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1. Introduction 
 

In the wake of the #MeToo movement, public discourse on sexual harassment has gained an 

increasingly prominent presence in the media during the past few years. Though founded in 2006 by 

American activist Tarana Burke, the movement did not reach the popular consciousness until 2017 

when it was popularized by actor Alyssa Milano, who introduced the viral hashtag of #MeToo to a 

global audience to raise awareness on the widespread prevalence of sexual misconduct and as a means 

to encourage victims of sexual abuse to speak up (Khomami, 2017). This re-emergence of the 

movement was prompted by the Harvey Weinstein sexual abuse allegations, and in the subsequent 

months the movement, along with the Time’s Up campaign in early 2018, successfully drew focus on 

not only sexual harassment in Hollywood but also in other institutions with similar internal power 

imbalances and played an important part in exposing a number of men misusing their positions of 

power.  

Although the phenomenon itself has been a topic of considerable amount of discussion, the 

timeline of the movement makes it so that a more comprehensive analysis of the long-term effects of 

the movement is only now becoming a possibility. The purpose of this study is to do precisely that 

by quantitatively and qualitatively analysing whether the evolving social consciousness on the subject 

of sexual misconduct is reflected on the headlines spanning a timeframe from before and after the 

movement’s re-emergence. As the movement has been discussed perhaps most prominently in the 

United States, I have selected two US publications with differing political leanings as the basis of my 

study. The differing political stances of the publications also introduces another point of comparison 

within the source material and allows for a more comprehensive analysis on whether the liberal-

conservative division is evident in the handling of the topic.  

As the topic of sexual harassment is, especially in the #MeToo era, closely related to the 

question of power and the misuse of it, the main theoretical framework chosen for the study is Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA). Along with Burt’s (1980) rape myths and the concepts of news actors 

and news values as introduced by Bednarek and Caple (2012), CDA is employed to dissect the ways 

in which the maintained dominance and exploitation surfaces in the headlines analysed and how this 

fits in with existing research on the subject.  
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1.1 Research questions 

The goal of the thesis is to answer the following research questions:  

1) How has sexual harassment been discussed prior to the #MeToo movement and after it shed 

light on the widespread problem of sexual misconduct amongst men in positions of power?  

2) Who is the focus of the headlines, the perpetrator or the victim? 

3) Does reporting on sexual harassment differ depending on the political stance of the 

publication in question?  

4) How are rape myths employed to portray the (alleged) perpetrators and victims of sexual 

harassment? 

 

1.2 Significance of the study 

Research on sexual misconduct and its representation in media is more prevalent an issue than ever 

considering the scale and context of the social movements surrounding the subject during the past 

few years. That said, although a number of studies have been conducted on the media’s reaction to 

#MeToo and the movement itself (e.g. Eilermann, 2018; Källvik, 2018; Nuraddin, 2018), little 

research has been done on its effects on news discourse surrounding sexual harassment on a more 

general level, let alone on a more long-term basis. This is due to the timeline of the movement itself: 

the movement rose to the spotlight in October 2017, which means that a more comprehensive study 

on the reporting surrounding sexual harassment in light of the social movement is only now becoming 

a possibility.   

This study does thus provide not only an analysis on the effects of the movement itself but 

also valuable insight into the changing landscape of discourse on sexual harassment as well as an 

updated view on how victims and harassers are discussed as we enter a new decade. This information 

is not only important for its academic context but it is also meaningful in the field of journalism on a 

more general, societal level.  

Further significance of the study stems from the fact that most previous academic studies into 

the subject of sexual harassment in news discourse and media portrayals surround entire news stories 

instead of headlines. While the choice of headlines as a source of data was made mainly based on the 

time-frame and the chosen methodology of the present study, the headlines in and of themselves are 

a valuable part of a news story that are a worthwhile focal point of news discourse surrounding any 

given topic, especially given that headlines are often the first and only thing the reader sees of a story.  
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2. Background 
 

The aim of this chapter is to introduce the key contexts in which the present study takes place, to 

provide an outline of the existing literature on discourse on sexual harassment, and to introduce the 

different components that make up the theoretical framework of the study. The chapter first provides 

context for the study by introducing the #MeToo movement and its timeline as well as the publications 

analysed later on in the thesis. The chapter then moves on to take a closer look on the existing analysis 

on the subject of sexual harassment in news discourse and finally introduces some of the key 

components of the theoretical framework employed in the course of the study.  

 

2.1 The #MeToo movement 

The #MeToo movement hit global consciousness after the surfacing of widespread sexual abuse 

allegations against producer Harvey Weinstein in October 2017, when American actor Alyssa Milano 

employed the hashtag to give a voice to women who’d been victims of sexual misconduct. Milano 

posted the following on the social media platform Twitter: “If all the women who have been sexually 

harassed or assaulted wrote ‘Me too.’ as a status, we might give people a sense of the magnitude of 

the problem.” and “If you’ve ever been sexually harassed or assaulted write ‘me too’ as a reply to this 

tweet” (Milano, 2017). The hashtag soon became a way for people to share their personal experiences 

with sexual violence and stand in solidarity with other survivors, and gained exposure through a 

number of women in the public eye employing the hashtag (D’Zurilla, 2017; Garcia, 2017).  

Although Milano is often credited as the founding voice of the movement bearing the name 

of the viral hashtag, the movement was actually established over a decade earlier in 2006 by American 

activist Tarana Burke who began using the phrase “Me Too” on the social network Myspace. She 

was inspired to use the phrase after finding herself unable to comfort a 13-year-old girl who told her 

about her experience with sexual assault and later wishing she had told the girl she too shared her 

experience (Garcia, 2017; Guerra, 2017; Leah, 2017; Shugerman, 2017). Burke herself describes the 

purpose of the movement as a means of “empowerment through empathy” among women of colour 

who have faced sexual harassment (D’Zurilla, 2017; Shugerman, 2017) but has later acknowledged 

the global reach of the movement (Snyder & Lopez, 2017).  
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2.2 Wall Street Journal and New York Times 

2.2.1 The Wall Street Journal 

Wall Street Journal was established in 1882 by journalists Charles Dow and Edward D. Jones as part 

of Dow Jones & Company. Wall Street Journal is one of the largest daily newspapers in the United 

States with a circulation of approximately 2.834 million copies as of August 2019 (News Corporation, 

2019). Although the publication has historically mainly focused on topics surrounding finance and 

economy, it has since expanded its scope to, for example, the world of politics and current affairs, 

making it an eligible source of data for the present study.  

 Wall Street Journal is typically viewed as a fairly conservative publication, especially after it 

was purchased by Rupert Murdoch in 2007, who owns multiple right-leaning media corporations 

(Carr, 2017; Collins & Wagner, 2014). Despite its political leaning, the publication typically refrains 

from endorsing any political candidates outright. Despite this, Wall Street Journal’s editorial pages 

and columns have typically gained ground in American conservative circles and their reporting has 

faced criticism for “soft news coverage” surrounding conservative politicians, including President 

Trump (Vernon, 2017).  

2.2.2 The New York Times 

New York Times was established in 1851 by Henry Jarvis Raymond and George Jones. In its early 

days, the paper was affiliated with the Republican party until its endorsement of the democratic 

presidential candidate Grover Cleveland during the 1880s (Davis, 1921). Since then, the publication 

has been known for its liberal stance and it has typically dedicated space for democratic standpoints 

and points of discussion (Archer & Clinton, 2017). Despite being a fairly prestigious publication 

that is known as the newspaper with the most Pulitzer Prizes, New York Times is slightly smaller in 

circulation than its more conservative New York based counterpart Wall Street Journal (The New 

York Times Company, 2018).  

 

2.3 Sexual misconduct in media 

The purpose of this section is to provide an overlook on the themes surrounding sexual harassment 

and its portrayal in media. Previous academic work on the subject of sexual harassment in the media 

shows some common themes including the tendency to highlight the power imbalance between the 

perpetrator and the victim as a basis for sexual harassment, the prevalence of the narrative of shared 

responsibility and the portrayal of perpetrators as deviant individuals. In this section, I discuss these 
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themes in further detail to highlight the prevailing themes surrounding sexual harassment in its media 

representations. These themes are later referred to as basis for the discussion on the results of the 

present study.  

