paramount. 

Newsrooms should introduce training 

programmes that address the unique challenges 

faced by journalists, especially regarding gender-

based harassment. By establishing clear and 

effective protocols for handling harassment 

cases, newsrooms can better ensure a safe 

working environment. This recommendation aims 

to mitigate risks and protect journalists from 

intimidation, thereby safeguarding their ability to 

report freely.

3.	 Intensify  research on gender representation 

in the media and the portrayal of violence 

against women and girls

To address the gaps identified in the research, 

there is a need to intensify efforts in collecting 

data on gender representation in the media. This 

includes ongoing research initiatives, surveys, 

and studies to continuously monitor and analyse 

how women and girls are portrayed in media 

content. A comprehensive understanding of these 

dynamics is crucial for implementing informed 

strategies and interventions.

4.	 Increase collaboration with NGOs and 

audience engagement

Enhancing collaboration between media 

organisations and non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs), and actively engaging with the audience 

are pivotal steps. Partnering with NGOs allows 

for a more coordinated approach to tackle 

gender stereotypes, human rights issues, and 

promote press freedom. Additionally, involving the 

audience in discussions and initiatives helps build 

awareness and encourages a collective effort in 

challenging and transforming societal norms.

5.	 Engage stakeholders to influence policy 

commitments

Multisectoral engagement, including stakeholders 

such as governments and media institutions, is 

key to influencing policy changes. Stakeholders 

should encourage commitment to gender 

equality policies within institutions to foster 

an environment that supports inclusive and 

equitable representation. It is essential that 

advocacy and collaboration are used to drive 

systemic change at both the governmental and 

organisational levels.

The media plays an undeniable role in forming 

and disseminating perceptions of gender. In 

recent years there have been initiatives by 

gender-focused groups and media professionals 

to address the lack of research and guidelines 

regarding coverage of women in the media, 

women’s issues, and LGBTQIA+ issues. These 

efforts have started to pave the way for open 

discussions on the issue of gender-sensitive 

media coverage, particularly on issues such as 

violence against women and girls.

1 Freedom House, 2023. Freedom in the World 2023: Marking 50 Years in the Struggle for Democracy. 

[Online]. Available at: https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2023-03/FIW_World_2023_

DigtalPDF.pdf [Accessed 1 December 2023]

2 Media Ownership Monitor, n.d. Philippines. [Online]. Available at: https://philippines.mom-gmr.org/en/

owners. [Accessed 29 November 2023]

3 Masduki, Leen D’Haenens, 2022. Concentration of Media Ownership in Indonesia: A Setback for 

Viewpoint Diversity International Journal of Communication 16(2022), 2239–2259. Available at: https://

ijoc.org/index.php/ijoc/article/view/17769. [Accessed 29 November 2023]

4  Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 2023. Digital News Report 2023. [Online]. Available at: 

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2023 [Accessed 29 November 2023]
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Country Overview

According to Freedom House’s 2023 ‘Freedom in 

the World’ report, Indonesia is deemed as ‘partly 

free’ with a score of 58/100.1 The score shows 

that the country is considered to have sufficient 

freedom and has a “political right” score of 

30/40 and a “civil liberties” score of 28/60. 

However, with a population of 273.8 million 

people2, the Indonesian state still has various 

problems related to human rights that need to 

be overcome. 

In particular, women and LGBT+ people were 

highlighted as facing discrimination, attacks, 

and harassment, with Sharia-based ordinances 

in many districts disproportionately being 

enforced against women and LGBT+ people. 

Ethnic minorities are also targeted: “Some 

national laws and numerous local ordinances 

discriminate against women either explicitly or 

in effect. LGBT+ people suffer from widespread 

discrimination, inflammatory and discriminatory 

rhetoric from authorities, and attacks by hard-

line Islamist groups. Ethnic Chinese, who make 

up approximately 1 percent of the population, 

are vulnerable to harassment.”3 This reality is 

juxtaposed to women enjoying full political 

rights, with political parties being subject to a 

30% gender quota for candidates and steering 

committees. Nonetheless, “women remain 

underrepresented in electoral politics”.4

Indonesia possesses a vibrant and diverse 

media landscape, though it is not without its 

troubles. According to Media Landscapes, the 

lack of special permissions to establish media 

organisations or become a journalist has led to 

a large number of media outlets – an estimated 

47,000 media by 2017. Of this figure, up to 2,000 

were printed media, 1,166 radios, 674 televisions, 

and 43,300 online media.5 

The level of media professionalism is at odds 

with the large number of media outlets, with only 

16% (321 print media) qualifying as professional 

media. For online media, only 0.5% (211 outlets) 

were regarded as professional. For journalists, 

there were 100,000 estimated workers by 2017, 

with 11% being categorised as professional 

journalists.6 

According to Freedom House, Indonesia’s media 

landscape faces legal and regulatory restrictions 

that hamper press freedom – notably when 

covering sensitive subjects including LGBT+, 

organised crime, sexual assault and corruption. 

Indonesia ranks 87th out of 146 countries in 

the World Economic Forum’s ‘Global Gender 

Gap Report 2023,7 a rise from 92/146 in 2022.8 

An index score of 0.698  indicates significant 

gender gaps  in health, education, economic 

participation and opportunity, and political 

engagement. 

Referring to the Gender Inequality Index (GII), 

2021 Indonesia was ranked 114th out of 191 

countries surveyed.9 In 2021, Indonesia’s score 

was 0.444, which indicates a reasonably high 

level of gender inequality, especially in health 

and political engagement. Indonesia dropped 

from its 2020 score of 0.447 (Ranked 107 out of 

165).10

The condition of gender inequality in Indonesia is 

also evident in existing media coverage as noted 

in the 2020 Global Media Monitoring Project 

(GMMP) report.11 The report highlights several 

issues of gender representation in Indonesian 

media that still need attention, including:

1.	 Inequality in the number of women in 

editorial positions and media leadership. The 

GMMP report shows that only about a third 

of all leadership positions in the Indonesian 

mass media are held by women.

2.	 Gender stereotypes in the news. Women 

are still portrayed in the media in traditional 

roles or sexual objects, while men are often 

portrayed in more dominant and powerful 

roles. This reinforces existing gender views 

in society and can influence people’s 

perceptions of women and men. 

3.	 Lack of representation of women in the 

news. Women only appear in about 30% of 

national news and 23% of local news. 

The GMMP however highlights some positive 

Indonesia
By Lestari Nurhajati
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changes in gender representation in, such as 

the increasing number of women as sources, 

writers, and journalists. This shows that efforts 

to create balanced gender representation in the 

Indonesian mass media are ongoing.

Meanwhile, the strengthening of conservative 

Islamic groups in Indonesia has seemingly played 

a role in the media’s approach towards women. 

For example, the media’s tendency to make films 

showing the role of women as domestic figures 

who are subservient to their husbands, has 

resulted in a gender-based reductionism in which 

women are portrayed as weaker, irrational, and 

emotional beings (Abdullah & Osman, 2018). 

Representation of women and girls 
in the media

Portrayal of women and girls in media

Despite the large number of media in Indonesia, 

the representation of women and girls in 

Indonesia is still inferior. Women and girls are 

portrayed across news, commercials, television 

programmes, and films but research shows that 

they are often ignored in news programmes or 

only appear in small numbers (Hutami & Syafirah, 

2018; Santi, 2019; Aspinall, White & Safirani, 2021). 

In addition, the representation of women and 

girls in Indonesian media is often stereotypically 

limited to roles such as mother, wife, or sexual 

object (Watie, 2016; Astuti, 2016; Farihah, 2016; 

Yuliantini, 2021). When women and girls are 

represented in Indonesian media, patriarchal 

and conservative religious values are typically 

adopted and displayed. This leads to gender 

inequality and decreased access for women 

to be involved and represented equally in the 

media.

The issue is worsened by the poor regulation of 

media in television and radio. Studies show that 

the Indonesian Broadcasting Commission (KPI) 

have overlooked the issue of the strengthening of 

patriarchy across television adverts, soap operas, 

and radio broadcasts (Safira, 2017; Savitri, 2018). In 

addition, women in advertisements on television 

are still displayed as objects of sexuality and 

physical attractiveness, not people who possess 

intellectual potential. (Zarra, 2022).

Depiction of VAWG

Media has legitimised gender biases by 

accepting the exploitation of females’ physical 

appearance as normal and acceptable. Research 

used by Gunawan (2020) highlights the case of 

Baiq Nuril Maknun, a woman who was a victim 

of sexual harassment yet was prosecuted for 

defamation. Over the course of 2018-2019, 

Indonesian media outlets covered the case 

extensively albeit with differences: Koran 

Tempo, the most liberal newspaper, employed 

empowering language to describe Nuril. 

Representing conservative media, Republika 

avoided discussing social and legal issues 

and placed Nuril in a traditionally feminine 

role. Meanwhile Kompas, a moderate media 

outlet, raised the issue of law and female 

independence. The diversity of the findings 

implies that interested parties strongly influence 

news content and notably how they are 

represented when they experience violence.

The way Nuril’s case was covered is not an 

isolated incident. Research has shown that 

victims of violence have been portrayed 

negatively, as guilty parties, described with 

disrespectful and trivial language, and presented 

in unbalanced ways that harm women (Indrasty, 

2017; Nurhajati, 2019).

According to Siti Mazumah, Director of Legal 

Aid at the Indonesian Women’s Association for 

Justice (LBH APIK), news reporting on violence 

against women and girls has improved in recent 

years, with a decrease in “misogynistic reporting 

or cornering of women victims” and the inclusion 

of women’s perspectives. However, misogynistic 

views are still ever-present. Siti highlighted that 

when there are discussions surrounding domestic 

violence, blame is often placed on women 

in such cases, with the violence attributed 

to factors such as women not serving their 

husbands. Siti further emphasised that women 

are frequently held responsible, even in situations 

where jealousy or affairs are involved, with a 

common narrative being that women failed to 

maintain household integrity, leading to violence 

or wrongdoing by their partners. Even in cases 

when violence extends to children, the woman is 

still blamed. While she noted a recent decrease 

in news stories that explicitly blame and 

objectify women, she nonetheless acknowledged 

the normalisation of violence against women. In 
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contrast, when violence happens to men, it is 

framed differently, not attributing blame based 

on physical appearance but treating it purely as 

a crime or criminal offence.

In 2020, Konde.co – an Indonesian media outlet 

focused on the perspectives of women and 

minorities – conducted a study, “Media Reporting 

on the Draft Law on the Elimination of Sexual 

Violence and How Consistent is the Media in 

Reporting Sexual Violence?”12 The study set out to 

analyse the news content of three online media 

(Okezone, Tribunnews, and Kompas.com) over the 

period of July to August 2020. The Draft Law on 

the Elimination of Sexual Violence (RUU P-KS) 

was withdrawn in July 2020. The three online 

media outlets were selected based on their top 

three positions on Alexa, a global website ranking 

system.

The research found that the media was 

inconsistent in reporting the issue of sexual 

violence from the perspective of justice for 

victims, and still made use of sensationalism in 

their writing. News about the Bill accounted for 

less than 3% each month, with stories that were 

typically normative and that did not provide 

education to the public about its importance.

The study also found that the sources used 

in reporting on the Bill were not diverse and 

were dominated by the People’s Representative 

Council (DPR), the government, the Ministry of 

Women Empowerment And Child Protection 

(PPPA), and state institutions. Sufficient space 

was not provided for the voices of sexual 

violence advocates or women activists. “When 

we look at the news about sexual violence, the 

media is good at reporting sexual violence that 

occurs against children from the perspective of 

child victims. However, the media still ignores 

women’s perspectives. This can be seen from the 

sensational diction and adds to the violence for 

the female victims,” the researchers reported.

Results further showed that the media outlets 

would write positively for events that were 

monitored by the public, such as through social 

media and institutions that advocate the issue 

of sexual violence. On the other hand, for events 

not monitored by the public, such as the issue 

of sexual violence in general, the media would 

publish sensationalist content against women 

who are victims of sexual violence.

“From these results, Konde.co sees that the 

media does not yet have an agenda for reporting 

on sexual violence. If there is an issue that is hot 

in the public, then the media will write about it, 

but if it is not popular or viral in the public, then 

the media will report it badly.”

In a February 2023 press release, the Press 

Council said it was committed to presenting 

internal regulations for preventing and handling 

sexual violence:13

“The Press Council will facilitate the 

formation of guidelines for reporting sexual 

violence as a reference for every journalist 

in writing news related to incidents of sexual 

violence. This idea stems from concerns 

regarding the findings of content analysis 

carried out by the Press Council in the press 

data collection stage and has been followed 

up through research into reporting on sexual 

violence, especially in cyber media.”

The mention of cyber media is noteworthy in 

the Indonesian context as there is similarly 

an element of victim-blaming for women and 

girls who experience violence. In a November 

2023 article calling on social media platforms 

to take regulatory steps to mitigate the spread 

of non-consensual intimate content, the 

organisations Konde.co and Remotivi noted the 

case of celebrity Rebecca Klopper.14 Klopper, 

whose intimate video was shared online by an 

ex-boyfriend without her consent, subsequently 

held a press conference to apologise – despite 

being the victim herself.

“Like other cases of sexual violence against 

women. The victim blaming narrative easily 

targets victims of the spread of non-consensual 

intimate content. […] In cases like this, the public, 

the police and the media usually immediately 

focus on who the victim and perpetrator are. 

Even with treatment that mostly blames the 

victim. In fact, for crimes committed in the 

digital space, we should also point the finger 

at social media platforms for responsibility,” the 

organisations said.

Shortcomings within Indonesian newsrooms

Research shows that news content tends to 

follow a pattern of male-dominating power, and 

that gender discrimination is compounded by the 
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small number of women journalists and editors 

in the mass media, a lack of understanding of 

gender affirmations, placement of journalist 

coverage, and a double burden that falls on 

female journalists (Pratiwi et al., 2021).

Stellarosa and Silaban (2019) similarly reported 

that male journalists are still dominant in the 

media and that few female journalists are at 

the top of management, face discrimination in 

the workplace and do not receive the same 

treatment or benefits or health facilities such as 

the provision of lactation rooms. Although female 

journalists have fought for gender equality, the 

deeply embedded patriarchal culture can make 

women, especially married ones, lose their 

enthusiasm and professionalism to reach the top 

ranks within media.

Newsrooms that are not gender sensitive are one 

of the issues experienced by many online media 

today. The editor-in-chief’s policy and journalists’ 

limited knowledge of gender-sensitive reporting 

methods are also widely discussed in various 

studies in Indonesia.

In her insights, Sonya Helen Sinombar, a senior 

editor at Kompas newspaper, delves into 

the intricacies of gender-sensitive reporting 

challenges within her newsroom. She emphasises 

a crucial hurdle related to the completeness 

and accuracy of information. The impediment, 

she clarifies, does not originate from editorial 

directives against covering specific topics, but 

rather from the journalists’ struggles in acquiring 

comprehensive data. This challenge poses a 

dilemma for editors who are hesitant to publish 

incomplete news. Sonya underscores the 

importance of journalists maintaining persistence 

in gathering facts and data directly from the field.

Another significant challenge Sonya highlights 

is the difficulty in conducting interviews with 

victims. In such cases, the inherent complexity 

arises from the reluctance of sources, often 

victims, to share their experiences. Establishing 

trust becomes pivotal, and Sonya suggests the 

necessity of robust validation tools, such as 

police reports or expert opinions, to substantiate 

the veracity of the reported cases.

Betty Herlina, Founder and Editor-in-Chief of 

Bincangperempuan.com sheds light on distinct 

challenges in gender-sensitive reporting and 

draws attention to the misconception that 

discussing women’s empowerment immediately 

brands journalists as feminists. The ultimate goal 

is not for women to dominate, but to achieve 

equal representation and discourse in public 

spaces.

Betty articulates challenges related to attracting 

readership. In a media landscape often 

prioritising business, articles addressing women’s 

issues may struggle to gain page views. She 

notes the dynamics of her platform’s readership, 

consisting mostly of organic readers actively 

seeking content about women. However, the 

challenge arises when attempting to broaden the 

audience beyond those who intentionally seek 

such content.

She also addresses the scarcity of gender-

specific data, particularly in the areas of family 

planning and abortion. The lack of comprehensive 

data makes it challenging to construct informed 

narratives around these issues. Additionally, Betty 

highlights the difficulty in finding female sources 

willing to speak on these topics, further limiting 

the depth and breadth of the reporting.

The needs of media organisations

To analyse both the challenges and opportunities 

related to gender issues in the Indonesian media 

landscape, five interviews were conducted 

including with representatives from a female 

focused NGO, a senior editor at a newspaper, an 

editor-in-chief at a non-profit media organisation, 

a director of a women’s association, and a manger 

of news at a public television channel. These 

interviews are featured alongside desk research 

of pertinent impediments and gaps that exist 

within media organisations and the wider media 

landscape in Indonesia.

Poor adherence to policies and codes

In Indonesia, four journalist organisations are 

officially registered at the Press Council. These 

are the Alliance of Independent Journalists (AJI); 

the Indonesian Photo Reporters; the Indonesian 

Television Journalist Association (IJTI); and the 

Indonesian Journalists Union (PWI). All journalist 

organisations have regulations and codes 

of conduct, although the Code of Ethics for 

Journalists comes from the Press Council.
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Despite this official journalistic code of ethics, in 

practice there are still many violations committed 

by journalists and allowed by media managers, 

especially in reporting on women and girls issues. 

For example, there are still many journalists 

who are not gender-responsive and commit 

infractions such as publishing the addresses of 

workplaces, places of school, and residences of 

victims of violence (Astria, Nuzuli & Handayani, 

2021). Meanwhile, for the issue of reporting on 

violence to girls, the media largely focuses on 

the sadism of the perpetrators, the exploitation 

of the victim’s body, and the chronology of events 

in language that is too vulgar – and not on the 

girls and their situation (Herlina, 2018).

In response to the low levels of gender-sensitivity 

of journalists and media in reporting on women 

and girls, several organisations initiated a 

compilation of modules and disseminated them 

to journalists. In 2017, the “Guide to Journalists 

with Women and Children Perspective” was 

published by Yayasan Bursa Pengetahuan 

Kawasan Timur Indonesia (BaKTI)15 with support 

from the Australia-Indonesia Partnership for 

Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment 

(MAMPU). In the same year, in collaboration with 

PWI, the Ministry of Protection and Empowerment 

of Women and Children issued “In the Name of 

a Fact, Gender Responsive Reporting Guidelines, 

Reporting Guidelines, Print, Electronic, and 

Online Media.”16 Still, in the same year, AJI 

Makassar published “Guide for Journalists in 

Reporting Children’s Issues,” which followed 

the 2016 publication of “Seeing Women from 

Behind the Editor’s Desk (Guide for Journalists)”.17 

Unfortunately, the two books published by AJI 

Makassar are not easily accessible to journalists. 

On the other hand, for journalist organisations, 

there remains “sectoral egos” who have pushed 

back against using guidelines produced by 

different organisations.

Muhammad Yusuf, TVRI Executive Producer of 

News and Current Affairs, said, “We don’t have 

a book guide yet internally, but we use P3SPS 

[Broadcasting Code of Conduct and Broadcast 

Program Standards] by KPI. So when we go to the 

field, the point is in research; we try our best to 

do research. Later, if we meet a female resource 

person who is difficult to get, yes, we usually 

offer to blur her visual, and her voice is reduced 

like a Micky Mouse’s voice. Usually, the source 

person wants it too.”

Betty (Bincangperempuan.com) also explains: 

“We have SOP [Standard Operating Procedures] 

[and we] also have regulation of sexual 

harassment […] but we do not have guidebooks. 

But indeed we have emphasised that our 

products must meet the journalistic code of 

ethics.” She also said that there is a media 

advisor who provides feedback on sensitive 

issues, while an NGO’s resources and material 

will also be consulted.

