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Abstract: Colombia is marked by high levels of gender-based violence. In 2020, 630 women were
murdered because of their gender. The number of these feminicides increased under the coronavirus
lockdown that began in March 2020. Although the news media play a crucial role in shaping the
public’s notion of feminicides, empirical studies on the media’s portrayal of feminicides in Colombia
are scarce. The present study involved a quantitative content analysis of articles published in four
Colombian newspapers to determine how they reported on feminicides from August 2019 to July
2020 (sample size: 139 articles, comprising 1798 paragraphs). The period under investigation allowed
for a comparison of news coverage before and during the lockdown. By means of hierarchical
cluster analysis, we identified four frames: “gender-based inequalities and discrimination against
women”, “perpetrators in front of the court”, “prehistory and course of events of the feminicide”,
and “reactions of neighbors, eyewitnesses, and villagers to the feminicide”. Our findings suggest that
the four newspapers under investigation paint rather similar pictures of feminicides. We also found
that the date an article was published in relation to the COVID-19 quarantine had little influence on
the frequency at which the clusters appeared.
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1. Introduction

Colombia is marked by high levels of gender-based violence. According to the Fem-
inicide Observation Centre, 630 women were murdered in 2020 because of their gender
(infobae 2020), compared to 571 in 2019 (Red Feminista Antimilitarista 2020a). This indi-
cates that gender-motivated homicides increased during the coronavirus pandemic and the
related lockdown in Colombia, when people were under domestic quarantine.

The intentional, gender-driven murder of a woman is called “femicide” or “femini-
cide”. Scholars studying violence against women maintain an ongoing debate about the
implications of each term (Flores 2017; UN Women 2018). Jill Radford and Diana Russell,
who first coined the term “femicide”, defined it as “the murder of women and girls because
they are female” (Russell 2009, p. 30). Marcela Lagarde, a Mexican feminist, anthropolo-
gist, and activist, created the term “feminicide” in 2006. Her purpose was to extend the
meaning of “femicide” to emphasize that these killings are not only gender-motivated but
are also produced through impunity and institutional violence (Lagarde 2006). Using the
term “feminicide” reflects these contextual conditions and considers the murder of women
to be a result of “society’s biased power structure, which maintain[s] men in dominant
and privileged positions” (Saccomano 2015, p. 8). Since such structural contexts play a
particularly important role in Latin America, this study employs the term “feminicide”.

The most common type of feminicide in Latin America is intimate feminicide, which
occurs when a woman is murdered by her (ex-)partner. Feminicide is often seen as the far
end of increasing degrees of violence—ongoing verbal threats, intimidations, and physical

Journal. Media 2022, 3, 117–133. https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia3010010 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/journalmedia

https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia3010010
https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia3010010
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/journalmedia
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2545-3594
https://doi.org/10.3390/journalmedia3010010
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/journalmedia
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/journalmedia3010010?type=check_update&version=1


Journal. Media 2022, 3 118

or sexual abuse, finally culminating in the woman’s murder. Such developments are often
fostered by the fact that women are less powerful and have fewer economic resources
than their partners (World Health Organization 2012). Each murder of a woman that is
linked to her gender role, to the corresponding life and realization of opportunities, can
be considered a “feminicide”, which applies, for example, to many murders that take
place within partnerships or other personal relationships. Such murders of females are
distinguished from those that are not related to gender, such as when a woman is killed
during a bank robbery because she was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.

News media play a crucial role in shaping the public’s notion of feminicides (Lagos
Lira 2008; Taylor 2009). With their selection and coverage of current topics and events,
they shape recipients’ opinions, attitudes, and behavior (Sánchez Meza 2016; Menéndez
Menéndez 2014; Taylor 2009). Furthermore, news content can serve as an indicator of a
society’s treatment of women, as well as the societal relevance and evaluation of feminicides
(Carballido González 2010). Therefore, news media can contribute to initiating changes in
criminal law (Branch 2019) and can support a society’s elimination of gender discrimination
(Tiscareño-García 2020; Taylor 2009). However, the news media can also entrench existing
(power) relations and contribute to solidifying the status quo, such as by individualizing
feminicides as private problems and personal tragedies. Therefore, empirical investigations
of news coverage on feminicides are highly relevant, particularly quantitative studies that
allow for the identification of overarching patterns in the news. This is especially important
for Colombia, where women are exposed to violence in specific, gender-related ways,
because of, or in relation to, the armed conflict (Suarez Pinzón 2015; Wirtz et al. 2014). Such
studies, however, are extremely rare. With reference to Colombia, quantitative research on
the media’s representation of feminicides is almost completely nonexistent, and the few
qualitative studies in the literature have serious methodological deficiencies.

Our study addresses this research gap by seeking to discover the patterns that charac-
terize the coverage of feminicide by selected Colombian daily newspapers. To that aim, we
conducted a quantitative content analysis of articles published in four Colombian news-
papers of different types (national vs. regional scope; broadsheet vs. tabloid). Following
the methodological approach presented by Matthes and Kohring (2008) and employing a
hierarchical cluster analysis, we extracted news media frames out of the material examined,
which spanned a one-year period (August 2019 to July 2020). Frames that occur regularly
over such a long period of time can have a lasting impact on readers’ perceptions and
evaluations of feminicides (Magin et al. 2013; Matthes 2014). Moreover, the period chosen
allowed for a comparison of the coverage during five months under COVID-19 pandemic
lockdown conditions with coverage from seven prelockdown months.

In this paper, we first describe the present situation for women in Colombia and
provide an overview of the current state of research on news media coverage of violence
against women, with a special focus on Latin American countries. Then, we discuss our
theoretical framework and provide our research questions. After explaining our research
method, we present our results and discuss their implications and limitations.

