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Abstract

The “gender gap”*-a term referring to the differences between women and men in their political
preferences and votina behavior--has been widelv covered in the press since the earlv 1980s.
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The Dynamics of the News Framing Process:
From Reagan 3 Gender Gap to Clinton 3 Soccer Moms

The widely accepted principle for the American media, set out by the Hutchins Commission on
Freedom in 1947 and reflected in professional codes and guidelines, is that journalists should meet high
standards of informativeness, truth, accuracy, objectivity, pluralism, and balance (McQuail 1992, 117; Fink
1995). Many American journalists give high priority to these values (Weaver and Wilhoit 1996, 136). In
evaluating how far the American press falls short of these standards, critics have often focused on the alleged
tendency for journalists to slant the news towards the “ieft,”” due to liberal values (Lichter et al. 1986), or
towards the “¥ight,”” due to establishment pressures and over-reliance on official sources (Lee and Solomon
1992; Hertsgaard 1989; Hermann and Chomsky 1988; Parenti 1986; Naureckas and Jackson 1996). This
perennial debate over press bias, generating more heat than light, remains unresolved since it is difficult to
establish any agreed upon benchmark to measure ideological “bias’” (Lacy, Fico and Simon 1991; Fico and
Soffin 1995; Weaver 1972).

Yet, routine journalistic practices may contribute more to systematic biases in news reporting than
any liberal or conservative leanings within the press. Decisions in the news-gathering process--determining
what and how stories are covered--may prove critical here. Out of the myriad ways of describing events in
the world, reporters, editors, and producers rely upon frames to convey dominant cultural meanings, to
make sense of the facts, to focus the headline, and to structure the story-line. Although the specific details of
a day 3 occurrences might be unique to that day--a plane crash, a presidential speech, a local murder--the way
that journalists observe and report these occurrences has a lot to do with how similar events have been
framed in the past (Bird and Dardenne 1997).

Although framing is widely discussed in political communication, social psychology, and public
opinion research, the central theory remains somewhat underdeveloped. To clarify how the central concept is
used in this study, following Gitlin (1980, 1994), we understand media frames to be persistent patterns of
selection, emphasis, and exclusion which furnish an interpretation of events. News frames provide contextual cues,
which give meaning and order to complex problems, actions, and events, and slot the new into familiar
categories (Norris 1997a; Gamson 1991; Entman 1991, 1993). Frames represent consistent, predictable



Moreover, studies suggest the framing process has certain important consequences. lyengar (1991)
demonstrated that the selection of an episodic or a thematic frame in the news influences how viewers
attribute responsibility for policy problems. For Zaller (1992) the process has a significant role in
democracies, since frames determine our interpretation of public opinion. And according to Entman (1993),
journalists may attempt to be “Dbjective’”in their reporting, and yet serve to reinforce rather than challenge
the dominant framing in the news, a process which prevents their audience from making a balanced
assessment of events.

Yet, although framing is commonly regarded as theoretically important to political communications,
few studies have systematically compared an independent benchmark of “feality”” (the actual events in the
news) against the dominant frames journalists use to explain them. Moreover, we have little evidence to
understand the dynamic process about how frames evolve over time. Do frames lag, mirror, or perhaps even
lead, changes in the “teal’”world?

This paper aims to provide insights into these questions by examining one category of newspaper
stories-- those covering gender-related developments in American election campaigns from 1980 to 1996--to
see how accurately news frames reflect the realities of gender politics during these years. The first sections
lay out the hypotheses and research design. We go on to establish baseline trends about women voters and
candidates from 1952-96 based on aggregate and survey data. Subsequent sections compare the framing
process in the media using three approaches: a Lexis-Nexis keyword search for framing terms in all major
U.S. papers; content analysis of a sample of gender-related stories in The New York Times and The
Washington Post; and finally a critical qualitative reading of selected stories. Like adjusting the focus on a
microscope, this provides progressively narrower and more detailed perspectives on the content of news
frames. Finally, the conclusion considers the implications of our findings.

Hypotheses

Based on previous studies of reporting routines and news narratives, we hypothesize that stories
about gender and elections will be framed in certain consistent ways. First, other scholars have observed a
tendency towards “pack journalism”” (Sabato 1988) and preferences among journalists for narrative “pegs’”
around which to organize their stories (Bird and Dardenne 1997). As a result of shared news-room cultures,
journalistic routines, and organizational structures, the selection of news stories by different journalists has
been found to be fairly predictable:

Patterns of presidential election coverage are remarkably uniform, regardless of a
newspaper 3 partisan orientation. Media personnel at highly regarded papers everywhere
select the same kind of stories and emphasize the same kinds of facts, despite the wealth of
diverse stories available to them (Graber 1997, 246).

As our initial hypothesis, we therefore expect to be able to identify certain predominant frames used by the
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Times and The Washington Post) may be particularly influential in setting the predominant frame and that
other regional papers will tend to follow their lead.

Lastly, at least one previous study has found much hyperbole and exaggeration in media coverage of
the gender gap (Ladd 1997). Given the perceived need for news to focus on drama and novelty and to
emphasize change rather than continuity (Gans 1979; Graber 1997, 118-9), we also hypothesize that the
frames used for writing about gender politics will commonly overstate and magnify changes across election
cycles in the actual number of women candidates and the behavior of voters. We expect to find that the
patterns evident in empirical data will show much greater continuity across elections than media coverage
would suggest.