Whilst the government and regulators produce 

codes and ethical guidelines it appears that 

an accessible guide to using them may be of 

value to the media industry in addition to cross 

collaboration for detecting of any bias when 

reporting on sensitive issues. 

Fajri Fatmawati, General Manager of Femini.id, 

in their interview discusses how all members of 

media workers from journalists to photographers 

need to have access to training but often the 

NGOs do not have capacity or the finances to be 

able to offer it for free. 

Various initiatives to conduct reporting support 

and training on gender-sensitive reporting have 

been carried out by organisations such as AJI 

and the Journalist’s Union for Diversity (SEJUK).18 

These initiatives must not only continue to be 

supported by various stakeholders but must 

consider other vulnerable groups. Notably, SEJUK 

in April 2016, proposed the News Coverage 

Guidelines for Diversity Issues to the board of 

the Press Council during an open discussion 

event. According to SEJUK, the need to formulate 

guidelines stemmed from the “dysfunctional” 

way Indonesian media reported on diversity 

issues, including religious and racial diversity. 

“This dysfunctional media problem continues to 

occur because there is no more serious political 

agenda in newsrooms regarding professionalism, 

impartiality, and independence,” SEJUK reported.19 

The guidelines were subsequently proposed and 

submitted to the Press Council for discussion 

and ratification by SEJUK, AJI, IJTI, and AMSI (the 

Indonesian Cyber Media Association).20 

However, despite work on the guidelines dating 

back to 2016, the Press Council only issued the 

guidelines as an official regulation in November 

2022.21
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The rise and struggles of women’s media

There are many media outlets in Indonesia that 

engage in women’s rights and equality. In April-

May 2023, Konde.co conducted a mapping of 

women’s media in Indonesia and invited almost 

every online media concerned with women’s 

issues to be involved in a discussion forum. 

Fifteen online media were present: Konde.co, 

Digital Mama, Katong NTT, Bincang Perempuaan, 

Srikandi Lintas Iman, Suluh Perempuan, Femini, 

Live Bengkulu, Tentang Puan, Perempuan 

Berkabar, Mubadalah, Bincang Muslimah, 

Perempuan Berkisah, Tungku Menyala, and 

Jalastoria (one print media and one radio 

followed suit). 

Konde.co published its findings with support 

of the Google News Initiative22 and noted that 

while several studies have been conducted 

on the role of female journalists in developing 

gender policies in mainstream media, there 

has yet to be research on how journalists build 

alternative women’s media. The findings showed 

that women’s media in Indonesia face various 

challenges, including uneven representation, 

stereotypes that narrow views of women, and the 

dissemination of inaccurate information (Nurhajati 

et al, 2023; pp. 25).

Other key research findings were:

•	 Difficulty in changing editorial culture. 

Mainstream media admitted that it was 

difficult to change the existing editorial 

culture. 

•	 Difficulty in maintaining business. Media 

houses reported that maintaining their 

media business was a major issue and face 

financial problems, especially in the case 

of print. Their problems are compounded by 

a decline in advertising revenue as well as 

changes in business models.

•	 Alternative women’s media in particular are 

working with limited resources. As a result, 

the newsrooms are flexible, with editors also 

working as journalists and vice versa. 

•	 Mainstream media’s adoption of women’s 

issues. Mainstream media outlets have also 

started to open their own special channels 

for women’s issues on their websites. 

However, they face the same challenges 

as newly emerging online media, including 

trouble with gaining readership, finances, and 

maintaining a critical attitude.

The role of online media

There are many media outlets in Indonesia that 

engage in women’s rights and equality. In April-

May 2023, Konde.co conducted a mapping of 

women’s media in Indonesia and invited almost 

every online media concerned with women’s 

issues to be involved in a discussion forum.

It is undeniable that it is more effective and 

efficient if efforts to strengthen reporting 

on the rights of women and girls are carried 

out intensively through online media. Media 

consumption patterns in Indonesia are currently 

trending towards a rise in the popularity and 

fame of online media outlets. This is because 

mass media consumers are largely monopolised 

by the digital native generation (Kristiyono, 2015; 

Kusuma, 2016; Qorib, 2020). However, television 

is also still one of the popular sources of news 

and information for Indonesian people (Hidayat, 

2016; Abdullah &; Puspitasari, 2018; Handayani &; 

Merdekawati, 2019).

Online media’s popularity is reflected in 

advertising spending. Advertisements in online 

media account for 15% of advertising spending 

in Indonesia. In comparison, 7% of advertising 

is spent in print and radio media. In Indonesia, 

television still surpasses all other media; 

television recorded advertising spending worth 

USD 19.2 billion or around IDR 287.82 trillion until 

the end of 2022, with 78% of the market.23

Although there are several alternative 

media, especially online media, that are very 

concerned about gender equality issues, the 

online mainstream media that are most widely 

accessed by the Indonesian people (based on 

similarweb.com), such as Detik.com, Kompas.

com, Tribunnews.com, Pikiranrakyat.com, and 

Suara.com, still need attention, especially in the 

newsroom system and its field journalists, who 

must be encouraged to pay attention to gender-

sensitive values. 

Research has shown how online spaces are 

increasingly becoming unsafe for women. During 

the COVID-19 pandemic, there were 30 cases of 

online violence against women in Indonesia in 

March and April 2020 alone:24
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“Many forms of online sex-based violence 

exist and most of them aim to intimidate, 

humiliate, and dominate women. Some of 

them are online sexual harassment, fear of 

sharing personal content with exploitation 

themes, dating violence, and online extortion. 

Surprisingly, not all women in Indonesia 

understand and report these forms of 

violence to the National Commission for the 

Protection of Women or related agencies due 

to the lack of information and socialisation 

from local governments during the pandemic. 

As a result, this issue marks a long list of 

solutions involving governments and the 

private sector to make online violence 

worse.”

Safety of women journalists

Unfortunately, there are still many cases of 

violence against women journalists, both 

internally and when reporting. Research 

conducted by Suprihatin & Azis, 2020 found that 

victims who experienced verbal abuse led to 

physical abuse. From the impact aspect, women 

journalists said that they experienced trauma, 

although not prolonged, and stated that they 

chose not to pursue the case they experienced 

to the realm of law. 

Fajri (Femini.id), said that a colleague of hers 

has experienced sexual harassment in the 

working world: “This happened, but it’s not in my 

media. The perpetrators are mostly from among 

ourselves, from among journalists themselves. 

From the editorial circle of the office and the 

journalist’s friends, many of them. And we only 

discussed it yesterday, so I remember it very 

well. The forms vary; it can be physical abuse, 

words, including through WhatsApp messages, 

friends [and] outside parties cannot help 

directly because the problem becomes very 

closed, and psychologically must also be very 

disturbed. There are also from the [sources]; if 

here, it is more physical. The source persons are 

government people, as well as the police officer.” 

A similar situation was also told by Sonya Helen 

Sinombar, Senior Editor of Kompas newspaper: 

“I remember women journalists experiencing 

harassment and violence in many ways, including 

when reporting. Some time ago, for example, 

Metro’s journalist friends, both women and men, 

were harassed and ridiculed by radical groups. If 

there is the issue of sexual harassment outside, 

I often hear, then there is a young journalist; one 

time she was reporting at night wanting to find a 

public figure. Suddenly, she came home and told 

me that this public figure asked to meet alone 

in a hotel or somewhere. There are indications 

of harassment from the way this person stares 

at her. It’s already strange. I happened to know a 

colleague of this political party figure, and I also 

called asking for a call to be conveyed to the 

person concerned not to disturb my colleague.”

Betty (Bincangperempuan.com) when discussing 

journalist safety reported that they prioritise 

emotional and physical well-being but lack 

detailed safety manuals. Betty collaborates with 

women and child protection organisations to 

uphold ethical standards in reporting. Although 

they haven’t measured the impact quantitatively, 

Betty noticed indirect influence, with others 

referencing their articles and images for women’s 

issues in Bengkulu. However, they lack detailed 

analysis of their coverage’s frequency or its 

impact.

The experiences of the interviewees are echoed 

in separate reports from local and international 

organisations. 

In 2021, PR2Media25, an institution that focuses 

on research and advocacy for regulation 

and media regulators, issued the Module on 

Preventing and Overcoming Violence against 

Women Journalists. In 2023, PR2 Media and 

AJI also published a research report on Sexual 

Violence against Indonesian Women Journalists.26 

The research showed that of 852 female 

journalists from 34 provinces in Indonesia, 82.6% 

(704) of respondents had experienced sexual 

violence throughout their journalistic careers.

Similarly, 2022 research from Internews on 

violence against female journalists in Indonesia27 

highlighted the findings of a survey of 1,256 

respondents and six interviews of female 

journalists across 191 cities. The findings 

underscored a pervasive issue of violence against 

female journalists - a staggering 85.7% reported 

experiencing violence during their journalistic 

careers, with 70.1% facing a dual threat of digital 

and physical violence. Notably, offline body-

shaming comments (59%) and online disturbing/

harassing comments (48%) emerged as the most 

prevalent forms of violence across both domains.
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The research further showed that, in response to 

these challenges, 52% of respondents opted to 

report incidents to superiors or co-workers, while 

29% sought help from relevant organisations, 

such as journalist associations. Additionally, 10% 

chose to file lawsuits. “Other responses were 

to solve the problem independently, such as 

through personal confrontation, direct rebuke, 

discussions, counterattacks, recounting to 

relatives, and writing articles,” the report said.

The survey also sought suggestions for 

supporting tools and assistance to prevent 

or address violence. Training emerged as the 

most recommended solution (40%), followed 

by guidelines or modules on preventing and 

overcoming violence (29%), legal aid or assistance 

(23%), and psychological assistance (7%).

Meanwhile, the research’s interviews with six 

female journalists revealed disturbing instances 

of sexual violence perpetrated by sources in 

both digital and physical domains. Digital forms 

ranged from seductive messages to explicit 

photos sent via messaging apps, while physical 

violations included unwanted touching, hugging, 

and inappropriate proposals. Non-sexual violence 

often stemmed from the journalists’ reporting 

activities, with instances of death threats 

received via various channels, including direct 

messages, telephone calls, and social media.

Although the survey data did not strongly 

correlate violence to specific reporting topics, 

the interviews highlighted that female journalists 

face increased vulnerability when covering risky 

issues, particularly those related to gender, 

sexuality (LGBTQIA+), and the environment.
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Adopt policies aligning with Indonesia’s human rights standards

Media outlets should adopt policies aligning with Indonesia’s human rights standards, 

specifically emphasising non-discrimination against women and women’s groups. Given 

the media’s role as a non-discrimination campaigner, guided by the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), it is crucial for media 

organisations to develop a comprehensive guidebook on human rights and gender issues. This 

should include specific guidelines on how to ethically cover news related to violence against 

women and girls. The development of such guidelines and policies should be developed 

and/or supported by the Press Council and the official journalist organisations, the Alliance 

of Independent Journalists (AJI); the Indonesian Photo Reporters; the Indonesian Television 

Journalist Association (IJTI); and the Indonesian Journalists Union (PWI).

Prioritise education and training

Newsroom decision-makers and journalists should prioritise undergoing education and 

training on gender-responsive reporting and patriarchal issues. To empower media newsrooms 

with diverse perspectives, media organisations – whether individually or collaboratively – 

should conduct regular workshops on gender issues, particularly focusing on journalists 

working in areas such as criminal and justice reporting.

1

2

Recommendations

Indonesian stakeholders should adopt human rights-aligned policies, provide gender-responsive 

training, and advocate for government and media institutions’ active support in promoting gender-

sensitive journalism.
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Advocate for influence

Stakeholders should advocate for increased efforts in influencing government bodies and 

independent institutions linked to the media, such as the Press Council and the Indonesian 

Broadcasting Commission (KPI), to actively support gender equality initiatives and the 

upholding of a high quality of gender-sensitive journalism. The existing gaps in these 

institutions’ commitment to gender equality must be acknowledged and stakeholders must 

encourage them to play a more proactive role in advancing these efforts.
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Country Overview

Freedom Assessment

According to Freedom House’s 2023 ‘Freedom 

in the World’ report, Malaysia is categorised as 

“partly free” with an overall score of 61/100.1 The 

assessment further reveals that political rights 

and civil liberties in the country are rated at 

22/40 and 31/60, respectively. Notably, there has 

been a modest improvement of 2 points in the 

overall score since 2022.

Malaysia ranked 113 in the Reporters Without 

Borders (RSF) annual Press Freedom Index 2022, 

with the country’s top score revealed at 73 for 

the year 2023.2 This indicates an exponential 

progress, compared to the country’s best ranking 

of 101 in 2020.

Gender Equality Evaluation

The Global Gender Gap Report from the World 

Economic Forum in 2023 places Malaysia 102nd 

among 146 countries on the Global Gender 

Gap Index (GGI).3 Although this represents a 

slight improvement from the 2022 ranking of 

103rd, Malaysia still trails behind many of its 

counterparts. Notably, within the East Asia and 

Pacific region, Malaysia ranks 13th out of 19 

countries across four key indicators: Economic 

Participation and Opportunity, Educational 

Attainment, Health and Survival, and Political 

Empowerment. On a positive note, Malaysia 

is among secures a place among the top 25 

countries in the Education Attainment category 

for females. However, the data indicates that 

women perform less favourably in the other sub-

indices, with the Health and Survival sub-index 

recording a score of 0.956 and the Economic 

Participation and Opportunity sub-index scoring 

0.738. Malaysia achieves an alarmingly low score 

in Political Empowerment, at 0.1.

The United Nations Development Programme’s 

(UNDP) Gender Inequality Index (GII) 2021, 

indicates a steady decline in Malaysia’s gender 

gap at 0.228.4 This still placed Malaysia as the 

country with the third lowest5  gender gap in the 

East Asia and Pacific region.

Legislative Progress

Malaysia took a significant step towards 

addressing gender inequality with the passage 

of the Anti-Sexual Harassment Act (ASHA) 

on July 20, 2022, in the House of Parliament. 

Despite being described as ‘not-perfect,6 this 

legislation aligns with the Convention on the 

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women (CEDAW). It is noteworthy that Malaysia 

officially acceded to CEDAW in 1995, albeit with 

reservations to certain articles.7

Still and regrettably, women in Malaysia often 

find their potential to participate in society and 

achieve autonomy and independence stifled by 

pervasive gender stereotypes. These stereotypes 

perpetuate the notion that women are primarily 

followers and supporters rather than leaders 

or equal partners in society. Such beliefs limit 

women’s role to the domestic sphere, and 

results in unequal burden of responsibility for 

home and family for those who pursue careers. 

This creates systemic gender inequalities and 

hinders women’s opportunities to develop their 

leadership and decision-making skills in the 

public domain.

Representation of women and girls 
in the media

Portrayal practices/stereotypes of women and 
girls

Over the past five years, Malaysian media has 

displayed a complex blend of evolving portrayals 

and persistent stereotypes of women and girls. 

A possible contributing factor and significant 

concern is the underrepresentation of women in 

leadership positions within media organisations.

A 2020 report by the National Union of 

Journalists and International Federation of 

Journalists Asia-Pacific, based on a survey of 240 

Malaysian media personnel, revealed disparities 
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By Fathimath Leeza

24



in gender representation. While women held 

executive roles, they were underrepresented 

in senior editorial positions such as director, 

bureau chief, and editor. Despite 83.3 percent 

of respondents reporting women in high-

ranking roles, top editorial positions had a lower 

proportion of women compared to men (Dzulkifly, 

2021).

Several television dramas and advertisements 

often depict women in traditional roles of 

domestic help, a wife or a mother, and are 

portrayed as submissive and engrossed in 

common family affection and duties (Ibrahim 

et al., 2017). The gender imbalance in editorial 

leadership positions may contribute to the 

perpetuation of such stereotypes.

Persistent stereotypes remain a challenge, where 

women are frequently depicted as emotionally 

fragile, overly emotional, or dependent on men 

for decision-making. Such stereotypes can 

undermine women’s perceived competence 

and leadership potential. They also shape 

societal perceptions and limit the aspirations of 

young girls, emphasising the need to challenge 

stereotypes at multiple levels within the media 

industry (Shamim & Hassim, 2021).

Moreover, within the realm of advertising, 

instances of sexist language and objectification 

of women’s bodies persist. Such instances 

are often seen in slogans or copy that imply 

a woman’s value is inherently linked to her 

physical appearance. In some cases, women’s 

entire personhood is disregarded, as their faces 

are cropped out or only specific body parts are 

featured within advertisements. An illustrative 

example of this issue occurred with the local 

company, Firefly Airlines, which repeatedly 

employed these tactics. The controversial Firefly 

Airlines advertisement elicited substantial public 

outcry8 due to its utilisation of sexist imagery and 

suggestive taglines.

When the subsidiary of Malaysian Airlines 

repeated this advertising strategy in 2017, posting 

a similar type of “eye-grabbing”9 campaign, it 

prompted not only harsh criticism from the 

social media users, but criticism from Siti Zailah 

Mohd Yusoff, a Member of Parliament10 from the 

Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS). She went so far 

as to call upon the Ministry of Women, Family, 

and Community Development to ban all forms 

of advertisements that focus on women’s body 

parts, asserting that such objectification was 

unacceptable.

Experts emphasise the importance of women 

being part of the political leadership, not only 

because they make up about 50% of voters and 

the population, but because having enough 

numbers of women in decision-making positions 

also benefits the economy and society.

Nonetheless, it is imperative to acknowledge 

that the political landscape in Malaysia remains 

afflicted by deep-seated sexism. A compelling 

illustration can be found in the media coverage 

of the candidates for the 2023 General Election, 

where the proportion of female candidates 

falls significantly below 30%. In this context, 

the emphasis in reporting tends to prioritise the 

physical appearance of these candidates over 

their qualifications and leadership capabilities. 

This troubling trend is further exacerbated on 

various social media platforms, where certain 

posts engage in the unsavoury practices of 

policing and objectifying these public figures, 

often subjecting them to body shaming and 

derogatory comments (Hamzah et al., 2023).

Moreover, should these women candidates 

succeed in securing parliamentary seats, they 

continue to be confronted with sexist remarks 

and discriminatory treatment from their fellow 

members11, underscoring the persistence of 

gender bias in the political sphere.

Reporting on violence against women and girls

The Global Media Monitoring Project (GMMP)12 

2020 highlights a concerning pattern in Malaysian 

media, indicating a tendency to label female 

subjects as victims more frequently than their 

male counterparts. The analysis, based on 281 

data samples drawn from print, television, radio, 

and online sources, highlights a prevalent trend 

of assigning victimhood to women.

Further analysis of the Malaysian online 

newspaper articles indicates that they 

predominantly focus on violence against women, 

reporting it to be three times higher than 

violence against men. They present numerical 

data on specific cases but lack discussions 

about these rates or prevalence. Sexual abuse, 

economic abuse, and social abuse receive 

sporadic mention without in-depth explanations. 
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Factors contributing to domestic violence, 

highlighted in 77% of the articles, include role 

confusion and situational psychosocial issues 

like drug addiction, family stress, and financial 

difficulties (Razali et al., 2018).

When it comes to reporting on VAWG, an element 

that all stakeholders agree on is the dearth of 

accurate data. UN Women noted this stating that 

only 45.1% of indicators required to monitor the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) from a 

gender perspective were available13. While NGOs14 

have also identified a lack of data as a key 

barrier to evidence-based policymaking15.

Violence and harassment of female journalists

Female journalists in Malaysia have faced 

violence and harassment, both online and offline. 

While research16 on this specific issue in Malaysia 

is limited, global trends suggest that female 

journalists often experience gender-based 

harassment and threats while performing their 

duties17.