2.3.1 The “classic” cases of sexual harassment 

During the past few years, research on media representations of sexual misconduct has become all 

the more prevalent. This research sheds light on some of the over-arching trends in how sexual 

harassment and its victims and perpetrators get presented by the media. One such trend stems from 

the power imbalance between the (male) perpetrator and the (female) victim. For example, in their 

study on how sexual harassment in the workplace gets covered by media, McDonald and 

Charlesworth (2013) found that media often focuses on “classic” cases of sexual harassment where 

the power imbalance between the victim and the perpetrator emerges from their respective positions 

within the workplace. Similarly, Pollack (2001) observed that crime reporting on a more general level 

focuses heavily on a high-status male perpetrator who operates in a male-dominated world. The theme 

of a male-dominated setting is also brought up by Cobos (2014) who found that news discourse 

surrounding sexual harassment often surfaces in the context of stereotypically “hyper-masculine” 

institutions such as college sports and the military. 

What is interesting in the context of media and its focus on sexual harassment as something 

directly connected to formally established power positions is that the construction of power as 

something hierarchically held by individuals in positions of formal authority is somewhat of a 

masculine view on power. This is demonstrated by Dougherty (2006), who found that while men tend 

to view sexual harassers as managers and supervisors, women actually tended to think of power as 

more of a negotiated process wherein power is gained and lost through interactions and thus all 

members of an organisation could be seen as potential harassers. In fact, Samuels (2003) suggests 

that even when women actually are in senior positions, they are made more vulnerable simply by 

being women as men and women bring with them the dominant ideologies from outside of the 

workplace.  

2.3.2 “Boys will be boys” and “provocative” victims 

Another over-arching theme in media discourse on sexual misconduct is that despite the evident 

power imbalance between the perpetrators and the victims, some of the responsibility tends to be laid 

on the victims of sexual harassment. For example, Cobos (2014) found that victims’ statements were 

often outright questioned either due to their intoxicated state, the physical location of the assault (e.g. 

a party), or the fact that the victim was part of a male dominated institution and should therefore have 
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known to expect its “masculine cultural values” (pp. 39). This “boys will be boys” and “party girls” 

narrative is echoed by Kasinsky (1998) who found that in relying almost exclusively on official 

government press releases, the mainstream media passively echoed the dominant ideologies 

articulated by government offices and the navy in reporting the Tailhook scandal of 1991.  

While this kind of outright dismissal of sexual assault as demonstration of “boys being boys” 

wouldn’t seem to be the prevailing media narrative anymore, Toffoletti (2007) found that while not 

excused, sexual misconduct on the part of Australian football players was often justified through their 

confusion over a “cultural shift” in women’s sexual behaviour that is a result of women deviating 

from “the ‘conventions’ of heterosexual relations that expect them to be passive and sexually 

available, and men to exude sexual virility” (pp. 432). Moreover, victims are often almost outright 

blamed for sexual harassment by portraying this “unconventional” female behaviour as provocative 

and by positing male sexuality as something intrinsic and uncontrollable. This sort of narrative seems 

to suggest that it is in fact the woman’s responsibility to make sure she will not elicit male desire. 

(ibid.) 

2.3.3 Perpetrators as deviant individuals 

Another noteworthy theme would seem to be that when blame is assigned on the perpetrator, they are 

oftentimes presented as deviant individuals rather than agents of a larger-scale problem. McDonald 

and Charlesworth (2013) found that sexual harassment in the workplace is usually presented through 

the actions of an individual inappropriate employee rather than as part of a company or industry-wide 

problem. Similarly, Toffoletti (2007) observes that not only is inappropriate male behaviour seen as 

a highly individualised rather than a cultural phenomenon, men who conduct themselves 

appropriately should not be punished for the misdemeanours of a few deviant individuals.  

 

2.4 Rape myths 

In order to answer the question “how are the (alleged) victims and perpetrators of sexual harassment 

presented in news headlines”, the present study draws from the concept of rape myths. According to 

Burt (1980), rape myths are harmful beliefs and stereotypes surrounding the event of sexual assault 

itself as well as its perpetrators and victims. Burt outlines multiple specific myths that are employed 

to trivialise or dismiss sexual assault. These myths include suggestions that the victim is not being 

truthful, suggestions that the victim shares responsibility for the assault because of the way they were 

acting or because of what they chose to wear, suggestions that the perpetrator could not control 

themselves, suggestions that the perpetrator could not have done it because it is not in their nature, or 
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suggestions that downplay the serious nature of the assault by presenting it as trivial or even natural. 

These myths contribute towards a societal acceptance of sexual violence and misconduct by excusing 

either the perpetrator or the situation in which the assault occurs.  

 As Lonsway and Fitzgerald (1995) outline, this line of reasoning allows for both men and 

women to distance themselves from the subject of sexual misconduct: if a woman acts a certain way, 

they will not become a victim, and conversely, if a man does not exhibit certain characteristics, they 

cannot be responsible for sexual assault and even if they did assault someone, chances are it still 

won’t be their fault since the victim was “asking for it”. Not only does this line of argument trivialise 

the entire act of sexual assault itself, it may also have concrete, real-life consequences like leaving 

women who endorse these myths more vulnerable to coercive sexual encounters and making people 

more hesitant to label a sexual assault as such even if it meets the legal criteria (Muehlenhard & 

MacNaughton, 1988).  

 As outlined in the previous section, news discourse surrounding sexual assault does 

perpetuate rape myths by shifting responsibility onto the victims and focusing on deviant (and thus, 

rare) individuals whenever blame is assigned on the perpetrator. In fact, a Franiuk et al. (2008a) study 

on the Kobe Bryant sexual harassment scandal showed that as many as 65% of the analysed news 

articles endorsed at least one myth about sexual assault. Furthermore, participants who were exposed 

to articles supporting rape myths were more likely to assign guilt to the victim over Bryant. A 

subsequent study from Franiuk et al. (2008b) showed that 10% of news headlines perpetuated myths 

surrounding sexual harassment and that male participants exposed to these headlines were more likely 

to find Bryant innocent and more likely to hold attitudes supporting rape. 

 In addition to the rape myths outlined by Burt (1980), language and the words used when 

describing victims and perpetrators may steer the readers’ opinion. One example of such language 

that is of interest in the scope of the present study is the use of “accuser” instead of “victim” or 

“alleged victim”, which many feminist scholars have pointed out highlights the actions and the 

responsibilities of the alleged victim rather than those of the alleged perpetrator (e.g. Katz, 2004; 

Spry, 2011). This kind of portrayal of the perpetrator as almost a passive participant may affect the 

reader’s perception on the event and even paint the perpetrator as a victim of the “accuser’s” 

accusations.  
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2.5 News discourse 

The purpose of this section is to highlight some of the concepts and theories that function as a basis 

for the present study. The section first discusses the selection of headlines as the source of data and 

then moves on to give an overview on the concept of news values as presented by Bednarek and Caple 

(2012).  

2.5.1 Headlines 

While most of the studies described previously in this chapter demonstrate how sexual harassment 

and rape myths are talked of in media or on a more general level, the present study focuses exclusively 

on news headlines. The reasons for this are twofold. Firstly, focusing on headlines instead of full 

articles enables a more comprehensive and quantitative look on the discourse on sexual harassment 

within the limitations of the present paper. Secondly, headlines themselves play an important role as 

communicative devices as most readers of print journalism have been shown to be more likely to read 

only the headlines rather than full articles (Dor, 2003).  

 In the same vein, Dor (2003) suggests that since readers only read a fraction of articles relative 

to headlines, their writers need to carefully construct the headline to entice the reader to read the full 

article. He goes on to point out that headlines are “neither a semantic summary of the story nor a 

pragmatic attracting-device for the reader, but a communicative device whose function is to produce 

the optimal level of affinity between the content of the story and the reader’s context of interpretation, 

in order to render the story optimally relevant for the reader” (ibid.: 720). To offer another point of 

view on the varied functions of headlines, Bednarek and Caple (2012) suggest that headlines have 

four functions: they summarise or abstract the story, they attract the reader, they maximise the story’s 

newsworthiness, and they provide a lens on, stance towards or angle on the rest of the story (100). 

What is of primary importance here in the scope of the present study is the headlines’ function as an 

angling or stance-taking device that informs the reader of the stance the publication is taking in the 

subsequent article.  

