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Abstract

In digital media environments, gendered inequalities can be observed on the level of representation and
participation in online discussions and digital communities as well as regarding the prevalence of gender
norms in self-presentations, and power relations in social interactions. The #MeToo debate exemplifies
how gendered inequalities become visible in social media but also reveals the increasing hostility against
women online. Drawing on the concept of digital visibility and informed by theoretical perspectives on gen-
dered digital visibility from gender and feminist research and media and communication studies, the article
reviews current research and identifies three distinct processes that characterize gendered digital visibility:
(1) replication, (2) reinforcement, and (3) resilience. In doing so, the article proposes a taxonomy of research
on gendered digital visibility. Findings highlight the ambivalence of women's participation in online discus-
sions as well as the replication and reinforcement of gender norms through digital technology. Moreover,

interrelatedness of these processes and implications for future research are discussed.
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1 Introduction

The #MeToo campaign is one of the most
prominent examples of a feminist move-
ment that has spread worldwide. Discus-
sions on social media drew the attention
of mass media and the public to women
experiencing sexual abuse and harass-
ment (Tambe, 2018). At the same time, the
case #MeToo also shows that this great at-
tention was accompanied by hostility and
trolling in response to digital feminist ac-
tivism (Mendes, Ringrose, & Keller, 2018).
Being publicly visible on social media plat-
forms or in digital news environments not
only exposes individuals and social groups
to direct responses of potential target
groups (e.g., peers, the scientific commu-
nity, politicians) but also to the public at
large. Not only feminist activists, but also
women journalists and scholars work-
ing on controversial topics experience
harassment when they make themselves
publicly visible on social media platforms
(e.g., Stahel & Schoen, 2019; Veletsianos,
Houlden, Hodson, & Gosse, 2018). By be-
ing agentic, i. e., speaking out in the public
and defending their positions, these wom-

ooce

en violate prescriptive gender stereotypes.
Being attacked for this behavior is called a
backlash effect (Rudman & Glick, 2012).
Drawing on the concept of digital vi-
sibility (Thompson, 2005), the article
analyzes gendered inequalities regarding
digital visibility. Therefore, it reviews liter-
ature on the role of gender in digital me-
dia environments, focusing on social me-
dia and women’s online participation as
these contexts provide distinct examples
of gendered visibility (Herring & Stoerger,
2014). It considers gender and feminist
concepts and media and communication
theories to identify drivers and inhibitors
of women’s digital visibility. The literature
review reveals that gendered visibility in
digital media contexts can be explained
by three different processes that derive
from the interplay of gender and digital
technology: (1) replication of offline stan-
dards, e.g., the representation of women
in online discussions (Herring & Stoerger,
2014), (2) reinforcement, e.g., anonymity
and invisibility in digital media environ-
ments foster harassment (Suler, 2004), and
(3) resilience, e.g., the diffusion of social
movements (Henry, 2009) increases the
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digital visibility of women and gender is-
sues. These patterns serve as a taxonomy
of research on gendered digital visibility
and are illustrated using the example of
the (online) feminist movement #MeToo.
This movement can be traced back to the
“MeToo” workshops for survivors of sexual
violence by the African American women’s
rights activist Tarana Burke in 2006 (Tam-
be, 2018). The phrase “MeToo” was then
adapted in the respective Twitter hashtag
created by the actress Alyssa Milano in
October 2017. In their tweets, Milano and
other women denounced sexual abuse in
the movie industry and raised public and
mass media attention (Manikonda, Beigi,
Liu, & Kambhampati, 2018; Mendes et al.,
2018). It became a globally visible move-
ment as millions of women worldwide
shared their personal experiences on so-
cial media (Rodino-Colocino, 2018).
Finally, implications for future empir-
ical investigations of the three different
patterns of gendered visibility are sug-
gested. The term gender is not restricted
to birth-assigned gender categories as it
encompasses multiple facets of self-cat-
egorization, i.e., people’s current gender
identity, perceived self-relevant social ex-
pectations associated with one’s self-cate-
gorization, gender performance as well as
group-related societal evaluations (Hyde
etal., 2019). It is important to note that the
current analysis focuses on the visibility of
women in digital media environments. Yet,
it does not cover research on other gen-
ders, e.g., the visibility of non-binary and
transgender people (e.g., Miller, 2019).
Before reviewing current literature on
women’s digital visibility, the next section
introduces the concept of digital visibility
and briefly outlines theoretical assump-
tions of gender and feminist research as
well as media and communication studies
that are relevant to the analysis of the rela-
tionship between visibility and gender.