Research indicates that online gender-

based intimidation is prevalent, with attacks 

targeting women journalists covering issues like 

teenage pregnancies, forced marriages, sexual 

harassment, and rape culture. Online stalking, 

unwanted spam messages with sexualised 

content, and harassment through misogynistic 

and hateful content are common challenges 

faced by women journalists, not only in Malaysia 

but globally.

Interestingly, offline harassment, including 

verbal and physical violence, is reported to 

come primarily from male colleagues, adding 

another layer to the challenges faced by women 

journalists in Malaysia and beyond (Khan, 2021)

A study conducted in 2023 by the Journalism 

Department of the University of London, titled 

‘The Impact of Sexual Harassment on Job 

Satisfaction in Newsrooms,’ offers valuable 

insights into the operational dynamics of the 

media industry. The findings indicate that 

Malaysia occupies an intermediate position 

concerning job satisfaction and perceptions 

of newsroom gender equality in comparison to 

other participating Southeast Asian countries, 

including Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, the 

Philippines, and Vietnam. With a personal job 

satisfaction mean of 4.85, Malaysia falls between 

the higher-ranking nations of Indonesia and 

Vietnam. But with a newsroom gender equality 

mean of 4.54, Malaysia demonstrated lower 

levels of equality perceptions than its regional 

counterparts (Blumell et al., 2023, pp. 11).

The research delves into the substantial issue 

of sexual harassment, revealing that women in 

Malaysia encounter a higher incidence of both 

verbal and physical harassment compared to 

their male counterparts. Although Malaysia fares 

comparatively better than certain regions, such 

as Sub-Saharan Africa, in terms of harassment 

levels, the data underscores the importance of 

sustained vigilance and the implementation of 

preventive measures.

According to the 2023 research findings 

published by WAN-IFRA Women in News, it is 

imperative for media organisations to promptly 

acknowledge the pervasive nature of sexual 

harassment and take concerted measures to 

establish a more secure working environment. 

The research survey encompassed a total of 494 

respondents hailing from five distinct countries; 

Indonesia, Myanmar, Malaysia, Philippines, and 

Vietnam. These participants were asked to 

provide responses regarding their encounters 

with sexual harassment within the workplace, 

spanning both verbal and physical forms.

Analysis of the Malaysian segment of the survey 

revealed that 40% of the respondents had 

encountered instances of sexual harassment. A 

further breakdown of this data indicated that 55% 

of the reported cases occurred in the print media 

sector, followed by television (41%), radio (41%), 

online media (29%), and other media categories 

(36%)18.

In addition to the statistical data, a recent 

documentary film titled “The Boys Club,” directed 

by Chen Yih Wen, has garnered significant 

attention. This documentary is widely regarded 

as a poignant example of workplace harassment 

issues.

As one media professional stated during the 

screening19, “What often happens is the types 

of scenarios that Wen spoke about where 

the harassment occurs, while away on foreign 

assignments, while working late, it is something 

very common within the media industry.”

Aside from the awareness, Chen is working with 
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the Women’s Aid Organisation (WAO) on the film’s 

impact campaign. The director and the executive 

producers also want to lobby for a more 

comprehensive and survivor-centric Anti-Sexual 

Harassment Bill, a law that has been more than 

20 years in the making in Malaysia. (The Vibes, 

2022).

Needs of media organisations 

In order to analyse the challenges and 

opportunities related to gender sensitisation in 

the media, a series of interviews were conducted 

with five participants. 

These interviewees were Ms Wathshlah Naidu, 

President of the Centre of Independent 

Journalism (CIJ); Ms Ho Yock Lin, President of the 

All Women’s Action Society (AWAM); Ms Amanda 

Shweeta Louis, Information Officer at All Women’s 

Action Society (AWAM); Ms. Syarifatul Adibah, 

Senior Programme Officer (Communications) 

at Sisters in Islam (SIS); Ms. Aleza Othman, 

Communications Officer (Communications) at 

Sisters in Islam (SIS); Ms Pearl Lee, Co-Founder 

of Twentytwo13, and Assistant Secretary of the 

National Press Club of Malaysia; and Ms Aidila 

Razak, Special Reports Editor at MalaysiaKini.

These interviewees represent diverse sectors, 

including one individual from a mainstream 

media outlet (MalaysiaKini), one from online 

media (Twentytwo13), and three from non-

governmental organisations (NGOs) (CIJ, AWAM 

and SIS), of which CIJ operate as a media 

advocacy organisation. All these organisations 

have a newsroom staff size of less than 50 

individuals.

Among these organisations, the NGOs exhibit 

a higher gender imbalance, with a greater 

representation of women. In contrast, the 

media organisations maintain an equal gender 

distribution among their staff, though the senior 

leadership positions are predominantly occupied 

by men.

The findings indicated that NGOs scrutinise 

media reporting through a gender-sensitive 

perspective. They diligently assess media reports 

for instances of gender-based misinformation or 

hate speech, whether directed at the media or 

originating from media sources. One respondent 

disclosed their ongoing monitoring efforts 

focused on evaluating the actions taken by 

media entities and the ethical standards upheld 

in their reporting, with a specific emphasis on 

gender-related distinctions.

Types of reporting when engaging with survivors 
and gender issues

During the interviews we have identified 

commendable engagement practices within 

both types of organisations, with areas where 

improvements can be made. The media advocacy 

organisation adheres to international guidelines, 

notably UNESCO’s Gender Reporting and CEDAW, 

to inform their conduct. Conversely, other entities 

rely on informal mentorship provided by senior 

members, emphasising on-the-job training, 

as opposed to having a formal organisational 

document for guidance.

The NGOs noted an increasing awareness 

within media houses about gender-related 

issues. Despite a lack of consistent standards 

for content, the media does comply with 

legal standards, including criminal and 

sexual harassment laws that provide physical 

protection. Some may reference the Malaysian 

Communication and Multimedia Content Code 

(MCMC), or they may follow the standards 

established by the Content Forum,20 which are 

mandatory for its members.21 Furthermore, a 

guideline for media is in development, addressing 

gender in various aspects, including hiring 

policies, gender audits, and media membership. 

The absence of a clear mechanism to hold 

media accountable on gender-related matters 

underscores the need for a media council. 

Several respondents mentioned the existence 

of a pro-tem committee currently drafting the 

media council bill, which may be presented to 

the parliament in the first quarter of 2024.

The role of traditional media has undergone a 

transformation due to the rise of social media. 

Some respondents suggested that a significant 

challenge in addressing these issues lies in 

the fact that survivors themselves increasingly 

publish their own stories on social platforms, 

putting mainstream media outlets in the 

position of deciding whether to follow up on 

these narratives.22,23 This dynamic also presents 

difficulties in obtaining a comprehensive 

perspective on the matter, as numerous barriers 

27Gender-sensitive reporting in Southeast Asia

Malaysia



may arise, hindering further examination.

The respondents who represent the media sector 

emphasised the challenges associated with 

reporting on breaking news compared to feature 

stories. The former demands a quick turnaround 

and may consequently involve fewer angles or 

sources, whereas the latter allows for a more 

comprehensive exploration of the subject matter. 

Nevertheless, all respondents concurred that 

reporters are now giving greater consideration 

to gender-related topics than in the past. They 

postulated that this shift may be attributed to 

the evolving nature of society as a whole and the 

heightened overall awareness regarding these 

issues.

Training

Some staff within media organisations have 

undergone third-party training, typically 

facilitated by local NGOs or international 

organisations in the absence of formal in-house 

training programs. According to the respondents, 

the most difficult challenge in this regard is 

insufficient staffing levels,24 which leave little 

room for training endeavours.

Prior to the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

many NGOs actively engaged in media training. 

However, interactions between the two types of 

organisations (NGO and media) primarily revolved 

around soliciting expert commentary, conducting 

interviews, and collecting data for various stories. 

Furthermore, the guidelines published by some 

NGOs serve as instructional materials for media 

training.

Respondents from AWAM and SIS noted that 

journalists participating in such training sessions 

are often entry-level staff or interns and lack 

authority in the final publishing decisions. It is 

the editors and sub-editors who stand in need of 

such training, but there exists minimal incentive 

for their participation unless top-level directives 

mandate it.

The NGOs proposed that training in gender 

sensitivity should encompass subeditor-level 

personnel within media organisations, with one 

advocate even suggesting that journalists should 

undergo gender sensitivity training before being 

permitted to publish reports on the subject.

Representatives from the media likewise 

supported the idea of having editors and sub-

editors receive gender sensitivity training. 

However, they acknowledged that extensive, 

multi-day training sessions can disrupt the 

normal workflow in newsrooms, and thus, they 

recommended short, online training sessions 

lasting a few hours, with reference materials for 

post-training review.

Mechanisms to ensure victim-survivors’ safety 
and well-being

There are some mechanisms to ensure survivors’ 

safety and well-being, within the respondents’ 

organisation. However, these mechanisms are 

not fully realised in any documentation nor 

formalised in a standard operating procedure or 

guidelines. The media organisations follow the 

ethics of journalism [code of content by MCMC,25 

code of ethics by NJI],26 which are passed in the 

form of best practices within the organisation.

A risk to survivors’ safety and well-being also 

stems from the aforementioned self-publication 

on social media, where the identity of the 

perpetrators or survivors are revealed. This may 

also happen via official channels, such as police 

statements. Once the perpetrators are revealed, 

the identity of survivors can be extrapolated, 

especially within smaller communities.

Stakeholder collaboration

Both media respondents emphasised a 

significant area for enhancing efforts related to 

VAWG issues, highlighting the need for increased 

engagement with stakeholders, particularly 

NGOs. Furthermore, they highlighted the 

importance of using language that is accessible 

to both reporters and the general public, positing 

that simplifying industry jargon would facilitate 

better engagement. To address this issue, they 

recommended that NGOs simplify the use of 

industry-specific terminology when publishing 

reports or issuing press statements.

Another respondent proposed the establishment 

of bi-monthly meetings between media and 

NGOs, which could help to foster a deeper 

understanding of the relevant issues within 

the media community. This would ensure that 

reporters and editors remain well-informed about 

the most pertinent topics.
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Most NGOs engage in collaborative efforts 

with academia, partnering with universities for 

research and reporting purposes. Additionally, 

they collaborate with secondary schools 

and colleges to conduct awareness sessions. 

These initiatives extend to clubs and internship 

programs, all aimed at educating the younger 

generation on gender sensitivity. The focus is on 

cultivating the proper networks and working with 

the right target groups to shape and promote 

these ideas.

Measuring the impact and audience 
engagement

NGOs routinely assess audience engagement 

through various analytical tools, primarily focusing 

on social media platforms. The key metrics 

utilised for this purpose are ‘likes,’ ‘shares,’ 

and ‘comments.’ By monitoring and analysing 

these metrics, NGOs gain valuable insights 

into the effectiveness of their outreach efforts. 

Additionally, data is collected from individuals 

who reach out to the organisation, and they often 

make this data available on the organisation’s 

websites. 

Although specific studies on gender disparities 

within the media are currently lacking, NGOs 

are actively engaged in discussions centered 

on women’s rights groups and the LGBTQIA 

community in anticipation of the gender 

guidelines currently under development.

Conversely, respondents from media 

organisations lack a specific mechanism for 

measuring the impact of their reporting. However, 

there have been instances where reports have 

been picked up by other organisations27, and, in 

some cases, mentioned by ministries or political 

leaders.

Safety for journalists

One respondent presented multiple instances of 

journalists encountering harassment throughout 

her career. Such incidents could arise from 

interactions with politicians28 during interviews, 

working with sources, VIPs, while covering 

protests, or even within media scrums, where 

reporters might be subjected to physical contact. 

However, the majority of such incidents remain 

unreported.

Upon delving into the issue of underreporting, 

respondents pointed out that journalists are 

expected to manage hostile situations and 

endure unsavoury experiences. They often avoid 

reporting harassment, as they do not wish to be 

characterised as individuals who frequently raise 

complaints about such incidents. Consequently, 

they are often expected to handle these 

situations themselves and refrain from reporting 

them to their superiors.

The media organisations revealed that they have 

some specialised protocols in place to support 

the safety of journalists. When counselling 

services facilitated by the HR department were 

proposed, none of the reporters had availed 

themselves of this support.

An additional method of establishing support 

appears to be through the cultivation of a 

consultative relationship. As one respondent 

described, reporters are encouraged to discuss 

their issues within a peer-to-peer support 

system. However, all respondents concur that 

an organisational-level guideline or standard is 

required to address these concerns adequately.

The NGOs noted that they possess toolkits for 

addressing gender-based violence online, along 

with additional resources such as counselling 

and legal advice for those who seek their 

assistance. However, these resources are not 

tailored to any specific profession.

Media’s portrayal of VAWG

The respondents discerned a correlation 

between the leadership roles occupied by 

women and the portrayal and public perception 

of women in the media. They also acknowledged 

an improvement in media reporting compared 

to the past, yet all respondents concurred that 

there is still room for improvement.

The respondents from media houses stated that 

their reporting typically does not differentiate 

between genders, unless specific circumstances 

warrant such differentiation. Instead, it tends to 

focus more on the intersectionality of factors 

such as ethnicity, class, race, and age, which 

often impose more significant social divisions 

than gender.

NGOs observed that media coverage of 

gender-related issues may include problematic 
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statements made by individuals involved, such 

as sexist or victim-blaming remarks. These 

statements are often incorporated into the 

coverage in an effort to provide a comprehensive 

view of the situation. They also highlighted two 

key factors contributing to the persistent cycle of 

victim-blaming: societal and cultural influences 

and the sensationalised, click-bait headlines 

that tend to garner more attention and generate 

higher sales.

To counteract these challenges, the respondents 

underscored the critical importance of fostering 

broader social change, encouraging people 

to transcend outdated attitudes regarding 

gender. They emphasised the need to establish 

mechanisms for holding individuals, especially 

those in positions of power, accountable.

AWAM had introduced an unconventional 

approach to accountability. As part of their media 

monitoring efforts, they identify instances of 

sexism among public figures and present them 

through a satirical award known as the ‘Aiyoh Wat 

Lah!’ Awards.29,30 This award is designed to draw 

attention to such instances and is reported in the 

media. (This award is currently on hiatus, but the 

NGO is considering its revival.)

Relevance of Media

As highlighted by the respondents, the role 

of the media is experiencing a decline, as 

society’s reliance on traditional media has 

waned. Notably, some online “news” organisations 

lack official accreditation from the Ministry of 

Communications and Multimedia31 and lack a 

code of ethics that guides their practices. 

Several respondents pointed out the existence 

of news aggregators that populate their sites 

with content featuring shockingly misogynistic 

reporting.32,33 One particular site, Oh!Bulan,34 

was frequently cited as an example. This 

Malay language site has garnered followers35 

who engage with its content in a manner that 

reinforces stereotypes and prejudices, effectively 

creating an echo chamber of sexism.

Research indicates that the Ministry of 

Communications and Multimedia follows 

stringent procedures to verify the authenticity 

of reporters before granting them press 

credentials.36 Similarly, media organisations are 

closely scrutinised to assess the validity of their 

content and their adherence to established 

guidelines.

As Ms Naidu (CIJ) stated, the media face the 

added pressure of extreme views and voices, 

as well as the influence of major technology 

companies. Furthermore, financial considerations 

play a significant role, as sensationalism often 

drives sales. With a rise in online gender-

based violence, the ethical considerations for 

addressing such issues diverge from those in 

other contexts. As the challenges have evolved, 

the strategies to address them must evolve in 

tandem.
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Recommendations

By standardising guidelines, enhancing training, and ensuring the well-being of journalists, the media 

can play a more responsible and effective role in raising awareness and promoting societal change in 

this critical area:

Standardise Gender Reporting Guidelines

Media organisations should work collectively with NGOs and other stakeholders to establish 

clear and standardised gender reporting guidelines. These guidelines should encompass 

hiring policies, gender audits, and require the inclusion of gender reporting in annual reports. 

The guidelines should address sensationalism, click-bait headlines, and victim-blaming 

narratives, emphasising responsible reporting practices.

1



Enhance Training and Collaboration

Media organisations should prioritize gender sensitisation training for their journalists. 

Collaboration with NGOs, women’s rights groups, and academic institutions should be 

encouraged to provide training sessions. This training should focus on ethical reporting, 

understanding the legal framework, and promoting a more gender-sensitive approach. 

Regular engagement sessions between media organisations and NGOs should be established 

to ensure a continual exchange of knowledge and best practices.

Ensure Safety and Mental Well-being of Journalists

Media organisations must develop protocols and support systems to address the safety 

and mental well-being of journalists, particularly in situations of gender-based harassment. 

Journalists should be encouraged to report such incidents without fear of repercussions, and 

support mechanisms such as counselling should be readily available. Media organisations 

should also raise awareness of the potential trauma and post-trauma reactions experienced 

by journalists, fostering a supportive and open newsroom environment.
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Country Overview

The Philippines has established a solid 

foundation for gender equality and women’s 

empowerment. Most notably, the adoption 

of the Magna Carta of Women in 2009 has 

strengthened women’s human rights. The country 

has consistently earned high rankings on indices 

such as Global Gender Gap - the Philippines 

ranked at 16/146 surveyed countries in the 2023 

Global Gender Gap Index.1 

However, the situation on the ground is more 

complicated. The nuances were best explained 

by one of the interviewees for this research when 

she said: “I think we’re now top 17 in the gender 

global index [sic]. But we don’t feel that way here 

in the Philippines … There’s really a gap there in 

what’s in like in the formal facade of things over 

what’s happening on the ground. Because, really, 

the implementation of those laws falls short. 

There are not enough resources, not enough 

personnel, you know, to do the work that will 

make the laws effective on the ground.” 

A 2017 government advocacy plan says that 

just 3 in 10 women use legal mechanisms after 

facing violence against women (VAW). This 

stems from cultural stereotypes about women, 

poor information, and a lack of access to public 

services.2 

The Philippines saw an increase in misogyny and 

violations of women’s rights during the Rodrigo 

Duterte administration between 2016 and 

2021.3 Women’s organisations were subjected 

to surveillance, threats, and violence. Female 

political leaders, indigenous and leftist groups, 

and journalists – some of his fiercest critics – 

became targets of persecution, violence, and 

sexual assault, and were often imprisoned. 

Renowned journalist and Nobel peace prize 

recipient Maria Ressa, known for her critical 

reporting, has faced severe legal consequences. 

Since 2018, the State has brought 23 cases 

against Ressa, including charges of tax evasion 

and cyber libel.4 As of September 2023, two 

cases remain active.5 Ressa’s cases served as a 

stark reminder of the challenges journalists face 

in the Philippines. 

Media ownership is restricted to citizens and 

corporations from the Philippines.6 The country 

ranked 132/180 on Reporters Without Borders’ 

2023 World Press Freedom Index. The country 

report finds that mainstream media ownership 

is highly concentrated, which reflects “closer 

ties between media owning families and 

political barons at regional and national levels”.7 

While freedom of speech is enshrined in the 

constitution, it has been muzzled by libel and 

defamation cases that have been brought against 

the press as well as civil society. Freedom House 

categorises the Philippines as ‘partly free’ in both 

its 2023 Freedom on the Net (61/100) report8 and 

its 2023 Global Freedom Index (58/100).9 The 

scores underline what is widely regarded as a 

regression of democracy under Duterte. 

Concerns remain even with the new President, 

Ferdinand Marcos Jr., whose father declared 

military rule in the 1980s. As stated in the 

country’s Freedom in the World 2023 Report, 

“the Philippines remains one of the most 

dangerous places in the world for journalists. 

Journalists experience physical attacks; threats, 

including death threats and bomb threats; smear 

campaigns claiming they conspire against the 

government; red-tagging; and distributed denial-

of-service (DDoS) attacks.”10 As of November 

2023, Human Rights Watch reports that four 

journalists have been killed since President 

Marcos assumed office in June 2022.11 

Representation of women and girls 
in the media 

The following section gives a broad overview of 

media and journalism in the Philippines. 

