
NBC’s television show Lipstick Jungle tells the story of three successful women.  In this 

case study, I will focus on Wendy Healy (Brooke Shields), movie executive at Parador Pictures, 

and Nico Reilly (Kim Raver), editor in chief of Bonfire magazine.  Wendy faces the demands of 

balancing a successful career with raising a family, while Nico has ambitions of becoming CEO 

of Bonfire but has to contend with the male-dominated industry that she works in. 

In the pilot episode, we are immediately introduced to the demands of Wendy’s life.  The 

scene following the opening credits depicts Wendy trying to conduct a business phone call with 

her boss while managing family issues such as her children, husband, and a sick cat.  A few 

scenes later, she arrives late to work because she had to drop her children off at school, and she 

is criticized for being late by her co-worker.  Later on in the episode, Wendy confesses to her 

friends that she worries she’s not a good mother or that because of her role as a mother, she is 

letting her boss down.  In the second episode of the show, a book is written by a former nanny 

about Wendy that reflects her choosing her career over her family, which instantly garners 

Wendy negative publicity, especially in the tabloids. 

Nico, on the other hand, experiences the sexism of her boss along with the disapproval of 

her husband.  Her husband thinks that her talents are being wasted at “that magazine,” and thinks 

she would be better off brokering peace in the Middle East.  In addition to her husband’s lack of 

support regarding her career, she has to deal with Mike Harness (David Alan Basche), a co-

worker determined to get the promotion to CEO that she thinks she deserves.   

After Mike steals a pitch from Nico, she confronts him about it.  He accuses her of 

throwing a fit, and she responds, “When a woman expresses her concern that an important 

business matter be dealt with correctly, she’s not throwing a fit, she’s just doing her job” (12:20).  



Throughout the episode, Nico is struggling to be seen as equal to Mike and men in general.  

Later in the episode, Nico is kept out of the loop regarding a business deal by Mike and her boss, 

Hector Matrick (Julian Sands).  Nico accuses Hector of grooming Mike for a promotion to a top 

post, and Hector admits that he doesn’t think that the position is right for Nico.  One of the 

reasons he gives her, which upsets her most, is that she is getting older and reaching a “critical 

junction” in her life, and he is worried about her decision to start a family.  He says the last 

woman he promoted had a child and lost her drive.  Nico counters this remark with the fact that 

Mike has two kids, to which Hector replies, “It’s no comparison.  It’s like chalk and cheese … 

Men and women are hard-wired differently” (22:31).  Later, while venting to her friends, Nico 

says, “It’s a lose-lose situation in the corporate world.  If you want to start a family, then you’re 

distracted, and if you don’t, there’s something wrong with you, you’re unnatural, you hate men” 

(20:00).  

The problems and issues that Wendy Healy and Nico Reilly face are not unique to them, 

or to the company they work for.  They reflect issues that women across the United States deal 

with, especially women in the communications industry, which is the focus of this paper.  I am 

going to look at some of the reasons for women’s lack of presence in newsrooms, including the 

idea that starting a family impedes on a woman’s ability to do her job well, as both Wendy and 

Nico experience.   

Even though there are more female undergraduate and graduate students studying 

journalism and mass communications, this is not reflected in newsrooms.  Is this because women 

have to make a choice between having successful careers and successful home lives, or because 

the male-dominated industry makes it more difficult for women to find jobs in the industry post-



graduation?  I will attempt to answer this question and to explain the reason for the difference 

between the university and professional setting.  I cite many articles written by media 

professionals, including “Gender equity elusive, surveys show” by Lee Becker, a journalism and 

mass communications professor at the University of Georgia; “More Women in J-School doesn’t 

translate to jobs” by Mark Jurkowitz, a Boston Globe columnist; data from the Project for 

Excellence in Journalism; “Women, Children, and Journalism … Can it Work?” by Julie 

Pechilis, a graduate student at Boston University’s College of Communication; “Sex at Work: 

Gender Politics and Newsroom Culture” by Karen Ross; “Media Women at Standstill? More 

Waiting Won't Work” by Sheila Gibbons, an editor of Media Report to Women; and “Hurdles 

remain for women in journalism,” by Christa Marshall, a writer for the Columbia News Service.  

The Numbers Don’t Match Up 

Women compose 64 percent of journalism and mass communication undergraduate 

students, Jurkowitz wrote in his 2003 column, a figure that has not changed much since 1968, 

according to Pechilis. 

However, even though two-thirds of all students in journalism school are women, women 

still only make up one-third of newsrooms. 

The percentage of women in newsrooms has remained constant in the last 10 years, with 

women making up about 36 percent of newsrooms, according to The American Society of 

Newspaper Editors (ASNE) newsroom employment census.  This number is an increase from the 

1970s, when women accounted for 22 percent, according to an ASNE survey published in 1971.  