2 Theoretical approaches on
gendered digital visibility

Visibility in digital communication con-
texts means that perceptibility is separated

from temporal, spatial and sensory lim-
itations due to digitization (Thompson,
2005). These new perceptual conditions
involve new forms of action and interac-
tion between groups and individuals in or-
der to struggle for their visibility in terms of
representation, norms of interaction and
power relations (Tenenboim-Weinblatt,
2013; Thompson, 2005). Besides race, class,
religion, ethnic origin, ability and age, gen-
der is deemed to be one relevant category
to describe inequalities in digital visibility
comprising the following sub-dimensions
(Thompson, 2005): (1) The visibility of ac-
tors and groups addresses the representa-
tion and participation of all genders in dig-
ital media environments. (2) The visibility
of gender norms applies to the gender-ste-
reotyping of self-presentations and behav-
iors in social interactions online. (3) The
visibility of power relations refers to gen-
dered inequalities regarding the control of
privacy as well as harassment and abuse in
digital media environments.

To explain gendered digital visibili-
ty with respect to these sub-dimensions,
one can refer to both gender and feminist
communication research. Whereas gender
communication scholars primarily focus
on how gender representation and norms
in media content and production affect in-
dividuals, feminist communication schol-
arship aims at a structural social change
toward gender equality (Mendes & Carter,
2008). Following the first line of research
that originates from social psychological
gender research, women’s representation
in digital media and their participation
and communication styles are guided by
societal gender role perceptions. As pro-
posed by social role theory (Wood & Eagly,
2012), gendered role perceptions in society
are informed by gender stereotypes that
derive from a gender-specific division of
labor. Moreover, social-cognitive theory of
gender development (Bussey & Bandura,
1999) states that conforming to gender
roles is part of a learning process in which
individuals are rewarded when fulfilling
gender role expectations and are punished
if they do not. These theories support the
idea that individuals internalize hierarchi-
cal gender relations that are reflected in
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gendered media representations and por-
trayals. Moreover, backlash theory (Rud-
man & Glick, 2012) argues that violating
gender norms can lead to social sanctions
and punishment. Women are punished
when they violate prescriptive gender
stereotypes that define how they should
be (e.g., warm and caring). They are also
sanctioned when confirming to proscrip-
tive gender stereotypes that define how
they should not be (e.g., dominant and
forceful; Prentice & Carranza, 2002). In
addition, taking a social constructionist
perspective, concepts such as doing gen-
der (West & Zimmerman, 1987) and gen-
der performativity (Butler, 1990) highlight
the notion of gender as a recurring act that
guides interactions and interpretations,
establishing binary conceptualizations of
opposing gender stereotypes. These ap-
proaches are inspired by Goffman’s (1979)
gender display framework considering
gender as a collective negotiation through
interactions (Baker & Walsh, 2018). In sum,
gender communication research mainly
addresses individual level effects of gen-
dered inequalities in media and commu-
nication contexts (Mendes & Carter, 2008;
Thiele, 2015) and tends to rely on binary
conceptions of gender, although partially
acknowledging the performative act of do-
ing gender. Communication research rep-
resenting the gender perspective investi-
gates how the relationship between digital
technology (e.g., platform characteristics)
and gender norms affects self-presenta-
tions in social media (Baker & Walsh, 2018;
Bivens, 2017; Butkowski, Dixon, Weeks, &
Smith, 2020). Moreover, following the tra-
dition of gender representation studies
in media and communication research
(Thiele, 2015), gender differences in politi-
cal online participation are examined (Vo-
chocova, Stetka, & Mazak, 2016). Further
studies that can be assigned to this line
of research analyze how ideological ori-
entation and social characteristics induce
backlash effects against women in digital
communication contexts (Wilhelm & Jo-
eckel, 2019) and how women profession-
als deal with online harassment and abuse
(Chen et al., 2020; Sobiraj, 2018; Stahel &
Schoen, 2019; Veletsianos et al. 2018).