2.5.2 News values 

The present study draws on the theory of news values in establishing its methodology. News values, 

according to Bednarek and Caple (2012), are factors that evaluate the newsworthiness of a given fact 

over others. They posit that an event needs to “cross a certain threshold” of newsworthiness before it 

can be registered as news and needs to thus contain qualities that make it worthy of being news 

(ibid.:39-40). In other words, the news story needs to employ news values to justify the 

newsworthiness of the event.  
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Bednarek and Caple (ibid.) define nine such values: negativity, timeliness, proximity, 

prominence, consonance, impact, novelty, superlativeness and personalization. Out of these values, 

this study draws mainly on prominence and personalisation that Bednarek and Caple define 

respectively as “the high status of the individuals (e.g. celebrities, politicians), organizations or 

nations involved in the event, including quoted sources” (41) and “the personal or human interest 

aspects of an event” (78). As the #MeToo movement as we know it now stems heavily from the 

Harvey Weinstein allegations and the resulting action from a number of women in the entertainment 

industry, it is to be expected that a large number of the headlines surrounding the subject of sexual 

harassment reflect this same profile of prominent news actors. Personalisation, on the other hand, 

draws from the human interest factors of the story and as sexual assault and sexual harassment are 

attacks on a highly personal level, headlines surrounding the event often highlight the individuals 

connected to the event. The question, then, is which individual news actors the headlines choose to 

highlight – the victims or the perpetrators.  

The two other news factors that should be highlighted here as important points of reference 

for the eventual analysis of the results are those of proximity and consonance. Bednarek and Caple 

(2012) define these two values as “the geographical and/or cultural nearness of the event” (42) and 

“the extent to which aspects of a story fit in with stereotypes that people may hold about the events 

and people portrayed in it” (41). The geographical nearness of the news actors and events involved 

in the headlines is, perhaps, to be expected since the #MeToo movement itself is of American origin 

and the key players from Burke and Milano to Weinstein are all American but what is of interest in 

the course of this study is whether the cultural nearness of the two publications correlates with the 

people they choose to highlight in their headlines. In other words, this news value is interesting, for 

example, in the context of Donald Trump and his portrayal in the right-leaning Wall Street Journal. 

The news value of consonance, on the other hand, correlates directly with previous studies on the 

portrayal of sexual harassment and sexual assault (e.g. Charlesworth (2013) and Pollack (2001) on 

the expected power imbalances behind sexual harassment, and Burt (1980) on rape myths), the 

question here being to which extent these same stereotypes are present in the headlines analysed in 

the course of the present study.  

Although only the four aforementioned news values are singled out as factors behind the 

categorisation and analysis employed in the course of this study, it is worth pointing out that it is to 

be expected that a multitude of other news factors play a part in which stories make the headlines in 

the two publications researched in the course of the study. For example, timeliness (“the relevance of 

the event in terms of time” (Bednarek & Caple, 2012: 41)) has an undeniable, and perhaps self-
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evident, connection to the sexual harassment headlines of the #MeToo era as the reason the subject 

was making the headlines in such large quantities in the first place was due to the topic of sexual 

misconduct having a prominent place in the public consciousness. That said, although it is important 

to acknowledge the importance of these news values, their presence is perhaps self-evident enough 

to not factor into the analysis itself to a considerable degree considering the focus of the study.  

 

2.6 Critical Discourse Analysis 

The main theoretical framework employed by the present analysis is that of Critical Discourse 

Analysis (CDA). CDA is defined by Wodak and Fairclough (1997) as follows:  

 “CDA sees discourse – language use in speech and writing – as a form of ‘social 

practice’. Describing discourse as social practice implies a dialectical relationship 

between a particular discursive event and the situation(s), institution(s) and social 

structure(s) which frame it: the discursive event is shaped by them, but it also shapes 

them.” (Wodak and Fairclough, 1997, as cited in, Weiss and Wodak, 2003: 13). 

In the same vein, Fairclough (1989: 26) describes discourse as a three-dimensional phenomenon 

consisting of three overlapping levels: textual, discursive and sociocultural. These levels demonstrate 

how language as a social practice is shaped by social structures and power relations that, in turn, 

shape language, thus demonstrating the circularity of discourse. Ultimately, the aim of CDA is to 

unmask power structures and ideologies behind language and its linguistic features as it is “always 

politically committed to social change by taking the side of the oppressed” (Phillips and Jørgensen, 

2002).  

A description from Martin and Wodak (2003: 6) further elaborates the above definition, as 

they describe CDA as something “fundamentally interesting in analyzing opaque as well as 

transparent structural relationships of dominance, discrimination, power and control as manifested in 

language”. Alongside with the idea of power and its uneven distribution in the social realm, the 

practice of CDA often draws on a number of other social theories, including hegemony and ideology. 

For the purposes of this study, these theories are mainly defined through the writings of Antonio 

Gramsci. Gramsci (1971) viewed ideologies as belief systems that exist on all levels of the society, 

wherein the power of the ruling group is supported by ideas and theories combined with economic 

and political power. Hegemony, in turn, is seen as a cultural and ideological process wherein the 

dominant class looks to strengthen and maintain to their position by imposing their ideologies on the 
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masses in a way that makes these ideologies seem natural (Strinati, 2004). One prevalent forum 

through which dominant classes produce and reproduce their cultures and ideologies is the mass 

media.  

One of the more obvious power imbalances is that existing between genders, wherein men 

hold more power in society than women. As Donaldson (1993) points out, this hegemonic 

masculinity, as presented by a number of scholars, involves “a specific strategy for the subordination 

of women” that draws on “the common sense about breadwinning and manhood” (Donaldson, 1993: 

645-646, as cited in Howson, 2006). In other words, the maintained male dominance is presented as 

a natural state of affairs. This male dominance and exploitation of the power connected to it manifests 

in a multitude of ways, one being the normalisation of sexual harassment and the creation of rape 

myths that support this status quo.  

 

2.7 Previous studies and their place in the #MeToo era 

Before moving on to discuss the methodology of this study in further detail, let us briefly summarise 

what kind of a starting point previous academic literature offers to the study at hand. As demonstrated 

by prior research, discourse surrounding sexual harassment exists in a world of power imbalance. 

This is reflected in what gets covered by the news media, which has traditionally been dominated by 

the classic cases of sexual harassment – the cases of bosses harassing their employees and powerful 

male perpetrators operating in male-dominated institutions (McDonald & Charlesworth, 2013; 

Pollack, 2001; Cobos, 2014).  

How does this translate to the context of #MeToo? The social movement itself, as well as the 

headlines surrounding it, often focus on exposing (male) individuals misusing their powerful position. 

It is thus to be expected that the headlines analysed in the course of this study would do the same and 

would thus echo the findings of previous studies. Although the prominence of these stereotypical 

cases of sexual harassment is perhaps to be expected due to the people and situations that defined the 

re-emergence of the #MeToo movement, it is interesting to see whether the feminist nature of the 

movement affects this masculine view on power in any way.  

While it is highly likely that the news media of the #MeToo era reflect previous studies in the 

types of cases they cover, one potential point of departure may arise from the institutions that make 

the headlines. After all, the #MeToo movement as we know it today was widely popularised by 

Hollywood actresses and found one of its main perpetrators in producer Harvey Weinstein. 
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Furthermore, although the public discourse of the time often surrounded a handful of known 

perpetrators, the viral hashtag that launched the movement into public consciousness specifically 

sought to shed light on the wide-spread nature of the issue. This is especially interesting as sexual 

harassment has traditionally been presented through deviant individuals (McDonald & Charlesworth, 

2013; Toffoletti, 2007). It is thus intriguing to see whether the primary purpose of the hashtag is 

reflected in the data in any way or whether the headlines of the era are indeed dominated by a handful 

of especially despicable main antagonists.  

Another aspect of discourse surrounding sexual harassment that was identified by previous 

studies was that of shared responsibility, as well as other ways in which the instances of sexual 

misconduct were downplayed (e.g. Burt, 1980; Toffoletti, 2007; Cobos, 2014; Kasinsky, 1998). 

While the nature and the fundamental ideas of the #MeToo movement play their part in dismantling 

these stereotypes, this does not mean that they have disappeared from the wider public consciousness. 