2. The Situation for Women in Colombia

Political violence in Colombia began in the 1940s and evolved into an armed conflict
which lasted for more than fifty years (1964–2016). The main actors were the Colombian
government and the armed group called the “Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia–
People’s Army (FARC)”. The conflict formally ended in November 2016 with a peace treaty,
but it continues in remote areas of the country where the state is largely absent. Different
armed and paramilitary groups commit human rights violations to maintain their control
over the civilian population, with gender-based violence used often as a method to control
people. For example, studies have documented violations of women and girls, sexual
abuse, forced or coerced prostitution, forced abortion, and feminicide (Wirtz et al. 2014;
Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica 2013, 2017).
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Regardless of the conflict, women in Colombia have fewer opportunities in life and
for personal fulfillment than men (Organización Mundial de la Salud 2013). As in many
other countries, women are less likely to obtain top job positions, and they earn less than
men. The average gender pay gap in Colombia, using all persons employed in the private
sector as a measure, has been calculated at 10.5% (Fundación et al. 2019). Furthermore,
women take on more unpaid care work, often in addition to their paid employment, which
subjects them to multiple stresses. Consequently, women are confronted with a variety of
risk factors that make them more vulnerable to abuse, exploitation, or violence than men.
This general panorama of gender inequalities must be considered when we analyze the
news coverage on feminicides in Colombian newspapers.

Even feminicides committed by individual perpetrators are promoted by certain social
structures. Most perpetrators of feminicides in Colombia remain unpunished. Corruption,
persistent patriarchal attitudes, the general weakness of the state, and a lack of gender
sensitivity often impede the initiation of criminal proceedings inquiries. The same factors
can also lead courts to impose mild sentences on perpetrators (Melgar and Belausteguigoitia
2005; Saccomano 2015; Toledo Vásquez 2009; Aída 2019).

3. The Media Portrayal of Feminicides

The media’s portrayal of feminicides has not yet become an important subject of
scientific research in Columbia, in Latin America, or beyond. The relevant studies that
do exist focus on countries such as Bolivia (Suárez 2018), Chile (Neira Mellado 2013),
Guatemala (England 2018; Godoy-Paiz 2012), Mexico (Gutiérrez Aldrete 2020; Jalomo 2021),
Italy (Gius and Lalli 2014), and the United States (Branch 2019; Gillespie et al. 2013).

The theoretical contributions in the literature work to varying degrees with scientific
theories and approaches, but are not necessarily scientifically grounded (e.g., Pereyra
2009; Rodríguez et al. 2016). Particularly striking is the lack of quantitative studies (for
exceptions, see Aldrete 2020; Neira Mellado 2013). Most empirical studies—including
many bachelor’s and master’s degree theses (Páez Benavides 2018; Vargas Bustillo 2019;
Branch 2019; López Triana 2017; Suárez 2018; Neira Mellado 2013; Jalomo 2021)—employ
qualitative approaches (Angélico et al. 2014; Flores 2017; Páez Benavides 2018; Gallur
Santorum and Orosa 2016; Bouzerdan and Whitten-Woodring 2018; Godoy-Paiz 2012;
Rodríguez 2008), such as qualitative content analyses, discourse analyses, and qualitative
interviews, but often show methodological deficiencies. All of these studies consider only a
small number of articles or a short period of investigation, which clearly limits their ability
to identify overarching patterns in news coverage. Next, we take a closer look at previous
studies conducted in various countries that we incorporated into the development of our
framing analysis and that are, therefore, most relevant for the present study.

Tiscareño-García (2020) conducted a qualitative analysis of reports on feminicides
published in four Mexican daily newspapers with a national scope and found that the
behavior of the perpetrator was regularly excused by citing economic problems or claiming
the offender had no other choice. Moreover, the analysis indicated that perpetrators were
described as dealing “normally” with people other than the victim. Anger, rage, love,
and jealousy were commonly mentioned as motives for the feminicides, which excuses or
normalizes the crime. Furthermore, guilt was blamed on the circumstances, rather than on
the perpetrator as a person, by means of situational causes such as arguments, quarrels, or
fights; drugs; alcohol; and disease. In a few cases, guilt was even assigned to the victim, for
example, by describing the woman as unfaithful, violent, addicted, possessive, alcoholic,
dependent, or introverted or by clearly indicating that she did not support the perpetrator’s
wishes.

Following Taylor (2009), victims of feminicide are either directly or indirectly blamed.
Direct blaming dominates, with more than half of the texts including negative language
use (e.g., adjectives such as “greedy”, “threatening”, or “sexually promiscuous”) and
statements that the victim had not reported previous acts of violence or had met other men.
Forms of indirect blaming, which is less common, include mentioning the physical, mental,
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or emotional health of the perpetrator or victim and his or her financial problems, as well
as describing domestic violence in a way that makes the victim and perpetrator appear
jointly responsible for the feminicide.

Sutherland et al. (2019) investigated victim blaming or excuses for the perpetrator in
Australian daily newspapers. Every fifth article reported on gender-based violence in an
event-oriented manner and described the woman’s behavior as negative: she had been
drinking and/or using drugs, flirted with, or gone home with the perpetrator; failed to
report previous acts of violence; or had been out alone at night. An equal number of texts
excused the offender’s behavior by referring to love, jealousy, passion, revenge, alcohol, or
drug use.

4. Framing

Overall, the few existing studies reveal a tendency in the news media to explain,
excuse, or justify the perpetrator’s person or behavior while attributing blame to the victim,
which may reflect general reporting patterns. A framing analysis can help to further
investigate this. Frames can be defined as “horizons of meaning” (Matthes 2014, p. 10;
own translation) that emphasize certain information and perspectives while dismissing
others. The process by which this occurs is called “framing”. Although English-language
studies often refer to framing theory, “no coherent body of theory or network of theoretical
propositions” exists in the literature (Matthes 2014, p. 10; own translation). As Potthoff
(2012) pointed out, authors use the frame concept differently. In our study, we follow
Entman’s (1993) widely used definition: “[t]o frame is to select some aspects of a perceived
reality and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to promote a
particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment
recommendation for the item described” (52). Four frame elements are central to our
framing analysis: problem definition, attribution of causes or blame, moral evaluation, and
treatment recommendation.

