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ABSTRACT  

On the stage of the Wells Fargo Center in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania Hillary Clinton made 

history on July 26, 2016. For the first time, a major political party nominated a female candidate 

for President. “If there are any little girls out there who stayed up late to watch,” she told the 

crowd, “let me just say, I may become the first woman president, but one of you is next.” Yet, her 

promise fell short, and the glass ceiling she intended to crack, still remained intact. Following her 

historic feat, six Democratic women entered the 2020 primary in hopes to be the first female 

President – again, to no success. Although the press is thought to serve as the fourth pillar of 

democracy in the United States – informing citizens, encouraging political participation and 

facilitating discourse – does coverage of these historic campaigns contribute to female 

candidates’ sequential losses? Can coverage from news organizations serve as one explanation as 

to why the United States has yet to see a female leader at the helm?   This paper examines how 

local and national news organizations frame media coverage of female Presidential campaigns in 

the 2016 election and 2020 Democratic primary. Coverage favored discussing a candidate’s 

qualifications and policy plans, as opposed to gendered tropes or comments on emotion and 

appearance.  
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INTRODUCTION  

 For the most part, Elizabeth Warren’s campaign events mirrored her competitors’ – policy 

proposals, stump speeches and catchy campaign messages. But one signature move set her apart, 

as she focused on one group in the crowd – all of whom were too young to vote – and made a 

pinky promise saying, “that’s what girls do.” Along the campaign trail, Warren would kneel 

down, greeting young girls at eye level and lock pinky fingers with them. The signature message 

stemmed from Warren’s own campaign history. When she ran for Massachusetts Senator in 2012, 

she repeatedly heard she would lose her campaign because the state had yet to elect a female 

Senator or Governor. To silence the doubt, she began introducing herself to girls with, “My name 

is Elizabeth and I am running for Senate because that’s what girls do.” She took this routine to 

the national stage next, continuing the move during her 2020 Presidential run.  

 Although Warren’s 2020 campaign ended unsuccessfully, her pinky promise message 

drew attention to a larger conversation – running for President as a female candidate is a 

spectacle in itself due to its historic nature. All forty-six United States Presidents have one thing 

in common: they are all male. Across the globe, numerous countries elect female politicians to 

their highest office. Yet the United States has failed to accomplish this feat. In 2016, Hillary 

Clinton made history as the first female candidate to secure a major party’s nomination. Her loss 

meant history paused there. The glass ceiling which Clinton promised to shatter was only 

cracked. 

 There is no stronger entity than the media to display and narrate Presidential campaigns. 

Historically in the United States, the press is said to serve as the fourth pillar of democracy. It 
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informs citizens, holds leaders accountable and fosters a mutual understanding of events. 

Although candidates draft stump speeches and key messages, press coverage dictates what most 

Americans commonly know about the candidate and their platform, for better or for worse. So is 

there a correlation between press coverage and these failed female campaigns? Does the press 

unfairly frame female candidates, putting them at a disadvantage? Are these campaigns depicted 

as an uphill, intangible battle or a historic feat? Are voters receiving a tainted image of female 

candidates that frames them as aggressive or unfit to serve, compared to the heroic leadership of 

men who came before? This paper seeks to address these questions by examining how national 

and local print media framed coverage of Hillary Clinton, Tulsi Gabbard, Marianne Williamson, 

Kamala Harris, Elizabeth Warren, Amy Klobuchar and Kirsten Gillibrand in their respective 

2016 and 2020 U.S. presidential campaigns.  

GENDER, POLITICS AND PRESS COVERAGE 

Characteristics of Media Coverage of Presidential Elections  

 A campaign cycle is a reporter’s pot of gold. With candidates to profile, issues to unpack 

and trails of donation filings to follow, stories are endless. Yet the disconnect between a news 

story and information that influences voters’ decisions exasperates the disconnect between a 

reporter’s goals and the audience’s reception. While a reporter may think they are educating a 

reader on a Presidential candidate’s platform before they head to the polls, the framing of the 

story can challenge that intention.  

 Political reporters consider three values in deciding what to cover according to Benoit, 

Stein and Hansen: conflict, proximity and timeliness (2005). These driving forces do not fit well 
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with the mundane narrative of a candidate’s policy proposal or prior work experience. Unless it 

is a provocative promise or monumental unveiling of a policy plan, the focus of political 

reporters is drawn away from issues-based coverage (Benoit, Stein and Hansen). 

