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A B S T R A C T

Past quantitative studies have shown that most media coverage is of men. Here we ask if
the scarce coverage that women get is qualitatively different from that of men. We use
computer-coded sentiment scores for 14 million person names covered in 1,323 newspa-
pers to investigate the three-way relationship between gender, fame, and sentiment.
Additional large-scale data on occupational categories allow us to compare women and
men within the same profession and rank. We propose that as women’s fame increases their
media coverage becomes negative more quickly when compared to men (a “paper cut”), be-
cause their violation of gender hierarchies and social expectations about typical feminine be-
havior evokes disproportionate scrutiny. We find that while overall media coverage is much
more positive for women than for men, this difference disappears and even reverses at
higher levels of fame. In encyclopedic sentiment data we find no biographic basis for wom-
en’s disproportionate decline in media coverage sentiment at high fame, consistent with the
conjectured double standard in media discourse.
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The sentiment of media coverage has significant career and life consequences for individuals.
Negative coverage of politicians may translate into fewer campaign donations and negatively affect
their ability to draw voters (Aaldering, van der Meer, and van der Burg 2018; Heldman, Carroll, and
Olson 2005; Kahn 1994; Schlehofer et al. 2011). Similarly, negative coverage of businesspeople, in
particular entrepreneurs and business owners, may hurt their ability to develop their business or
maintain its public image and commercial stance (Baker, Aldrich, and Nina 1997). For managers,
such coverage might hurt promotion prospects and future employability. Finally, for athletes, artists,
authors, and various entertainers, negative media coverage might limit employment opportunities
and reduce salaries, royalties, commercial opportunities, and the sale of their products.

Research on women in the workforce has long established the existence of a glass ceiling, where in
various fields women are upwardly mobile up to a certain rank below the top at which they stagnate
(Alessio and Andrzejewski 2000; Cotter et al. 2001; Ridgeway 2011). Here we ask what happens to
the ways in which the media covers women when they do manage to break through this glass ceiling
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and reach positions of power and high status. That is, we probe the three-way relationship between
gender, fame, and coverage sentiment.

We examine this question by analyzing two unique large datasets. The first was generated by
Lydia—a computerized text-analysis system, which collected both frequency and sentiment data on
millions of unique person names from 1,323 U.S. newspapers over a period of six years (Bautin et al.
2010). We manually assembled the second dataset from Wikipedia categories on about 50,000 well-
known men and women in prominent social and occupational domains, including politics, business,
entertainment, sports, science, and crime. Combining these two datasets allows us to compare the
sentiment toward women and men at different coverage frequencies (i.e., degrees of fame).

We argue that when women’s fame increases, rather than celebrating their achievements with favor-
able coverage, media scrutinize them more closely, ready to find blemishes and faults in their perfor-
mance. This happens because successful and prominent women pose a threat to traditional gendered
status hierarchies and stereotypical ways of thinking about femininity and gender roles. This supposi-
tion, in turn, leads us to expect an interaction effect of gender and fame on sentiment: As women be-
come more famous, their media coverage trends negative more quickly when compared to men.

We refer to the disproportionately negative media coverage that famous women receive after
breaking the glass ceiling as a “paper cut.” Such paper cuts can be deep and surprisingly painful, with
substantial repercussions for careers and personal lives. A paper cut originates from newspaper jour-
nalists and editors who subscribe to common social perceptions, stereotypes, and hierarchies. A paper
cut is to be distinguished from negative media coverage that reflects a “glass cut,” when media merely
mirror real-world events, reporting on unfavorable career and personal life consequences that result
from women breaking the glass ceiling.

We argue that famous women receive this paper cut in all major domains of media coverage, de-
spite obvious differences in the media coverage contexts of politicians, businesspeople, criminals, and
athletes. The media coverage of female politicians or businesswomen will become more negative as
they move up the political and corporate ladder because this increases the unconventionality of their
candidacy or position in the firm and puts their femininity under intense scrutiny. Women who com-
mit serious crimes that render them infamous, such as murder, are perceived as doubly deviant, be-
cause they transgress both the law and standard feminine behavior. For elite female athletes, their
sexual normativity and commitment to motherhood and family are often questioned.

Our analyses confirm the prediction of a paper cut, although the strength of the evidence varies by
domain. We find that, overall, women receive much more positive coverage when compared to men,
but this difference disappears and even reverses when they become famous. By contrast, women’s biog-
raphies are more positive when compared to those of men across the board, including when they are
very famous. This contrast between biographic and media sentiment suggests that famous women’s
more negative media coverage is not driven by their engaging in negative actions, experiencing negative
events, or selecting into occupations or situations of a negative nature, that is, a glass ceiling cut. The ev-
idence, instead, points to famous women in most domains paying a media premium—a paper cut.

G E N D E R , F A M E , A N D M E D I A C O V E R A G E : T H E O R E T I C A L E X P E C T A T I O N S
Anecdotal evidence suggests that successful women in various fields may be receiving relatively nega-
tive coverage when compared with less successful women or with equally successful men. Women
who reach professional success are often painted in negative and unflattering ways, as the media care-
fully scrutinize their looks and actions, trivializing or undermining them. Working women’s behaviors
and demeanors are often painted as “unladylike” and irrational, and they are described as “catty,”
“bossy,” “bitchy,” “ball-busting” “hysterical,” and “demanding” (Barden 1996, Falk 2010; Fowler and
Lawless 2009; Goddu 1999; Joo 2002; Saner 2014; Sanghani 2014). According to Halvorson (2015),
successful women are often portrayed in the media as either competent but cold (also “bossy,”
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“bitchy,” “pushy,” “frigid,” and “ball-busting”), or as warm but incompetent, illogical, and irrational;
the doormat whom no one takes seriously (also “ditsy,” “silly,” “airhead,” or “emotional”).