(1) The problem definition determines (a) which part of a topic is discussed (central issue)
and (b) which actors are most important. “The problem definition provides a linguistic
designation of the topic, which is crucial for further understanding of the topic” (Matthes
2014, p. 11; own translation). For example, in the case of feminicides, one can discuss
the legislation of a country, a concrete course of events, or the reactions of relatives of a
murdered woman. The problem definition does not necessarily negatively evaluate an
aspect of the topic (“a problem”), but rather factually defines the issue and highlights a
subtopic.

(2) The attribution of causes or blame indicates to what (e.g., the structures, the situation,
an accident) or to whom (e.g., a person, an institution) a certain outcome is traced back and
if the respective cause can be assigned responsibility or guilt for the outcome. For example,
the guilt for a feminicide can be attributed to the victim, the perpetrator, or the structural
circumstances in a country.

(3) The moral evaluation comprises questions of legitimacy and positive and negative
evaluations of the outcome. For example, feminicides can be condemned as negative.

(4) The treatment recommendation consists of suggestions for how the situation can
be improved and how problems can be solved; this can include, for example, potential
measures to prevent feminicides.

Traditionally, empirical framing analyses derived frames beforehand—either from
previous research or from their own prior knowledge and experience—and looked for
the prevalence of these predefined, complete frames in the materials (e.g., Simon and
Xenos 2000). Matthes and Kohring (2008) criticized this procedure because it hinders the
detection of new, additional, or different frames with which the researcher is not familiar.
To avoid such pitfalls, these scholars developed an alternative, more explorative approach
that understands frames as clusters of frame elements. They understand media frames as
unique, empirically determinable patterns of text that are “composed of multiple elements
selectively chosen by journalists and observable by recipients” (Matthes and Kohring 2004,
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p. 61). Rather than detecting only complete, predefined frames, they suggest separately
coding the frame elements defined by Entman (1993) and identifying the patterns into
which they combine (i.e., the frames) afterwards by means of statistical analysis. This can
be interpreted as a “multi-dimensional configuration of reporting properties” (Zeller et al.
2010, p. 506), resulting in a particular way of looking at the respective reporting object.
Framing can favor certain assessments of reality and push back others. It is important to
note that Matthes and Kohring (2008) considered not only the presence but also the absence
of an element as meaningful for a frame. An advantage of this approach is that researchers’
expectations are less influential than procedures that predefine a certain number of entire
frames, which makes the method more open and explorative (Matthes and Kohring 2008,
p. 263).

In addition to these general advantages, the approach proposed by Matthes and
Kohring (2008) seems particularly appropriate for the current study because both authors
of this paper were socialized in Central Europe (Germany). We, thus, may have internalized
specific perspectives on feminicides that would impede our ability to recognize the full
range of frames appearing in news articles from a different geographical and cultural
context.

5. Research Questions

In our analysis, we were first interested in the overall patterns of coverage of femi-
nicides in Colombian newspapers. We employed a framing analysis to answer our first
research question:

RQ1. What frames can be identified in the Colombian newspapers’ coverage of
feminicides?

Our sample included newspapers of different types, and it seems plausible that their
different editorial concepts may influence their coverage on feminicides. For example,
tabloid newspapers tend to focus more strongly on individual cases, while broadsheets
often focus more strongly on background information and structural aspects (Magin 2019).
Conceivably, this also shapes the news coverage on feminicides, but due to the thin state of
research available, we formulate a research question rather than a hypothesis:

RQ2. Does the framing of feminicides differ between the four newspapers under
investigation?

As noted, the number of feminicides in Colombia increased during the coronavirus
lockdown, and we wondered if this was reflected in the coverage, leading to the third
research question:

RQ3. Has the coronavirus lockdown affected the framing of feminicides?

6. Methods

To answer our research questions, we conducted a manual quantitative content analy-
sis. Following the two-step approach developed by Matthes and Kohring (2008), we first
coded a large number of frame elements separately. Second, we condensed these frame
elements into overarching frames by means of a hierarchical cluster analysis.

6.1. Sample

Data from various countries have shown an increase in the number of feminicides
on holidays and during vacations. The one-year study period (1 August 2019 to 31 July
2020) for this research accounted for such seasonal variations in the number of feminicides.
Moreover, this specific period enabled us to compare coverage during five months of
the lockdown due to the coronavirus pandemic with coverage from seven preceding
nonquarantine months.

The sample consisted of four Colombian newspapers that were among the most read
newspapers in Colombia (ACIM Colombia 2019; FECOLPER and Reporteros sin Fronteras
2015): El Tiempo and El Espectador, two liberal broadsheets of national scope with editorial
departments located in Bogotá; El Colombiano, a liberal, regional newspaper published in
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Medellín, the capital of the department of Antioquia, where the number of feminicides
was highest in 2019 (Red Feminista Antimilitarista 2020b); and the tabloid Q’Hubo, the
most popular medium in Colombia at the time (ACIM Colombia 2019)—of its 12 regional
editions, we investigated the edition available in Bogotá.

We analyzed the websites of El Tiempo, El Espectador, and El Colombiano, as well as the
printed version of Q’Hubo, which does not offer a website but instead publishes a PDF file
of its printed version online. We searched all articles published in the four newspapers
during the period under investigation for the keyword “feminicide”. We included only
articles containing this keyword in our analysis because we assumed that readers only
recognize a feminicide as such when it is so named. In other words, we considered the
audience perspective when defining the selection criterion. Moreover, using other selection
criteria may have added many articles to our sample that did not report on feminicides, so
the coder would have had to determine if the reported act was considered a feminicide,
dependent only on the information provided in the article. This would have made the
selection too subjective.