Women in the Media

Filipino women have a history of playing pivotal 

roles in the Philippine press. In the 1980s, 

women took a lead in critiquing the government, 

challenging media censorship, and documenting 
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military atrocities in remote areas during the 

Marcos era of martial law (Fernandez, 1987 and 

Forbes, 2015).12,13 Forbes (2015) documents that 

several factors enabled this: Women journalists, 

especially in print, flourished because most 

male journalists were either in exile, already 

blacklisted or co-opted by the ruling government. 

Women interviewed by Forbes explain that 

Marcos’ own ‘traditional machismo’ wouldn’t 

allow him to publicly confront a woman, and 

secondly women weren’t primary breadwinners 

and could depend on their families for an income 

if they lost their job. Women from this generation 

continue to be staunch defenders of media 

freedom, including by founding media monitoring 

organisations such as Philippine Center for 

Investigative Journalism and Center for Media 

Freedom and Responsibility14 (CMFR).  

The Global Report on the Status of Women 

in the News Media (International Women’s’ 

Media Foundation, 2011)15 found that in middle 

management roles — such as senior editors and 

chiefs of correspondence — women and men 

journalists are at parity. This was slightly lower for 

junior (45.7%) and senior roles (44.2%) including 

anchors, reporters, and producers. However, there 

was greater disparity in women’s representation 

in senior management (35.5%) and top-level 

management (34.5%). Recent analysis shows an 

improvement in these numbers.

A 2023 article by CMFR16 says that more than 

half (50.99%) of the membership of the National 

Union of Journalists in the Philippines (NUJP) 

are women. According to Tripon and Garcia 

(2020)17, women are increasingly taking on lead 

roles in television, print, and online media, such 

as at ABS-CBN, Rappler, News5, Philippine Star, 

CMFR, VERA Files, MindaNews, and the Philippine 

Daily Inquirer. The authors suggest that this 

increase in the number of women in broadcast 

journalism means that more women’s issues 

are represented. For instance, discussions on 

preventing harassment and providing safe spaces 

for women and girls, extending paid maternity 

leave, providing healthcare to mothers, and a 

new HIV law which is rights-based, have all led to 

related legislations being passed in Congress.

Guidelines and Laws that Safeguard Against 
VAW

Several laws and legislations lay the grounds for 

ensuring that women have equal opportunities in 

society, including how they are represented, as 

well as ensuring there is legal recourse if these 

rights are violated.

•	 The Magna Carta of Women, 2009: The 

Act fulfils the Philippine government’s 

commitment to the United Nations General 

Assembly’s Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

(CEDAW), ratified by the Philippines in 1981. 

The law “advocates for substantive equality” 

(World Bank, 2021; p. 23)18 by emphasising 

on the socio-cultural context that might 

put women at a disadvantage compared to 

men in all spheres of life. It also mandates 

“Non-discriminatory and non-derogatory 

portrayal of women in media and film to raise 

the consciousness of the general public in 

recognising the dignity of women and the 

role and contribution of women in family, 

community, and the society through the 

strategic use of mass media” (Philippines 

Commission on Women).19

•	 The Labor Code of the Philippines 

(Presidential Decree No. 442, as amended) 

and the Omnibus Rules Implementing the 

Labor Code: These prevent gender-based 

discrimination at workplaces by mandating 

facilities for women such as maternity leave 

benefits, and family planning services.  

•	 Safe Spaces Act 2019: The law expands on 

the Anti-Sexual Harassment Act of 1995. It 

lays down penalties for sexual harassment, 

including wolf-whistling, catcalling, and 

making sexual jokes or remarks against 

women in public spaces. This is the first 

legislation in the Philippines to recognise 

and define online gender-based violence.

•	 Anti Trafficking in Persons Act, 2003: The 

law defines and criminalises trafficking. 

It prohibits the creation and distribution 

(including internet, broadcast and print) of 

propaganda that could promote trafficking. 

It mandates that media persons must not 

disclose any details of the case, especially 

the trafficking survivor; all media personnel 

are prohibited from closed door hearings.

•	 Anti-Photo and Video Voyeurism Act, 2010: 

Prohibits the non-consensual creation and 
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distribution of photos or videos of sexual 

acts, naked persons. It also prohibits the 

publication and broadcast of such content 

through video, internet and cell phones. 

Different groups of journalists have created 

guidelines which promote ethical and fair 

reporting practices. 

•	 Gender-Fair Media Guidebook, 2017, 

Philippine Commission on Women and 

Media and Gender Equality Committee:20 

This guidebook fulfils expectations in 

the Magna Carta of Women about media 

representation of women. The document 

contains checklists and practical guides 

for 1) Creating empowering content 2) 

Non derogatory portrayal 3) Balanced 

representation 4) avoiding stereotypes and 

using non-sexist language. The ultimate 

aim is to promote reporting which breaks 

stereotypes and highlights women’s issues in 

the Philippines. 

•	 Getting it Right: Reporting on Disability 

in the Philippines, 2015, VERA Files:21 This 

guide provides pointers and checklists for 

journalists to navigate the unique set of 

ethical issues that come with reporting on 

disability. It serves as a “reminder to the 

media that PWDs are by themselves “experts” 

who can provide context and perspective to 

stories about disability”(p.42).

•	 Ethical Guide for Filipino Journalists, 

2021, National Union of Journalists of the 

Philippines22: The guide covers disinformation 

and fact-checking, safety of journalists, 

handling ethical dilemmas, amongst others. 

In a section dedicated to reporting on 

women, it urges journalists to cover stories 

beyond VAW and expand to areas like 

reproductive justice, wage gaps, changing 

roles in society, etc. It also lays down 

guidelines to safeguard survivors of VAW.

Studies on Portrayal of Women

Very few studies are available to understand 

how women are portrayed in the media. This 

study largely relies on interviews with media 

practitioners and NGO professionals, which are 

shared in the next section. 

A study (Licudo, J. et. al., 2022) on the media 

portrayal of women politicians during COVID-19 

found that journalists commonly emphasised 

women’s feminine attributes, with common 

adjectives including: comforting, empathetic, 

sensitive, emotional, and communicative. This 

re-focuses on traditional roles they are expected 

to play in society. Women politicians were more 

likely to be described in ‘feminine’ language 

while journalists tend to include direct quotes 

from male politicians including their stance, 

opinions, and comments on issues.23 

Another study on gender portrayal in 

advertisements24 found that, overall, women 

were more likely than men to be portrayed as 

consumers (65% versus 56%). However, alcoholic 

beverages were only endorsed by men. As 

consumers, men were more likely than women 

to be shown as experts (13% versus 6%). In terms 

of characters portrayed, women were more likely 

to be portrayed in parental roles while men were 

more likely to be shown in professional roles. 

Though the study didn’t include digital ads in 

their sample, the report suggests that ads in this 

space are more inclined to include ‘progressive 

depictions’ including those from the LGBTQIA 

community.

Online Gender-Based Violence

The Philippines has one of the highest rates 

of internet use in the world. The internet 

penetration rate was 73.1 percent of the country’s 

total population as of January 2023, according 

to DataReportal.25 Reuters’ 2023 Digital News 

Report26 found that Radio and TV brands remain 

the most popular media overall in the Philippines, 

though social media was the most popular 

source of news in the urban sample. TikTok is 

becoming increasingly popular, growing from 2% 

of news consumers in 2020 to 21% in 2023.

The high use of online media comes with a price: 

an increase in online gender-based violence 

(OGBV) and organised disinformation campaigns. 

The Foundation for Media Alternatives (FMA) has 

been gathering evidence of OGBV cases since 

2014. They reported a 160% increase in cases 

in 2022 compared to 201927. According to the 

FMA, it is difficult for women to report OGBV 

cases because they are not taken seriously by 

law enforcement and are re-traumatised in the 

process of doing so. Secondly, survivors rarely 
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know the processes around content removal, 

such as nude photos and sex videos, evidence 

collection, and privacy.28 

Journalists also face threats of online violence. 

A Rappler report (2021, p.96)29 says they are 

“shamed in public in posts often rife with 

misogyny, gendered attacks, sexualisation, hate. 

Many commentaries online justify or wish for 

violence and real-world harm upon journalists 

concerned. In some cases, it is not just the 

journalists who are targeted. Supporters, family 

members, and friends are targeted as well”. Since 

one in three internet users in the country is new, 

they are especially vulnerable to both OGBV and 

disinformation campaigns, and more training is 

required to equip such groups to navigate the 

internet.30

Violence Against Women Journalists

The six-year term of President Duterte saw a 

significant number of attacks on journalists 

as well as media houses. Between June 2016 

and June 2022, the CMFR documented 265 

cases of press freedom violations. Of these, 69 

involved women journalists.31 The persecution 

has reduced, but still continues under President 

Marcos Jr.32 Forty-seven incidents of press 

freedom violations were documented by the 

National Union of Journalists from June 2022 

to March 2023; 14 incidents involved women 

journalists.33 

Several reports point out that the nature 

of threats range from verbal and physical 

assault, doxxing (the malicious publication of a 

person’s or organisation’s private or identifying 

information on the internet), murder, lawsuits, 

and “red-tagging”34 amongst others.35,36 What 

sets apart this phase of media intimidation, 

especially for women, is the constant barrage of 

sexual language and threats by Duterte against 

journalists, senators, civil servants, and many 

other critics, especially during his controversial 

‘war on drugs’. This rhetoric trickled down to other 

aspects of society,  especially on social media. 

The online hate went hand-in-hand with steady 

disinformation campaigns run by pro-government 

camps that involved social media influencers, 

fake accounts, or anonymously-managed pages. 

These served to discredit journalists and others 

who questioned government policies through a 

process widely known as ‘astroturfing’.37

Two of the hardest-hit organisations have been 

ABS-CBN and Rappler. In 2020, ABS-CBN, the 

Philippines’ leading free to air radio and television 

network, was forced off air after the Philippine 

House of Representatives refused to approve 

the franchise bill that would have allowed it to 

operate for another 25 years.38 The frequencies 

which belonged to ABS have been sold to allies 

of President Marcos Jr. and Duterte – Apollo 

Quiboloy, and Manuel Villar, former Senate 

president and the country’s richest man. Eleven 

cases were filed against Rappler’s Maria Ressa, 

as well as other officers and reporters, with 

charges including cyber libel, non-payment of 

taxes, and violation of the ’anti-dummy’ law (used 

when laws for nationalisation of certain rights, 

franchises or privileges are flouted).39 They were 

also issued with a shutdown order. Ressa and 

Rappler were acquitted of four tax evasion cases 

in January 2023 and another one in September 

202340.  Alternative media outlets frequently face 

cyber-attacks which destroy their websites.41

Needs of media organisations

Five interviews were conducted for this research 

to understand perspectives around reporting 

practices and portrayals of VAW as well as 

other issues around  journalist safety . Three 

respondents  had media experience: a media 

manager at a large Filipino media organisation; 

an international producer at a large international 

newsroom, with experience in the Philippines; 

and a media development professional. Two 

respondents are from organisations working on 

the intersection of media and feminist practices: 

a medium sized NGO (NGO representative) and 

Feminist Media Lab (FML).42

Portrayal practices/stereotypes of women and 
girls

This section covers how interviewees perceive 

the framing of women and VAW, as well as their 

own practices, to ensure that stories are covered 

ethically, without retraumatising survivors. It also 

covers challenges to reporting, the issue of safety 

and how organisations collaborate to ensure 

gender fair coverage.
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Framing and Language 

Despite an increasing number of women 

in top positions at Filipino news outlets, all 

respondents said the portrayal of women tends 

to be stereotypical. Reporting on VAW can often 

be “sensationalist”, as one respondent said, or 

a “dichotomy between the powerless woman 

and the monsters”, as stated by another. While 

reporting on VAW, journalists might focus on 

what the survivor was wearing, their physical 

appearance, or whether or not they were drinking. 

The FML’s founder suggested that there is a 

public perception of what a ‘good victim’ is – a 

woman who is proper and in line with social 

mores – and anyone outside this category will be 

blamed for violence. Her organisation found that 

even brochures from the police on preventing 

VAW put the burden of stopping the crime on 

women. 

Respondents attributed this to outlets aiming 

for virality, laziness, and prioritising the male 

perspective. There are underlying social causes 

for this portrayal of victim/survivors. For instance, 

in the case of domestic violence women are 

expected to make a compromise rather than 

break up the family and leave their husband. 

The FML founder said that the dominant public 

idea of gender-based violence in the Philippines 

remains limited to physical and sexual violence 

and doesn’t consider psychological or economic 

violence, even though the law recognises them 

as such. In these circumstances, highlighting the 

underlying causes of gender-based violence by 

creating engaging material which tackles the 

control and judgement over women’s sexuality is 

crucial.

The former President freely talked about inflicting 

sexual violence on women, and this was seen to 

increase negative language about and towards 

women. In turn, other officials in the government 

were emboldened to make sexist remarks or 

openly question women’s expertise on issues of 

social relevance. The media manager sums this 

up: “…although of course sexism has always been 

there, in the last six  years it was very, very hard 

to correct the messaging in social media, in the 

news … because you had the last most powerful 

person telling you that it’s okay”. 

Simultaneously, some respondents felt that 

women were often outspoken critics of the 

government, and therefore it was important to 

feature them as lead voices or experts. Women 

also occupy top positions in governance, the 

nonprofit sector, academia, and business, among 

others. Both media producers consciously seek 

out women when more men have publicly 

spoken about an issue. In contrast, the media 

development professional felt that reporting on 

VAW doesn’t always reflect the voices of women 

high up in the corporate world. She attributed 

this to the ties between political power and 

media ownership, and that very few women own 

media companies.

In the broader Asian context, the international 

media producer felt there was a difference in 

how a network or channel might produce the 

story based on their audience’s interest. However, 

she felt that positive stories were missing from 

the narrative, especially those showing “...how 

women are helping themselves, or how women 

and men work together to make women’s 

situations better”.

Challenges to reporting 

Respondents said that the safety of journalists as 

well as their sources are the biggest challenges 

to reporting on VAW. As the media manager 

pointed out, women, including senators, aren’t 

spared humiliating verbal or physical harassment 

from male officials when they speak about social 

issues. Sources can often be hostile because 

they are scared for their own safety, especially 

in areas of conflict or extreme political violence. 

The international media producer said that she 

couldn’t complete a story about child marriages 

in the Philippines because the NGO didn’t see 

her as a collaborator, and the source was also 

under attack from the imams for preventing child 

marriage. The media development professional 

also said that along with encouraging survivors to 

talk about violence they face, there need to be 

systems in place to support victims/survivors and 

ensure they are not blamed. 

Informed Consent and Ethics 

There were mixed responses about practices 

of ensuring that interviewees were not 

retraumatised while reporting VAW. The NGO 

respondent found that reporters sometimes 

followed a deliberate line of questioning that 

blamed the victim-survivor. She gave the 

example of a gang rape survivor who was told by 

an anchor on national television that the attack 
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was her fault because she was drinking with the 

men. There were no attempts to hide her identity. 

Meanwhile, the international media producer said 

that in most cases, following good practices was 

a personal initiative rather than a policy; a “hit 

and miss” approach. The media manager said that 

the safety of the subject, especially women, is 

much more important than getting a ‘scoop’.  

However, informed consent is taken seriously 

by organisations as confirmed by the media 

manager, international media producer, and 

media development professional. As practitioners, 

they felt it was the journalist’s responsibility to 

make the source feel comfortable throughout, to 

keep them involved in story development, to ask 

them how they want to be portrayed, including 

how much they want to reveal, and to ensure 

that no element betrays their anonymity. The 

international media producer pointed out that 

producers don’t often share their practices with 

each other. In her case, she learnt practices of 

being an empathetic and ethical storyteller from 

her mentors. She asks, “what they want out of the 

story, and how they think they could be a voice 

of empowerment”. Giving an overall perspective 

from Asia, the media development professional 

said that often, once the formal ethics process 

is done with, the storytelling/reportage itself 

doesn’t necessarily hold true to these values.

Satisfaction with media reportage 

In terms of satisfaction with how their 

organisation or the industry in general covered 

women and girls, most respondents feel that 

there is room for improvement.  The FML founder 

expressed a deep dissatisfaction with the 

stereotyping and slut-shaming that the media 

indulges in and was also critical of the push back 

against strong women leaders in the country. 

Meanwhile, the media manager believed that 

her organisation was ahead of the industry in 

how it reported on women and children . “We’re 

probably not perfect like everybody else but I 

can say that (name withheld) is one of the best, 

the one per cent in terms of covering women and 

children.”  

The NGO representative said there are examples 

of both good and bad practices based on 

an individual news organisation’s values. The 

international media producer felt there is room 

for increasing the number of positive stories 

about women role models who a new generation 

of women can look up to. Stories need to portray 

women in all their complexities rather than 

binaries, “It’s hard to be a woman, because there’s 

so many standards we have to fall into…maybe 

that’s the kind of content we need, like a woman 

is a person period”. 

Engaging audiences

Between media professionals and NGO 

professionals the latter shared more instances 

of engaging with audiences to raise awareness 

and understanding of VAW and its impact on 

communities. Usually, FML works with survivors 

of violence, many of whom have been failed by 

first responders who negated their experiences 

or reconciled them with perpetrators. Therefore, 

FML feels it is imperative to create a safe space 

for the people who are engaging with the 

informational material they share online. They 

also want to enable people to imagine what “an 

ideal future safe from violence might look like”.  

One strategy they use is to always include links 

to online gender-based violence helplines or 

psychosocial support. The medium sized NGO 

has been involved in multiple audience focused 

interventions including the #RespetoNaman 

(Respect Me)43 campaign  and an upcoming 

chatbot which provides legal and psycho-social 

support to people who report harassment, rape 

or any kind of abusive treatment. The chatbot will 

be available to all genders. This organisation also 

has protection centres for GBV survivors. In this 

way both organisations work towards creating an 

enabling environment for survivors of GBV.

Reporting practices

This section examines the nature of 

collaborations between newsrooms and NGOs 

specifically, as well as the wider collaborative 

practices that could improve reporting on VAW. 

The section also looks at the kinds of training 

available to journalists covering VAW stories.

 Collaborations

Collaborations between NGOs and newsrooms 

fell in two categories for the respondents:  

training for journalists, and to gain access to 

stories on the ground. Two respondents shared 

that NGOs were crucial in facilitating contact 

and gaining trust with remote communities or 

possibly those who speak a different dialect to 
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the producers.  

The NGO representative said that her 

organisation often consults for certain media 

outlets to make their reporting more gender 

responsive. She said that there was a need for 

conferences or consultative meetings to bring 

different groups working on gender-based 

violence together. She believes her organisation 

has the capacity to host these, but funding 

organisations do not see a merit in financial 

support for such work. 

Training for journalists

Respondents said that the National Union of 

Journalists in the Philippines (NUJP) holds 

regular workshops and conferences on gender 

sensitivity in how to cover women’s and children’s 

issues. However, training does not necessarily 

result in gender-sensitive reporting. The NGO 

representative’s organisation is often asked to 

conduct newsroom trainings but “it’s usually 

after a backlash of certain incidents [that] have 

happened. And [newsrooms ask] how can we be 

more gender responsive? How can we use gender 

fair language?” Her organisation also works with 

advertising groups to reduce sexist material.

The media manager said that her organisation 

ensures comprehensive safety training for 

their staff through partners from international 

organisations and the NUJP; safety manuals are 

also regularly updated. The focus is on improving 

skills, especially digital skills. Feminist Media 

Lab has their own guidelines on communicating 

against gender-based violence which they 

currently use to train advocacy organisations 

and government officials who are responsible 

for implementing laws on how they can 

communicate gender-based violence without 

stereotyping, victimising, and perpetuating the 

male gaze in their communication materials. 

They expressed an interest in working with media 

organisations as well.   