Research Design, Data and Methods

To explore these hypotheses, we used four strategies. First, to establish a suitable independent
baseline for comparison with media coverage, we examined empirical evidence about changes among women
voters and women candidates over time. We analyzed trends in the gender gap from 1952 through 1996,
examining exit poll data (rather than data from the National Election Studies or some other source) because
these are the data journalists had available to them on election night and in the period immediately following
the election. We also examined data on the numbers of women candidates and officeholders provided by the
Center for the American Woman and Politics (CAWP). CAWP has tracked the number of women
candidates in every recent election and has made the information on candidates available to the press.

Second, to examine trends in the news media coverage, we conducted a keyword search in the Lexis-
Nexis database of major papers (MajPap), counting the number of stories (N=2228) which included the key
terms gender gap and election, Year of the Woman and election, angry white males/men and election, and soccer mom and
election. We focused on the period during and immediately after the most intense portion of the general
election campaign (from September 1 to November 30) in the 1980, 1982, 1984, 1986, 1988, 1990, 1992,
1994, and 1996 elections. We did not attempt to distinguish between lengthy treatments of these themes
and passing references to these terms. Neither did we examine the contents of these stories. We use the
results of this Lexis-Nexis search to establish trends over time in a wide range of newspapers.

Third, to look at the framing process in more depth, we conducted a content analysis of stories in
two major newspapers, The New York Times and The Washington Post, which are widely regarded as “papers of
record’” and which influence coverage in the regional press. We used keyword searches in the Lexis-Nexis
data base, looking for all stories published in September, October, and November of 1982, 1984, 1986, 1988,
1990, 1992, 1994, and 1996, which referred to elections and women voters, women candidates, or the gender gap.t We
identified a total of 321 stories across all elections.2 These were then coded by the date, source, gender of
reporter, length, headline priority/running order, the primary and secondary subject themes, sources
interviewed, and the major and minor frame.

Lastly, we also gave a close textual reading to selected lengthier stories to understand the framing
process from a more qualitative perspective. As Entman (1993) notes, the major task of determining textual
meaning cannot be accomplished by simply adding up messages without understanding the clusters of salient
messages which constitute the broader frames. For example, the phrase “angry white man”” was used only
once or twice in some articles, but often the whole story was written to describe and support this



In order to understand the power of the modern gender gap frame in political science as well as the
media, we need to remember the conventional wisdom which predated it. The first empirical study of gender
differences in voting behavior was Maurice Duverger 3 classic work, The Political Role of Women (1955).
Duverger found women voters to be marginally more right-wing than men in Norway, France, and Germany,
and similar patterns were evident in the United States. As Campbell et al.(1960) noted, in the 1952 and 1956
elections, women were slightly more likely than men to vote for the Republican presidential candidate, in
the region of 3 to 5 percentage points, although this “gender gap”in voting could be attributed to gender
differences in age, regional turnout, and education. Gallup polls also showed stronger female support for
Republican presidential candidates during the 1950s (see Figure 1).

[Figure 1 about here]

During the 1960s and 1970s, the voting differences between American women and men as
reported in surveys were usually statistically insignificant (see Figure 1). The modern gender gap became
evident in 1980; since then American women have consistently given stronger support than men to
Democratic presidential candidates, while men lent stronger support than women to the Republicans,
generating a flourishing literature seeking to explain this phenomenon (see, for example, Mueller 1991;
Shapiro and Majajan 1986; Wirls 1986; Bandana and Lake 1994; Clark and Clark 1996; Cook and Wilcox
1991; Conover 1988).

The gender gap in presidential voting, defined as the difference in the proportion of women and men
supporting the winning candidate, has ranged from a low of 4 percentage points in the 1992 elections to a
high of 11 percentage points in 1996. Throughout the 1980s, the gender gap in presidential voting, as
reflected in exit polls conducted by major media, was fairly consistent in magnitude, ranging from 6 to 9
percentage points (CAWP 1997a). Despite the fluctuation in the size of the gender gap between the 1992
and 1996 elections, the gender gap in presidential voting has been a consistent and persistent feature of the
electoral landscape since 1980.

[Table 1 about here]

The gender gap in voting in non-presidential races also has shown consistent patterns with a few
notable fluctuations over time. As Table 1 indicates, the gender gap in congressional races was 3 to 4
percentage points in every election between 1982 and 1992. In 1994, the gender gap in congressional voting
increased to 11 percentage points, due largely to the fact that men voted more Republican and less
Democratic than they had in 1990 or 1992 while women voted much the same as they had in both previous
elections.

In statewide races (for U.S. Senator and governor), there have been gender gaps in a majority of the
races where exit polls have been conducted throughout the 1980s and 1990s. For example, the Center for
the American Woman and Politics (CAWP) reports that there were gender gaps of at least four percentage
points in 78 percent of the races where Voter News Service conducted exit polls in 1996, in 81 percent of the
races in 1994, in 67 percent of the races in 1992, and in 61 percent of the races in 1990 (CAWP 1997a). In
addition, in every election since 1982, it has been possible to identify several specific statewide races where
not only was there a gender gap, but also women3 votes provided the margin of victory (CAWP 1997a).
There is no trend evident in the number of such races over time; for example, women 3 votes provided the



House continued to increase. Thus, in both 1994 and 1996, as well as in 1992, record numbers of women
ran for the U.S. House.

