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It is clear to see by looking at hot topics such as the ‘Gender Pay Gap’ (Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) 2018, para.3) being discussed in media and society, that gender inequality is still an issue in the UK and globally today (EHRC, 2018). This essay will explore the issue of discrimination against women through stereotyping in mainstream media and how this is sustained by oppressive dominant values (Friere, 2000; GMMP, 2015, p.77; Menegatti and Rubini, 2017; White, 2009).  Existing dominant values in society will be identified and the link these have with the reproduction of gender stereotypes (GMMP, 2015; Kim and Choi, 2017; Net, no date; Saunders, 1990 cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 1995). The role of language within media will be discussed, highlighting one way that media influences societal values (Menegatti and Rubini, 2017). The hegemonic nature of social reproduction will be critically discussed (Gramsci, 1971), within the context of the conflicting structure/agency paradigm, highlighting the impact which socialisation has on individuals’ choice of career/role (Cote and Levine, 2002; Jenkins, 2014). The role of women in media and how women are represented in the media will be explored, to identify the existing disparities between men and women in the work place (GMMP, 2015). The meaning of equality will be critically discussed to highlight the conflict between two perspectives, surrounding the debate about whether equality between genders has been achieved (Brunell, 2018; EHRC, 2018; Equality Act, 2010).

The effects which stereotyping can have on children has been investigated by a teacher in the 1960’s who carried out an experiment with the class to highlight how discrimination works (Peters, 1987). The experiment involved two groups of children; one with blue eyes; one with brown eyes. The first group were told that they were biologically more intelligent because of those features; the second were told that they were intellectually inferior (ibid.). The results were that the group with blue eyes performed better due to the praise from the teacher and the brown eyed group performed worse (ibid.). It was identified that this effect existed not only between racial and ethnic groups but also between groups of different genders (Spencer, et al, 1999 cited in Wilkinson, 2010, p.113). This case highlights that individuals are socialised from an early age by responding to stereotypes thus contributing to the formation of an individual’s social identity (Jenkins, 2014). 

The above point is supported by Donald (2013, para.2) who argues the following: 

Boys are less likely to take stereotypically girls' subjects such as psychology or English, whereas girls are opting not to take physics or economics A-level, stereotypically identified as "for boys".

The prevalence of gender stereo-types portrayed through the media in the UK today, represents the impact that such institutions alongside others in an individual’s exo-system, have upon the formation of social identity (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Jenkins, 2014). This is important to establish, to show how this can lead to a woman’s choice of career later on life. This point is in conflict with a key aspect of the third wave feminist perspective- that women have power and autonomy over the choices they make, and such decisions include choice of career (Brunell, 2018). Whilst to some extent this may be true, it seems that the influence of social structures on the formation of identity and choice are not considered (Brunell, 2018; Cote and Levine, 2002, p.9). This view supports the agency paradigm in the structure/agency debate because both paradigms are based on individualist perspectives (Cote and Levine, 2002, p.9) which are dominant values not only in third wave feminism but throughout society in the UK (Brunell, 2018; Cote and Levine, 2002).

The role of language is seen as key to the reproduction of ‘gender bias (Menegatti and Rubini, 2017, para.1).t is argued by Menegatti and Rubini (2017) that the stereotypical beliefs of the communicator are relayed to the recipient during day to day conversations, those which are subtly and unintentionally discriminative towards women and biased toward men. The following is stated by Menegatti and Rubini (2017, para.1):

The content of gender stereotypes, according to which women should display communal/warmth traits and men should display agentic/competence traits, is reflected in the lexical choices of everyday communication

The traits mentioned above are associated with specific gender roles (GMMP, 2015, P.77; Menegatti and Rubini, 2017). It is this type of day to day interaction, albeit perhaps unintentional, that consolidates the formation of social identity (Jenkins, 2014) but if this language is portrayed through mass media then it seems plausible to assume that it reaches an even wider audience daily. 

Whilst the reproduction of gender roles applies to both men and women, it leads to greater inequalities towards women (GMMP) (2015. The idea that women are nurturers and carers means that women tend to pursue careers in these types of roles (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2017). These roles however, often provide a low income or are unpaid, e.g. caring for own children at home (ibid.). Statistics show that single parents are the most at risk of poverty in the UK today (Gingerbread, 2018, para.3) and most single parents who support their children are women at 90 percent compared to Gingerbread men (Gingerbread, 2018, para.3). 