However, while these accounts may resonate with common public perceptions, there is a lack of sys-
tematic large-scale research on the media coverage sentiment of women and men, in particular as they
become increasingly successful and well-known. How might fame be associated with the coverage senti-
ment of women? We are unaware of any previous study that has theorized the complex relationship be-
tween gender, fame, and media sentiment, carefully identifying the possible mechanisms that may shape
it and testing them systematically. We therefore offer a new theoretical account, identifying two poten-
tial mechanisms that may generate differential media sentiment toward successful women. First, gen-
dered coverage sentiment patterns may be due to media’s covering events or achievements differently
when they happen to a woman than when they happen to a man. Specifically, women may receive dis-
proportionately negative media coverage – a paper cut – when they become very famous, because of
gender norms held by media actors and audiences. Second, different events may happen to women and
men, with the differential media coverage merely mirroring those different events.

A Paper Cut: Women’s Success as a Threat to Gendered Status Hierarchies and Norms of Ideal Femininity
Differential media treatment of successful women may directly originate from the media itself and to
common social perceptions that may affect media coverage. However, it is not obvious whether to expect
news coverage of women to be relatively more or less favorable than that of equivalent men. On the one
hand, it is possible that at least some journalists and editors practice what Glick and Fiske (1996) call
“benevolent sexism”—viewing women stereotypically and in restricted roles, but in ways that are subjec-
tively positive in feeling and tone, emphasizing behaviors and traits typically categorized as prosocial,
such as helping, showing compassion, or intimacy-seeking. While such tendencies for “benevolent
sexism” may be countered by more traditional sexism, or what Glick and Fiske call “hostile sexism,” we
suggest that they may nevertheless lead to relatively positive overall coverage for women in the news.

Journalists may also wish to celebrate the relative achievements of women, seeking to show that
women can make it despite encountering multiple difficulties. Thus, they would tend to focus on flat-
tering and positive features and stories, while disregarding or downplaying negative elements in suc-
cessful women’s life events, personalities, or behaviors. Some have argued that even journalists who
hold a bias against women might be inclined to soften judgmental and unflattering descriptions, try-
ing to prove that they are, in fact, not biased or being sensitive to critiques about their gendered cov-
erage tendencies (Smith 1997). These arguments suggest the following net expectation:

H1. Women receive more positive media coverage when compared to men.

At the same time, media sociologists and mass communication scholars have emphasized the strength
and persistence of masculine norms in newsrooms and editorial boards. The historical dominance of
men in editorial positions has led to coverage norms that favor men, their actions, and their opinions
(Mills 1997; Rodgers and Thorson 2003; Ross 2007; Ross and Carter 2011). Traits perceived as
“masculine,” such as competitiveness, assertiveness, and dominance, are often celebrated and com-
mended in fields such as sports, politics, and business. These masculine norms of journalistic practice
have come to be regarded simply as professional routines, to which all journalists are expected to sub-
scribe (Ross 2009; Ross and Carter 2011; van Zoonen 1988). Consequently, these coverage norms
persist when women reach lead editorial positions in media outlets (De Swert and Hooghe 2010;
Mills 1997; Shor et al. 2015). We argue that such persistent masculine norms in media organizations
may lead to disproportionately negative media coverage of women when they become successful and fa-
mous. Psychologists and sociologists of gender have argued that masculine norms lead women in
positions of leadership and prominence to be devalued relative to men in top positions. We argue
that this devaluation could then lead journalists to comment more negatively on famous women.
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According to Eagly and Karau (2002) there is a perceived incongruity between female gender
roles and leadership roles. This gap, in turn, results in public and journalistic perceptions of women
as less suitable for leadership roles and in less favorable performance evaluations of women as leaders.
(See also the 2011 meta-analysis by Koenig et al., which suggests a common stereotypical perception
of most leadership roles as masculine.)

Ridgeway (1997, 2009, 2011, and 2013) has further argued that status biases affect individuals’
willingness to evaluate women’s actions, words, efforts, and accomplishments in a positive way.
Consequently, men are often perceived as simply better and more capable of performing valued social
tasks and serving in high status positions than are women. This, in turn, could translate into media
practices that significantly exacerbate and artificially magnify existing inequalities between men and
women (De Swert and Hooghe 2010; Zoch and Turk 1998).

According to some, the glass ceiling is not merely a transparent barrier that prevents women from
advancing. As women move up the ranks, they experience other disadvantages as well (Baxter and
Wright 2000; Morgan 1998; Prokos and Padavic 2005). For the domain of politics, Fowler and
Lawless (2009) argue that when women run for office, they break gender stereotypes and norms
about both women and politicians. Meeks (2012) has argued that media coverage becomes more
negative as women move up the political ladder, because this increases the unconventionality of their
candidacy and puts their femininity under intense scrutiny. More generally, women who manage to
reach the very top positions in politics, business, science, literature, sports, and the arts may fail to re-
ceive coverage that is as respectful and positive as that of their male counterparts, mainly because
their career advancement poses a challenge to social status hierarchies (Ridgeway 2013; Rudman
et al. 2012). Negative perceptions should be especially likely when successful women are perceived as
too assertive or domineering, as such “masculine” behaviors breach gender roles and status hierar-
chies, threatening the gendered status quo. In contrast, men who reach high status positions would
likely receive more positive coverage because they are perceived as merely fulfilling their social role
and enforcing these same status hierarchies. Ridgeway (2013) further argues that when gendered sta-
tus hierarchies and distinctions appear to be challenged (e.g., following reports that women may be
closing the gaps in some domains), this increases anti-feminist sentiments. We argue that if media
actors are susceptible to these stereotypical ways of thinking about successful women, then this
should translate into more negative coverage of women once they become successful and famous.