The data on gubernatorial candidates indicate that a record number of women ran for this office in
1986; that record was broken by a new record high number of candidates in 1994. 1986, 1990, and 1994
(especially the latter) were years when record numbers of women ran for lieutenant governor. While record
numbers of women were running for Congress in 1992, the numbers of women candidates seeking the office
of governor and lieutenant governor in 1992 were small relative to other years. At the state legislative level,
the number of women candidates increased with each successive election through 1992; in 1994 and 1996
the number of women state legislative candidates declined somewhat.

[Table 3 about here]

Data showing trends over time in the number of women serving as public officials are presented in
Table 3. Numbers of women state legislators have increased in each successive election. This same pattern
is not evident for the U.S. Senate and U.S. House. In both Congress and the state legislatures, the largest
increase in women members came in the aftermath of the 1992 elections. However, all three of the women
who ran for governor in 1992 lost, adding no new numbers to the three women governors serving at that
time. Only 15 women have ever served as governors, and the largest number ever to serve simultaneously
was four in 1994 and for part of 1991 (CAWP 1997b).

Keyword Search of Framing Terms in Major Papers

In recent years, certain gender-related phrases --the gender gap, Year of the Woman, angry white
male, and soccer mom-- have come to be associated with election coverage of women in politics. As a first
step in identifying possible news frames, we examined the frequency with which these key phrases appeared
in articles in major newspapers, focusing on the elections in the years between 1980 and 1996. Table 4
presents the results.

[Table 4 about here]

Because the number of papers added to the Lexis-Nexis major papers data base has increased with
each successive election, the data in this table cannot be used to examine possible changes over time in the
number of gender-related stories. However, for each individual year, the data do provide a snapshot of
where the media were focusing their attention.

Articles mentioning the term “gender gap’” were common across all post-1982 elections. None of
the articles published in 1982 mentioned any of the other gender-related terms.

In 1984, when Geraldine Ferraro became the vice-presidential nominee on the Democratic ticket, a
small number of articles made reference to the “*vear of the Woman.”” This phrase continued to appear
occasionally in newspaper coverage in subsequent elections. However, the phrase became particularly
prevalent in coverage of the 1992 elections when record numbers of women ran for and were elected to
Congress. In fact, “*Year of the Woman’”was mentioned four times more often in election coverage that year
than was the phrase “gender gap.”” In coverage of the 1994 elections, references to the “*Year of the



references to the media 3 newest discovery, the “Soccer mom.”” Although references to the “Soccer mom*’are
less common in 1996 than references to the “gender gap,’”both occur with considerable frequency (Table 4).

Content Analysis of Gender-Related Frames in News Coverage

The above examination of the use of key phrases in media coverage could be considered a relatively
weak test because we have no way of establishing a suitable tiniverse ~of stories to say how far these frames
are representative of typical “coverage. We find what we are looking for. Moreover some frames -- such as
women as outsiders --may not be so clearly embodied in single key phrases. Our content analysis of
coverage in The New York Times and The Washington Post provides a stronger test for gender-related frames,
providing more detail but limiting the focus in terms of the number of sources and news stories. Rather than
simply tabulating the number of stories which contain an explicit reference to frames which we anticipated
might exist, in this part of the analysis we look in greater depth at a sample of stories which could be
regarded as typical election coverage of gender politics to see which gender-related frames, if any, emerge.

First, however, to put our analysis of possible news frames in perspective, we attempted to assess the
importance of news about gender politics by gauging the number, length, location, and headline treatment of
gender-related election stories. Owverall, the coverage in these two papers suggests that in most recent
elections gender-related phenomena have been viewed as moderately important by the news media.

The number of stories we identified in these sources varied somewhat over time with the largest
numbers of stories, as one might expect, appearing in three presidential election years--65 in 1996, 53 in
1992, and 51 in 1984. Generally, fewer gender-related articles were published in non-presidential election
years with only 25 articles appearing in 1994 and 26 in 1990. Nevertheless, fewer articles, 28, were published
during the 1988 presidential election than in the off-year elections of 1982 and 1986, when 39 and 34 articles
were published, respectively, suggesting that gender was not viewed by the media as a particularly interesting
or important factor in the 1988 elections.

We coded the approximate proportion of each article which referred to gender politics and found
that about one-third of all stories contained only a passing reference to gender, and another third devoted less
than half the article to gender-related content. However, the remaining third provided extensive treatment of
women as voters and/or candidates. This pattern remained fairly stable over time.

The location of stories in the newspaper serves as a third indicator of the priority given by the media
to gender politics. We found that a fifth of all stories were front-page news, and almost half were on other
news pages; the remainder were found on editorial and op-ed pages or in other sections. Notably, less than a
dozen stories were in style or women 3 sections.

Lastly, we examined whether the headlines for these stories highlighted gender politics. Of the 206
articles which made more than a passing reference to gender, the headlines of half (50.0%) made no
reference to gender. In the articles with headlines which focused on gender, women candidates and women
voters received almost equal attention, with 21.4 percent of the headlines focusing on women voters or the
gender gap and 18.4 percent focusing on women candidates.