Impact and Monitoring

None of the respondents’ organisations collect 

and analyse data on media reporting of VAW 

to understand the prevalence and patterns of 

coverage. Both media practitioners’ organisations 

do not currently gather data of the impact their 

stories have on audiences either. The media 

manager said that her organisation keeps in 

touch with women’s rights organisations or the 

communities where the stories come from to 

keep track of the developments and to write 

follow up reports.  In the process of research, it 

was found that CMFR has a programme called 

‘Media Ethics and Responsibility’ which reviews 

news reports from Philippine broadsheets, 

and also provides commentary on the state of 

journalism, including on how stories are reported. 

The Foundation for Media Alternatives tracks 

cases of online gender-based violence as 

reported in the media. 

Both respondents from the NGOs said that their 

work is based on evidence from the ground, 

and about the impact of their interventions. For 

instance, FML conducted an “emotional mapping” 

of the needs of the victims/survivors to create 

their social media campaign’s strategy. They 

also collect data on the impact their work has, 

which includes Facebook metrics (because that 

is a primary platform for their work) and analysis 

of the different categories of comments and 

messages that victims/survivors send them.

Violence and Harassment of Female Journalists 

All respondents confirmed that there has 

been an increase in attacks against women 

journalists in the last six years both during 

and since the Duterte administration. In these 

circumstances, both media practitioners said 

attention to journalists’ safety is important. The 

media manager said that all journalists in her 

organisation were given safety briefings when 

they went to the field to report on volatile issues. 

They also use strict safety protocols, including 

a security officer, planning transportation and 

communication channels ahead of scheduled 

travel.

The international media producer pointed out 

that women journalists face sexual harassment 

within their organisation from their peers or 

managers. A CMFR article44 says that cases of 

workplace harassment are likely to be severely 

underreported because women fear being seen 

as weak. Padovani and Bozzon (2020) note that 

despite comprehensive laws which prohibit 

sex discrimination, such as the Magna Carta 

of Women in 2009, “media organisations in the 

Philippines may have deemed general gender-

equality policies unnecessary and did not adopt 

them. On the other hand, they fully embraced 
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paternity leave and return-to-job policies (P. 

121)”.45 

All respondents prioritise addressing the toll 

that working on VAW has on employees’ and 

volunteers’ mental health. “I wish there was 

[support for journalists]. I feel like the way I feel 

right now is because of accumulated trauma. 

I feel like I am tired or burnt out because of 

all these years of hearing sad stories and 

documenting them,” said the international 

media producer. The media manager also 

spoke of providing support to cope with the 

trauma that journalists face from the additional 

anxiety caused by the harassment during the 

Duterte period. Respondents said that at an 

organisational level it was important to have 

check-ins and briefings, and to encourage 

employees and volunteers to flag issues and 

take timely action. The medium-sized NGO has 

provided support to journalists at large media 

houses who have been in Duterte’s firing line.

44
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Standardise training

Media organisations need to regularise and institutionalise a range of training for journalists. 

This includes digital skills such as fact-checking and data protection, security training, as 

well as training on ethical reporting of gender issues. Additional efforts should be made to 

safeguard the physical, mental and digital wellbeing of journalists.

Work collaboratively

There is a clear scope for collaborations between women’s rights organisations and media 

organisations that can strengthen gender-based reporting and VAW interventions. While 

these already exist, they need to be widened in scope, bringing together people working on 

an intersectional set of rights including those of marginalised people, indigenous people, 

people with disabilities, the LGBTQI+ community. Crucial to this is funding organisations with 

the capacity to facilitate such collaborations and conversations.

Conduct research on media reportage of VAW

The data gaps of monitoring VAW stories in depth as well as the portrayal of women and the 

LGBTQI+ community need to be filled. Particularly the research could look into the impact of 

the last six years on women’s rights, bodily autonomy, and perceptions of safety.

1

2

3

Recommendations

Efforts must be made to address misogyny, protect journalists’ rights, and create an environment that 

enables independent and objective media organisations to thrive.
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Country Overview

Based on Freedom House’s 2023 ‘Freedom in the 

World’ report, Singapore was classified as “partly 

free”, scoring 47 out of 100 countries assessed 

for political rights and civil liberties.1 In particular, 

the country scored one out of four points on 

the presence of free and independent media. 

All domestic mass media are not independent 

of the government, through ownership, 

funding, regulation, or otherwise.2 Editorials 

and news coverage are generally supportive 

of state policies and have been criticised for 

self-censorship, though critical content may 

occasionally be published in newspapers. Media 

outlets, particularly independent media, as 

well as bloggers and public figures, have faced 

substantial civil and criminal penalties for speech 

considered by the government to be seditious, 

defamatory, or injurious to racial or religious 

sensitivities. The Freedom House report also 

noted that civil society organisations, especially 

those engaged in human rights and governance-

related work, meet restrictions in their work; 

activists face the risk of police questioning, 

criminal charges, and civil lawsuits, among other 

restrictions and risks.

On gender equality, Singapore ranked 49/146 

countries (second within ASEAN)3 and scored 

0.739 in the World Economic Forum’s 2023 

Global Gender Gap Report.4 Although the country 

performs well in educational attainment and 

health and survival, women’s representation 

amongst legislators, senior officials, and 

managers remains low at 38% (Singapore’s 

ranking: 48th). Women’s political empowerment 

is also limited, with women making up only 29% 

of parliamentarians (ranking: 56th) and 13% of 

ministers (ranking: 106th).

On the other hand, the United Nations 

Development Programme’s (UNDP) Gender 

Inequality Index (GII) places Singapore’s 2021 GII 

value at 0.040 — far below the world average of 

0.465, indicating low levels of inequality between 

women and men.5 Relatively similar proportions 

of women and men in Singapore aged 25 years 

and above receive secondary education (80.5% 

and 85.9% respectively). However, the gender 

disparity in the labour force participation rates 

(LFPR) was considerable: Only 59.4% of women 

aged 15 years and above participated in the 

labour force compared to 76.8% of men. The 

Ministry of Manpower (MOM), however, reported 

that the LFPRs for women and men in 2021 were 

64.2% and 77.2% respectively.6

In 2020, the Minister for Home Affairs and Law, 

Shanmugam, announced that the government 

would conduct a review of women’s issues 

to explore how Singapore could more deeply 

imprint the value of gender equality into its 

“collective consciousness”.7 It was the first 

time that the government had recognised 

gender equality as a fundamental value and 

a goal. Throughout 2021, the government held 

160 Conversations on Singapore Women’s 

Development with nearly 6,000 participants.8 

Based on the feedback gathered through these 

conversations, the White Paper on Singapore 

Women’s Development was launched in March 

2022, laying out 25 action plans across five areas: 

equal opportunities in the workplace, recognition 

and support for caregivers, protection against 

violence and harm, other support measures for 

women, and mindset shifts.9

While the White Paper mentioned initiatives 

to enhance protections against violence and 

online harms for women, several civil society 

organisations noted that it contained no mention 

of various marginalised groups of women, 

including migrant domestic workers; migrant 

spouses; religious and ethnic minorities; lesbian, 

bisexual and transgender women; sex workers; 

and women with disabilities.10 Additionally, the 

media’s role in furthering gender equality was not 

addressed.

Representation of women and girls 
in the media

Portrayal of women and girls in media

There is limited research on the representation of 

women and girls in Singaporean media. Existing 

By Lee Yoke Mun and Kimberly Wong of AWARE

49

Singapore



studies — many of which were conducted in 

the early 2000s — examine the portrayal of 

violence against women and girls (VAWG) and the 

representation of working women and women 

Paralympians in the news and on social media.

Depiction of VAWG

According to research, news reports on VAWG 

often sidelined victim-survivors’ voices while 

shaming, blaming, or holding them responsible 

for the violence they experienced. For instance, 

scholars found that news reports from the 1990s 

on domestic violence often blamed women 

for provoking or causing the violence. Reports 

also included police advisories suggesting 

that women stay vigilant and adopt “safety 

strategies” to “avoid (re-)victimisation”.11 This can 

have a profound impact on women’s day-to-

day freedoms: A 1997 study found that women 

respondents were more likely to pay close 

attention to news reports of sexual violence 

and reported higher levels of fear when outside 

of their homes alone at night, compared to 

men.12 Consequently, women engaged in risk 

management or avoidance tactics, such as 

avoiding dark areas and dressing modestly, to 

minimise their exposure to the same crimes.

Such narratives extend to online spaces today. 

In response to VAWG news, social media 

users blame survivors for their experiences of 

sexual violence by criticising their appearance 

or behaviour.13 Comments reveal widespread 

confusion around consent and the trivialisation 

of non-physical forms of violence like voyeurism, 

verbal harassment, and unwanted staring.14 Two 

examples of Facebook comments follow:15

“Not this is not the way to behave but at 
least he’s not out raping women. Small 
victories.”

“Well, they no longer worry as much about 
getting murdered, raped, or kidnapped so the 
spare paranoia goes to ‘I’m worried someone 
might jackoff to pictures of my panties.’ Just 
put it into perspective.” 

Research has shown that media tends to de-

gender, de-politicise, and individualise VAWG.16 

Technology-facilitated sexual violence is 

commonly attributed to perpetrators’ poor mental 

health, psychological diagnoses, and/or ease of 

access to pornography and technology such as 

spy cameras.

The prevailing discourse not only minimises 

perpetrators’ responsibility, but it also fails to 

recognise VAWG as a larger structural problem 

and, resultantly, does not contribute to shifting 

the public’s understanding of VAWG.17

Representation of women

Even women who challenge gender roles by 

entering positions of power in Singapore continue 

to be bound by gendered expectations. A 2021 

study found that despite growing recognition 

of female entrepreneurs’ talents, the media 

linked working women’s success to their 

ability to balance work and family life, while 

de-emphasising their professional skills.18 In 

particular, articles on “mumpreneurs” often 

framed entrepreneurship as a desirable way 

to fulfil personal ambition while enjoying the 

emotional satisfaction of motherhood.19 Notably, 

some reports positioned female entrepreneurs 

as supportive spouses, as opposed to primary 

business owners.20

Moreover, scholars found that not only did 

newspapers portray successful female 

managers as “aggressive” and “powerful” and 

female entrepreneurs as “steel magnolias” or 

“iron ladies”, but women were also expected 

to balance displays of “masculine” traits such 

as determination with “feminine” traits such as 

interpersonal communication skills.21

Women Paralympians are also subjected to 

gendered and/or ableist portrayals: A study 

analysing 70 local news articles on the 

Paralympics revealed that although women 

Paralympians accounted for 67% of images 

featured in the media, less than 35% of them 

were featured engaging in their respective sports, 

compared to 63% of male Paralympians.22

Reporting on violence against women and girls

Singapore media is regulated through legislation 

and codes of practice. The state’s monopoly over 

Singapore’s media landscape is enshrined in 

legislation. The Newspaper and Printing Presses 

Act grants ministers extensive powers over 

printing presses, including the power to decide 

who can (and cannot) be a newspaper company 

shareholder and whether to issue a company the 

permit required to print or publish in Singapore.

Beyond this, the Broadcasting Act extends 

state control over various media forms. This 
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Act invests the Infocom Media Development 

Authority (IMDA), a national statutory board, 

with the authority to devise Codes of Practice 

(“codes”), including the following codes which are 

applicable to traditional media and some forms 

of new media:

1.	 Content Code for Nationwide Managed 

Transmission Linear Television Services;

2.	 Content Code for Radio Services;

3.	 Internet Code of Practice;

4.	 Code of Practice for Online Safety; and

5.	 Guidelines for Code of Practice for Online 

Safety

Notably, a similar Code for newspapers and 

printing presses is not publicly available on the 

IMDA website, despite publishers being told 

to abide by it.23 It appears to be exclusively 

available for existing publishers or those applying 

to set up a new printing press. Journalists are 

expected to uphold the Code of Professional 

Conduct in their work, but the Code does not 

offer explicit guidance on depiction of women 

and girls:24

With a paucity of information and research on 

related practices within the media industry, 

we must rely on official guidelines — such as 

IMDA Codes — to understand the ways in which 

institutions shape Singapore’s media landscape.

Generally, IMDA’s Codes maintain fair market 

conduct across the industry and “[safeguarding] 

the interests of consumers of media services 

and of the public”.25 They seek to ensure that no 

broadcasting content or programme is “against 

the public interest or order, or national harmony, 

or [offends] against decency”.26 Each Code 

elaborates upon what this means for the relevant 

media form and provides guidelines which 

typically cover the categories of national and 

public interest, social norms and values, racial 

and religious harmony, and violence and other 

harmful behaviour (e.g. smoking, alcoholism). 

“Women” and “girls” are not explicitly referenced 

within these IMDA codes and no specific 

guideline pertaining to the reporting of VAWG 

exists. This absence suggests that VAWG may 

not be receiving sufficient attention within 

media regulation and more explicit guidelines 

and policies might be needed to address this in 

Singapore’s media landscape.

Guidelines relating to VAWG: Reporting on 
violence against women and girls

With news reporting on criminal cases, the public 

prosecutor may — and typically does — apply 

for gag orders to protect survivors’ and witnesses’ 

identities, especially in cases involving sexual 

offences, minors, and sexual exploitation of 

trafficked victims27.

While the IMDA codes do not specifically 

mention “women” and “girls”, they do 

consequently provide some protection to 

survivors and appear to exercise some trauma-

informed practices. For example, the Content 

Code for Radio Services requires service 

providers to exercise discretion and ensure that 

their programmes do not “[carry] explicit and 

prolonged sexual violence or erotic description 

of sexual assault or coercion”28. Meanwhile, 

the Content Code for Nationwide Managed 

Transmission Linear Television Services advises:
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From the Content Code for Nationwide Managed 

Transmission Linear Television Services29

There is no further guidance on adhering to these 

codes, such as clear standards of care that 

media organisations should meet before, during, 

and after reporting on sexual crimes.30 Service 

providers that violate the relevant codes may be 

subjected to sanctions by IMDA.

In terms of new media, internet services and 

content providers are required to deny access 

to what IMDA deems to be prohibited material, 

such as material promoting sexual violence, if 

directed by IMDA to do so. More recently, the 

Online Safety (Miscellaneous Amendments) 

Act was introduced to regulate content on 

social media platforms.31 The accompanying 

Code and Guidelines stipulate social media 

services’ obligation to regulate and minimise 

users’ exposure to harmful content by issuing 

community guidelines and proactively removing 

them.32 These documents identify six categories 

of harmful content, including sexual content 

such as those relating to or encouraging sexual 

offences under the law. AWARE – a Singaporean 

advocacy organisation working to end violence 

against women – has however highlighted 

concerns about disclosures of sexual violence 

potentially coming under the umbrella of “sexual 

content” and the consequent silencing of 

survivors in public online spaces.33 

Guidelines on gendered representations

Concerning gendered representations, the 

television and radio codes provide the following 

anti-discrimination clause:34

2.9 Programmes should not:

(a) make references to any class or group 

of persons as being innately or inherently 

inferior; and

(b) encourage or in any way lead to 

discrimination against any section of the 

community on account of race, religion, 

gender, age, occupational status or 

disability. 

Specifically relating to women and girls, service 

providers are given the direction to “bear in 

mind the importance of the family as the basic 

unit of society” and respect “the institution of 

marriage”.35 This works in conjunction with clauses 

that warn against the promotion, justification, or 

encouragement of non-heterosexual or non-

cisgender lifestyles:36 

2.8 Programmes containing content on 

lifestyles such as homosexuality, lesbianism, 

bisexualism, transsexualism, transvestism, 

paedophilia and incest should be treated 

with utmost caution. Their treatment 

should not in any way promote, justify or 

encourage such lifestyles. Explicit dialogue 

or information concerning the above topics 

should not be broadcast. 

IMDA’s desire for media to abide by both the 

prevailing social norms and values on gender and 

family and an ethos of non-discrimination reflects 

the assumption that those prevailing values are 

not inherently discriminatory. However, these 

guidelines reify Singapore’s gendered social 

norms and ultimately preserve conservative 

social values, justified by reference to moral 

concerns such as their potential negative impact 

on social order and public well-being. Such 

directions shape biased representations of 

women and girls, as well as lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender and queer (LGBTQ) individuals in 

local media.

Violence and harassment of women journalists

The research gap extends to data on violence 

and harassment faced by women journalists: 

There is no publicly available data capturing this 

as of 2023. However, recent surveys illustrate 

the scale of workplace sexual harassment and 

gender-based discrimination in Singapore.
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In Singapore’s first-ever nationally representative 

survey on workplace sexual harassment 

conducted in 2021, it was found that 40% of 

women experienced sexual harassment in the 

past five years, often by their peers or senior 

colleagues in the workplace.37 Only three out 

of 10 survivors reported the incident to official 

personnel, most commonly to a senior person. 

Those who did not report cited reasons including 

wanting to forget about it, not thinking the case 

was severe enough, or believing that they did not 

have enough evidence.

Additionally, a 2022 survey by the Association 

of Women for Action and Research (AWARE) 

and Milieu Insight showed that around one 

in two workers experienced discrimination in 

the past five years, with gender (23%) being 

one of the top three grounds on which they 

faced discrimination.38 More women (58%) than 

men (53%) experienced at least one type of 

discrimination.

While the data does not reveal industry-specific 

trends, it hints to the likelihood that women 

journalists face discrimination and sexual 

harassment at least at similar rates, especially 

given their high visibility within the public sphere.

Anecdotally, the forms of violence that women 

journalists experience include being subjected 

to non-consensual filming (example below) and 

harassing online comments.39 

An X (formerly Twitter) thread by Kimberly Lim, an 

SCMP journalist40

Needs of media organisations

To better understand the needs of organisations 

when gender-sensitive reporting, interviews 

were conducted with four respondents: two 

from media outlets (one mainstream and one 

independent), and two from non-governmental 

organisations (NGOs). To protect the identities of 

all interviewees, their names and those of their 

organisations have been omitted. Both NGOs and 

the independent media outlet have fewer than 

50 employees, primarily women. The mainstream 

media outlet has more than 250 employees in its 

female-dominated newsroom.

These two types of organisations mostly interact 

with each other when media outlets approach 

NGOs for comments or interviews on relevant 

topics. Delving into their reporting processes, we 

found that media outlets generally adopt good 

practices when engaging with survivors and have 

measures in place to support women journalists 

reporting on gender issues. However, gaps remain. 

Training

Neither media representative has attended 

formal training on gender sensitivity. Instead, they 

rely on senior colleagues to impart best practices 

and know-how to less experienced staff, with 

much of their knowledge being gained on the job 

rather than mandated by their organisation.

Similarly, the NGOs interviewed do not 

consistently conduct training for media 

professionals. Rather, when working with 

journalists on media pieces, these NGOs would 

nudge them to adopt preferred terminologies 

and trauma-informed reporting practices to 

ensure interviewees’ emotional safety and avoid 

perpetuating victim-blaming sentiments. For 

instance, whenever interviews with survivors are 

requested, the NGOs may work with journalists to 

rephrase questions such that they would not be 

insensitive towards the interviewee. The sporadic 

nature of these efforts, however, likely limits their 

effectiveness: Three out of four respondents 

observed that victim-blaming language and 

harmful gender stereotypes continue to be 

published.

Specifically, one respondent shared that 

recent articles on sexual violence and VAWG 

attribute some blame to survivors by including 
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comments on their attire, implying they “asked 

for it”. Headlines or ledes may also suggest that 

survivors had “upset” the perpetrator leading up 

to the violent incident.

Additionally, local news reports may emphasise 

the perpetrator’s “potential” or “future”, 

downplaying the severity of their actions. 