It may therefore be that these attitudes are present in the data – the question is what form they take. 

The presence of prevailing attitudes outlined by previous studies is an especially fascinating question 

when considered in the context of the news value of consonance as presented by Bednarek and Caple 

(2012). Do these harmful stereotypes and established views on sexual harassment, its perpetrators 

and its victims still police which stories are seen as newsworthy despite the conscious effort of 

different social movements to steer the discourse into another direction? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3. Materials and methods  

3.1 Data 

Unlike most studies outlined in the previous chapter, this study focuses on headlines instead of entire 

news stories. The present study focuses on headlines instead of full-length articles to ensure a larger 

number of individual samples and thus a more comprehensive look into the changing discourse 

around sexual harassment. The headlines were acquired using two online publications’ in-site search 

engines, with the help of which 857 headlines were gathered using the search term ‘sexual 

harassment’. This search term was selected over other alternatives as it rendered a roughly 

comparable number of headlines unlike, for example, ‘sexual misconduct’ that had a fairly low 

number of hits and ‘sexual abuse’ which rendered a very uneven number of results between the two 

publications.   

 The publications selected for this particular study are The New York Times and The Wall Street 

Journal as they both have similar search engines that allow for filtering the results by a specific 

timeframe. They also are similar in reach judging by their circulations, they both operate from the 

same city and, as outlined in the previous chapter, they differ in their editorial stance which allows 

for an additional point of comparison within the scope of this study.  

 For the purposes of this study, I analysed headlines published during and after the rise of the 

#MeToo movement. The re-emergence of the movement in October 2017 thus served as a starting 

point for the study. To introduce a temporal factor into the analysis, the data set ended up consisting 

of headlines from the aforementioned online publications issued in October during five consecutive 

years (2015-2019). The month of October was chosen as a point of comparison as the Harvey 

Weinstein allegations and the #MeToo movement had a considerable presence in the headlines of 

October 2017 and it was therefore expected that the initial effects of these two factors are prominently 

visible in news headlines of the time. 

 

3.2 Method of analysis 

The analysis itself was three-part. Firstly, the 857 headlines were gathered in an Excel sheet and then 

analysed according to whose position and voice was prominent in the headline, the victim or the 

alleged perpetrator’s. Secondly, two prominent (alleged) perpetrators were chosen as basis for further 

analysis based on how the two publications differed in their coverage of the two news actors. Thirdly, 
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the data was categorised according to any rape myths that were promoted by the headlines and any 

instances in which the victim was referred to as “an accuser” or “a victim”. These headlines formed 

a small selection of headlines that was subject to a more qualitative analysis based on the function 

the rape myths and the word choice served in the headlines.  

 Considering the differing number of headlines per publication and per year, the frequency of 

the headlines was normalized to a hundred headlines before any analysis into any individual 

categories. This was done in order to make the data sets comparable despite the uneven distribution 

of the headlines across the different years and between the two newspapers. The unbalanced number 

of headlines should, however, be taken into consideration when studying the results of the present 

study to acknowledge the weight of individual occurrences within the data set.  

3.2.1 Gender of news actors and their presence in the headline 

The headlines were categorised based on the following criteria: 1) which one(s) of the news actors 

the headline mentions, 2) whose voice is brought forward by direct or indirect quotes, 3) whether the 

gender of the news actors is made evident in the headline and 4) whether either of the news actors is 

either a public figure or if their position is otherwise made apparent through a title or a similar 

modifier. This categorisation is elaborated further in the following table.  

Table 1. Categorisation 

News actors present in the headline • Victim 

• Harasser 

• Female outsider 

• Male outsider 

• Outsider whose gender is not specified 

Source of direct or indirect quote • Victim 

• Harasser 

• Female outsider 

• Male outsider 

• Outsider whose gender is not specified 

Gender of the news actors • Victim: female, male, victim’s gender 

not specified, victim’s gender explicitly 

specified 
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• Harasser: male, female, harasser’s 

gender not specified, harasser’s gender 

explicitly specified 

Public figure • Victim 

• Harasser 

• Female outsider 

• Male outsider 

• Outsider whose gender is not specified 

Position of the news actor elaborated with a title 

or other modifier 
• Victim 

• Harasser 

• Female outsider 

• Male outsider 

• Outsider whose gender is not specified 

 

In addition to the victims and harassers, a note was made of any news actors (either male or female) 

that were present in the headline although they were not involved in the event of sexual misconduct 

itself. This “outsider” position mainly consists of public figures commenting on a specific event or 

on the issue of sexual harassment on a more general level, news actors close to either the victim or 

the harasser, and the general public (“readers” or “women”) taking some action and/or stance towards 

sexual harassment.  

 When categorising the headlines, only the contents of the headline was taken into account. 

That is to say, if the headline did not indicate the gender of the news actor, the news actor in question 

was marked down under the category of “x’s gender not specified” even if their gender could 

conceivably be deduced from the headline existing as part of the larger context of the #MeToo era or 

the other news actors present in the story. For example, the headline “Groped at a Party by a 

Colleague. Then You Become His Boss” (Walker, 2016) presents a victim who is most probably a 

woman but as this is not evident from the headline itself, the victim was categorised as a victim whose 

gender is not specified.  

On the other end of this spectrum are the cases in which the news actor’s gender is explicitly 

specified by directly referring to their gender (e.g. “Threats to Pakistan’s Women Journalists” 

(Nazish, 2015) and “Female Lawmakers Everywhere Face Sexism and Threats, Study Finds” 

(Cumming-Bruce, 2016)). Here, a note was made on whether it was the victim or the harasser whose 
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gender was pointed out in this explicit of a manner. If the news actor was referred to by their name 

or by a title that otherwise indicated their gender, they were categorised under the respective gender 

marker. For example, the headline “Rose McGowan Sues Harvey Weinstein and Lawyers He Enlisted 

to Discredit Her” (Jacobs, 2019) was thus categorised as having a female victim, a male harasser and 

outsiders whose gender is not specified in the headline (“lawyers”).  

Finally, the categorisation of the news actors as public figures was conducted based on 

whether the news actor could conceivably be in the public eye outside of the harassment allegations. 

As preparation for the eventuality that a news actor would turn into a public figure through their 

position as a victim or a harasser, a guideline was set early on wherein the news actor would only be 

considered a public figure if they would have made a headline that did not directly discuss their 

victim/harasser status. Perhaps surprisingly, this eventuality did not arise once in the source material 

since a considerable number of the news actors that could have fallen into this category, were in the 

entertainment industry in a position that could be considered public.  

3.2.2 Prominent perpetrators and their portrayal by publication   

In the course of the analysis outlined in the previous section of this chapter, two names arose amongst 

the alleged perpetrators: former president Donald Trump, the 2016 Republican presidential candidate, 

and Harvey Weinstein, a longtime supporter and contributor of the Democratic party. Thus, a decision 

was made to look at all headlines with either Trump or Weinstein as the (alleged) perpetrator in further 

detail. The number of headlines per publication was then analysed to see whether the publications’ 

political stance played any part in how often these two news actors were presented in the context of 

sexual harassment.  

3.2.3 Rape myths and lexical choice when describing the victim 

As final part of the analysis, the data was categorised according to any potential rape myths they 

promoted. The myths focused on were: 1) the victim is lying, 2) the victim shares responsibility for 

the event, 3) the perpetrator could not control themselves, 4) the crime is not in the perpetrator’s 

nature and 5) the event is downplayed (Burt, 1980). In addition to noting any rape myths promoted 

in the headlines, a note was made whenever the victim was referred to as a victim, an alleged victim 

or an accuser. 

 When determining whether the headline contained a rape myth or not, the headlines were 

categorised according to, for example, the lexical choices made when referring to the victims’ 

statements (e.g. “said” versus “claimed”), any outright statements about the truthfulness of the 

utterance (e.g. “False Smears” (Healy and Rappeport, 2016)), any explicit categorisation of the victim 
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as e.g. “liars” and any outright acknowledgement of rape myths. Headlines which drew on the 

readers’ pre-existing understanding of rape myths were also included (e.g. “Do We Believe Women 

Yet?” (Haberman, 2017)). The instances in which the events of sexual harassment were referred to 

as, for example, “sexual harassment claims” or “sexual harassment allegations” were excluded from 

this categorisation as their primary function is to refer to the ongoing nature of the possible 

investigation on the event in question rather than to comment on the truthfulness of the statement 

itself.   