In tactinn far tha nracanra nf nandar_ralatad nowie framace in rnviarana in Tha Nlaw Varls Timae and Tha



dominates coverage in 1988 and is the most common gender-related theme in 1982, 1984, and 1996. The
angry white male and the soccer mom are perhaps most appropriately considered as variations of the gender
gap frame that were employed by journalists to adapt the gender gap frame to fit the peculiarities of a
particular election--the angry white male in 1994 and the soccer mom in 1996.

The candidate-related themes present a more complicated picture. None of the candidate-related
themes is predominant across years in the way that the gender gap frame is. Yet, several seem closely
interrelated. For example, in some years, such as 1986 and 1990, a substantial proportion of articles were
structured around the theme of “record numbers of women running for office.”” In at least one other year,
1984, the predominant candidate-related theme seemed also to focus on a record but of a different kind--"the
first woman’”running for a given office.

If the record number of women running is great enough, as it was in 1992, the theme may become
the “*Year of the Woman.”” Just as the “*vear of the Woman’”and the “tecord numbers of women running
for office’” themes seem highly related, at least conceptually, so too are the “*vear of the Woman’” and
“vomen as outsiders/agents of change’”themes. Moreover, these latter two themes seem to be prominent in
the same years--1990, 1992, and to a lesser extent, 1994. The themes of “*Year of the Woman’”and “women
as outsiders/agents of change’”are not important in other years.

The final candidate-related theme, one we did not initially anticipate, shows up in both the early
1980s and the mid-1990s; this is the theme of “a bad year for women candidates.”” This frame seems almost
to be the flip-side of “Yecord numbers of women running for office.”” When it is not a record year for
women candidates or when women candidates do not fare as well as expected, the frame of “a bad year for
women candidates’ seems to be the one that journalists adopt for writing about women candidates. From
these data on candidate-related themes in media coverage, it appears that journalists have used a variety of
interrelated frames over the years to structure their stories on women candidates (Table 5).

Table 5 also highlights the shifts in gender-related frames across elections. In 1982 the gender gap
clearly was the frame which dominated media coverage. In 1984 three frames were employed almost equally-
-the gender gap, the first woman candidate, and a bad year for women candidates. Two frames dominated
the 1986 election coverage--the gender gap and a record number of women candidates. The only gender-
related frame apparent in coverage of the 1988 elections was the gender gap. In 1990 candidate-related
frames were much more evident than voter-related frames, but no single frame dominated coverage. In
1992, the interrelated frames of the Year of the Woman and women as outsiders/agents of change were most
evident. In 1994, coverage was focused on the angry white male and a bad year for women candidates. In
1996 the gender gap frame was again dominant with some focus on the soccer mom. In short, while
common frames are evident in media coverage over time, considerable shifting among these frames is
evident from one election cycle to another.

A Critical Analysis of Gender Frames

Yet content analysis provides only limited insights into the framing process, mainly because the
overall frame may only emerge from the narrative construction of the story, rather than from its particular
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According to Kathy Bonk, the National Organization for Women (NOW) played a major role in
attracting media attention to the “gender gap.”> NOW originally developed the phrase as a dramatic and
simple way to publicize the women's vote (Bonk 1988). The story first broke with Judy Mann in an article
entitled, "Women are Emerging as Political Force,” in The Washington Post (October 16, 1981). The theme
was picked up again in a lengthy, front-page article in The New York Times in June 1982 by Adam Clymer,
who throughout focused on the change among women rather than men:

HEADLINE: WOMEN'S POLITICAL HABITS SHOW SHARP CHANGE

The political habits of women appear to be undergoing deep changes that worry the
Republicans and raise long-range hopes of the Democrats. A variety of newly available
statistics show that women, who in the past have voted at a lower rate than men, are now
voting at roughly the same level. These statistics also show that women, whose political
attitudes used to be barely distinguishable from those of men, are beginning to take
positions on issues that sharply differ from those taken by men.

By October 1982, the gender gap had become established as one of the major stories in the
campaign and was an issue discussed by candidates, campaign managers, and pollsters. The gender
gap frame could be used as a peg to make sense of diverse races, campaign issues, and candidate
strategies. Throughout the 1982 campaign, the focus remained on how women's voting behavior
had shifted, speculation about the possible reasons for this shift, and reaction by party
spokespersons. The story was increasingly picked up in analysis of the mid-term results in 1982,
where the gender gap was treated as one of the most significant developments in the
election, indeed the basis for a possible realignment. In Adam Clymer's words:

But another kind of realignment, in which more women are tying themselves to the
Democratic Party while men vote more heavily for Republicans, could have a more
profound impact on American politics than a shift in partisan dominance. This so-called
gender gap...may influence American life in the 1980s as much as the civil rights
revolution did in the 1960s (The New York Times, October 31 1982).

Coverage of the gender gap in 1983 and 1984 helped to keep women's political concerns on the
political agenda and strongly influenced the choice of Geraldine Ferraro as Vice-presidential candidate on
the Democratic ticket (Borquez, Goldenberg, and Kahn 1988). In the 1980, 1982, and 1984 elections, the
gender gap could be dismissed as a short-term reaction to President Reagan's leadership and the
mobilization of the New Right. But subsequent trends, with American women consistently leaning more
heavily towards the Democrats while men favored the Republicans, convinced even the most skeptical
journalist that this was not merely a temporary blip. Once politicians awoke to the electoral salience of
gender, they tried different strategies to mobilize women 3 support at the ballot box, including recruiting
more women to run for public office, appealing to women on the basis of policy issues, and carefully



identification from the 1970s into the 1980s. Yet, this explanation was not very common. At least until
1994, stronger Democratic support among women, although one interpretation among several alternatives,
rapidly became the conventional way to cover this story.