 In analyzing the 2016 Presidential election, Patterson agreed that the standard of 

coverage of Presidential elections is “bad news is good news” (2016, December 1). Coverage 

favored criticisms and critiques of candidates, providing an exponentially negative portrait of the 

election cycle (Patterson, 2016, December 1). According to Patterson, election coverage should 

present a high stakes picture of what a candidate’s election truly means for the country, or what 

they would do as President. In reality it is a game of winning and losing in the polls (2016, July 

1). Reporters gravitate to action scenes or stark differences between candidates rather than 

consistent themes (Patterson, 2016, July 1).   

 In this game of winners and losers, polling data serves as the backbone of horse race 

coverage, providing points on the political scoreboard. For a journalist, it is hard to ignore the 

horse race, as the process of nominating a party candidate to take on the opposing party is a 

continual story of winning and losing (Patterson, 2016, July 1). This type of coverage dominated 

throughout the 2016 party conventions (Patterson, 2016, September, 1).  

Gendered Framing Topics and Female Leadership  

 The maternal wall and ideal homemaker – these century-old concepts frame women as 

best suited to serve their household, while men reign over the workplace (Barnett, 2004). A clear 

cut example is the Supreme Court Case Hoyt v. Florida. In  1961, the highest court in the nation 

deemed it constitutional for women to be exempt from jury duty as their families took priority. 
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This ruling applied to all women, including the single and childless, assuming that one day they 

too would need to balance jury duty with domestic responsibilities (Barnett, 2004). Although the 

ruling was overturned in 1975, the sentiment stands according to Barnett: women’s priority 

should be in the home and family should always come first.   

 The gendered notion of female domesticity transcends all professions. Intertwined with 

male dominance in the workplace, ideas of leadership values, female ambition and work-life 

balance challenge women who aspire to work. According to Barnett, if women diverge from the 

home, many feel an inherent maternal guilt (Barnett, 2004). Is their career at the expense of their 

family? As a result, women are more likely to apply to jobs that have a strong emphasis on a 

work-life balance, so they can do both: have a career and a family (Barbulescu and Bidwell, 

2013). The Presidency is not a role that lends itself to said work-life flexibility.  

 Although political participation among women has increased, female politicians are the 

minority against a male-dominated workforce (George et al., 2020). The string of 46 male United 

States Presidents speaks loud and clear. For women who find themselves in positions of power, 

leading in masculine-dominated fields is a challenge. Female politicians face a cross critique of 

their feminine and masculine behaviors, according to Eagly. Women must be assertive but are at 

a disadvantage if they are too authoritative and masculine. They must be thoughtful and 

inclusive, but not so much so that they seem feminine and weak (2007). In these masculine 

professions, women walk a fine line between gender binaries and a need to be strong, skillful and 

persistent to accomplish their goals (Eagly, 2007).  

 This fine line between feminine and masculine can be further categorized into gendered 

policy issues and character traits for politicians. According to Meeks feminine issues include 
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education, health care and reproductive rights, while masculine issues focus on military and 

defense, crime, foreign affairs and the economy (Meeks, 2013 a). Feminine traits present women 

as a caretaker, or matriarch with compassion, emotion, honesty, congeniality and altruism. 

Masculine traits frame men as a commander, focusing on leadership, rationality, aggressiveness, 

decisiveness and independence (Meeks, 2013 a; Huddy and Terkildsen, 1993). 

Media Coverage of Female Candidates  

Given the fact that a woman has yet to hold the Presidency, it is no surprise that there is a 

masculine association with the Oval Office. Journalists reinforce gender stereotypes of the 

Presidency, whether they are conscious of it or not (Meeks, 2013 b). In society, gendered 

stereotypes can be found right and left, from the television we consume to the advertisements we 

see. News consumption reinforces these themes, as gendered ideas permeate coverage (Meeks, 

“2013 a). Political coverage is no different. 