 



4. Results 

4.1 Number of headlines by publication 

In the course of the present study, a total number of 857 headlines were rendered with the search term 

“sexual harassment” across the two newspapers. The New York Times (to be referred to as NYT from 

this point onwards) published 634 of these headlines while The Wall Street Journal (WSJ from here 

on) had a considerably smaller number of headlines on the topic with 223 headlines. The distribution 

of these headlines is visualised in Figure 1 below.  

 Both publications followed a similar trend in the number of headlines they published per year 

with the number peaking considerably in 2017 and both 2018 and 2019 showing a slightly larger 

number of headlines on sexual harassment than the two years prior to the re-emergence of the #MeToo 

movement. In total, NYT published 23 headlines on the subject in 2015, 111 in 2016, 281 in 2017, 

146 in 2018 and 73 in 2019. WSJ, on the other hand, consistently published a considerably smaller 

number of headlines surrounding the subject with 12 in 2015, 25 in 2016, 119 in 2017, 44 in 2018 

and 23 in 2019.  

Figure 1. Number of headlines per year 

 

Besides the obvious difference in the sheer number of articles on sexual harassment, an interesting 

finding that can be made from this data lies in the number of articles the two newspapers published 

each October compared with the same month the previous year. NYT’s numbers peaked considerably 

compared to WSJ between October 2015 and October 2016 with NYT seeing a 383% increase in their 

reporting compared to the previous year while WSJ only increased their reporting by 108%. 

Conversely, WSJ increased their reporting by 376% from October 2016 to October 2017 while NYT 
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only increased theirs by 153%. On the other end of the timeline, both publications followed a similar 

trend when it came to the number of headlines published with NYT seeing a drop of 48% in their 

reporting on sexual harassment between October 2017 and October 2018 and WSJ publishing 63% 

fewer articles in October 2018 compared with the same month previous year. This trend continued in 

October 2019 with NYT and WSJ respectively publishing 50% and 48% fewer articles on the subject 

than same time the previous year.  

 

4.2 News actors present in the headlines 

The first categorisation discussed within the scope of the present analysis surrounds the question of 

which news actors are present in the headline. Figures 2 and 3 outline the number of headlines that 

mention either the victim, the harasser or any outsiders (either male or female). All numbers have 

been normalised to the frequency of a hundred headlines in order to allow for comparison between 

the two publications as well as their reporting spanning multiple years.  

Figure 2. NYT: News actors present in the headlines by year 

 

Figure 3. WSJ: News actors present in the headlines by year 
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As seen in the figures above, both NYT and WSJ follow fairly similar over-arching trends when it 

comes to the frequency they present the different news actors with. Some notable departures from 

this, however, are October 2019 where NYT’s reporting seems to have evened out considerably 

between the news actors and October 2015 when WSJ did the same.  

When it comes to their portrayal of the harassers, both NYT and WSJ consistently present a 

larger number of harassers compared to any of the other news actors analysed. Furthermore, the 

number of headlines mentioning the harasser peaked in October 2016 in both publications and by 

October 2019, both publications mentioned the harassers considerably fewer times than the previous 

years. Some interesting points of comparison do, however, arise for example in the number of times 

the harassers made the headlines in October 2015 (with WSJ having a considerably smaller number 

of such headlines) and in the fact that while NYT’s reporting on harassers has declined steadily since 

2016, WSJ actually upheld a similar frequency in which they mentioned the harassers in the headlines 

from October 2017 to October 2018.  

 Another interesting trend can be found in the frequency of victims who made the headlines. 

Some similarities can be found here as well, namely in 2015-2017. After this, however, the relative 

number of victims presented by WSJ peaked again in October 2018 and plummeted by October 2019. 

NYT, on the other hand, saw an increase in the relative number of victims present in their headlines 

in October 2019.  

 The last category discussed here is that of different outsiders presented in the headlines. As 

evident from Figures 2 and 3, both NYT and WSJ tend to highlight a fairly small number of outsiders 

in their headlines surrounding sexual harassment. An interesting point of comparison here arises from 

the number of female voices versus male voices they both presented with NYT leaning towards 

female representation in their headlines while WSJ tended to distribute their spotlight more evenly. 

An interesting departure from this trend can be found in the October 2018 data where both 

publications highlighted more male outsiders compared to their female counterparts.  

 

4.3 Gender of news actors 

The next categorisation outlined in the course of this chapter concerns the gender of the news actors 

presented in the headlines. As the gender of the outside commentators was already discussed in the 

previous section, this analysis focuses on the representation of the harasser and the victim’s gender. 

The findings of this categorisation are gathered in Figures 4 and 5.  
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Figure 4. NYT: Gender of news actors 

 

Figure 5. WSJ: Gender of news actors 
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with gender-neutral identifiers. Similar to how most harassers were male, most victims, too, fell into 

the stereotypical division of female victim / male perpetrator with NYT only presenting two instances 

where the victim was male and WSJ publishing one headline with a male victim all in October 2017. 

Aside from identifying the gender position of the victims and perpetrators, a note was made 

if the news actor’s gender was explicitly specified (e.g. “Threats to Pakistan’s Women Journalists” 

(Nazish, 2015) or “What Experts Know About Men Who Rape” (Murphy, 2017)). Figures 6 and 7 

outline the findings of this categorisation. As evident form the two figures below, the news actor 

whose gender often gets pointed out this way is the victim, with WSJ exhibiting no instances in which 

they specified the harasser’s gender and NYT only doing so a handful of times in 2017 and 2018. 

Otherwise the data follows the trends set by the previous look into the gender positions of different 

news actors quite accurately.   

Figure 6. NYT: News actor’s gender explicitly specified 

 

Figure 7. WSJ: News actor’s gender explicitly specified 
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4.4 Direct and indirect quotation 

The next point of analysis concerns the news actors who get quoted in the headlines analysed. A note 

was made whenever the headline contained either a direct or an indirect quote from either the harasser, 

the victim or someone outside the event of sexual harassment. The results of this analysis are outlined 

in Figures 8 and 9.  

 As evident in the figures below, WSJ utilised quotation considerably less than NYT overall. 

Another detail worth noting is that while NYT presented quotes from a fairly wide variety of sources, 

WSJ focused more on male voices, either a male outsider or the harasser, when a quote of some 

description was included. Another prominent news actor for WSJ in this category were the outsiders 

whose gender was not specified in any way in the headline itself.  

Figure 8. NYT: News actors quoted in the headlines 

 

Figure 9. WSJ: News actors quoted in the headlines 
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Although neither publication exhibited very distinct trends with any of the news actors, both the 

unspecified outsiders and female outsiders saw steady representation in the NYT data from October 

2016 onwards. The male outsiders, on the other hand, saw a steady decline in their representation. 

While the victims were quoted in somewhat high numbers compared to the other news actors, the 

October 2018 data had no instances of this and the October 2016 data did focus heavily on the 

harassers (a detail which can also be identified in the WSJ October 2016 data).  

 

4.5 Public figures and titles as identifying markers 

The last two categories looked at during the first part of the analysis concern the public status of the 

news actors and the use of titles of some sort to indicate the news actors position. The results of this 

analysis are outlined in Figures 10, 11, 12 and 13.  

Figure 10. NYT: Percentage of news actors public figures 

 

Figure 11. WSJ: Percentage of news actors public figures 
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As evident from Figures 10 and 11, NYT had a wider variety of public news actors across the years. 

Some interesting developments that can be identified from the NYT data concern the presence of 

public figures that made headlines as harassers with these numbers peaking in 2016 and 2017 and 

then steadily declining over the following two years. The percentage of public victims, on the other 

hand, peaked in 2017 before going back to similar numbers as the year before. The October 2015 data 

had no examples of victims who were also public figures. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the percentage of 

public outsiders remained somewhat high across the years, except for the percentage of public male 

outsiders in October 2016.  

 The WSJ data showed somewhat of a steady percentage of public harassers from October 

2016 onwards with somewhat of a dip in the October 2018 data. Interestingly, public victims were 

completely absent in the data from October 2015 and October 2019 with the three years in between 

showing somewhat steady distribution of public victims. The number of public outsiders varied 

greatly from year to year with the October 2015 data only presenting public voices in this category 

and October 2016 data not doing so at all. October 2017 saw a rise in the percentage of public female 

outsiders and the re-emergence of public male voices, which rose steadily towards October 2019. 