In sum, the combination of masculine newsroom norms and social norms about gender hierar-
chies and ideal femininity should lead to worse media sentiment for women who threaten these
norms by having career success and, consequently, becoming famous. While women’s overall cover-
age may be more positive (H1), as they become famous the sentiment of their media coverage should
decline more rapidly than men’s:

H2: There is an interaction effect of gender and fame on media sentiment, with women’s coverage be-
coming relatively more negative at higher levels of fame.

Media as a Mirror: Personal and Organizational Factors
An alternative source of gender differences in media sentiment could be differences in the actual
careers and public lives of male and female individuals. Differential sentiment in coverage of women
and men may accurately reflect real differences in women’s and men’s accomplishments, evaluations,
and the events that occur in their lives stemming from personal and organizational factors. With
regards to the overall difference in sentiment between women and men, these factors would predict
more positive media coverage for women. First, women are less commonly involved in criminality
and are more likely to occupy professions that garner generally positive sentiment, such as teaching
or providing care for children and the elderly. Women with successful careers arguably must be more
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talented, ambitious, and hard-working than equivalent men as they must overcome institutional bar-
riers against women’s advancement. For example, women in politics may be subjected to more strin-
gent selection and promotion processes (Jalalzai 2008; Palmer and Simon 2008). It therefore stands
to reason that as they move up the organizational hierarchy, those women who remain in the pool of
potential candidates for promotion will be more qualified than their male counterparts. Recent stud-
ies on female politicians show that on average they indeed tend to be of higher quality, work harder,
and perform better than their male colleagues (Bauer 2020; Fulton 2012; Lazarus and Steigerwalt
2018).

Some recent research further suggests that women in leading executive positions in business may
offer advantages to their firms, including improved firm performance, though evidence is not un-
equivocal (Dezso and Gaddis Ross 2012; Khan and Paolo Vieito 2013; Weber and Zulehner 2010).
In other words, women who manage to reach high-level occupational positions may be exceptionally
talented, charismatic, determined, and hard-working. The traits and behaviors that help them over-
come a hostile male-dominated environment and lead their organizations to better achievement
might, in turn, also be reflected in more positive media coverage.

These arguments about personal and organizational factors lead to the same prediction as the one
derived from arguments of media bias (section 2.1) that women would enjoy more positive media
coverage (H1). At the same time, if the media act merely as a mirror, then women’s public lives truly
contain more positive events. This greater positivity should then also be reflected in women’s biogra-
phies, such as those written on their Wikipedia page.

H3. Women’s biographies are more positive when compared to those of men.

At the same time, organization scholars have suggested that women who reach high-end positions in
various organizations appear to be less competitive, ambitious, confident, and assertive when com-
pared to similarly positioned men (Castagnetti and Rosti 2013; Fox and Lawless 2014; Manning and
Saidi 2010). Gendered socialization, prevailing gender norms, and status beliefs would keep women
from self-promotion, bragging about their achievements, or deliberately putting themselves in the
limelight. Women also learn that they are held to a double standard, as self-promoting behaviors
could be construed as non-feminine. Consequently, even when women do reach elite social and occu-
pational positions, they might fail to promote themselves as much as men or they might lack (or sup-
press) qualities such as overt competitiveness, confidence, and assertiveness. Since these qualities are
often viewed as necessary and beneficial for such high-end positions, this might consequently result
in the assessment that the women are not sufficiently qualified for these positions. This would suggest
that while media coverage of women overall may be more positive, this is less the case for women in
top organizational positions.

Organizational scholars have also reported on another common pattern that may result in worse
media coverage for relatively successful women. Studies have found that women and minorities are
more likely to be promoted to risky and precarious leadership positions, with higher turnover rates
and professional instability, a phenomenon that some have referred to as a “glass cliff” (Cook and
Glass 2013; O’Brien 2015; Ryan and Haslam 2005). When organizations are in crisis, for example in
the form of a scandal, very poor financial performance, or a political party losing its seat share, they
often look for a change of pace. Consequently, they may be more likely to promote someone who is
not their typical executive, that is, not a white man. The argument is that women and minorities, pos-
sibly because they feel this is their only shot at reaching an executive position, may accept the offer
even when it is risky, while qualified white men are more likely to turn it down and look for safer op-
portunities. Consequently, women’s likelihood of being associated with failure and reputational risk
would be higher, as they would more often be handed a mess to clean up. With the cards stacked
against them, they fail to save the day, which, in turn, would lead to worse media coverage.
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These arguments then lead to the same prediction as the one produced by the paper cut argu-
ment: an interaction effect of gender and fame on media sentiment (H2). At the same time, if the
mechanism driving this interaction effect is the media acting as a mirror, then famous women’s worse
media sentiment does not stem from media bias but rather reflects a disproportionate frequency of
negative events occurring in famous women’s public lives. These negative events are part of their bi-
ographies such as those on their Wikipedia page. For example, on July 5, 2021, former UK Prime
Minister Theresa May’s Wikipedia biography included negative phrases describing her failures to win
a vote of confidence in parliament, her Brexit deal defeat, and her resignation. Similarly, Marissa May
became the CEO of a troubled Yahoo! and her Wikipedia biography documents the continued diffi-
culties the company experienced during her tenure from 2012–2017. Thus, if women indeed select
(or are being selected into) relatively tough jobs at top levels—consistent with the concept of a glass
cliff—then we should also see an interaction effect of gender and fame on sentiment in encyclopedic
biographies:

H4: There is an interaction effect of gender and fame on biographical sentiment, with women’s biog-
raphies becoming relatively more negative at higher levels of fame.