When reporting on candidates in the 2008 election, The New York Times was more likely 

to mention the gender of a candidate when reporting on a woman (Meeks, 2013 a). The repetitive 

mention of gender furthers the notion that a female candidate in politics is deviating from the 

masculine norm (Meeks, 2013 a). In policy coverage, The New York Times favored reporting on 

masculine characterized policy issues. As a result, a narrative is built that links men and policy 

issues with the leadership in the highest political office (Meeks, 2013 a). According to Meeks, 

this means that female candidates have to develop a more complex campaign strategy that 

focuses on masculine issues, to insert themselves in the presidential narrative, while still catering 

to women as a component of their voter base (Meeks, 2013 b). Turcotte and Paul agree, stating 
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that women need to campaign on both men’s and women’s issues to build their base, in contrast 

to male candidates (2015).  A female candidate may also be more willing to talk about a 

controversial issue to play into the media’s preference for conflict and thus gain more attention 

(Turcotte and Paul, 2015). 

Throughout the 2008 U.S. presidential campaign, both Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin 

were defined by caricatured narratives in the press – Clinton was the “cold, calculated and overly 

ambitious candidate,” while Palin was depicted as a “folksy hockey mom” (Meeks, 2013 a). 

Although Clinton received more coverage when it came to policy issues, both women, who could 

not be more different, were equally defined primarily by character traits in the press.  

Much of the literature I reviewed pre-dated recent cultural changes, sparked in part by the 

Me Too movement and more women running for office – perhaps inspired by Hillary Clinton's 

historic position as the first woman to receive the nomination of a major party. My research will 

contribute to this discussion by specifically focusing on the issues that are referenced in 

reporters’ coverage of female candidates. Despite the historic nature of these women’s 

campaigns, are reporters able to transcend gendered ideas and provide voters with the 

information they need to know before heading to the polls, such as policy proposals and previous 

experience?  

METHODOLOGY  

This paper seeks to investigate how national and local news organizations frame coverage 

of female presidential candidates across two time periods, the 2016 election cycle and the 2020 

Democratic primary.  
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Data Collection 

To test my hypothesis I conducted a content analysis of newspaper articles from The New 

York Times, The State (Columbia, South Carolina) and the New Hampshire Union Leader 

(Manchester, New Hampshire). The local sources are the most circulated daily newspapers in the 

states of two important primaries: South Carolina and New Hampshire.  

The data set is comprised of two time periods. The first period, the 2016 election, ranges 

from April 2015 when Hillary Clinton declared her candidacy to Election Day in November 

2016. The second period, the 2020 Democratic primary, ranges from January 2019 when the first 

female candidate, Tulsi Gabbard, declared her candidacy, through March 2020 when Elizabeth 

Warren, the last female candidate to remain in the race, suspended her campaign.  Throughout 

these two time periods I looked for mention of eight themes – work history, educational 

background, policy, appearance, emotions, family history, gender and race.   

Due to the quantity of New York Times articles, I constructed my data set using a 

structured-week analysis. Starting with the date the candidate declared their candidacy, I chose 

an article every two weeks plus one day. Since Hillary Clinton declared her candidacy on 

Sunday, April 12, 2015, I started by reading an article from this day. The next article I read was 

on Monday, April 27, 2015. An article was selected if the candidate’s name was directly 

mentioned in the headline or subhead in the search engine. I also chose articles off of their online 

publication date rather than when they appeared in print. If there was not an article published 

about the candidate on the relevant day, or if the article did not mention any one of the eight 

frames, I marked that day null. For days that had more than one article, I chose the longer piece. 
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The structured-week analysis created a sample of 178 articles, but there was only relevant 

coverage about candidates in 43 articles.  

Table 1: New York Times Structured Week Analysis Sample 

For local sources, the quantity of coverage on each candidate, except for Hillary Clinton, 

was significantly smaller. For Hillary Clinton, I used a random number generator to select a 

sample of 30 articles from The State and the New Hampshire Union Leader. For all other 

candidates, I read all coverage from the local sources. No source wrote more than 30 articles 

about a specific candidate in the 2020 Democratic primary. For Tulsi Gabbard, Marianne 

William and Kirsten Gillibrand, The State did not publish a single piece of original reporting 

solely about the respective candidates. This created a sample of 193 articles.  