Public females, on the other hand, were completely absent from the 2018 and 2019 data.  

Figure 12. NYT: Percentage of news actors referred to by title 
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Figure 13. WSJ: Percentage of news actors referred to by title 
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Figure 14. NYT: The presence of Trump and Weinstein in headlines surrounding sexual harassment 

 

Figure 15. WSJ: The presence of Trump and Weinstein in headlines surrounding sexual harassment 
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Table 2. Rape myths in NYT and WSJ headlines 

Headline Rape Myth Newspaper 

1. Donald Trump Calls Allegations by Women 

‘False Smears’ (Healy and Rappeport, 2016) 

Victim is lying NYT 

2. Donald Trump Assails His Accusers as Liars, and 

Unattractive (Burns and Corasaniti, 2016) 

Victim is lying NYT 

3. ‘They’re Lies’: Melania Trump Rejects Women’s 

Claims That Husband Groped Them (Haberman 

and Parker, 2016) 

Victim is lying NYT 

4. Donald Trump Dismisses Latest Accuser: ‘Oh, 

I’m Sure She’s Never Been Grabbed Before’ 

(Corasaniti and Rappeport, 2016) 

Victim is lying NYT 

5. Donna Karan Wonders if Women Are Dressing 

for ‘Trouble’ (Safronova, 2017) 

Shared responsibility NYT 

6. Christine Blasey Ford’s Credibility Under New 

Attack by Senate Republicans (Baker, 2018) 

Victim is lying NYT 

7. New York City Jails Often Manage 

‘Troublesome’ Inmates With Force, Federal 

Monitoring Team Finds (MacMillan, 2017) 

Shared responsibility / 

event downplayed 

 

WSJ 

8. Do We Believe Women Yet? The Battle to End 

Sexual Harassment (Haberman, 2017) 

Victim is lying NYT 

9. Who Is Believed and Who Is Blamed? (Barbaro 

et al., 2018) 

Victim is lying / shared 

responsibility 

NYT 

10. Donald Trump Has Been Accused of Groping. 

But What Does the Law Say? (Savage, 2016) 

Event downplayed NYT 

11. Listen: Why This Actress Returned to 

Weinstein’s Hotel Room (Kantor and Brown, 

2017) 

Shared responsibility NYT 

 

Upon further analysis, the eleven headlines were grouped into three categories of functions according 

to the way they presented and utilised the rape myths. The first function that emerged in this analysis 

was that of the headline presenting a rape myth as used by someone else (headlines 1-7). The second 
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function identified was the headline drawing on the reader’s existing knowledge of rape myths to 

comment on the rape myth itself (headlines 8 and 9). The third and final function the rape myths 

served in the headlines analysed, again, drew on the reader’s knowledge of said myths but this time 

with the purpose of enticing the reader into reading the entire article (headlines 10 and 11).  

 The headlines that contained a rape myth as used by someone else often relied heavily on 

reported speech, especially on direct quotes. While direct quotation is often used as a way to lend the 

voice of a credible source to the headline, the main purpose here seems to be to distance the 

publication itself from the utterance containing the rape myth. This is further exemplified by the fact 

that most of these headlines (five out of seven) had a fairly distinctive political motive wherein the 

people promoting the rape myths were representing an opposing political leaning to that of the 

publication (e.g. the NYT headlines “Donald Trump Calls Allegations by Women ‘False Smears’” 

(ibid.) and “Christine Blasey Ford’s Credibility Under New Attack by Senate Republicans” (ibid.)).  

 One of the main characteristics of the headlines drawing on the reader’s pre-existing 

understanding on rape myths was formatting the headline as either a direct or an indirect question. In 

doing so, the headline either seeks to challenge the rape myth it is exposing the reader to (e.g. “Do 

We Believe Women Yet?” (ibid.)), entice them into reading the whole article under the implication 

that the question posited by the headline will be answered in the news story itself (e.g. “Donald Trump 

Has Been Accused of Groping. But What Does the Law Say?” (ibid.) and “Listen: Why This Actress 

Returned to Weinstein’s Hotel Room” (ibid.)) or both (e.g. “Who Is Believed and Who Is Blamed?” 

(ibid.)).  

 

4.8 Lexical choice when presenting victims 

When referring to the victims, a note was made if the publication used either “accuser”, “alleged 

victim” or “victim” to refer to the victims of sexual harassment. The results of this analysis are 

outlined in Figures 16 and 17, wherein the frequency of such instances has been normalised to a 

hundred victims mentioned.  
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Figure 16. NYT: Lexical choice when referring to victims of sexual harassment 

 

Figure 17. WSJ: Lexical choice when referring to victims of sexual harassment 

 

As evident in the figures above, the two publications differed greatly in their representation of victims 

with NYT only referring to victims as “accusers” out of the three words analysed and WSJ showing 

a preference for “victim”. It should be noted, however, that very few instances could be found where 

any of the three words were used with a total of 12 headlines across the two publications using the 

word “accuser” and two headlines explicitly using the word “victim” when referring to the victims of 

sexual harassment. While the term “alleged victim” was not used once, the word “alleged” was used 

to refer to the uncertain nature of the event of harassment itself three times and exclusively by WSJ.  
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5. Discussion  

5.1 The quantity of headlines and the timeline of #MeToo 

As demonstrated by the data presented in the previous chapter, there was a considerable increase in 

the sheer number of headlines across both publications that correlated with the awakening of the 

#MeToo movement in 2017. The steady decline from 2017 to 2018 was not a terribly surprising 

development in itself but the continuation of the trend in such stark numbers does indicate less-than 

encouraging trends in the covering of sexual harassment. That said, while the number of headlines on 

the topic has declined considerably, the numbers are not yet as dire as those of 2015, and it is 

impossible to say at this point whether the same declining trend will continue or if the public scrutiny 

around the topic will stabilize at some point in time to a higher level than before the re-emergence of 

the #MeToo movement.  

 Another intriguing detail surrounding the number of headlines and an interesting subject of 

comparison between The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal emerges from the point in 

which the two publications saw the biggest surges in their reporting. As outlined in the previous 

chapter, NYT saw a considerable increase in their number of headlines already in 2016 while the WSJ 

headlines peaked most considerably between 2016 and 2017. This development is especially 

interesting when we consider the uncontested antagonist of the October 2016 headlines: Donald 

Trump.  

 While both Weinstein and Trump were prominent individual news actors in both data sets, 

the presence of Trump in the headlines of the two publications was especially interesting due to WSJ 

and NYT’s respective political standings. As evident in figures 14 and 15, the presidential candidate 

/ president was consistently present in the NYT headlines of 2016-2018 in the role of an (alleged) 

perpetrator. Meanwhile, WSJ’s 2018 data set did not include any mentions of Trump and they 

published a smaller number of headlines on Trump and sexual harassment allegations during 2016 

and 2017. Although a fairly limited and specific point of comparison, it would seem that the political 

leaning of the publication may have some influence on which news actors get talked about in this sort 

of negative light. Interestingly, the reporting on Weinstein did not necessarily follow the same pattern 

as both publications covered the Weinstein allegations in a fairly similar fashion throughout 2017-

2019. The explanation to this may be twofold: 1) although Weinstein may be a supporter of the 

Democratic party, he is seldom reported on in an overtly political fashion (at least in the data at hand) 



 36 

and 2) Weinstein quickly became the face of the gross abuse of power in Hollywood to the extent 

that any political kinship between him and left-wing publications may have been secondary.  

 

5.2 News actors and their portrayal in light of previous studies 

One overarching trend across both publications analysed in the course of the study can be found in 

the steadily high number of harassers that make the headlines surrounding sexual harassment. It 

should be noted, however, that although the high prevalence of (alleged) perpetrators as the focal 

points of the headlines may sound discouraging, a key characteristic of the #MeToo era has been the 

exposure of individuals in positions of power misusing their position. That said, an interesting 

development can be seen here where the number of perpetrators has actually been declining steadily 

since 2016 – even before the re-emergence of the #MeToo movement. This may indicate a movement 

towards either a more balanced portrayal of different news actors or a more general-level approach 

to the issue of sexual harassment.  