The respondent from the mainstream media 

outlet explained that such language might 

emerge from journalists’ sense of obligation to 

report the facts of the matter. For instance, it 

might be “questionable” if reporters leave out 

the defence attorney’s line of argument due to 

their use of victim-blaming language. A 2016 

survey with local journalists and editors shows 

that many share -this perception around their 

professional duty: Among other journalistic roles, 

“reporting on things as they are” was seen as 

their key duty by nearly half of the journalists.44 

Although journalistic integrity should be 

maintained, the persistence of gender-insensitive 

headlines and ledes indicates that the media 

may not be exercising adequate gender- and 

trauma-informed care towards survivors.

Relatedly, perpetrators’ responsibility for their 

actions might also be further diffused when 

articles mention their mental health conditions. In 

doing so, not only is it implied that perpetrators 

are less accountable for their actions, but 

VAWG is framed as individual incidents and a 

medicalised problem rather than a systemic 

issue arising from patriarchal structures and 

norms that perpetuate such violence. In 

comparison, when responding to such news 

reports, the NGOs would make a conscious effort 

to contextualise these incidents within wider 

structural issues that contribute to VAWG.

The NGOs and independent media 

representatives found media representations 

of women and girls to be unsatisfactory. One 

respondent pointed out how one mainstream 

media outlet placed women’s issues, such as 

VAWG and caregiving, under the “lifestyle” section 

of their website with a sizeable number of these 

articles focusing on women’s health. Not only 

does this delegitimise and underplay the myriad 

issues faced by women, but it also contrasts 

with the mainstream media representative’s 

perception of a fairly equal representation of 

men and women.

The difference in gender sensitivity extends to 

media coverage of marginalised communities 

of women: The NGO respondents observed 

that mainstream media outlets continue to use 
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certain terminology which reinforces stigma 

against marginalised groups (for example, using 

“maid” to refer to migrant domestic workers 

(MDW), implying a lower status). However, the 

mainstream media respondent felt that their 

organisation is generally mindful of the ever-

changing terminology in various areas.

Interestingly, gender seems to factor less 

prominently in news reports where there are 

intersecting identity markers such as one’s race, 

class, or migrant status. A respondent observed 

that male migrant workers and female MDWs 

tend to be “othered” in similar ways within public 

discourse due to their shared class and migrant 

status, while their gender receives much less 

visibility. As a result, the unique challenges 

that each of these groups face due to the 

intersection of their gender, class and migrant 

status, such as those of live-in female MDWs, are 

often not discussed. No scholarly literature on 

this exists at the time of writing.

Overall, based on the World Health Organisation’s 

Gender Responsive Assessment Scale,45 the 

interviews suggest that the mainstream media’s 

reporting on VAWG and, more broadly, gender 

equality is somewhat gender-blind and lacks 

sensitivity, particularly towards the systemic 

nature of such issues.

Mechanisms to ensure victim-survivors’ safety 
and well-being

It is clear that all the respondents’ organisations 

have practices in place to protect survivors’ 

safety and well-being during media 

engagements. Yet these practices are not fully 

formalised with structured policies or standard 

operating procedures.

The interviewed media outlets shared that 

they may reach out to NGOs or social workers, 

who act as an intermediary between the 

media outlets and survivors when seeking 

stories or quotes for a story. Prior to any media 

engagements, the NGOs work closely with 

survivors to assess their safety, well-being, 

and readiness to be interviewed. This includes 

ensuring that any official investigations and court 

cases involving the survivor have concluded to 

avoid any consequences.

The practices adopted by these organisations 

throughout the reporting process can be further 

understood using some of the guiding principles 

of trauma-informed care:46 

a. Transparency

When first contacting NGOs and survivors, the 

media outlets keep all parties fully informed 

about the article’s context, where it will be 

published, and what the interview process 

entails. One of the NGO representatives has a 

written guide for potential interviewees, briefing 

them on what they can expect and how the 

organisation will support them (for instance, 

protecting their anonymity, and liaising and 

negotiating with the media on their behalf). 

b. Empowerment, voice and choice

With media engagement, anonymity is a survivor’s 

main concern. All four respondents noted they 

work closely with survivors to determine the level 

of detail they are comfortable sharing in articles.

Considering the sensitive nature of the topic, 

media outlets may sometimes share their drafts 

or selected quotes with the NGOs and survivors 

for verification of accuracy. There might be room 

for discussion if the survivor is uncomfortable 

with the quotes. However, if a consensus cannot 

be reached, one media respondent stated they 

would consider removing the survivor’s account 

from the article entirely.

One challenge in relation to this is the tight 

deadlines associated with increasingly shortening 

news cycles’: Verifying quotes and reading 

transcripts to avoid misrepresentation of 

survivors’ experiences is an ideal survivor-centric 

and trauma-informed practice, but the publishing 

system makes this difficult.

Both media respondents also spoke about 

balancing journalistic interests with the need for 

survivor-centric and trauma-informed reporting. 

From the media’s perspective, a detailed 

story often makes for a more compelling read. 

However, covering survivors’ experiences without 

due care can harm those exact individuals 

should they become identifiable and be put at 

risk of retaliation.

c. Collaboration and mutuality

To ensure survivors’ well-being, the NGOs 

informally check in with them throughout the 

media engagement process. Journalists may rely 
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on social workers to refer survivors to relevant 

resources should they experience distress during 

the interview process.

Stakeholder collaboration

Initiatives promoting collaboration between 

the media, civil society, government, and other 

stakeholders have emerged over the years. In 

July 2023, the Singapore Independent Media Fair 

– attended by one NGO respondent – featured 

various independent media outlets and dialogues 

with civil society members.47 Another media 

representative shared that they sometimes 

approach NGOs, such as AWARE, not only for 

profiles but also for data-gathering through focus 

group discussions and interviews.

Prior to that, there were several partnership 

efforts, including the formation of the Media 

Watch Community in 2001, which sought to 

monitor the fairness of media coverage of local 

issues.48 Despite its initial success, it eventually 

closed down due to insufficient funding and fears 

about supporting an organisation that would 

critique state media.

One NGO respondent shared plans of organising 

a media fellowship but felt that journalists may 

be reluctant to engage lest they come to be 

viewed as activists when they have to remain 

objective and non-partisan in their profession. 

Given the turbulent history of activism in 

Singapore, such concerns may hinder further 

collaboration between the various stakeholders.

Protection against violence and harassment of 
women journalists

Based on the interviews, journalists appear 

to mainly rely on informal support from their 

peers or superiors. At the same time, larger 

media organisations are more likely to have 

formal reporting channels and action may be 

taken depending on the severity of the violence 

that they face. If deemed necessary or if the 

journalist is heavily impacted by the violence, the 

organisation may also encourage them to file a 

police report or refer them to further emotional 

support externally.

Other measures used to protect women 

journalists include publishing VAWG articles 

without a byline and equipping them with 

the right language or skills for engaging with 

survivors. In some cases, a story might not be 

published at all.

Meanwhile, the NGOs shared that they did not 

offer support specifically for women journalists.

Though not specific to women journalists, 

external resources such as helplines and 

counselling services are available to them. For 

instance, survivors can call the National Anti-

Violence and Sexual Harassment Helpline for 

emotional support. AWARE also runs a helpline 

at their Sexual Assault Care Centre,49 as well as 

the Workplace Harassment and Discrimination 

Advisory, which provides practical and emotional 

support to anyone who encounters workplace 

issues.50 Additionally, they may approach the 

Protection from Harassment Court to apply for 

a Protection Order under the Protection from 

Harassment Act.51

Further research on reporting on violence 
against women and girls and gender equality

The NGO representatives and the independent 

media representative shared that they track 

the frequency of news items around VAWG 

and gender equality, although less attention 

is paid to the tone and context of media 

reporting. Often, the monitoring of such reporting 

occurs in reaction to, for instance, requests for 

commentary or when certain issues gain traction 

in the public discourse.

Additional research on this subject remains 

relatively sparse. Only one respondent pointed 

out that they conducted a study on gender in 

Singaporean advertising.
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Introduce media guidelines to inform reporting practices for cases of 
sexual violence 

We echo AWARE’s previous recommendation52 to implement a set of media guidelines to 

inform journalists and media outlets of gender-sensitive reporting practices. The guidelines 

should cover various aspects of reporting, such as pointers on appropriate language to use 

when reporting on relevant issues and suggestions on conducting interviews with sexual 

violence survivors using a gender- and trauma-informed approach, amongst others.

These media guidelines should be released and upheld by IMDA to ensure that media 

outlets will be held accountable for their coverage of sexual violence. They should also be 

regularly reviewed and updated to ensure their relevance and effectiveness.

Media organisations should mandate gender- and trauma-informed 
training for all journalists, editors, and any other relevant media 
professionals

Ideally, such training should be carried out during the onboarding process and held 

periodically to ensure media workers are equipped with the skills to engage with survivors 

and exercise gender sensitivity in their work. Such training can be developed and conducted 

in collaboration with NGOs to tap into their expertise and foster collaboration.

Require media outlets to develop comprehensive and clear 
guidelines and policies on media engagement with members of the 
public

It is encouraging that media outlets have some measures in place to ensure survivors’ safety 

and well-being, and that these measures are being passed down to newer employees. 

Formalising them in guidelines and policies will allow standardisation throughout each 

organisation and provide clarity on processes and grievance handling. The standards and 

policies should include all stages of media engagement with the public, from initial contact 

with the relevant individuals until publication.

Data should also be regularly collected to review the organisation’s practices and identify 

gaps for improvement. Based on the information gathered, organisations should update their 

policies and procedures as legislation and other regulations evolve, taking into consideration 

emerging recommended best practices.

Expand the upcoming Workplace Fairness Legislation’s (WFL) scope 
of coverage to include harassment. 
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Recommendations

Efforts must be made to address misogyny, protect journalists’ rights, and create an environment that 

enables independent and objective media organisations to thrive.

4



Currently, employers are encouraged to adhere to the Tripartite Advisory on Managing 

Workplace Harassment and take steps to “ensure a safe and conducive workplace”, such as 

by implementing grievance reporting channels and processes.53 However, this Advisory is not 

legally enforceable. 

Most recently, the Singaporean government in August 2023 accepted the Tripartite 

Committee on Workplace Fairness’s recommendations for the upcoming WFL aimed at 

tackling workplace discrimination. One such recommendation is to protect the confidentiality 

of parties who report discrimination or harassment cases, and prohibit retaliation against 

them.54 Yet, more broadly, employers are not legally required to prevent workplace 

harassment. 

To strengthen protection against workplace harassment, the WFL should explicitly prohibit 

such behaviour and mandate employers to implement anti-harassment measures in the 

workplace. 
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Country Overview

The progress of gender equality in Thailand has 

had significant advances in recent decades, 

notably in education and business leadership, 

where the country exhibits a high level of gender 

equality compared to other Southeast Asian 

nations. Nevertheless, enduring disparities exist in 

women’s representation in political spheres and 

physical integrity. One of the primary obstacles 

in addressing these disparities lies in social 

attitudes towards the roles of men and women in 

both public and domestic spheres.

Thailand is ranked “Not Free” in the Freedom 

House ‘Freedom in the World 2023’ report.1 

According to this annual report Thailand 

transitioned to a “military-dominated, semi-

elected government” in 2019, after five years of 

military rule. Under such political circumstances, 

Thailand’s freedom status is rated with a score of 

30/100, which included a “political rights” score 

of 6/40 and a “civil liberties” score of 24/60. 

Regarding media freedom and independence, 

Thailand is given a score of 1/4 due to legal 

restrictions that limit free speech and 

independent media. 

Thailand’s ranking on the Gender Equality Index 

and other global gender equality rankings 

highlights areas that require improvement. 

Thailand is ranked 74th out of 146 countries (7th 

within the East Asia and the Pacific Region) 

and scores 0.711 in the World Economic Forum’s 

‘Global Gender Gap Index 2023’.2 Even though 

Thailand scores well in Education Attainment 

(ranking 61st, score 0.995), Health and Survival 

(ranking 42nd, score 0.977) and Economic 

Participation and Opportunity (ranking 24th, 

score 0.772), the country’s gender parity score 

on Political Empowerment is exceedingly 

low (ranking 120th, sore 0.101). Only 16.60% of 

parliamentarians (ranking 115th) and 5.26% of 

ministerial positions (ranking 135th) are women.

In the United Nations Development Programme’s 

(UNDP) ‘Gender Inequality Index (GII)’ 20213, 

Thailand is rated 0.333, indicating slightly 

high level of inequality between women and 

men. This score is comparable to the average 

GII score of 0.337 for the East Asia and the 

Pacific region but is below the global average 

of 0.465.  The GII measures gender-based 

inequalities in three dimensions: reproductive 

health, empowerment, and the labour market. 

Although in Thailand women and men aged 25 

and above rank closely in secondary education 

(47.6% and 51.7% respectively), the gender gap 

for labour force participation is significant. The 

rate for women aged 15 and above is 59.4%, 

while the corresponding rate for males is 76.8%. 

Furthermore, the representation of women in 

parliament is limited to a mere 13.9% of the total 

seats.

The OECD Development Centre’s Social 

Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI)4,5 measures 

discrimination against women in social 

institutions, by considering laws, social norms and 

practices that restrict women’s and girls’ rights 

and access to empowerment opportunities and 

resources. In 2023, Thailand’s SIGI score is at 

26.6, denoting a lower degree of discrimination 

in comparison to the global average score of 

29.1 (0 indicating no discrimination and 100 

indicating absolute discrimination). However, it 

is important to note that in terms of restricted 

physical integrity, Thailand exhibits a significant 

prevalence of intimate partner violence (IPV). 

According to data collected by SIGI it has 

been shown that 24% of women have reported 

experiencing intimate partner violence (IPV) 

at some point in their lives, while a smaller 

proportion of 7% have reported experiencing IPV 

within the preceding 12 months.6,7 

Representation of women and girls 
in the media 

The media landscape in Thailand is seen as 

highly polarised - from the mainstream media 

regulated by the government to smaller media 

outlets who endeavour to produce and publish 

alternative viewpoints but often face harassment 

from authorities for doing so. As well as the 
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By Dr Kosum Omphornuwat

65



traditional news channels television, radio and 

newspapers, the country also consumes news 

from more unregulated sources like social media, 

especially through Facebook and sharing them 

online through messaging applications.

Portrayal of women and girls in media

The representation of women in the media in 

Thailand is diverse and complex. Thailand has 

always adhered to traditional perspectives on 

gender roles; women are frequently portrayed in 

the media in the roles of carers, nurturers, and 

homemakers and are sometimes objectified in 

the media, particularly in advertisements where 

they are commodified. This objectification can 

perpetuate unattainable beauty standards and 

further reinforce conventional gender roles. 

However, in recent years, it has been observed 

that the Thai media has placed emphasis on 

women’s empowerment. Increasingly, Thai women 

are portrayed as successful professionals, 

entrepreneurs, and leaders in films, television 

shows, and literature. Social media platforms 

have been instrumental in promoting gender 

equality and lending a voice to those promoting 

women’s issues. Overall, the depiction of women 

in Thai media is evolving, with efforts to challenge 

and alter stereotypical portrayals of women, to 

promote gender equality, and to raise awareness 

about issues such as domestic violence and 

sexual harassment.

Depiction of VAWG

There is little research available on the role 

the media coverage plays in the prevalence of 

violence against women and children (VAWG) in 

Thailand. However, several studies focusing on 

gender and media have raised concerns about 

gender stereotypes and depiction of VAWG in 

societies where violence against women persists 

as a serious social reality. An Analysis of National 

Survey (Neelapaichit N. 2017)8 found that Thai 

domestic violence occurred in approximately 1 

out of 3 families and that 1 in 6 Thai women have 

faced intimate partner violence (Chuemchit et al, 

2018).9

National guidelines have been published 

regarding gender equality within the press. In 

2018 The National Press Council of Thailand 

(NPCT) released a code of ethics and practical 

guidelines for regarding respect of women’s 

dignity and gender equality in news reports.10 The 

National Broadcasting and Telecommunications 

Commission (NBTC) in 2022 also issued a set 

of Television Broadcasting Guidelines for news 

broadcasters focusing more on Human Rights 

and Dignity of Women.11

Since then, Thailand has been seemingly 

proactive in this field. On International Women’s 

Day, 8th March 2023, the Women and Men 

Progressive Movement Foundation (WMP)12 

partnered with the Children, Youth and Family 

Foundation, and the Women’s Well-being and 

Gender Justice Programme, with the support of 

the Thai Health Promotion Foundation. Together, 

they organised a forum, aiming at analysing the 

insights gained from the implementation of the 

“16 Years of the Domestic Violence Protection 

Act 2007.” The objective of this forum was to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

problem of violence against children, women, 

and individuals within the family, and to propose 

effective solutions to address the issue of 

domestic violence.

To facilitate the forum, the WMP Foundation 

produced ‘Report on the Situation of Domestic 

Violence 2021’13 to examine the prevalence of 

violence against children, women, and family 

members. By gathering news articles from 11 print 

newspapers and online news outlets, a total of 

372 news reports pertaining to domestic abuse 

were identified for the period spanning from 

January to December 2021. Nearly half of the 

news stories reported a connection between 

alcohol and drug usage as the motivation behind 

acts of violence. 

According to the WMP Foundation (2023) the 

current state of domestic abuse was a cause 

for concern. Based on an analysis of domestic 

violence news from 2012 to 2021, it was evident 

that there had been no discernible decline in the 

prevalence of this issue. Particularly noteworthy 

was the occurrence of familial homicides. Based 

on the ‘Report on the Situation of Domestic 

Violence 2021’,14 the prevalence of news 

pertaining to killings accounted for the highest 

proportion, amounting to 52.4% of all instances 

of violent news. Subsequently, news about 

physical violence constituted 22% of the total. 

The incidence of suicides accounted for around 
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14% of the coverage. In instances of homicide 

within spousal and romantic partnerships, the 

male partner tended to be more prevalent in 

perpetrating acts of violence against the female 

partners. Regarding the motivation in the event of 

homicide, the primary factor identified was envy 

and distrust of the woman’s fidelity.

The WMP Foundation (2023) found that there 

was an ongoing occurrence of spousal violence 

and homicide, with males being consistently 

identified as the perpetrators. The prevalence of 

violence was steadily increasing, as evidenced 

by statistical data, despite the presence of 

awareness campaigns and legislative initiatives 

aiming at tackling the problem of domestic 

abuse.

In addition to reports on domestic violence, the 

WMP Foundation published a ‘Report on the 

Prevalence of Sexual Violence 2019’.15 In this 

report data was compiled on the prevalence 

of sexual assault as reported in nine printed 

newspapers during 2019. A total of 333 news 

stories pertaining to acts of sexual violence were 

identified. The findings revealed that the majority 

of news stories were coverage on rape (43.9%), 

following by news on forced prostitution (11.7%), 

attempted rape (10.2%), sexual obscenity (9.6%), 

sexual violence involving men against men (6.6%), 

obscene clips (5.7 percent), gang rape (5.1%), 

abduction of minors (1.2%), and others (such as 

stealing underwear and exposing genitals) (6%).  

Out of the 333 news items analysed, a notable 

number of individuals who experienced sexual 

assault were found to be within the age ranges 

of 11-15 years (47.3%) and 16-20 years (35.7%). 

The age range of the women and girls who were 

sexually abused spanned from four to ninety-four. 

Reporting on violence against women and girls

While the WMP Foundation offered overview 

reports about the prevalence of domestic 

violence and sexual violence as depicted in 

newspaper but the Women’s Health Advocacy 

Foundation (WHAF)16 analysed the way in which 

the media delivered news pertaining to sexual 

topics.

Based on WHAF’s analysis of, it was observed 

that most recorded incidents included cases 

of rape, which were frequently featured on the 

front page (Panuthecha, 2006).17 According to 

WHAF, historically, there existed a prevalent 

practice of disseminating visual representations 

of women who had experienced sexual assault. 