Table 2: Number of Articles Per Candidate by Source 

Candidate
Number of 
Possible Articles 

Number of 
Articles with 
Tags

Number of 
Tagged Entries N/A Entries

Length of 
Campaign 
(Days)

Hillary Clinton 39 24 177 15 576

Tulsi Gabbard 29 2 5 27 433

Kamala Harris 22 2 12 20 316
Marianne 
Williamson 24 2 5 22 347

Elizabeth Warren 27 11 62 16 390

Amy Klobuchar 26 2 15 24 386
Kirsten 
Gillibrand 11 2 5 9 164

Total 178 43 281 133 2612

Source Hillary 
Clinton

Tulsi 
Gabbard

Kamala 
Harris

Marianne 
Williamson

Elizabeth 
Warren

Amy 
Klobuchar

Kirsten 
Gillibrand

New 
York 
Times

24 2 2 2 12 2 2

NH 
Union 
Leader

30 5 6 3 27 12 5

The 
State

24 0 21 0 12 2 0
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To collect my data sample I used NewsBank. I constructed an advanced search with the 

candidate’s name in headlines, the newspaper name in source and the date range set to the 

duration of their campaign. I then sorted the results starting with the oldest and worked through 

the campaign coverage chronologically. Both the headlines and dates in my data set refer to the 

headlines and dates in NewsBank, which may differ from the source itself due to print versus 

online headlines and publishing dates.  

Data Sample 

 I created a data set using an Excel spreadsheet. The unit of analysis in the sheet is a 

paragraph. This meant if an article mentioned one of the eight framing categories, I would copy 

the paragraph into the spreadsheet. I would record the candidate’s name, the source, headline, 

date published, author, word count, a link to the piece, a description of any photo or graphics 

used, a summary of the paragraph, the paragraph itself in quotes and relevant tagged themes. 

 If a paragraph in the article mentioned one of these eight themes, I tagged the 

corresponding category. Some paragraphs earned two tags, as they mentioned both gender and 

education for example. A select few mentioned three categories. If a day did not have an article, 

or the article for the day did not mention any one of the categories, it was tagged with a “N/A” 

on the spreadsheet. My data sample consisted of 631 entries from 193 articles. The eight themes 

include the following:  
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1. Work History: Mention of any previous or current position held by the candidate, 

previous campaign activity, work in other industries or previous workplace scandals or 

incidents. 

2. Educational Background: Mentions of a candidate’s educational background, degrees 

(BA, MA, PhD), school names and special awards. 

3. Policy: Mention of a candidate’s policy proposals for the Presidency, previous policy 

positions or plans introduced in previous jobs (if applicable to the candidate).   

4. Appearance: Mention of hair style, clothing choice, weight or the candidate’s physical 

appearance.  

5. Emotions: Mention of mental well-being or temperament, speech patterns and dialect or 

visible emotions such as facial expressions. 

6. Family History: Mention of direct and extended family – spouses, children, parents, 

extended relatives or siblings, family member’s professions, scandals involving family 

members or ancestry.  

7. Gender: Mention of a candidate specifically as a woman, the potential for a candidate to 

be the first female President, the candidate serving as the first female in their previous 

 14



profession, the candidate serving as a role model for young girls or the metaphor of 

shattering the glass ceiling for women. 

8. Race: Mention of the candidate’s race from the color of their skin to how the candidate 

self-identifies.  

Data Analysis  

 To analyze the data sample, I created graphs using Tableau. For each candidate, I made a 

bar chart of their tagged entries (with individual and combined themes, for example, policy as 

well as policy and education together). This allowed me to see how often a theme was mentioned 

and which were most prevalent for each candidate. For these charts, I excluded the null tags. 

EMPIRICAL FINDINGS  

Quantity of Coverage from Sources 

 Across three publications – one national and two local – the quantity of coverage for each 

candidate varied. Hillary Clinton earned the most media attention as she was the Democratic 

nominee in 2016. Out of the crowded 2020 Democratic primary, Elizabeth Warren earned 

consistent attention across all three publications. For Kamala Harris, lacking coverage in The 

New York Times and the New Hampshire Union Leader was complemented by increased 

coverage in South Carolina, where she campaigned with her Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority sisters. 