There is also the question of why the gender gap played a more prominent role in media coverage in
some years than in others. The gender gap was the predominant frame for gender-related news coverage in
1982, 1984, 1988, and 1996 (Table 5). Novelty may account for its popularity in 1982. And in 1996 the
gender gap in voting in the presidential race was bigger than it had ever been before. However, since the
gender gap was fairly consistent in size throughout the 1980s, as noted earlier, it is unclear why the gender
gap frame dominated news coverage more in 1994 and 1988 than in 1986 and 1990. The shifts over these
election cycles from more attention to the gender gap one election year to less the next gives the impression
in news coverage of much more dramatic swings in electoral behavior than actually took place.

The Angry White Male as a Variant on the Gender Gap Frame

The conventional way of understanding the gender gap worked when reporters needed to account
for Clinton 3 victory in 1992. But in contrast, the 1994 mid-term congressional elections were widely framed
after-the-fact as the “*ear of the Angry White Male,”” reversing the conventional wisdom about whether
changes in women3 or men3 behavior were more significant in understanding the effects of gender
differences on politics. In a Nexis-Lexis search of the major newspapers since 1990, the first reference to
this phrase came in an article by Richard Morin and Barbara Vobejda on November 10, 1994, in The
Washington Post:

Two years ago, it was the Year of the Woman. This time around, the election may become
known as the Year of the Man, or the Year of the Angry Man....

In the next two weeks the phrase “angry white male voter’>was rapidly picked by all over the
country in the post-mortem of the election results, in The Atlanta Constitution (November 12), The Houston
Post (November 14), The Los Angeles Times (November 15), The Boston Herald (November 15), USA Today
(November 18), and so on. Interviews rapidly located people who had started to describe themselves as
“angry white men.”” The Washington Post interpreted developments, with considerable dramatic license, as
follows:

HEADLINE: WHITE GUYS: THEIR ISSUES ARE GUNS AND BUTTER. THEY VE
HAD IT WITH DEMOCRATS. HERE'S AN EARFUL.

Day dawns gray and wet on the Pulaski Transportation Highway running east out of
Baltimore toward Aberdeen. ..Drop into the cozy warmth of the Double T Diner at 6.45
a.m., ..there sits a guy named Michael Dolan, 37, a painting contractor. At the moment, he 3
hunched intently over a newspaper article about Newt Gingrich. “1 feel great that the
Republicans kicked ass,”” Dolan says in a Jersey twang that bounces off the walls. 1



Democratic and Republican leaders, meeting separately to rehash the election, agreed on
one conclusion: Angry white men fueled the GOP landslide and could consign Democrats
to long-term minority status.

The Democrats, meeting at Walt Disney World in Florida to figure out what went wrong,
talked about winning back independents, increasing their margin among union members
and finding some way to become competitive in the South. They conceded, with some
discomfort, that all of these categories were a manifestation of a problem that has been
building for a generation:

White men increasingly don't vote Democratic (November 27, 1994).

The “gender gap”’story was turned on its head. The Nexis search revealed no references to “angry
white men’”voters in the major American papers prior to November 10, 1994. However, by the end of the
year, 32 stories had appeared, with the number escalating to 208 stories in spring/summer 1995. Thus, in
successive elections first the Democratic edge among women, then the Republican edge among men (angry
or not), became the conventional interpretation of gender differences in voting behavior--the dominant
frame which could be adopted in a flexible way to cover stories about different regions, candidates, or
party strategies.

Scholars with access to the National Election Studies have searched hard for evidence about the
angry white male in the 1994 elections, but they have come up empty-handed (Tuchfarber 1995; Reeher and
Cammarano 1996). Instead, they have found that the familiar gender gap persisted. Although the gender gap
in voting at the congressional level grew in size in 1994 and men did seem to vote more Republican in
congressional races in 1994 than they had in previous elections, the thesis that angry men were responsible
for either the increase in the gender gap or the election results in 1994 seems to have been a myth.

The Soccer Mom

By 1996, given Clinton's lead in the polls, the “Angry White Male”” seemed past its sell-by date.
Accordingly, we see the sudden rise to fame of the “Soccer Mom,””a revival of the original gender gap story
but with a fresh twist. The first reference to the soccer mom was by E. J. Dionne in an article in The
Washington Post on July 21, 1996. In this article Dionne quoted Alex Castellanos, a senior media adviser to
Bob Dole, suggesting that Bill Clinton, following the advice of his pollster, Dick Morris, was targeting a
voter whom Castellanos called the *3occer mom”=-"the overburdened middle income working mother who
ferries her kids from soccer practice to scouts to school.”” The phenomenon of the soccer mom, seen as a
distinctive demographic voting group, thus appears to have been the creation of consultants involved in the
presidential campaigns (Carroll 1997).
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As the presidential campaign of 1996 enters its final week, its most powerful catch phrase
has just been determined... The phrase is to this campaign what gender gap was to the
Bush-Clinton coverage in 1992 and the catch phrases angry white male and Contract With
America were to the 1994 Congressional contest.