In contrast to gender communication
research, the research interest of feminist
communication scholars is closely linked
to political movements such as feminist
activism (Mendes & Carter, 2008). Critical
and feminist scholars characterize social
media as a neoliberal postfeminist envi-
ronment that promotes a hegemonic gen-
der construction (Banet-Weiser, 2015). Be-
ing aware of ongoing inequalities, women
adopt a neoliberal economic imperative
and visibly demonstrate their self in accor-
dance to the market (Toffoletti & Thorpe,
2018). In contrast, digital feminism argues
that digital media can make gender in-
equalities visible to the public at large and
enables new forms of discourse about gen-
der and sexism (e.g., hashtagfeminism;
Baer, 2016). Moreover, feminist activism
benefits from enhanced possibilities of
self-synchronization of latent groups
(Shirky, 2008) to take collective action in
social media environments as it reduces
the costs of coordination, i.e., bringing
people together that are only loosely con-
nected. The downsides of digital activism
are captured by the concept of digital labor
that emphasizes the safety and emotional
work performed by feminist researchers
(Arcy, 2016). Engagement in feminist dig-
ital activism is immaterial, unpaid work
and has been considered a new digital and
social form of labor (Gleeson, 2016). From
this perspective, digital labor is assumed
to reify problematic gender constructions.

Aiming at structural social change,
certain feminist movements such as Black
feminism refer to intersectional inequal-
ities. The concept of intersectionality
stresses the role of interrelations between
social categories of difference such as gen-
der, religion, social class, race or age that
should be considered when analyzing so-
cial inequalities (Crenshaw, 1991; Hughes,
2011). These intersections also apply to
representation, participation and power
relations in digital media environments
(e.g., Gabriel, 2016; Massanari, 2017; Pri-
eler & Kohlbacher, 2017).

The feminist perspective on gende-
red digital visibility is represented by crit-
ical analyses of postfeminist gendered
self-presentations in social media (Bruce,
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2016; Toffoletti & Thorpe, 2018), research
analyzing the potential and practice of dig-
ital feminist activism (Clark-Parsons, 2018;
Gabriel, 2016; Jackson, 2018; Jackson, Bai-
ley, & Foucault Welles, 2018; Linabary, Cor-
ple, & Cooky, 2019; Mendes et al., 2018;
Myles, 2019; Pruchniewska, 2019; Turley
& Fisher, 2018) and studies uncovering the
threats to feminist activism such as on-
line harassment (Drakett, Rickett, Day, &
Milnes, 2018; Massanari, 2017; Vera-Gray,
2017) and abuse (Eckert, 2018; Mendes,
Keller, & Ringrose, 2019; Stubbs-Richard-
son, Rader, & Cosby, 2018).

In addition, media and (computer-me-
diated) communication theories comple-
ment the gender and feminist perspective
by emphasizing or specifying the role of
digital technology within these processes.
The online disinhibition effect (Suler, 2004)
serves to explain norm violations such as
hate speech, harassment and abuse (e.g.,
Chen et al., 2020). Social media atten-
tion economy (Van Dijk, 2013) is linked
with neoliberal postfeminist perspectives
(Banet-Weiser, 2015) to explain gendered
self-presentation online (Toffoletti &
Thorpe, 2018). In addition, actor-network
theory is applied to incorporate the in-
fluence of platform components (Latour,
2005) on gendered representations and
participation in online spaces (Duguay,
2016; Massanari, 2017). Another line of
research links gender perspectives with
theories of the public sphere (Fraser, 1990;
Noelle-Neumann, 1974; Habermas, 1962)
and the role of social networks (Gabriel,
2016; Sobiraij, 2018).