Warren, given her proximity to New Hampshire from her home state of Massachusetts, earned a 

significant amount of coverage in the Granite State. This included articles about live campaign 
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events she hosted, as well as roundtable discussions about policy proposals she held with New 

Hampshire residents. Three candidates never entered the national conversation of real 

competition for the nomination – Kirsten Gillibrand, Marianne Williamson and Tulsi Gabbard. 

This is reflected in the lack of media coverage each of these candidates received. In South 

Carolina, The State did not produce any original reporting on any of the candidates. Instead, the 

only republished national or wire service content (see Table 2 for breakdown of coverage by 

source). 

Themes from Sources  

 Across all three sources, two themes appeared consistently.  Policy was the most 

frequently tagged theme with it mentioned 31.8% in The New York Times, 41.8% in the New 

Hampshire Union Leader and 42.4% in The State. Work history followed, with 22.4% in The 

New York Times, 35.2% in the Union Leader and 35.3% in The State.  
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Figure 1: Breakdown of Theme by Source



 Behind policy and work history, the combination of the two was the most frequent pair. 

However, due to the prevalence of work and policy alone, the combination of the two only yields 

a 4.6% frequency in tags for the three sources combined. This means, for all sources combined, 

an article either mentioned work history or policy or both 73.5% of the time (see Appendix A for 

all themes). 

 The three sources together provided a combination of 34 tags total ranging from just 

policy to family, gender and work together. The New York Times garnered the most variation in  

tags, with 29 combinations of themes. The New Hampshire Union Leader provided 16 

combinations and The State articles had 15 combinations of themes. 

Hillary Clinton  

 Hillary Clinton ran the longest campaign of any female candidate in the 2016 and 2020 

elections. Clinton declared her candidacy on April 12, 2015, meaning she campaigned for 576 
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days until election day on November 8, 2016. Throughout her campaign, articles referenced the 

previous titles of the former Secretary of State and First Lady in 26.6% of articles. This subset 

also included references to past scandals throughout her career, such as her private email server 

and handling of Benghazi, Libya while she was Secretary of State in the Obama Administration. 

In South Carolina, The State mentioned Clinton’s work history in 50% of articles written, 

compared to 24.3% in the Union Leader and 18.3% in The New York Times (see Appendices B, C 

and D for source breakdown).  

 Despite Clinton’s long list of credentials, her policy proposals garnered the most 

attention. In 34.6% of articles a policy proposal was mentioned. By source, this breaks down to 

35.7% in The New York Times, 45.9% in the Union Leader, but only 14.6% in The State. 
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Figure 3: Hillary Clinton Themes



 Family was the third most popular tag for Clinton with 11.8% in all articles, broken down 

to 13% in The New York Times, 9.5% in The Union Leader and 12.5% in The State. This 

encompassed anything from her daughter, Chelsea Clinton, campaigning for her in New 

Hampshire to mention of her husband Bill Clinton’s successful presidential campaign in 1992. 

 Articles never mentioned Clinton’s race. Appearance, emotion and education were also 

irrelevant tags, as they were only mentioned a handful of times in The New York Times coverage, 

but never in local sources. Emotion was mentioned 5 times, for a percentage of 2.1%,  

while appearance yielded 1.7% of total articles with 4 counts, and education was mentioned 

twice, or less than one percent of the time (see Appendix E for all themes).  

Elizabeth Warren  

 Throughout her 390-day campaign, from February 9, 2019 to March 5, 2020, Warren 

gained the second most media attention before suspending her campaign after Super Tuesday. 

Warren’s coverage followed similar trends to Clinton regarding work history and policy. Policy 

was her most frequent tag, in 46.7% of articles, followed by work history at 24.5%. In the Union 

Leader, policy was mentioned 61.2% of the time, as Warren frequented the Granite State for 

roundtable discussions and campaign events. In South Carolina, focus was on her work history 

and position as a Senator, with work mentioned 56.5% of the time (see Appendix F for all 

themes). 

 The outlier in Warren’s coverage is mention of race. Other than Kamala Harris, Warren is 

the only candidate where race was a tag. In 6.5% of The New York Times articles, Warren’s race 

was mentioned after news broke that Warren self-identified as Indian American on a State Bar of 
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Texas registration card in 1986. Warren, who says she is of Cherokee decent, later apologized on 

the campaign trail for this.  