The envelope, please. And the winner is: soccer mom! (October 27, 1996).

Some reporters criticized the “soccer mom””label as stereotyped, over-simplified, and cliched; others
noted that the group “Soccer moms,”” however defined (and “Soccer moms’” were defined in somewhat
different ways in different news stories), represented only a small proportion of women voters or the
electorate as a whole. Notably long critiques include those by Amy Schwartz (The Washington Post, November
20, 1996) and Ellen Goodman (The Washington Post, November 16, 1996).

Nevertheless, much of the coverage portrayed the soccer mom in a serious manner. Typical was a
front-page article in the Sunday New York Times on October 6, 1996, with the headline: “POLITICS--Political
Battle of the Sexes Is Tougher Than Ever; Suburbs”Soccer Moms, Fleeing the G.O.P., Are Much Sought.””
The article explained:

In fact, the white suburban women... who are fast becoming the most sought-after voters of
the campaign season are already known in campaign circles by a... name that is only now
gaining currency: soccer moms.

....By breaking with their traditional Republican leanings and spurning Bob Dole in striking
numbers, according to early polls, they have become a central focus of campaigners and
pollsters who consider them part of the swing vote, without which Mr. Dole cannot win the
Presidency.

[Table 6 about here]

Ultimately, however, the soccer mom did not play a particularly important role in Clinton3 victory. The
pattern of gender voting by subgroups, given in Table 6, shows that the size of the gender gap in 1996
varied in terms of income, work status, marital status, and children. For example, single working women
voted for Clinton over Dole by a massive margin of 65 to 26 percent. Poorer women (with an income under
$15,000 per year) voted for Clinton by a margin of about 2 to 1, as did unmarried women. In sharp contrast,
the category of “Soccer moms’” (defined as suburban, married, professional women) proved to be an
insignificant predictor of voting choice. Like the “angry white male’” before her, on further analysis,
systematic evidence establishing the importance of the soccer mom proved elusive (Kaufmann and Petrocik
1997). Because of the excessive focus on the soccer mom in 1996, the contributions which single working
women, poor women, and other groups of women made to Clinton3 lead in the polls and his re-election
went largely unnoticed by the press.



executive position (New York Times, September 16, 1986), the first woman frame was particularly prevalent in
1984, following Geraldine Ferraro 3 nomination as the Democratic vice-presidential candidate. This frame
was, for example, very much evident in a piece in the Sunday New York Times Magazine written by Betty
Friedan, who in the opening paragraph explained:

In July, as a delegate to the Democratic convention in San Francisco, | joyfully helped
nominate Geraldine A. Ferraro for Vice President. It was the culmination of the modern
movement for equality of women, and | reveled in the sense of limitless possibility it seemed
to offer--not only to American daughters, but to women the world over (October 28, 1994).

Similarly, the “first woman’” frame is apparent in Judy Mann3 column on the day after the 1984 election
entitled, ““The Gender Barrier Is Gone:”’

This election has been a watershed in American politics. In less than a year3 time, the
notion of having a woman on a national ticket has gone from being the wild-eyed fantasy of
feminists... to a historic reality. While polls show Ferraro 3 nomination for vice president
has been at best a mixed blessing to her ticket... she nevertheless has opened the way
permanently for women to run for the highest office in the land (The Washington Post,
November 7, 1984)

Record Numbers of Women and a Bad Year for Women

During every election season, organizations such as the Center for the American Woman and
Politics and the National Women 3 Political Caucus release data on the numbers of women running for state
legislative, statewide, and congressional offices. These organizations try to draw the attention of journalists
to new “breakthroughs’” for women candidates as well as to the existence of any record high numbers of
candidates at any level of office. Such breakthroughs and record highs have been apparent in virtually every
election cycle. Sometimes journalists have been interested; sometimes they have not.

The “fecord numbers of women’” frame is one that reporters have used across elections, but it was
particularly prominent in 1986 and 1990 (Table 5). A September 14, 1986, column by David Broder in The
Washington Post provides an example of the use of this frame:

From Arliss Sturgulewski in Alaska to Julie Belaga in Connecticut, women candidates (like
those two gubernatorial nominees) are on the move in 1986, seeking higher offices in
greater numbers than ever before. An accident? A coincidence? Hardly. The smart
operators have seen it coming and can explain convincingly why it is happening now....

Most of us were dazzled when returns from last Tuesday 3 primaries in nine states showed
32 women had been nominated for statewide or federal office. It capped a year in which six



choice female candidates, this has been a record year for women running for state-wide
office. More than half of the 85 candidates were elected, and when they take office next
year, a total of 59 women will be in those high posts.

None of this will come as a surprise in this area. Women were elected city-wide for mayor
of the District of Columbia, for two at-large seats on the city council and for delegate to
Congress. And adjacent jurisdictions already have women in state-wide office: Mary Sue
Terry, the attorney general of Virginia, and Barbara Mikulski, a U.S. senator from Maryland.
But around the county and across party lines, voters chose women for important leadership
positions.

An opposing frame to the “Yecord numbers of women,”” and one which also has been employed
across election cycles, is the “bad year for women’”frame. This frame was most frequently employed in 1994
and 1984 (Table 5). A September 6, 1994, front-page article in The Washington Post, for example, opened with
the question, “1f 1992 was the Year of the Woman, is 1994 the Year of the Woman in Trouble?”” The article
continued:

Two years after voters sent a record number of women to Congress, the political landscape
has changed and many of the incumbent female lawmakers are in tough reelection fights.