In 1988, that number jumped to 35 percent, and it seemed likely that the increase would 

continue.  However, a 1997 survey showed that women only accounted for 37 percent of 



newsrooms, and the stagnation has continued up until recent years.  And while women only 

make up one-third of newsrooms, women overall make up 47 percent of the country’s overall 

workforce, with 60 percent of women working, compared to the 41 percent of women who 

worked in 1970.1 

The number of women in traditional male fields like medicine increased between 1980 

and 2005, but women have failed to have the same influence on newsroom demographics, 

according to Marshall’s 2006 article.  Part of the problem is that while there have been efforts to 

increase staff diversity in newsrooms, expanding the number of women in journalism and 

advancing these women to upper level positions has been inconsistent, Gibbons writes.  And 

although women are often hired at entry-level positions, they do not reach the top of the industry, 

something I will discuss in more detail later.   

Where do all the women go? 

The biggest question, then, is why there is such an inconsistency between numbers in 

journalism schools and newsrooms. 

One factor is that men and women have different motivations for studying journalism and 

mass communication, Becker writes.  Women are likely to study journalism for the social 

motivation, because they like working with people.  This is a more important motivation for 

women than for men.  Women also say they study journalism for the service orientation, or the 

desire to help people understand the world, according to research conducted by Becker.  This 

motivation is something that is not necessarily achieved in the newsroom industry, thus requiring 

that women look elsewhere to reach this goal. 

                                                
1 Statistical data gathered from Journalism.org 



Because of this, one of the biggest reasons for the difference between the number of 

women in journalism programs and women in newsrooms is that women lean toward public 

relations instead of print or broadcast journalism.  Women were more than twice as likely as men 

to have majored in public relations, according to Becker.  Becker also found that women were 

twice as likely to have interned in public relations, and men were more likely to have completed 

internships in media or worked on the campus newspaper during their college careers than 

women were.  

 Part of the reason that women are choosing careers in public relations as opposed to 

media can be explained by the fact that salary and job benefits were more important to women, 

and public relations has a higher salary and better benefits, including higher levels of maternity 

support, than media jobs, according to Becker.  Women recognize that journalism won’t give 

them the compensation they want, and that public relations will provide them with more. 

Women also choose careers in public relations because of the social motivation.  Public 

relations is a much more people-friendly industry than print media.  

Another reason for this, according to Becker, is that women recognize the difficulties of 

the work requirements, which I will cover later.  However, the very nature of news work poses a 

problem to women, in that news can be very conflictual.  It doesn’t focus on social harmony or 

present solutions to society’s problems, which is something that interests women.  Also, social 

harmony is not promoted within newsrooms, which tend to be very competitive and lacking 

major teamwork efforts.   



All of these factors — compensation, conflictual news, emphasis on competition — can 

be attributed to why public relations seems much more friendly to women than the newsroom, 

and why women opt to work in public relations departments. 

A Man’s Industry 

The biggest reason why women choose for public relations work is that traditionally, the 

newsroom has not been conducive to women, which has demanding work requirements such as 

long, unpredictable hours and high travel demands.  Newsrooms are competitive and stressful, 

with little emphasis placed on fostering positive social relationships.  Women are often excluded 

from networking opportunities because the chances to foster relationships with co-workers take 

place during men’s poker nights or office sports betting pools, things women generally have little 

or no knowledge about.  

Women who choose to have a family find it difficult to work in newsrooms.  Between the 

stress and long hours, newspapers have special rigors that make balancing a career and a family 

especially difficult for women journalists as compared to women professionals in other 

industries.  Another more simple reason why women are not present in newsrooms is the lack of 

female role models in the news industry, according to Marshall.  Despite successful journalists 

like Katie Couric, Barbara Walters, and Diane Sawyer, men are still the ones in charge of 

newsrooms, and many women are not interested in being part of that environment. 

A survey by the American Women in Journalism showed that in the top tiers of the media 

industry, even marriage is proving a hindrance to women’s success.  There is an ideology that 

women must be married to their jobs, although this same standard does not exist for men.  



This double standard also extends to the level of how parenthood affects one’s career.  

Women are twice as likely to say that parenthood had hurt their careers significantly.  While it is 

acceptable for a man to leave early to see a child’s school performance or sporting event, or to 

miss a day because of a sick child, a woman who does the same thing is seen as not being 

dedicated to her job. 

Another issue is that once women take time off to have a child, they must make the 

decision of whether they are going to return to work and on what terms.  Often, if they choose to 

come back, they are instantly put on the “mommy track.”  This means being relegated to female-

friendly assignments, such as home and garden.  Many women take lower positions that demand 

fewer hours in order to raise children.  And in many cases, women who leave the industry to 

have a baby never return, often citing the long workdays as an excuse.  To be at work for long 

hours would mean missing large portions of their children’s lives.  As I already mentioned, there 

is a double standard in this, in that “It is a much harder situation for women than it is for men … 

They are the ones who have children,” (Jurkowitz).  Because women are the ones who bear 

children, it is assumed that their careers need to take a backseat to raising those children. 