 While coverage of Warren in The New York Times yielded a variety of themes and 

pairings, local coverage of Warren was far more narrow. In The New York Times, there were 15 

different combination of tags. However, in The State, three categories emerged – work, policy 

and work and policy together. In the Union Leader, coverage was of greater variety but only 

consisted of six categories – policy, work, work and policy, family, race and gender (see 

Appendices G, H and I for breakdown of sources).  

  

Amy Klobuchar  

 Despite running a similar campaign to Warren – announcing one day later on February 

10, 2019 and suspending her campaign two days prior on March 3, 2020 – Klobuchar saw less 
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media attention from both national and local sources. The structured-week analysis for 

Klobuchar yielded only two articles, which could suggest her coverage was more episodic than 

consistent across her candidacy.  

 However, for the coverage she did have, similar patterns emerged with a focus on work 

and policy. In 44.1% of articles, Klobuchar’s work history was mentioned. As a three-term 

Senator, articles discussed her voting history in Congress and ability to work with both parties. 

Articles also mentioned her previous position as a prosecutor, prior to her time holding public 

office. In both The New York Times and New Hampshire Union Leader, mention of work was 

consistent at 40% and 43.48% respectively. However, The State deviated, with 60% of articles 

mentioning her work experience (see Appendices J, K and L for breakdown of sources).    

 Policy proposals followed, with 32.4% of total coverage. By source, this broke down to 

26.7% in The New York Times, 33.3% in the Union Leader and 40% in The State. The State only 

focused on Klobuchar’s work history and policy proposals and did not mention another category, 

however, the Senator gained little media attention in South Carolina. 
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Kamala Harris  

 Prior to earning the vice-presidential nomination Kamala Harris ran a 316-day long 

campaign for the presidency from January 21, 2019 to December 3, 2019. Yet, her campaigned 

garnered little media coverage consistently across the period. Similar to Klobuchar, the 

structured-week analysis only yielded two articles for Harris. This suggests her coverage also 

could have been more episodic, rather than consistent across her campaign period.  

 Again, following similar trends, policy and worked earned the most attention throughout 

coverage of Harris at 39.8% and 35.2% respectively. Although from a small sample size, the next 

three tags tell a different story for Harris than other candidates. Work and policy, gender and 

race, and work, gender and education (as a combined three-theme tag) were the next three 

categories in Harris’s coverage. Throughout her career, Harris, with both Indian and Jamaican 

roots, has achieved many “firsts” pertaining to her race and gender. Harris was the first Black 

female Attorney General in California, and just the second Black female candidate to be elected 

to the United States Senate. As the only female candidate of color, coverage more explicitly 

mentioned her race and historic career achievements across national and local publications.  
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Figure 6: Kamala Harris Themes



 In South Carolina, Harris’s education was mentioned 4.1%, mostly in reference to 

campaign events with fellow Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority sisters. Harris was a member of the 

National Panhellenic Sorority while at Howard University (see Appendices M, N and O for 

breakdown of sources).   

Marianne Williamson, Kirsten Gillibrand and Tulsi Gabbard  

 All three remaining candidates, Marianne Williamson, Kirsten Gillibrand and Tulsi 

Gabbard each earned little media attention. Although Gabbard ran the longest campaign, she 

along with Gillibrand and Williamson never broke to the forefront of the race. All three 

candidates participated in only one Democratic debate, which was the first in July 2019. Gabbard 

and Williamson both failed to qualify for the September debate that followed, while Gillibrand 

dropped out prior to the event.  

 Out of the little coverage that their campaigns did yield, trends followed that of other 

candidates. Policy and work history led coverage, with 50% of total articles for Gabbard 

mentioning her work history as a US Congresswoman from Hawaii. For Gillibrand policy 

proposals led at 44.1%, and 29.4% of articles still mentioned her work history as well. Work 

history and policy were an even tie for Williamson at 42.9% each. 

 Overall, the three candidates failed to generate a significant sample size of articles from 

national and local print media. With the structured-week analysis each candidate had two 

articles. An additional three were written about Williamson in the Union Leader, while Gabbard 

and Gillibrand both had five written about them. None of the candidates earned enough media 

attention in South Carolina to have an original article produced from The State about them. 
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Instead The State, as a McClatchy owned paper, republished others content or reposted wire 

service reports about the candidate. But never did a State reporter exclusively cover one of the 

three women during their campaigns (see Appendices P, Q, R, S, T and U for breakdown of 

sources). 