While three newspapers in our sample each published a manageable number of
relevant articles, in the case of El Tiempo, the number of relevant articles, at 213, exceeded
our coding capacities. We therefore drew a 25% random sample from the 213 articles, which
resulted in a number of articles comparable to those from the three other newspapers.
Altogether, we identified 171 articles. From these, 29 articles were excluded from the
analysis because the reported feminicide occurred outside of Colombia or the victim
survived, and 3 were excluded because they consisted of only a single paragraph. This left
us with a total sample of 139 articles (El Tiempo: n = 46; El Espectador: n = 28; El Colombiano:
n = 45; Q’Hubo: n = 20), comprising 1798 paragraphs. We identified frames based on
paragraphs rather than on articles to elicit more differentiated results and to account for
the fact that articles often contain multiple perspectives on issues (see Magin et al. 2013).

6.2. Measurement

On an article level, the newspaper that published the article and the publication date
were coded. The latter was later recoded as pre-lockdown vs. lockdown months.

On the paragraph level, we searched each paragraph for the four frame elements. To
fully cover the debate on feminicides in Colombia, we derived a high number of differen-
tiated categories from the literature. However, to consider only frames that realistically
could have a lasting influence on recipients’ impressions of feminicides, we only included
in the cluster analysis categories that appeared in more than 5% of the paragraphs. The
framing analysis, thus, consisted of 34 categories (Table 1; the codebook with the category
descriptions can be found in the supplementary material). All categories were (re-)coded
into binary variables (present = 1; not present = 0) for the cluster analysis.

Problem definition. According to Matthes and Kohring (2008), the problem definition
comprises (a) the central issue and (b) the most important actor(s). Both are necessary to
define the central aspect of a news story and were coded separately. Up to five central
issues and up to five most important actors could be coded per paragraph. A total of 15
central issues and 15 most important actors were present in more than 5% of the paragraphs
(Table 1). For the cluster analysis, we recoded these 30 categories into binary variables
(present/not present).

Attribution of causes or blame. Cause was defined as someone/something that causes
an event, an appearance, or a condition, while blaming means that someone/something
is ascribed guilt/personally accused of the feminicide, which presupposes that one could
have decided differently. An actor can be ascribed guilt for the death of a woman either
because that actor committed the act or because the actor did not prevent it. Both causes
and blame can be ascribed to either a person or a situation. We coded for each paragraph
whether a certain outcome was traced back to a person or a situation and whether the
person or situation was seen as a cause or as guilty of a concrete feminicide or feminicides
in general. The coding presupposed that guilt was explicitly indicated in the language of
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an article, for example, in phrases such as “X is responsible for the offense” or “the crime
happened because of X”. However, of all potential categories, only two—“perpetrator as a
cause” and “perpetrator is guilty”—were mentioned in more than 5% of the paragraphs
and thus included in the cluster analysis.

Table 1. Overview of categories included in the frame analysis.

Frame Element Categories Included in the Hierarchical Cluster Analysis

Problem
definition

Central issue
- Law
- Politics and administration
- Pandemic
- Violence
- Gender inequalities
- Data and discourses on gender

inequalities
- Feminicides
- Identity of murdered woman
- Crime
- Reactions to the crime: the

perpetrator and the
perpetrator’s relatives

- Reactions to the crime:
neighbors and local community

- Prehistory of a feminicide
- Consequences of a feminicide
- Investigations of a feminicide
- Feminicides in court

Most important actor
- Politicians
- Authorities
- Judges
- Public prosecutor’s office
- Police
- Women as a societal group
- Different types of professions,

such as professors or doctors
- Feminist groups
- Victims of feminicide
- Relatives or friends of a victim

of feminicide
- Perpetrators of feminicide
- Relatives or friends of a

perpetrator of feminicide
- Eyewitnesses
- Perpetrators of crimes other

than feminicides
- Other societal groups

Attribution of
causes or blame

- Perpetrator as a cause
- Perpetrator is guilty

Moral
evaluation - Negative evaluation

Treatment rec-
ommendation - Treatment recommendation

All 34 categories were coded as or recoded into binary categories (present = 1/not present = 0)
before conducting the cluster analysis.

Moral evaluation. For moral evaluation, we coded whether a feminicide was evaluated
as negative, positive, or neutral. Up to five evaluations of a feminicide and up to five
levels could be coded per paragraph. The evaluation could be found in expressions of
varying lengths, from single words (e.g., “unfortunately”) up to several sentences. Terms
such as “pain”, “anger”, “indignation”, “rejection”, “horror”, “brutal”, and “tragedy” were
considered indicators of negative evaluations, but statements such as those noting that
a feminicide “moves” or “triggers reactions” were not. More than 5% of the paragraphs
contained negative evaluations of feminicides, while none containing any positive evalua-
tions of feminicides were found. Moral evaluations were, therefore, recoded into “negative
evaluation present (=1)/not present (=0)” to be included in the cluster analysis.

Treatment recommendation. We coded if the text stated that certain measures should
be taken to address the problem of feminicides. The six possible suggestions of treatment
recommendations defined in the codebook appeared only rarely in the paragraphs. To
reach the minimum of 5% of paragraphs for the cluster analysis, we recoded them into
“treatment recommendation present (=1)/not present (=0)”.

6.3. Reliability

Coding was performed by one coder as part of her master’s thesis work. A total of
21 articles (15% of the sample) were coded twice to test for intracoder reliability. We used
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Brennan-Prediger’s kappa because it is chance-corrected and more robust than Krippen-
dorff’s alpha regarding variables with a skewed distribution (Quarfoot and Levine 2016).
The results indicated sufficient-to-high reliability for almost all categories (month: 1.00;
newspaper: 0.937; central issue: 0.874; most important actors: 0.883; perpetrator as cause:
0.818; perpetrator is guilty: 0.590; moral evaluation: 0.742; treatment recommendation:
0.934). The reliability for “perpetrator is guilty” was lower than desirable, but nevertheless
shows that agreement was clearly larger than random. Therefore, we included this variable
in the cluster analysis because we considered it important to have this aspect represented
for theoretical reasons.