Thirteen of the 48 female House members... are in danger of losing their seats.

The “bad year for women”” frame was also applied in 1984 when the addition of Geraldine Ferraro
to the ticket failed to deliver a Democratic victory. The following excerpt from an article the day after the
1984 election provides an entertaining illustration:

Three television sets were on, each tuned to a different network... Kathy Wilson, chair of
the National Women3 Political Caucus, and her staffers gathered around... and waited
hopefully for scarce good news, turning down the volume on one television to tune in the
other two.

Suddenly a woman3 face appeared on the silent set, the word WINNER triumphantly
bannered above her head.

“Winner!”” cried Rosalie Whalen, executive director of the National Women3 Education
Fund. “Winner! Who is that? Is that one of ours?”” She quickly turned up the volume.
The woman, it was announced, was the winner of the lottery.



The distortion that comes with either frame--record numbers of women or a bad year for women--is
that every year is a record year for women candidates somewhere at some level of office and every year is a
bad year for women somewhere at some level. For example, while 1994 was frequently portrayed in the
press as a bad year for women in politics (Table 5), record numbers of women ran for and were elected to
statewide offices generally, and the office of lieutenant governor more specifically (Table 2), in that year. In
other words, 1994 really was a record year for women running at statewide levels, and yet the press chose not
to emphasize this story. Similarly, 1992, which was commonly framed as the Year of the Woman and a good
year for women candidates, was a particularly bad year for women who ran for governor, where only three
women won their party nominations and all three lost general elections.

The Year of the Woman and Women as Outsiders/Agents of Change

The “ear of the Woman *frame was occasionally used in previous elections but the term first came
into popular currency in 1990, before taking off like wildfire in 1992 when record numbers of women ran for
Congress. We identified 584 stories using this phrase in major papers during this election alone (Table 4).
The following article in The Washington Post reflects a typical example of the use of this frame:

HEADLINE: OUTRAGE FUELED WINS BY WOMEN

Tuesday 3 elections produced record numbers of new congressional women, tripling elected
female membership in the Senate and increasing it by two-thirds in the House in one
enormous surge.

Despite the triumph and accompanying glitter, however, the “Year of the Woman”>may be a
rare event, unlikely to repeat itself any time in the near future (November 5, 1992).

Another closely related frame was “Wwomen as outsiders/agents of change,”” which has also been
found internationally when covering the entry of new women leaders as heads of state (Norris 1997).

Sometimes the two themes, the Year of the Woman and women as outsiders, were interwoven into
the same article. Typical was Guy Gugliotta3 post-1992 election story in The Washington Post:

HEADLINE: YEAR OF THE WOMAN BECOMES REALITY AS RECORD NUMBER
WIN SEATS

They took their inspiration from Anita F. Hill, saw their opportunity in an electorate hungry
for change and cast themselves as outsiders in a year when outsiders could be fashionable.

And it worked. Yesterday, a record number of women won seats in Congress, making the
“Year of the Woman’ a reality. Four female newcomers won or were projected to win
election to the Senate -- tripling the number of elected women currently serving....”



But women remained far from parity. Most women who challenged House or Senate incumbents
lost, often by large margins. Moreover, it was not the year for women of both parties; only 3 nonincumbent
Republicans who ran for Congress won.

Women's representation in Congress remained low compared with legislatures in many established
democracies. If we compare the proportion of women in the House with comparable legislatures, there are
twice as many women in Canada, Austria, and Germany; three times as many in the Netherlands and
Denmark; four times as many in Sweden, Norway, and Finland (Norris 1996). The 1992 increases brought
the U.S. up to the world average, no better. In this context, the election could have been framed equally
accurately as the year where women's gains in the United States were much as might be expected from
worldwide secular trends, or the year where America did much worse than many comparable countries.
Instead, the frame overwhelmingly emphasized the positive news of “dramatic’”gains.

This is not to dispute that there were important gains for women in office in 1992, but rather to
challenge the hype and exaggeration which can leave readers with the impression that the change was more
dramatic than it really was. In many ways, the real surprise was that the 1992 increase had not happened
earlier or gone further. Similar developments in the 1992 British general election, where women Members of
Parliament (MPs) increased from 6.2 to 9.6 per cent, were covered by the press in one or two articles at most
and were regarded by women activists as relatively disappointing. It was only when the proportion of
women MPs doubled in Britain, surging to 18 percent following the 1997 election, that journalists started to
sit up and take notice.

Moreover, although some new women members of Congress were relatively new to politics, others
had accumulated a considerable track record of political experience and could not accurately be termed
political “outsiders.”” And while many women candidates might well be agents of change who bring
distinctive perspectives to politics that have been previously underrepresented, they bring those perspectives
in every election, not just in 1992. In short, the “*vear of the Woman’” frame for the 1992 U.S. elections,
along with the women as outsiders frame that often accompanied it, offered only one of several possible
interpretations for the outcome of the elections.

Conclusions

We set out to establish whether we could identify certain predominant frames used by the news
media to structure stories about gender politics in election campaigns; to analyze how these frames varied
over time; and to compare these frames against a benchmark based on aggregate and survey data to see how
far changes in news frames reflect changes in the reality of gender politics.