  

CONCLUSIONS 

Contrary to Previous Literature   

 Existing literature, from analysis on the 2008 election to gender theory in years prior, 

suggested media coverage of female presidential candidates would disproportionately focus on 

gender. Literature also suggested that women would be framed as deviant to their role as a 

homemaker, maternal and domestic figure – notions that are understood to be the ideal role of a 
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woman. However, eight years later, coverage from The New York Times, the New Hampshire 

Union Leader and The State, challenged all of these views. Rather than focusing on gendered 

tropes or the uncharacteristic nature of a woman running for the Presidency, coverage largely 

avoided these topics and defied existing literature. Additionally, previous literature suggested a 

masculine and feminine breakdown of policy topics and character traits, however, this paper did 

not focus on the gendered breakdown of these topics. Much of the literature outdated new 

cultural shifts following the Me Too Movement and increased conversations of feminism and 

female liberation beyond the domestic responsibilities in the United States.  

Policy and Previous Experience 

 If voters read The New York Times, The State or The Union Leader for election coverage 

leading up to the 2016 or 2020 Democratic primary they would have gone to the polls with an 

understanding of two themes: a candidate’s work history and policy proposals. Across national 

and local coverage, policy and work history were the most frequently mentioned themes for all 

candidates. Whether it was Elizabeth Warren’s school infrastructure proposals, that would help 

New Hampshire address a moratorium on school building aid since 2010 or national plans to 

implement a wealth tax on the top 2%, coverage of all seven candidates focused on detailed 

policy proposals. Discussion of policy proposals outlined what the policy entailed, as well as 

how it would be financed.   

 Articles also favored discussing the candidate's work history – the good, bad and ugly of 

it. For the most part, mention of work history included a formal title of the candidate, like 

Senator Kamala Harris, for example, highlighting their current position of power in the country. 
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But, intertwined with mentions of Hillary Clinton’s various elected positions also lay discussion 

of past scandals. Clinton’s use of a private email server during her tenure as Secretary of State, as 

well as the 2012 attack in Benghazi, Libya were also topics of discussion. For Harris, the historic 

nature of her previous public positions – like her election as the first Black female Attorney 

General in California – led to a more frequent mention of race and gender alongside work 

history. Nonetheless, work experience along with policy dominated coverage conversation.  

Points of Comparison 

 Despite a crowded field in the 2020 Democratic primary, none of the six female 

candidates were written about in comparison to each other. The only candidate that had a 

consistent point of comparison to her policy plans, was Hillary Clinton due to her husband's 

political career. The 2016 Democratic nominee had a built-in compounding variable with family 

to deter from conversations of her policy, work history and campaign messaging. Throughout 

discussions of Clinton’s policy, her husband’s stances or legislation were often compared and 

contrasted. Bill Clinton held the presidency in the 1990s, two decades prior to his wife’s 

campaign, yet none of the articles reflect the cultural, political and national differences between 

the time periods. As the only candidate with a husband who earned the seat all the others vied 

for, no other candidate was subject to staunch comparison against a previous President. Although 

Bill Clinton’s stances were of conversation in articles about his wife, Hillary was spared details 

of his presidential scandals. No articles mentioned that he was one of three presidents to get 

impeached. Additionally, despite elevated mentions of family, no articles discussed the 

possibility of having a First Gentleman in the White House rather than a First Lady.  
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Shattered Chances, Not Glass Ceilings  

 Contrary to my hypothesis, coverage of all seven candidates primarily focused on work 

history and policy as opposed to gendered themes – except when it came to campaign suspension 

articles. Elizabeth Warren stood outside her Cambridge, Massachusetts home and suspended her 

campaign in March of 2020, giving one final speech to reporters with her golden retriever Bailey 

and husband Bruce by her side. In the crowd stood Astead Herndon and Shane Goldmacher, two 