Gender, Fame, and Media Coverage: Existing Evidence
In this section we review former research findings on the coverage of successful women in key media
domains, including politics, business, entertainment, crime, and sports. Researchers have devoted sub-
stantial attention to the media representation of successful women in politics. Most of this research
has focused on a handful of prominent political figures, analyzing their coverage and comparing it to
the coverage of male politicians in countries such as New Zealand, Australia (van Acker 2003), and
Canada (Gidengil and Everitt 2003). This research suggests that male politicians who appear com-
manding, competitive, or resolute are commended for these traits, while female politicians who show
similar traits are portrayed in a negative light. On the other hand, when women displayed traits often
perceived as feminine, such as vulnerability and non-competitiveness, they also failed to receive posi-
tive coverage (see also Henderson 1999). Heldman et al. (2005), who examined Elizabeth Dole’s
presidential campaign in the United States, found that negative stereotypes are most obvious and
harmful for women who enter a presidential race (see also Huddy and Terkildsen 1993; Kahn 1992,
1994). Hillary Clinton’s media coverage similarly became increasingly negative with her growing po-
litical involvement and her move from first lady, to senator, to secretary of state, and to the
Democratic candidate for the presidency (Ryan 2013; Scharrer 2002). Studies in New Zealand have
likewise found that when women reach top political positions, their lives become heavily scrutinized
and sensationalized by the media, more so than the lives of men (Comrie 2006; McGregor 1996;
Trimble and Treiberg 2010).

More recently, a content analysis of Dutch national newspapers provided some larger scale evi-
dence for the field of politics, reporting that male politicians received more media coverage on leader-
ship traits when compared with female politicians. The latter received more coverage of their
appearance and personal life, more negative coverage of their political viability, and more stereotypi-
cal trait coverage (Aaldering and Van der Pas 2020; Van der Pas and Aaldering 2020). In another re-
cent cross-national study, Shor and Miltsov (2020) found that growth in the parliamentary
representation of women was associated with more negative coverage to women in various countries.

Another domain in which women appear to receive particularly negative coverage is crime. While
all criminals naturally tend to receive unfavorable coverage, the literature suggests that coverage for
women who commit crimes is particularly negative (Collins 2016; Naylor 1990). Women who kill
are portrayed by newspapers as an aberration of true womanhood (Creed 1996); as “bad” (i.e., mon-
sters), “mad” (insane), or “sad” (weak and helpless) (Cavaglion 2008; Easteal et al. 2015). Common
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depictions in such cases include describing the women as irrational, immature, and emotionally unsta-
ble (Barnett 2005; Cavaglion 2008; Huckerby 2003), man-hating, unattractive, unfeminine, lesbian
vampires, sexual deviants (Berrington and Honkatukia 2002; Creed 1996; Farr 2000; Naylor 2001),
evil, manipulative, cold-blooded monsters (Berrington and Honkatukia 2002; Hinds and Stacey
2010; Wilczynski 1991), and inadequate/unnatural/bad mothers and wives (Barnett 2005; Huckerby
2003; Morrissey 2003). These depictions are particularly salient when women commit serious crimes
(as opposed to more minor crimes) and seem particularly prominent in high-profile murder cases
that receive substantial media attention (Grabe et al. 2006; Weimann and Fishman 1988). Again,
however, evidence is mostly small-scale and qualitative, raising the question whether these findings
hold up in systematic analysis of comprehensive newspaper data.

The representation of successful businesswomen has received somewhat less attention by media
scholars, with most scholars focusing on the volume of coverage, rather than its tone (Grandy 2013;
Greenwald 1990; Shor et al. 2014b; Shor et al. 2015; Shor, Van de Rijt, and Fotouhi 2020). The few
studies that did examine coverage tone have reported mixed results, with successful businesswomen,
on the one hand, presented as heroic entrepreneurs and charmers, but on the other hand, depicted as
women who have transgressed women’s “natural place” and as mad and cunning (Czarniawska 2004;
2008). As with successful politicians, coverage of businesswomen and female CEOs tends to focus on
their family, marital status, and attire rather than on their position and work status (Bjursell and
Backvall 2011; Krefting 2002; McGregor 2000). Yet, these depictions often carry a rather positive
tone, such as when a woman is complemented on being able to balance family and work commit-
ments, or presented as more nurturing, caring, and compassionate, in life and in business (Bjursell
and Backvall 2011). Most recently, Bishop Smith, Chown, and Gaughan (2021) found that the
appointments of female CEOs do not receive more negative media coverage than those of male
CEOs, except for when the appointment was given a lot of media attention, which is consistent with
our paper cut hypothesis.

Finally, with regard to sports, qualitative studies have found that whereas reporting on male ath-
letes generates excitement, reporting on female athletes is often matter-of-fact and dull (Cook and
Glass 2013; Cooky, Messner, and Musto 2015; Fink and Kensicki 2002; Shugart 2003; Vincent et al.
2007). Female athletes’ sexuality, sexual normativity, and their commitment to their family are also
more likely to come under scrutiny, in particular when they practice sports that are considered as less
gender-appropriate (Fink and Kensicki 2002; Shugart 2003; Waldon 2005).

While the studies reviewed above advance our knowledge about the media representation of suc-
cessful women, nearly all rely on anecdotal case studies, examining a small number of famous individ-
uals (often only one or two). Such research designs raise concerns about selection bias and
generalizability. In addition, much of the previous research has focused only on women, without sys-
tematically comparing media reports on men to those on women. Thus, it is hard to ascertain
whether the suggested negative relationship between fame and coverage tone is indeed only (or espe-
cially) true for women, as some have suggested (Ridgeway 2013; Rudman et al. 2012) or whether
this is also the case for men.