7. Findings
7.1. Identification of Frames (RQ1)

RQ1 aimed to uncover frames in the Colombian newspapers’ coverage of feminicides.
To answer this question, we carried out a hierarchical cluster analysis (Ward method), an
evaluation strategy appropriate for identifying suitable cluster solutions. The so-called
elbow criterion was used to determine the number of clusters (Matthes and Kohring 2008).
Each cluster followed the principle of homogeneity or internal cohesion: articles within
a cluster are as similar as possible, while articles in different clusters differ as much as
possible (Zeller et al. 2010). The elbow criterion determined a solution of four clusters
(Table 2). To describe the content of each cluster, mean values for each of the variables
were compared. The closer the mean (M) of a variable was to 1, the more significant it was
for a cluster. To determine the extent to which the mean values of the variables differed
regarding individual frame elements, we conducted a one-factor analysis of variance
(ANOVA), including post hoc tests. While the ANOVA only indicated differences between
the mean values of the frame elements, post hoc tests revealed the frame elements between
which these differences were significant. Due to the variance heterogeneity of the groups
compared, the presentation of the results is based on a Games-Howell test. Assignment to
frames was performed at the paragraph level (n = 1798). Table 2 presents an overview of
the four frames, which are named after the central features they include.

Table 2. Frames in feminicide coverage of the four Colombian newspapers under investigation.

Frame 1:
Gender-based inequalities
and discrimination against

women

Frame 2:
Perpetrators in

front of the court

Frame 3:
Prehistory and course of
events of the feminicide

Frame 4:
Reactions of neighbors,

eyewitnesses, and villagers
to the feminicide

Problem
definition: Topics

Gender inequalities and
discrimination against

women

Court processes
and feminicide
investigations

Procession of the
feminicide Prehistory of

the feminicide
Characteristics of a
murdered woman

Reactions to the feminicide

Problem
definition: Actors

Women as
a social group

Judges
Public prosecutor’s

office
Perpetrators

Victims
Perpetrators

Neighbors
Eyewitnesses

Police
Authorities

Causes — — Perpetrator
as cause —

Blame — Perpetrator is guilty — —
Moral evaluations — — — Negative
Treatment recom-
mendations Yes — — —

Number of
paragraphs 1029 386 365 18

Percentage share
of paragraphs 57 21 20 1

Basis: Hierarchical cluster analysis of 34 variables that were assigned one of four frame elements. Content that is
relatively meaningful for a frame is listed here (N = 1789 paragraphs in 139 articles).
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Frame 1: Gender-based inequalities and discrimination against women. The first frame
is mainly characterized by three topics: gender inequalities (M = 0.25; SD = 0.43), law
(M = 0.19; SD = 0.39), and the coronavirus pandemic (M = 0.12; SD = 0.32). The most
important actors in this frame, according to our analysis, were women as a social group
(M = 0.24; SD = 0.42), while moral evaluations were widely missing from paragraphs
belonging to this first cluster. Although treatment recommendations rarely appeared in the
news articles, their role in the first frame (M = 0.09; SD = 0.35) was found to be significantly
larger than in the other three frames: indeed, treatment recommendations appear 9% more
often in the first cluster than in the other three clusters.1

Taken together, the first frame addresses gender stereotypes, gender discrimination,
and gender-based violence against women. The respective paragraphs refer to existing
laws in Colombia, discuss the effectiveness of those laws, and call for the actual application
of laws, which in some cases is presented as a solution to the existing discrimination and
use of violence. Some of the paragraphs refer to the COVID-19 pandemic and the increased
risk of women becoming victims of gender-based violence associated with the pandemic.

The first frame was most commonly identified in our sample, accounting for 1029, or
57%, of all paragraphs in the sample (Table 2) and was the dominant frame (meaning it was
present in most paragraphs) in 79 articles (Table 3). A typical article in which the first frame
dominates is entitled “Cuando una mujer dice No, quiere decir No” (“When a woman says
no, she means no”), published on 22 August 2019, in El Colombiano. The article comments
on gender stereotypes, noting that these stereotypes guide many men’s behavior toward
women. Such stereotypes include, for example, that a woman needs a strong man at her
side and that a man needs to subjugate a woman to feel valuable and to protect his pride
from being hurt. The article explains the social implications of such stereotypes and refers
to a law that is supposed to punish those guilty of sexual harassment.

Table 3. Dominant frames per article in the four newspapers under investigation.

El
Tiempo

(%)

El
Espectador

(%)

El
Colombiano

(%)

Q’Hubo
(%)

All
Newspapers

Frame 1:
Gender-based inequalities and
discrimination against women
(n = 79 articles)

61 61 67 20 56

Frame 2:
Perpetrators in front of the court
(n = 26)

26 14 20 5 19

Frame 3:
Prehistory and course of events of the
feminicide
(n = 22)

11 14 2 60 16

Frame 4:
Reactions of neighbors, eyewitnesses, and
villagers to the feminicide
(n = 0)

— — — — —

Balanced articles:
2–3 frames equally present
(n = 12)

2 11 11 15 9

Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100
Number of articles 46 28 45 20 139

Basis: Sample of articles with a length of at least two paragraphs (n = 139 articles).