New York Times reporters, capturing Warren’s exit. But in contrast to national and local 

coverage that focused on policy plans and previous work in Congress, their article repeatedly 

mentioned the gendered impacts of Warren’s defeat – there would not be a female President, at 

least for the next four years. The gendered focus of their article could have been prominent due 

to the fact that Warren was the final female candidate in the race. Or the fact that Warren herself 

centered her gender in her historic campaign with her pinky-promise ritual with young girls at 

campaign events. The New York Times mentioned gender eight times throughout Warren’s 

campaign, with six of these mentions in her campaign suspension article. The lasting message 

readers were left with was repeatedly that the historic chance for a woman in the highest office 

was lost, and the glass ceilings – a motif Hillary Clinton had planned to lean into, with a 

shattered ceiling falling at her 2016 Election Night event prior to her loss – was yet again, left 

intact.  
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Limited Local Coverage, for Some 

 Shrinking newsrooms and shuttered doors of many local newspapers across the country 

have been a continuous narrative in the last decade. Hedge funds outspend previous media 

owners, taking control of local content and stripping formerly bustling newsrooms to their core – 

firing reporters, cutting pages and shrinking circulation. This means fewer reporters and limited 

resources to cover more recent Presidential campaigns. Although The State is the most circulated 

local newspaper in South Carolina, Tulsi Gabbard, Marianne Williamson and Kirsten Gillibrand 

received no coverage throughout their campaigns. Instead of sending State reporters to campaign 

events the candidates hosted, the newspaper solely relied on national papers, McClatchy 

reporters and wire services to provide coverage. With limited resources, State reporters stuck to 

campaign frontrunners. But the larger message is that these three candidates did not run relevant 

enough campaigns that people in South Carolina should understand what their presidency would 

mean for the state.  

Limitations and Further Research  

 Due to the varied coverage per candidate, the sample size of my data is a limitation of 

this research. In an attempt to create a robust data collection method that was repeated for each 

candidate, especially when each candidate had tens to hundreds of articles about them in The 

New York Times, I decided to do a structured-week analysis. However, for some candidates, like 

Amy Klobuchar and Kamala Harris, this limited my sample of their campaign coverage as they 

only had two articles each through the structured-week, despite hundreds written about them 

both. I suspect that this is due to the episodic nature of their campaigns, with more articles 
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written around specific events rather than consistent coverage, contributing to the lack of articles 

identified in a structured week analysis.  

 With more and more women running for office in pursuit of the historic title of “First 

Female President” the themes of this paper will be relevant throughout the 2024 Presidential 

campaign cycle and beyond. Three focus areas – local coverage across the country, partisan news 

coverage and television – would add to the literature and help build an understanding of how the 

press covers female campaigns 

 Across party lines, trust in local newspapers exceeds that of national counterparts. With 

readers increasingly trusting their local news, an extensive analysis of how these papers cover 

female presidential campaigns would be a valuable addition to existing literature. Although I 

analyzed two major primary states – South Carolina and New Hampshire – I would be interested 

to see how local media focus attention campaigns, or if they even do, regardless of primary 

battlegrounds. Although a candidate is unlikely to visit Wyoming over Iowa, per se, how does the 

Casper Star Tribune talk about Kamala Harris as a candidate? An analysis of the most circulated 

paper in each of the 50 states would allow readers to understand the information voters are 

provided with across the country and not only draw comparisons between candidates but across 

regions.  

 With an increasingly partisan media landscape, it would also be interesting to compare 

how papers with differing ideologies cover these female candidates. How did the Wall Street 

Journal frame Hillary Clinton compared to The New York Times? Did the ideology of the paper 

influence the focal points of coverage for each candidate? An understanding of how ideology 
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shapes coverage of candidates would help better explain what voters know about each candidate 

prior to voting, depending on where they get their news and their party preference.  

 Although print media can have the ability to provide more in depth coverage of a 

candidate beyond two to three minute television segments, transcripts of broadcast television 

would contribute to an expansion of themes in this paper. With television, does the visual of the 

candidate throughout the segment lend itself to more comments on appearance or visible 

emotion? Is a television network able to highlight policy roundtable discussions or candidates’ 

proposals in an engaging clip? How are candidates discussed in debate coverage? I hypothesize 

that television coverage, especially that of debates, will lend itself to frequent mentions of 

gender, appearance and emotion as the candidate is on full display on the debate stage with their 

temperament often a point of scrutiny. An analysis of television coverage would provide yet 

another point of expansion in understanding how candidates are presented across the country in 

their campaigns, across varying forms of media.  
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