We therefore offer here both a comprehensive theory of the relationship between gender, fame,
and media coverage tone, accounting for the various mechanisms that might drive this relationship,
and a systematic large-scale test of this theory for millions of men and women across occupations
and fields. While the literature above does not yield a strong hypothesis about the relationship be-
tween gender, fame, and coverage sentiment in each domain, we argue that regardless of field, suc-
cessful or prominent women pose a threat to traditional gendered status hierarchies and to
stereotypical ways of thinking about femininity and gender roles. We, therefore, expect the interac-
tion predicted in our H2, where more famous women should receive disproportionately negative cov-
erage, to hold across domains.
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D A T A A N D A N A L Y T I C A L S T R A T E G Y

Newspaper Sample
Our primary data source for analyzing newspapers’ coverage volume and sentiment is the Lydia text
analysis system (Bautin, Vijayarenu, and Skiena 2008; Bautin et al. 2010; Shor et al. 2014a; Shor
2018). Lydia provides time-stamped records of occurrences of person-names for a large number of
newspapers, magazines and online news sources from 2004 to 2009. This period allowed a unique
opportunity for researchers to access large-scale longitudinal data from the online editions of a very
large number of American newspapers, before most of these newspapers placed their content behind
paywalls.

We follow work on the sociology of fame in operationalizing fame as the quantity of public atten-
tion, measured through mentions in the media. This operationalization measures both the status of
individuals and the visibility they enjoy (Ferris 2007; van de Rijt et al. 2013). For each name occur-
rence, Lydia provides the timestamp, newspaper, and sentiment score (positive or negative) associ-
ated with the name. It computes sentiment scores by tracing the co-occurrence of a name and a
sentiment word in the same sentence. While this process might produce some errors in complex sen-
tences, the volume of text processed by Lydia and the aggregation over all usages of a name generates
overall accurate sentiment scores (Godbole, Srinivasaiah, and Skiena 2007), as demonstrated in the
online Appendix A. Lydia is also able to determine the gender of a named person through anaphora
resolution with high accuracy. In the online Appendix B we provide a detailed explanation of our gen-
der classification process, as well as a table showing classification results for a random sample of
names.

In the present analysis, we examine data from 1,323 U.S. news outlets, including nationally-
distributed newspapers, such as USA Today and the New York Times, as well as local newspapers,
such as the Tulsa World and the Wichita Eagle). Lydia collected data on the sentiment associated
with 4 billion mentions of 26 million person names of individuals who appeared in these newspapers
over the six-year period of data collection. The comprehensiveness of the dataset is especially advan-
tageous when attempting to test the relationship between coverage volume and coverage sentiment,
as it allows a comparison of the coverage of a very large number of individuals who were mentioned
only a few times in the news with the coverage of those mentioned hundreds of thousands of times.

Our empirical focus is on five domains: politics, business, crime, sports, and entertainment. These
domains follow the news categories in the academic literature reviewed above and are also consis-
tently among the most prominent sections in most newspapers. Additionally, these are domains for
which Wikipedia categorizations offer comprehensive data and often provide exhaustive lists of vari-
ous sub-domains, thus allowing us to examine each of these domains systematically.

Wikipedia Data on Individual Names by Field
While the Lydia system includes data on virtually all individuals who appeared in the news over the
period of data collection, it is unable to tell us much about the characteristics of these individuals, be-
yond their coverage volume and the general section in which they appeared (e.g., news or entertain-
ment). Moreover, names such as “Donald Duck” and “Elizabeth Arden” are falsely classified as
person names, but cannot be pruned because of the scale of the dataset. We therefore manually as-
sembled and coded a large complimentary database comprised of the names of individuals from
Wikipedia, whom we are confident are real people. These individuals mostly enjoy at least a moderate
level of public or professional recognition in various fields. online Appendix C shows examples of
these names by level of fame.

In order to compare men and women from equivalent occupational categories, we collected data
from the Wikipedia categorization databases.1 These databases classify individuals into categories and

1 See “Wikipedia: Categorization” (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Categorization).
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sub-categories. While for many categories, lists are not exhaustive, they nevertheless tend to capture
the large majority of men and women who have made the most significant imprint in specific
domains. Importantly, previous research has found that Wikipedia editors are predominantly white
and male (Antin et al. 2011; Collier and Bear 2012). This has the potential to introduce racial and
gender underrepresentation into the contents of Wikipedia. However, while some studies suggest
that women are underrepresented in certain categories of Wikipedia, such as sociologists (Adams,
Brückner, and Naslund 2019) and engineers (White 2018), others report that relative to their share
in various occupational domains, women are not underrepresented on Wikipedia and may, in fact, be
slightly overrepresented (Wagner et al. 2015; Wang, Pappu, and Cramer 2021). While such potential
misrepresentation may affect some of our analyses, for some categories, such as senators, lists are ex-
haustive and hence representative.

In order to collect our index of names, we first generated an initial list of larger social and occupa-
tional domains, based in part on common newspaper categorizations. These domains include politics,
business, entertainment, sports, science, and crime. We then devised a list of important sub-domains
within each of these larger categories. For example, within the domain of entertainment we identified
the following sub-categories: Actors (TV and film), directors, singers, and dancers. Finally, for some
domains, we identified more specific sub-categories, in which individuals are particularly likely to at-
tract media attention (e.g., U.S. senators in politics, Oscar nominees in entertainment, and Pulitzer
Prize winners in literature).

Next, we merged this domain-specific data with our Lydia data, which provided the number of
mentions and the coverage sentiment for the Wikipedia names. We analyzed the dataset of all 42,862
individuals who were both included in a relevant Wikipedia category and mentioned by the exact
same name in newspapers. For each of these, we have a newspaper occurrence frequency, a newspa-
per sentiment score, and an encyclopedic sentiment score. This dataset also allowed us to exclude
common names from the analysis (e.g., Michael Smith), as these appear in Wikipedia with the area in
which they became famous (e.g., poet) marked in parentheses. This exclusion is important, because
in such cases it is often impossible to ascertain the identity of the individual to whom the newspaper
article refers. In a small number of cases, individuals appeared in multiple categories—for example,
Arnold Schwarzenegger as politician and actor, and we analyzed such individuals accordingly in both
categories. Our main results do not change when, instead of double counting them, we randomly
choose one category.