We can conclude that the news media often tend to use relatively simple frames as a way of
conveying to their readers a straightforward narrative, written around a particular ‘peg' or story-line. Yet
we did find that, much like the fashion industry 3 use of skirt hem-lines, the process was dynamic. In some
elections a predominant gender-related frame was apparent in many stories (eg the Angry White Male *frame
in the aftermath of 1994). In other campaigns, we identified multiple frames, with the gender gap”frame
usually providing the richest source of stories. The predominance of shared frames as a way of writing about,
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to the pattern in survey data. In the same way, journalistic attention to stories about women candidates tend
to rise and fall in cycles, but often to emphasize similar themes. Moreover, we can speculate that perhaps
there is an even broader dynamic whereby press attention cycles between stories about women as voters and
women as candidates in successive campaigns. If so, this would suggest that interest in Soccer Moms having
subsided, we might well expect some variation of a rediscovery of women as candidates in 1998.

And, it can be argued, that this framing process does have important consequences. The very
pervasiveness of gendered frames means that this also starts to invade political discourse among politicians,
pollsters, party managers, political scientists, and therefore perhaps the way that we understand the issues
symbolized by any electoral choice. Angry White Males”and Soccer Moms” may be political myths,
compared with the hard numbers in surveys, but they take on a reality if candidates start to believe in them,
and thereby shape their political strategy accordingly. While journalists probably cannot avoid this process, if
they are to communicate with their audience, nevertheless we should become aware of how framing shapes
our understanding of gender politics.



Table 1: Proportions of Women and Men Who Voted for the Democratic Candidate for the U.S. House*

% Women % Men
1982 57 54
1984 49 45
1986 54 51
1988 48 45
1990 52 48
1992 55 52
1994 54 43
1996 53 44

Source: *Data for 1992 through 1996 are from the Voter News Service exit polls; data for 1982 through
1990 are from exit polls conducted by CBS News/New York Times.



Table 2: Numbers of Women Candidates for Various Offices, 1982-1996*

U.S. Senate U.S. House Governor Lt. Governor | State Legislature
1982 3 55 7 1643
1984 10 65 1 6 1756
1986 6 64 8 11 1813
1988 2 59 2 2 1853
1990 8 69 8 19 2064
1992 11 106 3 7 2375
1994 9 112 10 29 2285
1996 9 120 6 9 2274

Source: *Figures furnished by the Center for the American Woman and Politics.




Table 3: Numbers of Women Serving in Legislative Offices, 1983-1997*

U.S. Senate U.S. House State Legislature
1983 2 22 991
1985 2 23 1103
1987 2 23 1170
1989 2 29 1270
1991 4 28 1368
1993 7 47 1524
1995 9 48 1532
1997 9 50 1598

Source: *Data from the Center for the American Woman and Politics.

The U.S. Senate and House figures represent the total number of women to serve in each corresponding
session of Congress.



Table 4: The Rise and Fall of Gender-Related Phrases

Year 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996

Gender Gap 0 31 44 25 85 63 124 95 547
Year of the Woman 0 0 3 1 3 30 584 134 43
Angry White Male * 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 19 32
Soccer Mom 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 355
Total 0 31 47 26 88 93 718 248 977

Note: Nexis-Lexis keyword search of “Major Papers””database using term “
September 1 through November 30 per election year. Table entries reflect number of stories using these

terms.

*|t should be noted that since the first reference to this phrase seems to have occurred after the 1994

and election””from

election, the main surge in stories using this frame is not reflected in this table since it occurred in 1995.




Table 5: Frames in The New York Times and Washington Post

Frame | 1982 | 1984 | 1986 1988 | 1990 | 1992 | 1994 | 1996

Gender Gap 333 24.3 25.0 100.0 13.3 9.1 6.3 49.0

Soccer Mom 8.2

Angry White Male --| 188

Record No. of Women 4.8 375 20.0 3.0

FirstWoman | 48| 216| 63 A [ -

Bad Year for Women 4.8 16.2 ---| 18.8 2.0

Year of the Woman 6.7 15.2 6.3

Outsiders/Agents of 26.7 18.2 6.3
Change

Total = 21 37 16 13 15 33 16 49

Note: Proportions of Articles about gender politics in elections in The New York Times and The Washington Post
Employing Different Gender Related Frames, 1982-1996

Source: Lexis-Nexis search



Table 6 The Gender Gap 1996

Voters for Clinton

Mal e Femal e Gap
ALL 42 59 17
EDUC
No hi gh school 45 55 9
Hi gh school 39 61 21
Some col | ege 40 60 20
Col | ege 42 58 16
Post gr ad 45 56 11
| NCOVE
Under $15K 33 67 34
$15- 30K 38 62 24
$30- 50K 44 57 13
$5- 75K 44 56 12
$75- 100 50 50 0
$100K+ 53 47 -6
POP AREA
Over 500, 000 42 58 17
50- 500, 000 42 58 17
Subur bs 41 59 18
10- 50, 000 42 58 17
Rur al 43 57 15
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! The actual search formulaused was. ((wontn w 2 voter) or (wontn w 2 candi date) or
(gender gap)) and el ection.

2 We excluded from our analysis all letters to the editor and any article where the reference to
women voters or candidates was completely superficial or irrelevant, such as“ men and women
voters’ or “League of Women Voters.”