Where women do enter the labour market within stereotypically male roles, particularly corporate roles, they may become successful based upon merit (Net, no date), however women are still largely under-represented within the higher paid roles in most organisations and the gender pay gap highlights the gross inequalities which still exist between men and women (ONS, 2017, para.6). A dominant value in society is that of meritocracy, the idea that you get what you earn (Kim and Choi, 2017) however this concept does not consider the fact that many oppressed social groups are not afforded the same oppurtunities as the dominant oppressors in society (Friere, 2000). 

The Equality Act (2010) was introduced to tackle discrimination against oppressed groups, however it is argued that it was produced within a predominantly ‘formal equality’ (Equal Rights Trust 2007, p.2) paradigm. This contradicts the idea that meritocracy is based upon the value of equal oppurtunities (Saunders, 1990 cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 1995, p.30) and leads to discrimination and social exclusion of those with protected characteristics (Equality Act, 2010), seemingly putting the needs of the labour market at the forefront instead of the needs of the individual (Levitas, 2005). It is suggested that the fairest approach to equality would be to focus on equality of opportunity and equality of outcomes (Equal Rights Trust 2007; Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015).  

In a report by Global Media Monitoring Project (GMMP) (2015, p.77) it is argued that the current issue which shapes and reproduces the dominant values in society, those which are responsible for a hotly debated topic such as the gender pay gap, is ‘media gender stereotypes’. Men are portrayed as masculine and women are portrayed as feminine in news reports, television programmes, magazines and more (ibid.). Such gender stereotypes can be seen by looking at the way the media reports news about women. News stories where women are present the most include: 

Beauty contests, models, fashion, cosmetic surgery; Family relations, inter-generational conflict, parents; Birth control, fertility, sterilization,
termination (GMMP, 2015, p.34)

Whereas the most unlikely stories that women will appear in are as follows:

Gender violence perpetuated by the State; National defence, military spending, internal security, etc; Sports, events, players, facilities,
training, funding (ibid.).

These findings raise the question: do these media reports truly reflect reality or are gender roles being reproduced through a hegemonic process, whereby dominant groups reproduce ideologies through culture, thus maintaining control and social order in society, described by (Gramsci, 1971 cited in Powercube, no date, para.3)  as ‘manufacture(d) consent’? One way to work toward answering this question is to address the issues of gender stereotypes and gender inequality within media organisations themselves (White, 2009). The following aims have been suggested by (2009, p.1):

fair gender portrayal in the news, the use of neutral and non-gender specific language, and women not being pigeonholed as ‘lifestyle’ or ‘soft’ news reporters

Whilst it is true that an increasing number of roles holding more power, such as executives and producers have been given to women in recent years (White, 2009, p.iv) this does not mean that gender equality has been achieved, it is important to note that the reproduction of gender roles through the media reflects a predominately male perspective (GSDRC, 2018). It is suggested by GSDRC (2018, para.3) that this is because there are currently more men in roles with larger responsibility within media organisations, such as executives and producers (White, 2009).

In conclusion, it seems that the reproduction of gender stereo types both in mass media and on a day to day basis, have lead to the Gender Pay Gap- a topic which is current and hotly debated in the context of gender inequality (EHRC, 2018; ONS, 2017). Where there have been efforts made by the government to ensure that those with protected characteristics are not discriminated against in the workplace (Equality Act, 2010), the fact that a formal equality approach is used in favour of equality of outcomes contradicts those efforts (Equal Rights Trust 2007; Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015). Not only this but meritocracy- a dominant value in UK society is based upon equality of opportunity (Kim and Choi, 2017; Saunders, 1990 cited in Haralambos and Holborn, 1995), yet the very fact that the Gender Pay Gap is still an issue being discussed shows that meritocracy does not work for everybody. The choices made my women are seen by some as agentic, however the huge influence that the processes of socialisation and identity formation are ignored in this third wave feminist argument (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Brunell, 2018; Cote and Levine, 2002; Jenkins, 2014). Once again, it is institutes such as the media who appear to be responsible for reproducing certain gender biases, those which assume women should take on the role of carer and other nurturing roles- this can be seen within the way that media stories are reported, as well as the content of the news item itself (GMMP, 2015, P.77; Menegatti and Rubini, 2017; White, 2009). Such gender stereotypes are examples of the subtle, hegemonic nature of the structural oppression women face today (Friere, 2000; Gramsci, 1971), which come in the form of discrimination and social exclusion (Gingerbread, 2018; GMMP, 2015; ONS, 2017).
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