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Have “The Times” Changed? 
Examining Gendered Media Coverage of Kamala Harris 

Over the 2020 Election 
 

In November 2020, Kamala Harris was elected to be the first female and first African American 

and Asian American Vice President of the United States. In her campaign, however, Vice President Harris 

endured significant amounts of sexism, especially in the form of gendered media coverage. Most 

prominently, she was described using the ‘Angry Black woman’ trope with journalists frequently using 

terms like “unlikable” and “uncooperative” to describe her.  

This phenomenon occurs when the mainstream news media mimics dominant norms, values and 

ideals that entrench male dominance in the political arena. For example, gendered media coverage 

towards Hillary Clinton was rampant in the lead up to the 2008 election. The media weaponized her 

physical appearance and preference of pantsuits over skirts to portray her negatively to the public. The 

media is a pivotal line of communication between female politicians and the public, yet it also exposes 

women in politics to sexism and harassment.  

Gendered media coverage has been a prominent aspect of American political reporting since 

1884, with the 2020 presidential elections being no exception. Sexism is also a critical factor in the voting 

behaviours of the American electorate, with up to 25 percent of voters stating they would be “angry or 

upset” at the prospect of a female president. An artificial intelligence-assisted analysis of over 100 

publications reporting on the 2020 Democratic Primary found that traditional media negatively impacted 

the political ambitions and viability of female candidates. This resulted from the media’s heavy favoring 

of male candidates by offering lesser and inferior quality discussions of their female counterparts. 
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Conclusively, rampant sexism in the 2020 presidential election is identified as a limiting factor to the 

success of female candidates. 

Trends identified in past research indicate that female candidates receive less overall coverage 

compared to males. In addition, women politicians receive greater levels of horse race coverage, news 

emphasizing who is gaining or losing ground in an election, to an extent that impedes more substantive 

policy coverage. Furthermore, women candidates also receive more negative coverage claiming that they 

lack the experience and personality traits for office. Along with this, the media tends to focus on 

trivialising subjects such as family matters and appearance in reporting on female candidates, which 

harms their credibility and the level of public support received. 

The media also frames discussions of female politicians through stereotypes and tropes based on 

traditional gender roles. This adversely impacts public perceptions of their electability and hampers their 

success in office. Most commonly, the media portrays female politicians as weak and unviable for acting 

too “feminine” while also painting them as bossy and aggressive for exhibiting stereotypically masculine 

behavior. In short, the media’s stereotypical coverage of female candidates affects voter perceptions in a 

way that disadvantages the women running for office. 

Female candidates for executive office have previously received copious amounts of gendered 

media coverage. Worryingly, such coverage is increasing in intensity and volume over time, showcased 

by the dramatic rise in sexist coverage from Geraldine Ferraro’s vice presidential campaign in 1984 to 

Palin’s run for the same office in 2008. So what did this mean for Harris’s campaign? 

I recently completed a research study which compared the frequency and type of sexist media 

coverage towards Harris published in The New York Times. To see whether the gendered media reportage 

changes when Harris was running for the Democratic presidential candidate versus Vice President, I 

examined eight articles that were a representative sample of the coverage from October 2019 and October 

2020. This time frame includes both the Democratic presidential primary debate and the vice presidential 
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debate. Using a coding scheme of stereotypically feminine traits, I was able to determine the number of 

times gendered media coverage occurred as well as the prevalence of specific sexist tropes within each 

time period. I also compared the average number of times sexist reporting occurred in both years to 

determine whether there was a link between publication year and frequency of gendered media coverage. 

Concluding my research process, I conducted a broader thematic analysis between the two samples of 

articles through a feminist critical discourse analysis (FCDA). 

 

Table 1: Per Year Frequency of Gendered Media Coverage (by Category) 

Coding category   2019 frequency 2020 frequency 

Negative female leader traits 10 7 

Physical appearance 0 0 

Cognitive  0 1 

Negative personality traits 18 0 

Positive personality traits 3 0 

Motherly  0 0 

Source emphasizing gender 0 0 

 

Table 2: Per Year Frequency of Gendered Media Coverage (Total)  

Year of publication  Frequency of gendered media coverage 

2019 31 

2020 8 

As depicted in the tables above, I found that there was no significant increase in The New York 

Times’ gendered reportage of Harris between October 2019 and October 2020. Across both years, sexist 

coverage of the Harris most consistently played into stereotypes and tropes falling into the category of 

‘Negative female leader traits’. Within this category, Harris was most often portrayed as ‘driven’ and 

‘egotistical’ in 2019. In 2020, however, coverage in this category most often described her as ‘assertive’ 
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and ‘tough’. This evolution could have occurred because the relationship between Harris and the media 

changed between the two years as she transitioned from one of many Democratic candidates to a novel 

vice presidential nominee. The media could have also changed its tone towards Harris over the two years 

as it may be more accepting of women in supporting leadership roles, such as the vice presidency, as 

compared to women in prime leadership roles like the presidency. 