 When discussing overarching trends in the presentation of other news actors besides the 

harassers, a clear distinction can be made between the two publications. While both publications did 

indeed see a steady decline in the number or perpetrators they presented in their headlines, only NYT 

saw a corresponding increase in the space given to other news actors instead. This balancing of 

different news actors has gone hand in hand with another interesting development wherein the number 

of perpetrators that were identified as public figures has declined steadily while the number of 

perpetrators referred to with a title of some sort rose during the past few years. This would indicate a 

departure of some sort from the classic headlines of the #MeToo era that seek to expose harassers in 

powerful public positions and more toward reporting of “grass-root level” harassers whose position 

of power is indicated through their title, not through their position in the public consciousness. While 

the nature of the present study prohibits drawing definite conclusions on the exact relationship of the 

perpetrators and victims, this way of pointing out power imbalances through titles does echo 

Dougherty’s (2006) findings on how men and women view power. More specifically, the idea that 

someone inherently possesses power by virtue of their professional position is a highly masculine 

way to view power. That said, a move from individual reporting toward headlines that acknowledge 

the wide-spread nature of the issue is certainly an encouraging one.  

 Another encouraging trend in the NYT data can be found in who the headlines quote. While 

the findings on this are somewhat scattered, one news actor that saw steady representation throughout 

the data was the female outsider while the male outsiders were quoted less year by year. This would 



 37 

indicate a move towards highlighting the voices of the people who often draw the shorter end of the 

stick in the realm of masculine hegemony. Although it is important not to draw too bold a conclusion 

from this without further analysis into the content of the quotes, an increase in the number of female 

voices is undoubtedly crucial in dismantling strategies and structures that aim to subordinate women 

by, for example, normalising sexual harassment.  

While NYT has moved towards a more balanced and less public narrative, the number of 

victims and outsiders in WSJ headlines either remained the same or declined from preceding years. 

But what did the WSJ write of if not any of the news actors analysed in the course of this study? One 

answer to this could be that the headlines are gradually evolving from an individual focus and isolated 

cases towards a more comprehensive, general level of reporting where sexual harassment is discussed 

on a larger scale. This finding is interesting in light of McDonald and Charlesworth’s (2013) as well 

as Toffoletti’s (2007) findings on sexual harassment as a highly individualised issue instead of an 

industry-wide or even a cultural problem when presented in the media. This hypothesis of the 

emergence of a more general-level style of reporting is further supported by the less emphasized focus 

on the victim and perpetrator’s gender and the absence of direct and indirect quotation in headlines 

from 2018 and 2019. One statistic that does speak against this finding of more general-level reporting 

on sexual harassment, however, is the continuous prevalence of public perpetrators in the WSJ data.  

This possible move towards a more general and grass root level reporting of the two 

publications is interesting in the light of the news values of prominence and personalization, as 

familiar figures and individual stories are often used as a justification for the newsworthiness of the 

news story. The question then arises whether publications simultaneously have to increasingly make 

use of other news values instead? Does this move towards more general reporting, for example, also 

go hand in hand with the news value of consonance in it that news discourse surrounding sexual 

harassment needs to justify its newsworthiness by focusing on classic examples of harassment? This 

question is discussed in some further detail in the next section. While a more comprehensive analysis 

on the news values utilised instead of the aforementioned ones may be beyond the scope of the present 

study, this question functions as a worthwhile point of departure for future research.  

While both of the publications analysed showed a steady decline in their focus on perpetrators 

over other news actors, they did highlight and “expose” public perpetrators to a greater degree than 

they highlighted public victims. This is evident in both the number of public figures in the role of the 

harasser as well as the number of perpetrators referred to by their title. While part of the reason these 

perpetrators make the headlines lies in the news value of prominence, this is not the only function of 
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titles. For example, headlines such as “Philadelphia Police Inspector Charged in Sexual Assaults of 

Officers” (Ortiz, 2019) use the titles of the news actors to draw attention to the inherent power 

imbalance between the perpetrator and the victim and thus points out how the subordinate of the two 

is unjustifiably exploited.  

 

5.3 Gender of news actors and the “classic” cases of sexual harassment  

Despite the small developments towards more balanced reporting on sexual harassment, 

heteronormativity and the stereotypical gender positions of male harasser and female victim are still 

overwhelmingly present in the data analysed. In fact, only a handful of the headlines departed from 

this stereotype by outright presenting a female perpetrator or a male victim. This stereotypical gender 

positioning of the news actors is very much in line with previous studies on sexual harassment cases 

as reported by media, including McDonald and Charlesworth’s (2013) findings on the positioning of 

the powerful male perpetrator and the weak female victim, as well as Pollack’s (2001) findings on 

high status male perpetrators operating in a male-dominated world. The prominence of these “classic” 

cases of sexual harassment is in line with the news value of consonance and indicates that the 

publications seek to justify the newsworthiness of the news stories by presenting people and stories 

that fit the reader’s pre-established notions on sexual harassment.   

 It should be noted here that while this highly gendered representation of the news actors 

prevailed throughout the data, there were multiple instances in which the gender of the news actors 

was not indicated in any way in the headline, especially in WSJ. While this trend may be seen as an 

indicator of the publication relying on the reader’s pre-existing notions on the “classic” gender divide 

of sexual harassment, the continued presence of such headlines does undoubtedly play a part in 

dismantling the existing stereotypes surrounding sexual harassment in the public consciousness. It 

bears mentioning, however, that while both publications saw some developments towards a more 

non-gendered presentation of both victims and harassers, both publications explicitly specified the 

gender of the victim with more of a heavy hand than the gender of the harasser, effectively pointing 

out and even reinforcing the subordinate position of women in the realm of hegemonic masculinity.  

This trend of highlighting female victims while not doing the same to male perpetrators is 

especially concerning as it only reveals one side of the power imbalance. While headlines such as 

“Poll: 48% of Employed Women Say They Have Been Sexually Harassed at Work” (Radnofsky, 

2017) successfully highlight the magnitude of the problem, this passive way of reporting neglects to 

highlight that it is usually men who harass women. Headlines such as these are also noteworthy as 
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this hesitation to imply any sort of wider-spread male agency supports McDonald and Charlesworth’s 

(2013) findings on sexual harassment as an individual rather than cultural phenomenon as well as the 

attitude of not wanting to punish men who conduct themselves appropriately for the misdemeanours 

of few deviant individuals as demonstrated by Toffoletti (2007). This idea is also echoed in the 

discourse surrounding sexual harassment in the #MeToo era, for example through the aptly named 

#NotAllMen hashtag that is often used as a rebuttal for generalised statements on inappropriate male 

behaviour. Another finding that demonstrates an outright shift towards actions and responsibilities of 

the victims of sexual harassment is the prevalence of the word accuser compared to its counterparts 

like victim or alleged victim. It is worth noting, however, that these words were used in very few 

instances in the headlines analysed and too wide a generalisation should not be made based on this.  

Another interesting point in light of previous research into sexual harassment and its 

presentation in the media has to do with Cobos’ (2014) findings on media coverage stereotypically 

focusing on “hyper-masculine” institutions. In this, the effect of the #MeToo movement is 

undeniable, as it has brought attention to a variety of institutions not fitting this stereotype, most 

prominently the entertainment industry, and shed light on the systematic oppression within by 

exposing perpetrators abusing their positions of power. That said, although the data supports a 

departure from such “hyper-masculine” stereotype of sexual harassment, the male interpretation of 

sexual harassment and its internal power structures as introduced by Dougherty (2006) is very much 

present in the data analysed as indicated by the multitude of powerful public perpetrators.  

 

5.4 The new functions of rape myths 

While the way the WSJ and NYT headlines describe victims and perpetrators does in many ways fall 

in line with previous research, the same cannot quite be said for their use of rape myths. Previous 

research by Kasinsky (1998), Toffoletti (2007) and Franiuk et al. (2008a, 2008b) found the prevailing 

media narrative to support, among other myths, the idea of shared responsibility, uncontrollable 

nature of male sexuality and outright lying on the part of the victim. While this would not seem to be 

the case in the headlines of the #MeToo era, this is not to say that the headlines and their writers are 

not aware of these myths surrounding sexual assault. In fact, in the few instances the publications did 

make use of rape myths, they did so in a way that is very conscious of the existence of these 

misconceptions, as outlined in the previous chapter. The way in which the headlines make use of 

these myths is very purposeful in it that they either draw on the reader’s existing knowledge of the 

myths, distance themselves from people promoting them or both. While not the case in every instance, 
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headlines like “Do We Believe Women Yet? The Battle to End Sexual Harassment” (Haberman, 

2017) outright attack these myths in a way that almost feels like the writer is trying to reclaim these 

harmful ideas and use them to further the prevailing feminist narratives. 