However, the media have since demonstrated a 

heightened awareness of the ethical implications 

associated with news reporting, leading to a more 

careful approach in presenting visual depictions 

of those who were subjected to sexual assault. 

The composition and linguistic elements, as well 

as the viewpoints employed in news production, 

were also subject to examination. For example, 

poor or inconsiderate use of language around 

the subject of rape can lead to a widespread 

misunderstanding in society, subjecting the victim 

to further harm.

The WHAF’s analysis also indicates that the 

existing portrayal of rape predominantly stems 

from a crime perspective. The sourcing of 

information in news reporting usually relies 

on police investigations. The coverage of rape 

incidents from a criminal standpoint often 

prioritises the depiction of women’s physical 

attributes and attire. The emphasis is placed 

on describing the crime scene, condition of the 

corpse, evidence, and comprehensive account 

of the act of rape. Offenders are referred to by 

nicknames that connote cruelty, inhumanity, or 

mental perversion. Consequently, the reporting of 

rape news has contributed to the perpetuation of 

rape culture, which attributes the rape problem 

to women and how they dress and behave. There 

is a widespread misconception that perpetrators 

of sexual assault are typically strangers or those 

exhibiting blatantly deviant behaviours, and that 

rape is primarily motivated by an overwhelming 

sexual urge and prompted by stimuli such as 

pornography and alcohol. In fact, rape is a matter 

of power relations – the exercise of power by 

those in positions of higher social or hierarchical 

status over those in positions of lower social or 

hierarchical status.

Violence and harassment of women journalists

According to the UNESCO report, ‘Inside the 

News: Challenges and Aspirations of Women 

Journalists in Asia and the Pacific’ (2015)18, there 

are more women media professionals than ever 

in many countries across Asia-Pacific, but they 

still represent only three out of 10 newsroom 

staff, often earn less than their male counterparts 

and are subject to sexual harassment, while 
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struggling to reach decision-making positions. 

While Thailand’s government routinely enforces 

censorship, Sidasathian (2015)19 argues that 

women journalists are particularly vulnerable 

to the abuse of laws restricting freedom of 

expression. Sexual harassment and violence 

targeting female journalists have attracted 

considerable attention in Thailand over the last 

twenty years, ever since a 2003 incident involving 

a high-ranking government officer who behaved 

improperly towards a female reporter (Prachathai, 

2018).20

In 2006, the National Human Rights Commission 

convened a forum titled “(Female) Journalists 

and Sexual Harassment”. The forum revealed that 

the forms of harassment female journalists were 

subjected to were physical, psychological, and 

structural. It disclosed that female journalists 

engaged in risk-taking to obtain news reports and 

that sexual harassment continued to occur on an 

ongoing basis. Notably, female journalists were 

not provided with safety-related training and 

junior journalists could only obtain preventative 

advice from more experienced female journalists.

In the workplace itself the forum found that 

in return for news leads, female journalists 

were expected to be tough yet friendly and 

to acquiesce to physical contact. It went on 

to report that a female journalist holding an 

equivalent position to her male counterpart 

received a lower salary and male journalists were 

promoted more readily. 

The cases of female journalist harassment 

studied were found to have been reduced to 

a trivial matter. For instance, the excused male 

would admit that he was impaired by alcohol 

and lost control, and that the woman agreed 

to accompany him. Most cases concluded with 

a settlement. Female journalists who were 

mistreated were told to remain mute and in 

one case the male supervisor tried to prevent 

his staff from making headlines, justifying 

his concern for the organisation’s standing 

(Prachathai, 2006).21

In 2016, a senior female journalist spoke to 

Thai Civil Rights and Investigative Journalism 

(TCIJ)22 on the issue of sexual harassment in 

the news industry. She stated that female 

journalists were routinely sexually harassed 

by both colleagues and news sources. Female 

journalists who appeared to be good looking 

and have personalities were often the targets 

of sexual harassment. A highlighting factor was 

the prevailing attitude among males that women 

existed solely to be admired for their beauty and 

charm, rather than their intellectual worth and 

competence as journalists (TCIJ, 2016).

Reports surfaced in 2017 regarding allegations 

that a media executive had sexually harassed an 

employee. This resulted in his resignation from 

the organisation and garnered significant societal 

disapproval. The Thai Journalist Association (TJA) 

set up a committee to investigate this case, 

but the findings have remained undisclosed 

(Prachathai, 2017).23 In a separate incident in 

December 2017, a female news anchor affiliated 

with a renowned television network submitted 

a copy of online chat messages as evidence to 

the Technology Crime Suppression Division. A 

man posing as a senior executive sent her online 

messages proposing 222,000 baht monthly in 

return for her services as his mistress. He also 

forwarded nude photographs of other women 

whom he claimed were his mistresses, as well as 

images of his genitalia. The news anchor notified 

law enforcement to initiate proceedings against 

the man (Manager Online, 2017).24

Needs of media organisations

A series of case studies and interviews were 

conducted with participants and organisations 

to examine the challenges and opportunities 

associated with gender sensitisation in the 

media. The sectors encompassed broadcasting, 

the press council, the press association, a 

gender-focused NGO, Justice Programmes, 

Equality Movements, and academia.

Established in 1997, the National Press Council 

of Thailand25 stands as the country’s first 

media professional self-regulatory institution. 

At the outset, the council consisted solely of 

newspapers. However, since 2020, the National 

Press Council has extended its coverage to 

include those affiliated with newspapers, radio 

stations, television networks, and internet 

media entities. The National Press Council has a 

range of mechanisms aimed at overseeing and 

regulating the ethical standards and professional 

conduct of mass media organisations that are 

affiliated with the council. Presently, a significant 
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regulatory framework comprises the National 

Press Council’s Regulations on the Ethics of the 

Media Profession (2021).26 

Additionally, the National Press Council has 

released a set of guidelines for the media. 

Guidelines of the National Press Council 

related to the presentation of news on the 

issue of violence against women and children 

include Guidelines for the Presentation of 

News, News Content, Opinion Expression, 

and News Photography Involving Individuals 

Affected by Sexual Abuse (2021)27, Guidelines 

for the Presentation of News and News 

Photography Pertaining to Matters of Ethnicity, 

Religion and Gender (2021)28, Guidelines for the 

Presentation of News, Opinion Expression, and 

News Photography Involving LGBT Individuals 

(2021)29, Guidelines for the Presentation of News, 

Opinion Expression, and News Photography 

Involving Women (2021)30, Guidelines for the 

Presentation of News, Opinion Expression, and 

News Photography Involving Children and Youth 

(2021).31 The National Press Council not only 

issues the guidelines, but also arranges seminars 

and training sessions aimed at fostering media 

professionalism and ethics. 

The Thai Journalists Association (TJA)32 

is recognised as one of the longstanding 

professional media organisations. Founded 

in 2000, the TJA’s primary objective is to 

foster cohesion among professional media 

organisations, enabling them to effectively fulfil 

their responsibilities in sustaining the professional 

standards and ethical principles of the Thai 

media industry. In 2006, the TJA released a 

publication titled Guidelines for Reporting Sexual 

Coverage33, marking a significant milestone as 

the inaugural manual for media professionals 

in Thailand. The handbook was compiled by 

the Working Group for the Development of 

Standards for Reporting on Women’s Issues, with 

members from the Women’s Health Advocacy 

Foundation (WHAF), academic experts, and 

representatives from the media industry. This 

handbook undertook an analysis of the contents 

and consequences of sexual news reporting, 

encompassing topics such as sexual assaults 

and domestic violence. Additionally, it included 

illustrative instances and recommendations for 

presenting constructive news.

The Isra Institute34: Thai Press Development 

Foundation, formerly known as the Press 

Development Institute of Thailand (PDIT), was 

founded in 2004 by a group of experts, scholars, 

and journalistic practitioners who recognised the 

need to establish a professional training institute 

for journalists, with a focus on the principles and 

ethical considerations within the field. The scope 

of activities of the Isra Institute encompasses 

the formulation and implementation of 

professional training initiatives in accordance 

with the guidelines set by the National Press 

Council, the Thai Journalist Association, and 

other affiliated associations. The Isra Institute 

also manages mass media research projects 

in collaboration with educational institutions 

and publishes manuals, training guides, and 

synopses of significant seminar-research findings. 

A Study to Develop and Promote Standards and 

Ethics of Media Producers (2022)35 is a recent 

collaborative effort between the Isra Institute 

and the Thailand Media Fund.36 The deliverable 

of this study was Guidelines for the Presentation 

of News on Children and Youth with Implications 

for Families and Society37 to be used as a 

comprehensive manual for media operations and 

training.

The interviewees were: Angkana Inthasa, 

Head of Gender Equality Promotion, Women 

and Men Progressive Movement Foundation 

(WMP); Chanettee Tinnam, Lecturer, Faculty of 

Communication Arts, Chulalongkorn University; 

Jadet Chaowilai, Director, Women and Men 

Progressive Movement Foundation (WMP); and 

Jittima Phanutecha, Manager, Women’s Well-

being, and Gender Justice Programme.

Dr. Chanettee Tinnam, a lecturer at 

Chulalongkorn University’s Faculty of 

Communication Arts who conducted numerous 

trainings in media organisations where sexual 

harassment occurred, concluded, based on her 

observations, that most media organisations 

lacked knowledge and understanding of the 

issues. Harassment incidents persisted, and the 

number of female journalists who experienced 

harassment would inevitably increase. Tinnam 

suggested that to prevent sexual harassment in 

a sustainable manner, organisations must adopt a 

gender equality perspective and integrate it into 

their corporate culture.

Tinnam noted, with reference to her 2015 

study Gender Equality in Thai TV Broadcasting 
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Organisations38, that sexual harassment in media 

organisations had long been an issue. The media 

industry had become ingrained in a patriarchal 

society. Women were exposed to a hazardous 

working environment because of this obstacle. A 

number of female journalists opted to resign from 

their positions after the harassment.

The Women and Men Progressive Foundation 

(WMP) is a non-governmental organisation (NGO) 

that has been actively operating for over a 

decade. The primary objective of the foundation 

is to “integrate efforts towards resolving and 

preventing gender-based violence, sexual 

violence and domestic abuse.”  The foundation’s 

main operations are to provide support and 

assistance to women affected by violence and 

to establish community-based initiatives aimed 

at fostering safe environments for women and 

children within the family and community. The 

foundation engages in public communications to 

reduce gender bias and campaign to end gender-

based violence. The foundation also conducts 

the systematic analysis and compilation of 

materials with the purpose of generating a 

comprehensive report on the state of domestic 

violence and sexual violence to support further 

campaigning and policy work. 

According to the perspective of the WMP 

regarding the media’s portrayal of violence 

against women and children, there appears to 

be a discernible inclination towards progress, 

characterised by an increased emphasis on 

safeguarding individuals affected by violence and 

preserving their anonymity. However, it remains 

evident that the media continues to exhibit 

a lack of comprehension regarding prevailing 

misconceptions surrounding acts of violence. 

In certain instances, news reporting exhibits 

a deficiency in sensitivity. The news report 

places emphasis on providing comprehensive 

accounts and details of the abuse which is 

likened to repeated abuse by the media. Certain 

descriptions provided in news articles contain 

such explicit information that it becomes 

possible to infer the identity of the individual 

subjected to abuse.

Regarding the facilitation of constructive news 

reporting by the mass media, the foundation 

does not directly engage in organising courses 

and providing training for journalists and media 

organisations. The foundation serves as news 

sources, information providers, and guest 

speakers in media trainings. Additionally, the 

foundation functions as a consultant in the 

formulation of policies to promote safety for 

women journalists in media organisations. 

For instance, in some media interviews, reporters 

asked questions that implied victim shaming, 

such as “Is the woman dressed in a lewd 

manner?” The WMP representatives object to 

reporters’ questions and instead provide them 

with facts and information to debunk the “rape 

myth”. It has been observed that victim-blaming 

inquiries from the media have decreased 

recently. The foundation also collaborates with 

other organisations in the networks to coordinate 

public forums aimed at educating the public 

and fostering an understanding of the media’s 

coverage of abuse. Women should not be 

stigmatised or blamed in the news.

The WMP foundation previously managed 

harassment cases involving female journalists. It 

was discovered that most media organisations 

lack mechanisms to prevent and address sexual 

harassment in the workplace. Nonetheless, some 

organisations have attempted to establish such 

a safety mechanism and have consulted with 

the foundation. The foundation has assisted as 

part of a working committee and a consultant in 

the development of policies and mechanisms 

to prevent and resolve harassment in media 

organisations.

Under the support of the Thai Health Promotion 

Foundation, the Women’s Well-being and 

Gender Justice Programme had been operating 

to advance women’s well-being within the 

framework of gender justice for over a decade. 

In the past five years, the programme had 

dedicated its efforts to addressing the problems 

of gender-based violence, a critical concern 

that significantly impacted the overall welfare of 

women. The programme operated on two levels: 

to establish working models that effectively 

addressed the issue of gender-based violence 

and to mobilise public communications, 

particularly social campaigns. The programme 

collaborated with network partners to raise 

public awareness regarding sexual harassment 

in the workplace and in public spaces. The 

Safe City for Women initiative, for example, had 

an online application that pinpointed areas of 

high risk. By 2023, the program would launch an 
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online platform that served as a community and 

a safe space for those impacts by the traumatic 

effects of violence.

According to Jittima Phanutecha, Manager of 

the Women’s Well-being and Gender Justice 

Programme, the media often downplayed the 

gravity of the issue when covering gender-

based violence. News anchors occasionally 

spun opinions into news reports. Some even 

sprinkled the news with humour. Moreover, news 

coverage tended to ascribe responsibility to the 

victims asking questions such as “Why did you go 

there?”, “What did you say?”, “Why did he attack 

you?”  The perpetrators’ actions were allegedly 

driven by jealousy or women’s desire to leave 

the relationship. This implied that men were 

obligated to punish women to maintain their 

masculinity and dignity.

Additionally, the Programme Manager stated that 

during her collaboration with the Journalists 

Association, she discovered that the reporters 

who reported on this matter of violence were 

specialising in criminal news rather than social 

news. As a result, crime news was predominantly 

reported through the examination of case 

documents and the provision of detailed 

description of the abuse.

When reporters conducted interviews with 

local news sources, certain signs of impending 

violence began to surface. “I often heard them 

fighting.” “She used to run away from home.”   

However, the reporters lacked the sensitivity 

necessary to recognise these warning signals. 

News should provide additional insight regarding 

prevention and problem resolution. Those in a 

comparable circumstance would acquire the 

knowledge necessary to locate help.

As per the Programme Manager’s assessment, 

women activists, non-governmental organisations 

(NGOs), and civil society did not emerge as 

prominent news sources. They would only be 

interviewed by reporters to provide commentary 

in response to significant news events or urgent 

public concerns.  Consequently, the networks of 

NGOs dedicated to addressing women’s issues 

and gender-based violence took proactive 

measures by organising public forums where 

individuals could express their opinions, offer 

constructive criticism, and propose practical 

solutions.

71

Thailand

Gender-sensitive reporting in Southeast Asia

Incorporate training programmes

Incorporate training programmes for reporters and journalists, with the aim of emphasising 

the safety of those impacted by violence and promoting sensitivity in language usage. This 

is crucial since the consequences of media stories may significantly impair the well-being of 

those impacted by violence, and reporting may inadvertently perpetuate harmful narratives or 

excuse the actions of those involved. 

Promote gender equality

Promote gender equality throughout the media organisations, particularly in newsrooms, by:

•	 guaranteeing a proportionate representation of women and men in media leadership 

positions and correspondent positions,

•	 developing comprehensive policies and codes of conduct on equal opportunities, sexual 

harassment in the workplace, and work-life balance,

1

2

Recommendations

These recommendations are vital for ethical journalism and emphasise safety, promote gender 

equality, and encourage the fostering of a media environment aligned with human rights principles.
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•	 ensuring the implementation of comprehensive safety training programmes for women 

journalists and establishing robust policies aimed at safeguarding their well-being.

•	 introducing practical measures to promote the progress of women and improve the 

representation of women in the media through the establishment of trainee posts 

exclusively for women, the provision of leadership and management training programmes 

targeted at women, and the implementation of equality awareness training for all staff 

members. 

Facilitate networks

Implement the facilitation of media consumer networks in monitoring the media and 

functioning as a conduit for constructive criticism of their news reporting, with due care for 

human rights and human dignity.

3
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Introduction

This section of the situation report was informed 

by an online survey of journalists based in five 

Southeast Asian countries: Indonesia, Malaysia, 

the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand. 

The online survey of journalists accepted 

responses from July to October 2023 and was 

hosted on the platform, Google Forms. The 

survey was hosted and analysed by the Public 

Media Alliance.

There were 44 questions in total, and a total of 

40 responses were received. Responses were 

collated by PMA and analysed as a collective 

across all countries. While the online survey 

received a response from each country, there 

was an uneven number of respondents from 

each. Indonesia was the most represented 

country while Thailand was least 

represented. As a result, some countries 

were better represented than others. 

It must be noted that while the 

respondents offered useful insights on the 

gaps that may exist within the Southeast 

Asian media landscape when it comes to 

reporting on violence against women and 

girls and women-related issues, the sample 

size cannot be said to be representative of 

the majority of Southeast Asian journalists. 

Instead, the responses provide a snapshot 

of the current situation facing journalists 

in the region. Their insights serve as a solid 

foundation for further analysis of the issues in 

the region and provide direction and guidance for 

future research.

For a blank version of the survey, please refer 

to the appendix. Meanwhile, the 40 survey 

responses have been collated and can be 

downloaded here.

Demographics

Among the 40 respondents, 31 individuals (77.5%) 

identified as female, constituting the majority of 

the sample. In contrast, five respondents (12.5%) 

identified as male. The survey also captured 

three respondents (7.5%) who identified as non-

binary, and one participant (2.5%) who chose the 

option “Prefer not to say”.

Regarding the question “In which country do 

you work?” the survey garnered a total of 40 

responses. Among the respondents, 15 individuals 

indicated that they work in Indonesia, while 

7 stated Malaysia as their workplace. The 

Philippines and Singapore were cited by 4 and 11 

participants, respectively, as their primary work 

locations. Additionally, 3 respondents identified 

Thailand as their country of employment.

Among the 40 respondents, half reported having 

0-5 years of experience, indicating a significant 

presence of relatively newer journalists in the 

sample. Another quarter of the participants fell 

into the 6-10 years category, while a smaller 

fraction, constituting 5%, reported 11-15 years of 

journalistic background. Additionally, more than 

20% of respondents had 15 or more years of 
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experience – 10% of respondents indicated 15-20 

years of experience while another 10% indicated 

more than 20 years of experience, portraying a 

notable presence of seasoned journalists within 

the surveyed group.

Meanwhile, when asked to indicate their 

journalistic field(s), the results displayed a 

diverse array of responses. The most prevalent 

field was “Online,” selected by 20 respondents, 

showcasing the prominent presence of digital 

journalism within the surveyed group. Nine 

respondents indicated a combination of “Online” 

and “Print,” reflecting a hybrid engagement with 

both digital and traditional print media.

There were also unique configurations, with one 

respondent each identifying “Print” only, “Online” 

and “Television” together, and “Advocacy” as their 

primary journalistic fields. Another respondent 

specified engagement in both “Print” and 

“Television”. Notably, one participant reported 

involvement in “Online,” “Print,” and “Television,” 

highlighting a multifaceted journalistic portfolio.

Further diversifying the responses, two 

respondents each identified “Television” and 

“Radio” as their primary fields, while one 

participant specified engagement in “Online,” 

“Print,” and “Radio”.

Respondents showcased a broad range of 

interests and expertise, when asked about the 

topics they usually cover. Some predominant 

themes emerged, including a significant 

emphasis on gender-related issues, with multiple 

respondents highlighting coverage of women, 

marginalised groups, and gender inequality.