Additionally, gendered media coverage in 2019 was particularly prominent in the category of 

‘Negative personality traits’. In this category, Harris was most commonly portrayed as ‘spineless’, 

sometimes up to three times within the same article.  

Through a thematic analysis, I found that The New York Times published a substantial amount of 

‘horserace’ coverage of Harris in 2019. More specifically, six out of the eight articles in the sample 

compared her to other Democratic candidates (including Joe Biden and Tulsi Gabbard) in the following 

areas: campaign financing, campaign strategy, and perception among voters. Such coverage diverted 

focus away from Harris’ policy stances, which could have been detrimental to the overall success of her 

campaign.  

Additionally, one article in the 2019 sample focused on Harris’ brief activism for reproductive 

rights during the October 15 Democratic debate. Harris is more active on other issues (including criminal 

justice reform, healthcare, and race) than she is on abortion rights. Furthermore, the debate, or her 

involvement in it, was not concerned with reproductive rights to a level that warranted the limited policy 

coverage she garnered being devoted to this issue. Considering these factors, the article flagging Harris’ 

advocacy of reproductive rights may constitute gendered media coverage as it represents an emphasis on 

Harris’ positions on women’s issues in light of her gender. Although this may seem benign, research 

shows that female politicians already have an advantage in women’s issues and need to work harder in 

substantiating their credentials with regards to other policy areas.  
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In direct contrast, I found that some of the 2020 articles clearly addressed and even critiqued the 

gendered double binds that affected Harris’ campaign. Three of the eight articles within the sample 

brought to light and advocated against the gender stereotypes impacting Harris, while also including 

discussions of tropes based in racism or misogynoir. Table 3 provides direct quotes that demonstrate how 

The New York Times began to address and resist the sexist and racist stereotypes that had hindered Harris.  

 

Table 3: Evidence of Media Advocacy for Kamala Harris in 2020 

Article title Selected quotes 

Likability, Authenticity, Smiles: The Debate Tightrope 
for Kamala Harris 

“And if she’s not nice enough, she may be perceived as 
bad-tempered, hostile and angry” 
 
“Time and again, a perceived lack of authenticity in a 
politician has been easier for a male candidate to 
overcome than a female candidate.”  

Kamala Harris’s Doubleheader: A Debate and Hearings 
With Sky-High Stakes 

“Research has found that it is much harder for female 
candidates to be rated as ‘likable’ than men — and that 
they are disproportionately punished for traits voters 
accept in male politicians, including ambition and 
aggression.” 

Kamala Harris and the ‘Double Bind’ of Racism and 
Sexism 

“‘Angry,’ ‘mean,’ ‘aggressive,’ ‘disrespectful’: All of 
these words, which Mr. Trump has used to describe 
Ms. Harris, play to this stereotype, which was also used 
against Michelle Obama.” 
 
*Note: “this stereotype” refers to characterization as an “angry Black 
woman”  
 
“It is something of a tightrope: Stereotypically 
feminine behavior can lead voters to see women 
running for office as more likable but less of a leader, 
while stereotypically masculine behavior can make 
voters see them as more of a leader but less likable.” 
 

 

From a qualitative standpoint, the 2020 articles portray Harris more positively than those from 

2019. This is also seen through the titles of the following two 2020 articles: “Kamala Harris Knows How 

to Win Elections” and “Kamala Harris Should Grill Amy Coney Barret”. In essence, while this study 

finds no statistically significant change in the frequency of gendered media coverage between 2019 and 
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2020, the content of the articles evolved to draw awareness to the sexist stereotypes that impacted Harris 

over the course of her campaign. 

One potential limitation of this study was that most of the literature regarding gendered media 

coverage in American politics is structured around the experiences of white women candidates. As Harris 

is the first woman of color to be a major executive office candidate, my thematic analysis was therefore 

based on past studies which focused on white female candidates at this level. Such analyses would 

overlook some traits and indicators of sexist reporting that are uniquely experienced by Black and South 

Asian female candidates within the context of American politics. Consequently, I may not have been able 

to fully capture the nuances of gendered and racist media coverage experienced by Harris. As women of 

color in politics face a “double-barrier with their minority status and womanhood”, it is necessary that a 

deliberate effort be made to deconstruct the unique gendered media coverage that holds minority women 

back.  
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