Furthermore, the omission of the rape myths in most of the headlines analysed in the course 

of this study is telling in and of itself. The fact that only 1,3% percent of the headlines contain any 

sort of rape myth may signify that the writers of these headlines either do not want to promote these 

myths or know not to employ them in the surrounding media landscape. This would indicate that the 

media narrative surrounding sexual harassment has moved away from these harmful misconceptions, 

at least on the surface (or rather, headline) level. Interestingly, this conscious omission seems to be 

especially prevalent in the WSJ headlines with only one headline containing a rape myth of any sort. 

Part of this is undoubtedly due to the higher number of NYT headlines surrounding sexual harassment 

in the first place but this could also indicate that the more liberal NYT is perhaps more comfortable 

in using these myths in a more calculated fashion.  

While the use of rape myths in this way shows some encouraging developments, not all myths 

get the same treatment. Most notably absent from media narrative is the myth of sexual assault not 

being in the alleged perpetrator’s nature. While a more comprehensive look at all the (alleged) 

perpetrators and their standing in the sphere of public opinion is beyond the scope of this study, this 

may be due to the fact that many of the perpetrators had already been deemed somewhat problematic 

by the time the headlines were written about them. One question that rises from this is whether a well-

regarded alleged harasser or assailant would get the same treatment or whether Burt’s (1980) rape 

myths would re-emerge in this context as they did in Franiuk et al.’s (2008a, 2008b) studies into 

media coverage on the Kobe Bryant allegations. Furthermore, Franiuk et al. (ibid.) found that while 

65% of analysed news articles contained a rape myth of some description, only 10% of headlines did 

the same. It is therefore highly likely that despite their absence from the headlines of October 2015-

2019, the rape myths may still be part of the wider media landscape of the #MeToo era.  



6. Conclusions 
 

The question of media discourse on sexual harassment and its inherent negotiations of power 

dynamics is a complicated and multi-faceted one, especially in the world of hegemonic masculinity. 

Indeed, while reporting surrounding the subject shows encouraging developments in some areas, in 

others the headlines still follow the familiarly disappointing tracks already recognised in academic 

literature of previous decades. To take a closer look at the many ways in which the reporting on the 

subject has changed (and on the other hand, remained the same), it stands to reason to revisit the 

research questions posed at the beginning of the analysis.  

The first question was an inquiry into how sexual harassment was discussed in the years 

preceding the emergence of the #MeToo movement and whether the movement had any effect in this 

reporting. Perhaps the most concrete evidence of the immediate effects of the #MeToo movement 

can be found in the number of headlines NYT and WSJ published throughout Octobers of 2015-2019 

with the number of headlines peaking in 2017 and remaining slightly higher in frequency during the 

following years (although declining rapidly in number). While the number of headlines did change, 

the changes in the reporting itself were considerably more subtle. That said, the data shows some 

encouraging development towards a more balanced and grass-root level reporting (NYT), as well as 

a tentative move from deviant individuals towards a more general level approach to the issue (WSJ). 

That said, however, the classic cases and gender positions of sexual harassment and its inherent power 

imbalances still dominate throughout the data. Furthermore, it is entirely possible that by shifting the 

reporting towards grass-root instances of sexual harassment, these headlines inadvertently highlight 

a limited view of power as something part and parcel with one’s position instead of something that is 

gained, lost and negotiated, as well as something that is inevitably affected by the built-in power 

imbalance of genders. This is, of course, not a given but it is certainly implied when a perpetrator’s 

professional position is used as the only indicator of their superior position of power. The prevalence 

of these stereotypical cases of harassment and positions of power throughout the data comes by no 

means as a surprise. Quite the opposite, this is almost to be expected as stereotypes and narratives 

that support prevailing ideas lend newsworthiness to the story. It makes sense then that a headline 

seeking to entice its readers to read the entire article would be especially prone to highlighting such 

ideas.  

The second question posed at the beginning of the present study surrounded the prevalence of 

the different news actors in relation to one another. Although the prevailing focal point of the 
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headlines was the male perpetrator, both publications did exhibit some encouraging developments 

towards a more equal reporting on the issue. While the decreasing number of perpetrators did (in 

some years) give space for the victims’ voices to be heard, this change is by no means completely 

unproblematic. Together with the fact that male perpetrators were rarely explicitly identified as men, 

this move towards more victim-centric and harasser-excluding reporting may indicate headlines 

doing their part in obscuring the misuse of power at play by moving towards headlines where the 

plight and rage of female victims is highlighted with no mention of who is responsible. As long as 

male perpetrators are presented through the actions of deviant individuals and stereotypical cases of 

sexual misconduct, it is easy to dismiss accusations against oneself and other upstanding men as 

exaggerated or outright fraudulent.  

The third question focused on whether the political standing of the publication played any part 

in its reporting on sexual harassment. Generally speaking, the two publications differed in their 

reporting on sexual harassment somewhat but not necessarily always in ways that could be directly 

contributed to their respective political standings. That said, when it comes to their reporting on one 

specific news actor, Donald Trump, some interesting trends could be outlined. Most notably, WSJ 

reported on sexual harassment in consistently smaller numbers throughout the years analysed. This 

difference in number was especially evident in October of 2016 when the Trump allegations first 

emerged. Conversely, NYT actually increased its reporting more during the Trump allegations of 

2016 than after the re-emergence of the #MeToo movement in 2017.  

The fourth and final question focused on Burt’s (1980) rape myths and how they were utilised 

in the present data. Out of the different focal points of the study, the analysis into rape myths shows 

perhaps the most encouraging developments when it comes to discourse surrounding sexual 

harassment. The reason for this is twofold: 1) the rape myths were used very sparingly and 2) when 

the rape myths did emerge in the data, this was done with clear intent to question these myths. 

Interestingly, this raises the question of whether the myths that are the most prolific in present day 

narratives are actually the ones that were not present in the data at all. Since rape myths were mainly 

used to consciously question them and their harmful messages, could the omission of a myth mean 

that the publication is uncomfortable questioning it outright? Especially interesting in this context is 

the omission of the myth of the assault not being in the perpetrator’s nature. After all, this may lend 

further support to the claim that by presenting sexual harassment as an issue of deviant individuals, 

the news media perpetuates the idea that one has to be a certain kind of person to sexually assault 

someone. While the public consensus on many of the antagonists of the #MeToo era was that they fit 
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this description of a deviant individual, it is worth wondering what kind of a treatment someone with 

the public opinion behind them would get.  

Besides offering a glimpse at the present state of discourse on sexual harassment, this study 

also presents some starting points for further attention into the subject matter as already suggested in 

the course of the analysis into e.g. the rape myths and the news actors surrounding them. Due to the 

timeline of many of the court cases of the #MeToo era, another question left unanswered by this study 

surrounds the ongoing nature of sexual harassment allegations. Are, for example, Harvey Weinstein 

and his victims treated differently in 2017 than in 2020 when Weinstein was found guilty? Does the 

unconfirmed nature of allegations affect e.g. the lexical choice between accuser and victim? As yet 

another point of departure from this study, it should be acknowledged that while #MeToo became a 

rallying cry of a global feminist movement in 2017, the phrase itself had been used by women of 

colour long before that. The fact that the hashtag spread into the wider public consciousness only 

once white actresses started using it is not insignificant and thus the usage of the phrase already from 

2006 onwards warrants further academic attention. While the limitations of the study should certainly 

be acknowledged before making broad generalisations based on its results, the present analysis does 

offer valuable information of the prevailing changes and currents in discourse surrounding sexual 

harassment. Although many of the harmful ideas and stereotypes already pointed out in previous 

studies on the subject still find their way in the media discourse of today, the landscape of sexual 

harassment is undoubtedly changing – in many ways for the better.  
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