Political and social issues featured prominently, 

with a focus on politics, law, human rights, 

and social justice. Additionally, environmental 

concerns and sustainability garnered attention, 

as other topics such as education, health, and 

entertainment. Specialised areas like labour 

rights, urban issues, disinformation, and data 

privacy also found representation, showcasing 

the depth and breadth of expertise among the 

surveyed journalists.

Capacity of journalists

The survey delved into the ethical challenges 

faced by journalists when reporting on violence 

against women and girls. When asked to rate 

their agreement with the statement, “I often face 

ethical challenges when reporting on violence 

against women and girls,” the results exhibited a 

varied distribution.

For two respondents, the agreement level was 

rated at 1, indicating a complete disagreement 

with the statement. Four respondents expressed 

a slightly higher level of disagreement, assigning 

a rating of 2. Most participants, constituting of 

17 respondents, chose a rating of 3, suggesting a 

neutral stance or a moderate acknowledgment 

of ethical challenges in this specific reporting 

context.

Ten respondents indicated a level of agreement 

with a rating of 4, signifying a recognition of 

ethical challenges. Furthermore, 7 respondents 

strongly agreed with the statement, assigning a 

rating of 5, highlighting a significant subset of the 

group that perceives frequent ethical challenges 

when reporting on violence against women and 

girls.

When considering the capacity of journalists 

to report on violence against women and girls 

(VAWG), the survey also questioned both the 

prevalence of training and the source of such 
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training initiatives.

Among the respondents, 32.5% (13 individuals) 

reported having received training or sensitisation 

on reporting VAWG. Of those who received 

training, 5 respondents (38.5% of those trained) 

indicated that the training was conducted 

by their respective organisations. This finding 

underscores the proactive role some media 

organisations play in equipping their journalists 

with the necessary skills and knowledge to 

navigate the ethical complexities of reporting on 

VAWG.

Conversely, four respondents (30.8% of those 

trained) sought the training independently. 

Another four respondents (30.8% of those trained) 

reported that while their organisation did not 

directly conduct the training, it encouraged them 

to undertake training.

The majority of respondents, 67.5% (27 

individuals), indicated that they had not received 

specific training or sensitisation on reporting 

VAWG.

The survey inquired into journalists’ perspectives 

on their preparedness to address ethical 

challenges in reporting on violence against 

women and girls (VAWG) and their knowledge of 

available support and resources for survivors or 

victims. 

When asked, “How much do you agree with 

the following statement: I feel well-equipped 

to tackle ethical challenges when reporting on 

violence against women and girls?” the results 

varied. While 2 respondents (5%) expressed 

complete disagreement (rating 1), 6 respondents 

(15%) leaned toward disagreement with a rating 

of 2. The majority, comprising 20 respondents 

(50%), indicated a neutral stance or moderate 

agreement with a rating of 3. Seven respondents 

(17.5%) expressed agreement with a rating of 4, 

signifying confidence in their ability to address 

ethical challenges. Five respondents (12.5%) 

strongly agreed with the statement, providing a 

rating of 5, suggesting a high level of confidence 

in their preparedness to tackle ethical challenges 

in reporting on VAWG.

The above juxtaposes against the responses 

to the question, “Do you know where to access 

appropriate support and referrals for survivors 

or victims who may require assistance after 

their media exposure?” The respondents were 

asked to select all situations that applied. Four 

respondents (10%) affirmed both organisational 

policies and awareness of country-specific 

resources. Nineteen respondents (47.5%) 

indicated awareness of resources in their country, 

while 4 respondents (10%) were aware of just 

organisational policies. However, 13 respondents 

(32.5%) reported a lack of knowledge in this 

regard.

Finally, the survey delved into journalists’ self-

assessment of their satisfaction with their ability 

to effectively report on violence against women 

and girls (VAWG).

In response to the question, “How much do you 

agree with the following statement: I am satisfied 

with my ability to effectively report on violence 

against women and girls?” the distribution of 

responses revealed a range of sentiments. 

One respondent (2.5%) expressed complete 

disagreement (rating 1), while 9 respondents 

(22.5%) leaned toward dissatisfaction with 

a rating of 2. The majority, comprising 14 

respondents (35%), indicated a neutral stance 

or moderate satisfaction with a rating of 3. 

Ten respondents (25%) expressed satisfaction 

with a rating of 4, signifying confidence in their 

reporting abilities. Six respondents (15%) strongly 

agreed with the statement, providing a rating of 

5, indicating a high level of satisfaction with their 

ability to report on VAWG.

The reasons provided by journalists who felt 

satisfied with their ability to effectively report on 

VAWG included confidence in their knowledge, 

accurate fact-checking, support from their team 

or employer, long-term exposure to the topic, and 

access to the correct resources.

Conversely, journalists who expressed 

dissatisfaction with their ability to report on 
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VAWG cited reasons such as lack of support from 

employers, insufficient confidence in addressing 

gender issues, limited training, minimal feedback 

on stories, uncertainty about the seriousness of 

their stories, limited awareness of the subject, 

and challenges in maintaining victims’ anonymity 

and approaching them appropriately.

Respondents who fell between complete 

satisfaction and dissatisfaction explained their 

stance by highlighting limited exposure to gender 

issues in stories or a lack of opportunities to write 

about the subject.

Newsroom practices and guidelines

The survey explored newsroom practices and 

guidelines in relation to reporting on violence 

against women and girls (VAWG), revealing varying 

degrees of organisational frameworks  from the 

respondents.

Of the surveyed journalists, 18 respondents (45%) 

affirmed the existence of specific guidelines or 

protocols within their organisations for reporting 

on VAWG. Conversely, 13 respondents (32.5%) 

indicated the absence of such guidelines, and 9 

respondents (22.5%) expressed uncertainty about 

their existence.

For those who confirmed the presence of 

guidelines, the key points covered in their 

organisations’ reporting practices on VAWG 

included a victim-focused approach, reporting 

with empathic journalism, a focus on solutions 

and victim recovery, applying a gender and child 

perspective, ensuring the anonymous identity of 

victims, prioritising victim needs, and avoiding a 

sensationalised portrayal of the issue. Notably, 

several respondents highlighted the importance 

of respecting victims’ anonymity, providing 

professional support, and adhering to legal 

accuracy. Practices such as listening respectfully, 

being on the victim’s side, and detailing the 

chronology of events were also emphasised. 

Additionally, considerations for cultural sensitivity, 

choice of interpreter, and protection of the 

identity of minors were underscored as integral 

components of their reporting practices.

These responses underscore the diversity of 

approaches within newsrooms, with an emphasis 

on ethical reporting, victim-centric coverage, and 

legal accuracy. 

The survey further explored the feasibility of 

implementing reporting practices on VAWG 

among those respondents whose organisations 

lacked specific guidelines or protocols in this 

domain.

Though 13 explicitly said there were no specific 

guidelines present in their organisations, there 

were 21 responses to the question assessing the 

feasibility of implementing reporting practices 

on VAWG: One respondent (4.76%) expressed 

that it is not feasible at all (rating 1), while 2 

respondents (9.52%) indicated a low feasibility 

with a rating of 2. The majority, comprising 7 

respondents (33.33%), considered it moderately 

feasible with a rating of 3. Eight respondents 

(38.1%) leaned towards high feasibility, giving a 

rating of 4. Three respondents (14.29%) expressed 

complete feasibility, assigning a rating of 5.

Meanwhile, the respondents demonstrated 

varying forms of ethical approaches when 

interviewing women and/or girls who have 

experienced violence. Among the respondents, 

various strategies emerged, with specific 

attention to ensuring the anonymity and 

confidentiality of survivors. Notably, 25 

participants emphasised the use of techniques 

like filming from behind, employing voice actors, 

or altering names to safeguard identities. A 

comparable number, 25 respondents, highlighted 

the importance of removing identifying 

information to maintain confidentiality while 

conducting interviews in private and secure 

locations was a practice endorsed by 23 

respondents. Additionally, 14 participants offered 

contact details to interviewees, facilitating 

communication for any questions or concerns 

that might arise after the interview.

Furthermore, there was a high level of 

commitment to not sharing victim information 

without explicit permission, with 25 respondents 

recognising the significance of seeking consent 

before disseminating any potentially sensitive 

materials. The same number of participants 

stressed the need to employ sensitive terms 

during news uploads to prevent re-victimisation.

Other relevant practices emerged, including a 

commitment to sensitivity and an avoidance 

of sensationalism; making legal and ethical 

considerations, particularly in cases involving 

minors; and listening respectfully to interviewees. 

One respondent mentioned adapting the 
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pace of the interview to the victim’s discretion, 

allowing control over sensitive details, and fact-

checking with victims before publication, which 

underscored a tailored approach to individual 

needs.

When considering factors like race, ethnicity, 

socio-economic backgrounds, and physical 

ability in reporting on VAWG, 19 respondents 

expressed a commitment to always incorporating 

these factors into their reporting. Four 

respondents acknowledged considering such 

factors but found it challenging to include them. 

Six respondents admitted to never considering 

these factors in their reporting on VAWG. Seven 

respondents noted that they sometimes consider 

these factors but do not find them necessary 

to include regularly. Finally, four respondents 

mentioned that such factors cross their minds 

when reporting on VAWG but not often.

Regarding the framing and contextualisation 

of incidents of VAWG in media coverage, 

various approaches were evident. A total 

of 25 respondents emphasised strategies 

such as highlighting underlying causes like 

gender inequality, using accurate terminology, 

employing inclusive and empowering language, 

incorporating statistics and case studies, 

prioritising voices of experts, focusing on the 

impact on victims, avoiding victim-blaming 

language and harmful stereotypes, and following 

cases from beginning to end, including legal 

penalties. On the other hand, six respondents 

did not frame or add context to incidents of 

VAWG in their media coverage, while seven 

respondents highlighted some, but not all, of the 

aforementioned strategies. 

Meanwhile, solutions journalism was a 

consideration of many of the respondents. 

Respondents were asked whether they highlight 

effective interventions, programmes, or solutions 

to prevent and address VAWG in their reports 

and, out of the 40 respondents, 26 answered 

affirmatively, while 14 responded negatively.

Among the resources interventions, programmes, 

and solutions highlighted by the 26 who 

answered in the affirmative included seeking 

updates from authorities on helplines and 

services for victims; collaboration with 

community organisations; providing contacts for 

institutions with helplines, legal aid services, 

and counselling services; and incorporating 

information from NGOs and relevant government 

and non-governmental institutions. Respondents 

also said they and featured voices from relevant 

programmes and organisations and included 

guidelines, recommendations, and information 

from gender-focused NGOs. 

For the 14 respondents who answered negatively, 

they cited reasons such as a lack of knowledge 

and the perception of non-existent effective 

interventions. Challenges with programme 

managers’ apprehension about association with 

unfamiliar organisations were noted. 

Finally, the survey included a question gauging 

respondents’ satisfaction with their organisation’s 

coverage of VAWG in news and current affairs. 

The responses were distributed across a 

spectrum: 2 respondents completely disagreed, 

3 partially disagreed, 20 were neutral, 11 partially 

agreed, and 4 completely agreed.

Several reasons were provided for the 

respondents’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction with 

their organisation’s coverage of VAWG. Some 

expressed concerns that women’s issues were 

not sufficiently aligned with general topics and 

lacked affirmative action. Criticisms were raised 
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about covering VAWG only when incidents 

became viral, potentially contributing to 

sensationalism. Conversely, positive experiences 

were shared, such as successfully bringing justice 

to marginalised individuals in specific cases.

Instances of transition to new workplaces were 

highlighted, with improved experiences when 

working for organisations who were appreciative 

of efforts to address gender equality issues. 

However, challenges were noted, including a past 

focus on clickbait titles rather than contextual 

reporting. The use of sexism-related keywords for 

search engine optimisation (SEO) purposes was 

cited as a practice within some organisations.

Challenges within media organisations were also 

noted, including instances of sexist attitudes 

among colleagues and bosses. Despite these 

challenges, some respondents expressed 

satisfaction with their ability to report effectively 

due to their experience, networks, and 

knowledge of experts and women’s protection 

organisations.

Positive feedback was given for organisations 

that continuously reported on VAWG, particularly 

cases involving women and children from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Instances of 

commitment to inclusivity and ethical reporting 

were mentioned. Sufficient guidelines within 

organisations for reporting on violence, especially 

VAWG, were appreciated by some respondents.

Meanwhile, acknowledgment of the need for 

improvement and the importance of covering 

underrepresented issues were recurring themes. 

Suggestions for enhancements included adding 

more context to reports, supporting victims, and 

being more careful with language and framing 

of stories. Some respondents emphasised that 

news organisations could do more, especially 

for minority societies, to raise awareness and 

encourage women to speak out.

Respondents further identified various 

challenges faced by them and their organisations 

in enhancing coverage of women and girls. These 

challenges encompassed multiple dimensions, 

from internal organisational aspects to external 

factors like public opinion and legislation. The 

top three challenges, as perceived by the 

respondents, were diverse and included issues 

related to company policies, editorial decision-

making, state censorship, and societal attitudes.

Training gaps on gender parity and a lack of 

funding for alternative media that center women 

as resources were mentioned as significant 

challenges while – in terms of internal dynamics 

–  company policies, insufficient awareness 

in the newsroom, and a scarcity of women 

or gender minority representatives among 

journalists were identified.

External challenges included potential violence 

from the public, concerns about legislation, and 

state censorship affecting the freedom to report 

on sensitive issues. The fear of backlash and 

doxxing (the malicious publication of private 

information), especially in cases involving public 

institutions, was another prevalent concern. 

Several respondents emphasised the impact 

of public opinion, social media reactions, and 

the potential for victim-blaming on survivors’ 

mental well-being. The planning process for 

covering issues, ensuring source safety, and 

editor decision-making were considered crucial 

in overcoming challenges.

The role of editors in decision-making was a 

recurring theme, along with concerns about the 

editorial culture prioritising sensationalism over 

victim protection. Issues related to the readiness 

of survivors to report, inconsistent application 

of social media policies, and the gender 

composition of newsroom leadership were also 

mentioned.

Balancing the gravity of women’s issues with 

reader interest and the ability to understand the 

depth of such problems emerged as a nuanced 

challenge. The relentless pursuit of clicks and 

views, tight deadlines, and the importance of 

mental health were recognised as additional 

obstacles in comprehensive reporting.

The inclusion of women and non-binary 

journalists, and the prioritisation of women’s 

issues in editorial decision-making, were 

suggested solutions. Overall, the challenges 

outlined by the respondents underscored a 

multifaceted nature of improving media coverage 

of women and girls, requiring a concerted effort 

across organisational, societal, and individual 

levels.

Safety of women journalists

The survey set out to gain insight on violence 

experienced by women journalists, either by 
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women who’ve experienced violence themselves 

or people who know a woman journalist who has 

experienced violence.

When asked, “I (or a woman I know) have 

experienced violence in-person or online in the 

course of journalistic work”, a majority (27 out of 

40 respondents), acknowledged experiencing 

violence or knowing someone who has 

experienced violence either in-person or online 

during their journalistic pursuits. Conversely, 13 

respondents reported not having experienced 

such violence or knowing someone who has 

experienced such violence.

To delve into the nature and forms of 

the violence faced by women journalists, 

respondents were prompted to select from a list 

of options. The varied forms of violence reported 

encompassed abusive or hateful language, 

threats of sexual violence, doxxing, threats of 

physical violence, offline attacks connected to 

online violence, threats to reputation, detected 

surveillance, verbal violence, catcalling, and 

cyberbullying.

Among the steps taken to mitigate violence 

included keeping records of harassment, limiting 

the sharing of personal information online, using 

law enforcement as a resource, and taking steps 

to safeguard mental well-being.

Meanwhile, in response to the question gauging 

the confidence in news organisations taking 

reports of violence against women journalists 

seriously, the findings indicate a range of 

sentiments among the respondents. None of the 

participants expressed complete disagreement 

(rated as 1), while two respondents leaned 

towards disagreement (rated as 2). On the other 

end of the spectrum, a substantial number of 

respondents, 14 in total, fully agreed (rated as 5) 

that their news organisations would treat reports 

of violence against women journalists seriously. 

Additionally, 13 respondents chose a rating of 3, 

signifying a neutral stance on the matter, while 

11 respondents each chose ratings of 4 and 3, 

reflecting a moderate level of agreement.

In instances where a formal or informal report 

was made to a media organisation after violence 

was experienced by a female journalist in her 

journalistic work, the respondents identified 

several ways in which support was offered, or not 

offered:

Furthermore, when support was offered by media 

organisations, the respondents indicated that 

there were variations in the level of support. Nine 

respondents indicated that threats of physical 

or sexual violence, whether occurring offline or 

online, were treated with the highest level of 

seriousness by their organisations. In contrast, 

six respondents reported that their organisations 

treated all forms of violence uniformly, suggesting 

a consistent approach regardless of the nature or 

medium of the violence.

Two respondents expressed that offline threats 

received more serious attention than online 

violence, highlighting a distinction in the 

perceived severity of different forms of threats. 

Additionally, one respondent mentioned that the 

level of support was inconsistent, and another 

respondent noted that their organisation had 

not yet established a sophisticated measure to 

differentiate between types of violence.
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Recommendations

Based on the extensive insights gathered from the survey responses, the following are key 

recommendations. These recommendations demonstrate how media organisations can more 

effectively report on women and girls and gender minorities, and address issues such as violence 

against women journalists.

Increase newsroom investment in training

The findings demonstrate the need for increased organisational investment in providing 

targeted training opportunities to journalists, ensuring a more informed and ethically 

grounded approach when reporting on sensitive topics such as violence against women 

and girls. Addressing this gap could contribute to fostering a more supportive and skilled 

journalism environment.

Develop comprehensive guidelines and policies for reporting on 
VAWG

The findings emphasise the importance of providing comprehensive support structures within 

media organisations and fostering awareness of available resources to enable journalists 

to navigate the ethical challenges associated with reporting on VAWG responsibly. In 

instances where guidelines or policies already exist, these should be regularly reviewed and 

strengthened. Developed guidelines and policies should consider the diversity of approaches 

within newsrooms, with an emphasis on ethical reporting, victim-centric coverage, and 

protection for victims and survivors. Guidelines should include directions on language usage, 

framing stories, and addressing potential challenges such as online threats and doxxing.

Develop robust mechanisms to combat violence against women 
journalists

The findings demonstrate the impact of violence, with offline attacks, verbal harassment, 

and threats of physical violence affecting the safety and well-being of women journalists. 

The diversity of the reported incidents underscores the urgent need for robust measures 

to address and combat violence against women in journalism, ensuring a safer and more 

inclusive environment for all practitioners in the field. The findings show a recognition of 

distinctions in the seriousness of offline versus online threats and underline the importance 

of tailored and comprehensive support mechanisms within media organisations to address 

the diverse challenges faced by women journalists in the course of their work. The findings 

also emphasise the need for organisations to continually refine and adapt their support 

frameworks based on the evolving landscape of threats encountered by women journalists. 

Media organisations are also encouraged to advocate for and support legal protections for 

journalists, especially women, who may face threats and violence in the course of their work.

Facilitate collaboration

The findings highlight the need for the facilitation of collaboration between media 
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organisations and relevant NGOs, crisis helplines, and women’s organisations to create a 

network for sharing information and resources. Media organisations are also encouraged 

to collaborate within the journalism community to address common challenges and share 

best practices. Notably, collaboration should encourage solutions journalism by highlighting 

effective interventions, programmes, and support services in reports on VAWG.

Prioritise gender parity within newsrooms

Media organisations should promote diversity and inclusion in newsrooms by not only 

actively seeking representation of women and gender minorities, but by also challenging 

sexist attitudes and behaviours within the newsroom. Media organisations should also ensure 

that diverse voices are heard in the newsroom decision-making processes to enhance the 

breadth and sensitivity of coverage.
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