In Lipstick Jungle, Nico experienced this double standard first hand, as she was 

considered not qualified for a job simply because of the possibility she would start a family, even 

though there is no guarantee she would either start a family or that her job would suffer. 

How this affects women in the industry 

In many instances, women have a “lay-low” strategy when it comes to career 

advancement.  In order to have it all — the successful career and the successful home life —

women are advised to “trim their sails,” which results in years of writing obituaries.  However, 



this strategy affects the number of women in management positions, as women are less likely to 

apply for upper-level positions because of the high demands, thus creating a self-imposed glass 

ceiling.  But if women are not striving for management-level positions, changes conducive to 

working mothers are likely to be slow coming.   

Marshall writes that “In 2002, the American Press Institute surveyed journalists and 

found that only 33 percent of women expected a promotion in their news organization, whereas 

almost half of the men did.  The same study indicated that almost half of female journalists plan 

to either leave their current job or the profession entirely.”  This is evidence that women are 

hindering their own advancement, because the newsroom culture gives them reasons to leave the 

industry after a short time. 

There is a lot of evidence to show that the women who do take jobs in the newsroom are 

compelled to leave at earlier ages than men.  “Only 34 percent of the women in the A.S.N.E. 

survey planned to stay in journalism until their 60s, as compared to 48 percent of men,” 

(Pechilis).  According to the American Journalist in the 21st Century, women only make up 24 

percent of journalists with 20 or more years of experience.  This data emphasizes that the factors 

I have already mentioned work together to deter women from staying in the news industry and 

advancing to higher positions. 

The high demands of the news industry play a large part in determining what sectors of 

the industry women work in.  A 2002 study conducted by the Indiana University School of 

Journalism found that 43.5 percent of women worked for news magazines, which have a more 

stable schedule, while only 20.3 percent worked for major wire services, which require flexible 



hours and travel.  Once again, many factors are at work to discourage women from entering the 

highly-competitive, taxing culture of newsrooms.   

Another solution for women who wish to have a family is mothers who work as freelance 

journalists, Ross writes.  However, Ross cites the problem that “this solution will not work for 

everyone and in any case, merely tries to make women’s lives accommodate the male-ordered 

workplace rather than challenge the structure and culture that makes too many workplaces 

hostile to all working parents but especially mothers” (Ross).  While this may be a way for 

women to continue to practice journalism and raise a family, it does not solve most of the 

problems that affect women in the news industry. 

What the future holds 

 There is some evidence to suggest that the feminization of journalism schools could 

change the future of newsrooms, especially considering that the upper tiers of management are 

expected to retire within the next 15 years, so there will be room for women to advance.   

 However, in order for this to happen, change needs to occur to make things easier for 

women to raise children and manage newsrooms.  As Pechilis puts it, “Motherhood in particular 

appears to be siphoning women out of the field.  The goal of gender neutrality in the newsroom 

might require newspapers not just to hire women, but to find ways to keep them” (Pechilis).  If 

nothing is done to make it easier on women, thus not giving them a reason to stay in the news 

industry, women are never going to be the majority in newsrooms like they are in undergraduate 

programs. 

 The presence of women in upper-level positions has already been observed in smaller 

newsrooms, and professionals in the industry think it is only a matter of time before that shifts to 



larger industries as well.  When this happens, the way news is covered will also change, 

including more women as sources for stories. 

Conclusion 

 In Lipstick Jungle, the male-dominated industry and male/female double standard work 

together to make the lives of working women more difficult.  Nico is looked over for a higher 

promotion because of her gender, and Wendy is criticized for being a bad mother because of her 

successful career.  However, Nico and Wendy are the exception rather than the rule, because as 

research and data support, there is a lack of women in upper-level management positions.  And 

in order for this to be rectified, serious changes need to take place within the industry.    

 Even though women account for 64 percent of journalism undergraduates, they do not 

make up the majority of newsrooms because most women elect to take careers in public relations 

because it is more female-friendly.  The demands of the newsrooms — long, unpredictable hours 

and travel — make it hard for women to juggle families and careers, while public relations as a 

profession is more stable.  The women who do take jobs in newsrooms leave earlier than men 

because of the demands, thus resulting in fewer women in positions of power within the news 

industry.  And the double standard that women must be married to their jobs while men are free 

to be parents and career-men also discourages women from entering the news industry and 

staying there.  While there is evidence this trend could change in the future, the fact that it hasn’t 

changed in the past 30 years suggests that change is a slow process and might not occur in the 

future. 