Measuring the Sentiment toward Individuals Mentioned in Newspaper Articles
Following standard natural language processing (NLP) procedures,2 the Lydia system assigns scores
for thousands of adjectives with positive (þ1) or negative (�1) sentiment to each distinct entity
(name) in a text corpus; in our case, this was newspaper articles (for more details on this process, see
Godbole et al. 2007). Co-occurrences with positive adjectives (such as “good” or “successful”) within
the same sentence are counted as positive sentiment, while co-occurrences with negative terms (such
as “ugly” or “failure”) are counted as negative sentiment (for further information on our sentiment
analysis tool, see Bautin et al. 2008, Shor, van de Rijt, and Miltsov 2019). Each name then receives an
average sentiment score calculated across all co-occurrences in all news sources over the period of
the study, ranging from �1 (for individuals who appeared only in co-occurrence with negative adjec-
tives) to þ1 (for those who appeared only in co-occurrence with positive adjectives). The online
Appendix A demonstrates the ability of this sentiment tool to trace negative and positive events in
the lives of a group of well-known celebrities and to accurately capture the temporal dynamics of cov-
erage sentiment associated with them. The appendix shows that sudden shifts in sentiment do indeed

2 A simple application programming interface (API) explaining common natural language processing (NLP) and the procedure we
followed here can also be found in “TextBlob: Simplified Text Processing” at the following link: https://textblob.readthedocs.io/
en/dev/index.html.
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co-occur with these negative or positive life events, providing support for the validity of our senti-
ment measure.

It could be argued that a sentiment analysis that simply measures “positive” vs. “negative” referen-
ces is too crude when trying to capture subtle differences in media coverage, in particular, differences
between women and men. For example, some scholars have argued that news reports on women of-
ten tend to overemphasize their physical appearance or motherly traits, while belittling their profes-
sional competence or intellectual skills (Byerly and Ross 2006; Heldman et al. 2005; Jia et al. 2016;
Tuchman 2000; van Zoonen 1994). Our computerized text analysis system does not differentiate be-
tween positive adjectives such as “beautiful,” “attractive,” and “nurturing” on the one hand and adjec-
tives such as “competent,” “able,” “successful,” or “strong” on the other, which may be more
beneficial for economic or political outcomes. However, the online Appendix D demonstrates that
the most common adjectives used in conjunction with female and male names are, in fact, very simi-
lar, suggesting that gender differences in qualitative dimensions of coverage sentiment may be more
modest than previously suggested. Still, it is prudent to recognize that minor differences exist, and, ac-
cordingly, to interpret findings about sentiment differences with caution. We further elaborate on this
issue in our concluding discussion and limitations sections.

We additionally use Wikipedia as a source of biographic sentiment data. For each Wikipedia person
page in our dataset, we calculated a biography sentiment score by aggregating positive and negative
qualifications on these biographic pages. This additional sentiment data serves as a baseline against
which to compare media sentiment, with discrepancies suggesting media bias. This approach is ad-
mittedly both conservative and naive. The honest intentions of the editors and editorial policy en-
forcement on Wikipedia notwithstanding, what is written on Wikipedia pages is inevitably influenced
by the news cycle. To take one example, during the 2016 presidential election campaigns, Hillary
Clinton’s email and private server mishaps were arguably negligible compared to Donald Trump’s
many involvements in unethical behavior. Still, the mass media’s continued attention to the Clinton
email scandal may have resulted in a disproportional discussion of this scandal on Clinton’s
Wikipedia page, thereby depressing her biographic sentiment score. We argue that such potential
spillover effects of the news cycle render the discrepancy between the two sentiment measures a con-
servative estimate of media bias.

Analytical Strategy
Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for all variables used in our analyses. We compare the sentiment
toward women and the sentiment toward men in our Wikipedia sample of 42,862 names using
two-tailed independent sample t-tests. We then examine how fame mediates the relationship between
sentiment and gender, by calculating mean media sentiment by gender at varying binned levels of
fame, with corresponding confidence intervals of means. Next, we examine whether similar patterns
can be found in encyclopedic sentiment, which captures positive and negative events in the lives of
these famous individuals. We do so by calculating mean biographic sentiment by gender at varying
levels of fame as well as by regressing biographic sentiment on fame, gender, and their interaction in
OLS models with robust standard errors.

F I N D I N G S
In Table 2 we present comparisons between the sentiment toward women and the sentiment toward
men in our Wikipedia sample. The final column shows the results of two-tailed independent sample
t-tests for a difference in mean sentiment between women and men. The table shows that, with the
obvious exception of criminals, both men and women receive more positive than negative coverage.
Strikingly, in all major domains (politics, business, entertainment, crime, sports, and science), the
coverage tone for women is significantly more positive than the coverage tone for men. Woman’s
coverage advantage can also be detected in most of the more specific categories, such as U.S. House
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representatives and Oscar and Emmy nominees. In other subcategories – such as tennis Grand Slam
winners and Nobel Prize winners – there is no statistically significant difference. These results pro-
vide strong support for H1 that women’s media coverage overall is more positive than men’s.

We next examine the role of fame in producing divergent sentiment for men and women. In
Figure 1, we present two panels showing the interaction between gender, fame, and coverage senti-
ment. Panel 1 is based on the data from our larger sample of nearly 14 million person names (the
Lydia newspapers sample), showing results for both well-known individuals and relatively obscure
ones, who have appeared in the news only once or twice during the period of the study. Panel 2 is
based on the smaller sample we collected from Wikipedia (N ¼ 42,862), including individuals who
are all well-known enough to have a Wikipedia entry. Note that there are relatively few individuals on
Wikipedia with very little coverage, as indicated by the widening confidence intervals at lower levels
in panel 2, but not in panel 1. The analyses of both samples show a similar pattern: at low levels of
fame (1 to 10 yearly mentions), women receive coverage that is substantially more positive than that
of equally renowned men (a 10 percent to 20 percent difference in coverage tone). However, as the
number of mentions grows, the coverage tone associated with men remains fairly stable and even
slightly improves, while the coverage tone for women becomes increasingly negative, resulting in an
eventual elimination, and even reversal of sentiment differences. Indeed, among the most famous
individuals, those who received in the order of one million mentions, the coverage of men is more
positive than that of women.