Frame 2: Perpetrators in front of the court. The second frame pertains to court decisions
that condemn perpetrators of feminicide (M = 0.64; SD = 0.48). Our findings indicate that
this topic was significantly more important for this frame than for the three others (between
54–64% more important).2 This frame also deals with the inquiry of feminicide (M = 0.22;
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SD = 0.42), which was significantly more important for this frame than for frames 1 and
3,3 while no statistically significant difference to frame 4 was revealed. Moreover, the
culpability of the perpetrator was significantly more important in frame 2 than in frame
1 (M = 0.7; SD = 0.46; no significant differences from frames 3 and 4).4 Judges (M = 0.31;
SD = 0.46) and public prosecutors or the National Institute of Forensic Medicine (M = 0.28;
SD = 0.45) were identified as significantly more important actors for the second frame
compared to the other frames.5

This frame was found in the second highest number of articles in the sample, but that
number was considerably less prevalent than the number of articles reflecting the first
frame. This frame was found in 386, or 21%, of the paragraphs in the sample (Table 2)
and was the dominant frame in 26 articles (Table 3). A typical article in which the second
frame dominates is the “La apelación de la Fiscalía a la absolución a los hermanos Uribe
Noguera” (“The appeal by the Prosecutor’s Office against the acquittal of the Uribe Noguera
brothers”), published on 17 August 2019, in El Colombiano. It describes a court hearing
in which the siblings’ possible complicity in a crime committed by an already convicted
murderer of a female is discussed. According to the article, the siblings were suspected
of deleting messages from a cell phone that would implicate their brother, Rafael Uribe
Noguera, a 38-year-old man from Bogotá, whom judges found guilty of the feminicide
of Yuliana Samboní. The seven-year-old girl was kidnapped, abused, and killed. Many
articles in which frame 2 dominates focus on this spectacular case of feminicide.

Another case that was highly represented in articles categorized under frame 2 is that
of Ilse Ojeda, a fifty-one-year-old woman who was found dead outside of Bucaramanga
after her boyfriend had reported her as missing. The corresponding articles discuss the
court sentence for feminicide, a possible mental illness of the perpetrator, and an agreement
that the perpetrator negotiated with the prosecution to reduce his prison sentence.

Frame 3: Prehistory and course of events of the feminicide. In contrast to the second frame,
which focuses on the guilt of the perpetrator, the third frame focuses on the perpetrator as
the cause of a feminicide (M = 0.33; SD = 0.47).6 Moreover, it contains information about
the prehistory of the feminicide (M = 0.31; SD = 0.46), the progression of the feminicide
(M = 0.33; SD = 0.47), and the identity of the murdered woman (M = 0.32; SD = 0.46).7

Victims (M = 0.8; SD = 0.4)8 and perpetrators (M = 0.67; SD = 0.47) of feminicide9 are
significantly more important actors for the third frame than for the first and second frame
but not for the fourth frame. Put differently, this frame addresses how the murdered
woman lived and what violence she experienced at the hands of the perpetrator.

The third frame accounts for 365 (20%) of paragraphs in the sample (Table 2) and
dominates in 22 articles (Table 3). A typical article in which the third frame dominates
is “Doloroso adiós de Yénifer a manos de su ex” (“Painful goodbye of Yénifer because
of her ex”), published on 12 May 2020, by Q’Hubo. The article describes how Yénifer’s
ex-boyfriend, who is described as “jealous and obsessed with her”, burst into her birthday
party, invited her outside to talk, and shot her in the head. Shortly afterwards, the police
arrested the perpetrator. The victim is described as a mother with two children and many
friends.

Frame 4: Reactions of neighbors, eyewitnesses, and villagers to the feminicide. The last
frame focuses on the reactions of neighbors and eyewitnesses to the feminicide (M = 1.0;
SD = 0.0).10 Of all four frames, this topic is most important for the fourth frame.11 The
corresponding paragraphs describe how neighbors and eyewitnesses help a seriously
injured woman and notify the police or an ambulance. They are also quoted with reactions
to the crime. Accordingly, eyewitnesses (M = 0.94; SD = 0.24)12 are the most important
actors in this frame, followed by the police (M = 0.3; SD = 0.23)13 and authorities (M = 0.28;
SD = 0.24).14 Authorities are relevant to this frame with no significant differences to the
other frames, while the only statistically significant difference regarding the relevance of
the police in this frame is with the second frame.15 Moreover, the fourth frame is the one in
which moral evaluations are the most prevalent of all frames (M = 0.44; SD = 0.85), although
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the differences were not statistically significant. More specifically, the moral evaluations
consist of descriptions of the feminicide as a terrible event or a tragic individual fate or the
perpetrator is evaluated negatively.

The fourth frame was found least often by far, in only 18 paragraphs (1% of all
paragraphs). It does not dominate in any article. Rather, the corresponding paragraphs are
interspersed in the articles studied. Therefore, no article typical for the fourth frame can be
identified. However, typical paragraphs allow neighbors, eyewitnesses, and villagers to
speak and express their pain about the murder of a woman.

7.2. Feminicide Coverage of the Four Newspapers (RQ2)

RQ2 addressed the differences and similarities in the feminicide coverage of the four
newspapers, as measured by the representation of the four frames. To answer this question,
we oriented ourselves toward the dominant impression the articles were most likely to
have on an average reader. Therefore, we compared the number of articles in which the
four frames dominate (i.e., occur in the majority of paragraphs of the respective article). As
Table 3 shows, one dominant frame was identified in most articles, while in only 9% of the
articles, several frames were equally present. Most often, the overall dominant frame 1 on
gender-based inequalities was also dominant in individual articles, while frames 2 and 3
were dominant an equal number of times in individual articles. The very rarely addressed
frame 4 was not found to be dominant in any of the articles.

A comparison of the four newspapers, however, showed that these overall results
concealed notable differences, particularly between the tabloid Q’Hubo on one hand and
the broadsheet and regional newspapers on the other hand. El Tiempo, El Espectador, and
El Colombiano shared a strong focus on the overall dominating frame of gender-based
inequalities. Moreover, El Tiempo and El Colombiano had a certain, but clearly less dominant,
focus on perpetrators in front of the court (frame 2) in common, while being less interested
in the prehistory and progression of feminicides. In El Espectador, frames 2 and 3 were found
to be dominant in an equal number of articles. The feminicide coverage of Q’Hubo, however,
reflected a clearly different profile: unsurprisingly for a tabloid, our analysis indicated that
60% of its articles focused on the prehistory and course of events of the feminicide—that is,
telling the story and providing details of the feminicide, probably in a narrative manner.
Compared to that, frame 1, and particularly frame 3, played subordinated roles.