While Figure 1 supports the notion that women, unlike men, are more heavily scrutinized when
they are famous, it leaves important questions about the origins of the effect unanswered. In

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics (N ¼ 42,862)

Variable Mean Std.

Fame
Number of media mentions per person 4,400 50,152
Number of media sentences per person 3,297 36,088
Number of media articles per person 1,468 11,405

Media sentiment .214 .480
Encyclopedic sentiment .512 .354

Percentage

Woman 29.9%
Politicians 9.2%

House representatives 1.5%
Senators 0.4%

Businesspeople 7.0%
CEOs 1.8%
Billionaires 1.1%

Entertainers 33.8%
Oscar nominees 1.1%
Emmy nominees 1.2%

Criminals 5.2%
Athletes 9.2%

Tennis Grand Slam winners 0.3%
Olympic medalists 0.7%

Scientists 13.5%
Nobel Prize winners 0.5%
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particular, one may wonder whether this pattern holds for all women and men, regardless of their
public status or their social and occupational domains. A second concern is that the pattern might re-
flect differential membership of women and men in occupational categories with different levels of
sentiment and fame. For example, most politicians are men, and the average politician receives both
greater coverage and more negative coverage than the average entertainer, who is more likely to be a
woman.
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Figure 1. Media sentiment by gender and fame

Note: Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals around the mean values.
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In Figure 2, we present results for coverage tone by gender and fame for men and women who
were classified into six major social and occupational domains by the Wikipedia categorization pages.
Panels one through six of the figure present results for politicians, businesspeople, entertainers, crimi-
nals, athletes, and scientists (see online Appendix C for a random sample illustrating more- and less-
famous individuals included in each of these categories). Because of the reduced sample sizes, the top
categories are now too sparse for most domains, so we collapsed the 1,000,000 and 100,000 catego-
ries into the 10,000 mentions category.

The results presented in Figure 2 demonstrate that the overall pattern shown in Figure 1 is also
evident in most of the specific domains. For men in most domains, including politicians, businesspeo-
ple, and entertainers, the coverage tone remains quite stable, regardless of the level of fame. Famous
male athletes and scientists exhibit somewhat worse coverage sentiment than their less famous coun-
terparts, while men who commit crimes receive substantially better coverage when they are more fa-
mous (keeping in mind that the type of crime may vary). Conversely, the coverage tone for famous
women in nearly all domains is significantly worse than for non-famous ones, perhaps with the excep-
tion of female athletes.
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Figure 2. Media sentiment by gender and fame in 6 prominent domains
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The robustness of these results is confirmed in regression analysis. In Table 3 we present results
from OLS regression models predicting coverage sentiment from gender, fame, and their interaction.
Model 2 is the same as model 1, except that it includes dichotomous variables measuring membership
of six major social and occupational domains, into which names on Wikipedia are categorized. We
use heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors because at very low fame levels, numbers of positive
and negative mentions are naturally also low, leading to higher variance in the dependent variable.
Both models show a significant interaction effect: On our sentiment scale from -1 to 1, for each unit
(¼10-fold) increase in fame the gender difference in sentiment is a full .03 points smaller. At low and
intermediate levels of fame, women receive better coverage. At very high levels of fame, men receive
better coverage.

Media as a Mirror?
The robust interaction effect we present above lends support to the paper cut thesis that media dis-
course about women vis-�a-vis comparable men becomes more negative as they acquire greater fame.
However, the evidence presented so far may alternatively be interpreted as reflecting negative real-
world actions or occurrences in the life of famous women (H3). That is, the media may be accurately
reporting on true variability in the actions taken by or events occurring to men and women of differ-
ent fame levels. Perhaps famous women “deserve” more negative coverage, for example, because they
are put into tougher situations or are being deliberately thwarted, hindered, or blocked from
succeeding.

To differentiate between these two alternative accounts, we evaluate parallel patterns in biographi-
cal sentiment, testing H3 and H4. The “media as a mirror” account predicts that biographical senti-
ment patterns will match media sentiment patterns. The “paper cut” account instead predicts that
biographical sentiment will be more positive for women at all levels of fame. These predictions do
not consider the spillover problem mentioned earlier, whereby media coverage may be partly
reflected in encyclopedic content. The setup of the test is thus stacked against the paper cut thesis, as
it increases the likelihood of finding evidence for the media as a mirror thesis.

Table 3. OLS Regression of Media and Biographical Sentiment

Model 1: media
sentiment

Model 2: media
sentiment

Model 3: biographical
sentiment

Model 4: biographical
sentiment

b SE(b)1 b SE(b)1 b SE(b)1 b SE(b)1

Fame (log10) �.01** .00 �.02*** .00 �.02*** .00 �.02*** .00
Female .15*** .02 .12*** .02 .05*** .01 .03** .01
Female * Fame �.03*** .01 �.03*** .01 .00 .00 .01 .00
Politician �.06*** .01 �.06*** .01
Criminal �.59*** .01 �.29*** .01
Businessperson .10*** .01 �.03*** .01
Entertainer .00 .01 �.02*** .00
Athlete .13*** .01 �.07*** .01
Scientist �.01 .01 �.02*** .01
Constant .19*** .01 .25*** .01 .54*** .01 .58*** .01
N 42,862 42,862 42,862 42,862
R2 .01 .09 .01 .04