7.3. Feminicide Coverage before and during the Coronavirus Lockdown (RQ3)

RQ3 examined whether the publication date—specifically, before or during the coro-
navirus lockdown—influenced feminicide coverage. We first compared the number of
relevant articles during both periods before investigating the development of the frames
being addressed over time.

The number of articles in the sample indicates that the growing number of feminicides
in Colombia during the coronavirus lockdown was reflected in the amount of coverage
feminicides received during that period. The newspapers published 61 relevant articles in
the seven prelockdown months compared to 77 in the five lockdown months (not shown in
a table). This corresponds to an increase from 8.7 to 15.4 relevant articles per month. An
increase is visible in El Espectador (from 1.1 to 4 articles per month), El Colombiano (from 2.7
to 5.2 per month), and El Tiempo (from 3.1 to 4.8 per month),16 while in the case of Q’Hubo,
the average number of articles slightly decreased from 1.7 to 1.4 articles per month.

The use of different frames before and during the COVID-19 lockdown was compared
on the paragraph level. The month of publication had a significant (χ2(1) = 58.41, p < 0.001)
but very weak (ϕ = 0.18) influence on the presence of the first frame. The same was found to
be true for frame 2 (χ2(1) = 21.00, p < 0.001; ϕ = −0.12) and frame 3 (χ2(1) = 19.31, p < 0.001;
ϕ = −0.1). Only for the fourth frame was no correlation found since it only occurred in a
few paragraphs. In other words, the portrayal of feminicides in the four newspapers did
not change significantly during the lockdown compared to the prelockdown period.
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8. Discussion

Feminicides are a serious social problem in Colombia, fostered by the power structures
in the Colombian society that place women in a worse position than men and are responsible
for poorer life opportunities for women than for men. Even if feminicides are committed
by individual perpetrators, they must be considered in the context of these societal power
structures. Feminicides are, thus, much more than individual tragedies. The news media
coverage on feminicides shapes the public’s perception of the phenomenon and contributes
to making the population aware of the problem. Therefore, it is important to investigate
how feminicides are portrayed in the news media; however, systematic empirical studies
on this subject are scarce. As one of the first quantitative content analyses on this topic, the
current study contributes to closing this research gap. It investigated what frames could
be identified in the feminicide coverage of four Colombian newspapers between August
2019 and July 2020 (RQ1), how the presence of these patterns differed between the four
newspapers under investigation (RQ2), and whether the framing of feminicide coverage
differed before and during the coronavirus lockdown (RQ3), during which the number of
feminicides in Colombia increased.

A hierarchical cluster analysis revealed four frames (RQ1). By far the most frequently
occurring frame was “gender inequalities and discrimination against women”, which is the
only one that discusses the problem more strongly from a societal perspective, including
the effectiveness of laws and potential solutions to the related problems. The three other
frames—“perpetrators in front of the court”, “prehistory and course of events of the
feminicide”, and “reactions of neighbors, eyewitnesses, and villagers to the feminicide”—
place feminicide on a purely individual level, thus downgrading these crimes to the status
of private problems and personal tragedies. This does not do justice to the complexity of
this issue. These frames can be interpreted as focal points in the discourse of Colombian
daily newspapers in relation to feminicide and patterns of thought that the newspapers
offer their readers about feminicide. Since only a few articles were found that represented
the fourth frame, the feminicide coverage of the four newspapers in the sample was mainly
characterized by the first three frames mentioned. The discourse, therefore, proved to be
only minimally differentiated; another notable finding is that potential solutions to the
problem were rarely discussed in the sample articles.

The overall picture of a minimally differentiated media discourse on feminicides is
strengthened when comparing the use of the four frames in the four newspapers under
investigation (RQ2). The broadsheets El Tiempo and El Espectador and the regional news-
paper El Colombiano revealed very similar patterns, with a strong focus on the overall
dominating frame on gender inequalities. This fits with broadsheets typically providing
more background information and putting events in a broader context (Magin 2019. In
contrast, the tabloid Q’Hubo, as is typical for a tabloid, individualized the problem of
feminicides by mainly portraying such incidents as individual fates, while at the same
time widely neglecting the structural contexts and causes. Frames that dominate in the
news media are very likely to shape recipients’ perspectives on a topic (Magin et al. 2013),
especially if a topic is repeatedly presented using the same frames and if the frames trigger
emotions (Matthes 2014). Hence, news recipients in Colombia can be presumed to have
a rather stereotypical picture of feminicides, and the many recipients of Q’Hubo news,
especially, may get the impression that feminicides are a purely personal problem. This
is problematic because a lack of awareness of the structural background can weaken the
efforts put forth to tackle the problem.

The increasing number of feminicides that occurred during the coronavirus lockdown
was reflected in the increased number of articles (in all newspapers except Q’Hubo), while
the focus on certain frames in the news coverage was not significantly affected by the
pandemic (RQ3).

As with any investigation, the current one has some noteworthy limitations. First,
our handling of the four extracted frames (clusters) should be critically discussed. While
the first frame element (“problem definition”, encompassing the central issue and most



Journal. Media 2022, 3 129

important actors) was associated with 30 variables, the other three frame elements were
associated with only one (“moral evaluation” and “treatment recommendation”) or two
(“attribution of causes or blame”) variables each. As a result, the first frame element is more
central in the four frames than the other frame elements. A potential solution would have
been reweighing issues and actors to balance all elements equally. However, we decided
against this procedure, following the approach of Matthes and Kohring (2008), with which
we also account for the fact that issues and actors were much more visible in the coverage
than attributions of causes and blame, moral evaluations, and treatment recommendations.

Moreover, an aspect that we did not investigate but that would be interesting to
investigate relates to the use of certain frames by certain sources: which frames are typically
used by journalists themselves and which by the sources they refer to (e.g., official sources,
such as police or prosecutors, or other sources, such as family, relatives, or friends)? This
would be insightful with respect to potential attempts of frame setting (Brüggemann 2014).