1Heteroskedasticity-consistent standard errors
*p < .05
**p < .01
***p < .001 (two-tailed)
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Figure 3 shows the three-way relationship between gender, fame, and biographic sentiment. The
figure demonstrates that, unlike the pattern we found for media coverage, women of all fame levels re-
ceive significantly better biographic coverage when compared with men: Regardless of how often
women appear in the media, their biographies on Wikipedia contain more positive adjectives than those
of equally famous men. Model 3 in Table 2 reports the results of OLS regression models predicting bio-
graphic sentiment from gender, fame, and their interaction effect, controlling for occupational catego-
ries. There is no evidence of disproportionately negative sentiment for famous women in biographical
data. The interaction effect is even slightly positive in this model, driven by the lowest fame levels where
the gender difference in sentiment is somewhat smaller than at intermediate and high fame, as Figure 3
also shows. These results are consistent with a biographical basis for the more favorable media coverage
that women in general enjoy (H3). However, they do not reveal a biographical reason for covering fa-
mous women but not famous men much more negatively. That is, although famous women have more
positive public lives than famous men (rejecting H4), their lives are portrayed disproportionately nega-
tively in the media. These results thus clearly support the theory of a paper cut.

C O N C L U S I O N A N D D I S C U S S I O N
We have theorized and empirically investigated the three-way relationship between gender, fame, and
coverage tone. In contrast to previous anecdotal evidence, we found that women receive more positive
coverage sentiment than men do, overall, and in various specific domains, such as politics, business,
sports and entertainment. Yet, this coverage sentiment advantage varies dramatically with coverage
volume. Women who are not often mentioned in newspapers clearly receive more positive coverage
than men who are not mentioned often. However, for better-known women and men, this disparity
is smaller and even reverses among the most famous celebrities, so that the coverage tone of the
most often-mentioned men is more positive than that of the most often-mentioned women.

This pattern also holds within most professional and social spheres, including politics business, sci-
ence, and crime. The women who are best-known (those who clearly break the glass ceiling) are those
who receive the worst media coverage. In all these fields, the coverage sentiment for those women who
received the highest levels of media attention was much worse than the coverage sentiment of women
who were slightly less famous. Finally, we found that sentiment in encyclopedic content is more favor-
able for women than for men, regardless of their level of fame. This contrast between media and encyclo-
pedic sentiment suggests that media report more negatively on women when they become famous—
not because of negative actions and events surrounding them—but rather because their authority viola-
tes patriarchal norms regarding gender hierarchies and appropriate feminine behaviors and aspirations.

These tendencies are perhaps most pronounced in the domain of crime. While the coverage tone
for relatively obscure women offenders was quite neutral, it was much more negative for more famous
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Figure 3. Biographical sentiment by gender and fame
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women offenders. For men offenders, however, the tendency was reversed, as famous male criminals
enjoyed more positive coverage than less famous ones. These findings are consistent with feminist
criminology views and critiques of the chivalry hypothesis (Lloyd 1995). Qualitative case studies re-
port that petty crimes committed by women tend to be both overlooked and treated leniently
(Chesney-Lind 1999; Grabe et al. 2006; Weimann and Fishman 1988). Conversely, these studies
also found that women who commit serious acts of violence and breach normative gender expecta-
tions draw significant media attention and scrutiny, quickly becoming notorious, and their coverage
tone tends to be particularly negative (Barnett 2005; Cavaglion 2008; Easteal et al. 2015; Grabe et al.
2006; Hinds and Stacey 2010).

In politics, we also found that women of greater fame receive worse media sentiment while the
sentiment for men is largely invariant across levels of fame. This pattern again confirms the anecdotal
observations of qualitative studies on successful politicians, which reported that their performance is
heavily scrutinized and criticized (Heldman et al. 2005; Meeks 2012; Ryan 2013; Trimble and
Treiberg 2010).

Our findings also align with those of a recent study on Twitter users (Nilizadeh et al. 2016) that
reported a somewhat similar interaction between gender and fame. Nilizadeh and colleagues found
that users who were perceived as female experienced a type of a glass ceiling. While for users in lower
quartiles of visibility, being perceived as female was associated with more visibility, this tendency
flipped among the most visible users, for whom being perceived as female was strongly associated
with less visibility. While the study by Nilizadeh et al. examined visibility rather than sentiment, as we
did, we believe that the mechanisms underlying these patterns may be similar.

While our sentiment measure successfully captures negative coverage following negative events in
the lives of famous people (see online Appendix A), it is nonetheless possible that it misses important
nuances in the quality of the coverage. Former research has suggested that the depictions of women
in politics may not be straightforwardly negative, but rather might often trivialize or overlook their
achievements and professional success by focusing on unrelated issues, such as their family, their
looks, marital status, and their attire (Heldman et al. 2005; Kahn 1994). Bligh et al. (2012) have ar-
gued that even descriptions that might seem positive, such as those focusing on warmth, gentleness,
or emotions, may in fact convey a negative message, as they simultaneously portray women in politics
as weak and indecisive.

This limitation of our sentiment measurement is not restricted to the field of politics. Successful
women in entertainment, business, science, and sports may also receive coverage that might appear
to be positive in tone, but, in fact, focuses on issues such as their appearance and thus diminishes
their achievements. For example, Cranmer, Brann, and Bowman (2014) have argued that the devalu-
ation of female athletes occurs through a subtle focus on sexualized frames (see also Shugart 2003).
Similarly, studies of sports photography, which our textual tool is unable to analyze, have commented
on the focus on female athletes’ bodies and the commonality in which female athletes appear in sexu-
alized poses rather than while competing (Crossman, Vincent, and Speed 2007; Fink and Kensicki
2002; Lumpkin 2009). Hence, our findings about the significant worsening of coverage tone for
well-known women may fail to capture the full picture about this phenomenon.

Notwithstanding these methodological limitations, our study clearly shows that in various profes-
sional and social domains women receive more positive media coverage than men, except when they
are famous. Our evidence suggests that this interaction between gender and fame is not due to fa-
mous women experiencing more negative events. Instead, acts and achievements are portrayed more
negatively in the media when involving a famous woman.
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