Furthermore, the choice of ‘feminicide’ as a search term for identifying relevant articles
limited the analysis to those articles that already refer to and classify feminicides as such.
Articles on murders against women that are not referred to as such were excluded, even
though they may, in fact, be feminicides. However, we consciously opted to follow this
procedure based on the premise that feminicides most likely will mainly be perceived as
feminicides by recipients and the public when they are labelled as such, and only then can
they shape the public’s awareness of the problem. Moreover, we thus did not leave it up to
the coder to decide if a reported murder was actually a feminicide or not.

Finally, we only investigated feminicide coverage in one country over a one-year
period, which limits the generalizability of our results. Feminicides are a problem not only
in Colombia but all over the world. The measurement instruments that we developed
provide a useful tool for investigating the media portrayal of feminicides in other countries.
Cross-national comparisons can show how far frames in the coverage differ or are similar
between countries and what patterns dominate in the coverage. Our study can also become
the starting point for long-term comparisons that investigate how media attention towards
and portrayal of feminicides have developed over time, potentially reflecting real-world
developments and changes in public awareness.

This study gives us the opportunity to make some recommendations for future practice
in journalism when reporting on feminicides. To raise awareness of the important social
dimension of feminicides, training is needed for journalists working in different positions
across the field. In Colombia, workshops are already carried out by the Fundación de
Feminicidios. The participants learn to recognize common gender stereotypes and to avoid
revictimizing language. Such workshops are a good measure to sensitize journalists and
can function as a model for other countries.

This seems the right way to consider our results. Journalists, especially those employed
by news agencies, need sensitization. They often produce the first available information on
an incident. Their wording can determine the view of the journalists who edit the news, for
example, in the newsroom of a daily or online newspaper. If the first report already speaks
of “feminicide”, certain imaginations and expectations are raised by the news editor, and
if they are maintained, subsequently by the reader. If possible, any report a news agency
publishes on the murder of a woman should consider the prehistory of the fatal incident
and should consider possible gender-related reasons. If no gender-related reasons are
visible at first glance, that does not necessarily mean that the killing was not a feminicide.
In this case, journalists should make it clear that it is too early to speak definitively of
a crime to which gender is relevant. Such guidance might also be included into ethical
guidelines of publishing houses and at a national level.

Regarding communication with the reader, we suggest that each article covering
violence against women should refer to a telephone hotline or other agencies where people
who are affected (for example, of violence in relationships) can get help. Our study revealed
that during the period of investigation, such information on concrete possibilities for action
was scarce.
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Media are central institutions of knowledge transfer and socialization that can provide
important information, contribute to primary prevention against feminicide, and work
toward a society without gender discrimination. This implies a certain responsibility. As
the present study shows, the four Colombian daily newspapers examined do not contribute
to breaking up the historically constructed dynamics that have been consolidated over the
course of centuries and that lead to women having fewer opportunities in life than men.
These conditions can ultimately set in motion a cycle of violence, and in extreme cases, lead
to feminicide.
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Notes
1 As variances of the groups are inhomogeneous, a Games-Howell test was used. There are significant differences (p < 0.001)

between the first and the second frame (0.24, 95%-CI [0.21, 0.28]), the first and the third frame (0.24, 95%-CI [0.20, 0.28]), and the
first and the fourth frame (0.25, 95%-CI [0.22, 0.28]).

2 F (3.1794) = 442.95; p < 0.001. The Games-Howell test showed significant differences (p < 0.001) between frame 2 and frame 1:
0.62, 95%-CI [0.55, 0.68]; between frame 2 and frame 3: 0.54, 95%-CI [0.46, 0.61]; and between frame 2 and frame 4: 0.64, 95%-CI
[0.58, 0.70].

3 F (3.1794) = 35.54; p < 0.001. Games-Howell tests: first frame: 0.18, 95%-CI [0.12, 0.23], p < 0.001; third frame: 0.11, 95%-CI [0.04,
0.18], p < 0.001.

4 F (3.1794) = 280.96; p < 0.001.
5 The following differences were significant: (p < 0.001): judges (frame 2–frame 1): 0.30, 95%-CI [0.23, 0.36]; judges (frame 2–frame 3):

0.28, 95%-CI [0.21, 0.34]; judges (frame 2–frame 4): 0.31, 95%-CI [0.25, 0.37]. Public prosecutor (frame 2–frame 1): 0.19, 95%-CI
[0.13, 0.26]; public prosecutor (frame 2–frame 3): 0.14, 95%-CI [0.06, 0.21]; public prosecutor (frame 2–frame 4): 0.28, 95%-CI [0.22,
0.34].

6 F (3.1794) = 127.58; p < 0.001.
7 F (3.1794) = 174.99; p < 0.001.
8 F (3.1794) = 219.43; p < 0.001.
9 F (3.1794) = 280.96; p < 0.001.

10 F (3.1794) = 5.94.
11 The comparison of mean values was 0 from frame 1 to 3. The ANOVA could not be calculated for “Reactions of neighbors and

eyewitnesses” because the square sum inside the groups was 0.
12 The Games-Howell test showed the following differences for eyewitnesses: Between frame 4 and frame 1: 0.94, 95%-CI [0.79,

1.10], p < 0.001; between frame 4 and frame 2: 0.93, 95%-CI [0.78, 1.09], p < 0.001; between frame 4 and frame 3: 0.77, 95%-CI [0.60,
0.93], p < 0.001. F (3.1794) = 236.49; p < 0.001.

13 F (3.1794) =18.03; p < 0.001.
14 F (3.1794) = 11.20; p < 0.001.
15 The Games-Howell test showed the following differences for the police: Between frame 4 and frame 2: 0.37, 95%-CI [−0.34,

−0.22], p < 0.001; between frame 4 and frame 1: p = 0.055; between frame 4 and frame 3: p = 0.055.
16 Considering that we drew a 25% random sample from El Tiempo articles that met the selection criterion, we can assume that the

actual number of articles per month was four times as high.
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