3 A taxonomy of published research:
Replication, reinforcement,
resilience

In order to identify drivers and inhibitors
of gendered digital visibility, the literature
review focuses on contemporary research
investigating prevalence, standards and
norms of women’s digital visibility. The
current review incorporates research on
the three sub-dimensions of digital vi-
sibility outlined above, i.e., gendered
representation and participation, gender

norms and gendered power relations. For
this purpose, it considers research articles
published 2015-2019 in communication
journals (e.g., Information, Communica-
tion, & Society, Journal of Communication,
New Media & Society) as well as gender
and feminist journals in social sciences
(e.g., Feminism & Psychology, Sex Roles)
to cover different fields of gender and fem-
inist communication research. To identify
relevant literature, journal websites and
literature databases were searched, us-
ing the terms gender, gender roles, gen-
der stereotypes, #MeToo, and backlash in
combination with the terms digital media,
social media, social networks, (digital) vis-
ibility / invisibility as key words. Although,
#MeToo was referred to as an example of
digital visibility of feminist movements,
the search was not restricted to this case,
but extended to other phenomena of
women’s visibility in social media. Liter-
ature was reviewed with regard to theo-
retical background, i.e., gender and/or
feminist scholarship as well as media and
communication theories the studies refer
to. Furthermore, it was examined wheth-
er the studies provide empirical evidence
and/or assessment of women’s digital
visibility with respect to at least one of
the three sub-dimensions, i.e., represen-
tation / participation, gender norms and
power relations. The literature corpus was
then systemized in accordance to these
sub-dimensions of digital visibility. Anal-
ysis of literature revealed three patterns
that describe how findings on women’s
digital visibility are framed: (1) replication,
(2) reinforcement, and (3) resilience.

3.1 Replication

The replication pattern is guided by cur-
rent observations of gender inequalities
being reflected in digital technologies
(Sobiraj, 2018). Replication tendencies can
be observed on all three sub-dimensions
of digital visibility as they concern the rep-
resentation and participation of women in
the public sphere, gender norms affecting
self-presentation, identity and social in-
teraction as well as inequalities in power
relations fostering harassment and abu-
sive behavior.
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3.1.1 Representation and participation
Women’s underrepresentation in politics
(Hughes, 2011) and in the public sphere
at large is reflected in online political
participation such that men are more
visible as political actors than women
(Vochocova et al., 2016). Relying on sur-
vey and content analysis data, Vochocova,
Stetka, and Mazak (2016) show that men
are more present and more active in polit-
ical commenting on Facebook than wom-
en. Authors question the equalizing effect
of social media environments on political
participation stated in previous research
(e.g., Gil de Zuniga, Veenstra, Vraga, &
Shah, 2010). Furthermore, they point out
that gender inequalities in online political
participation mainly apply to more expres-
sive, publicly visible participation, such as
posting comments in public groups, and
less to lower-threshold participation such
as “liking” and sharing content or private
communication.

On platforms such as Reddit, even
higher degrees of homogeneity in terms
of gender and race can be observed (Mas-
sanari, 2017): The dominance of White
men in these communities promotes per-
ceptions of women as objects or interlop-
ers, which in turn reduces the attraction
of these spaces for women and inhibits
women’s participation.

Further, research refers to the ‘digital
double bind’, which entrenches structur-
al inequalities in digital entrepreneurship
(Duffy & Pruchniewska, 2017). The digital
double bind highlights the binary assign-
ment of public and private to masculine
and feminine respectively, which is also
reflected in mainstream perceptions of
gender on social networking sites such as
Facebook (Bivens, 2017).

3.1.2 Gender norms

When users present themselves and in-
teract with others in digital media envi-
ronments, they widely conform to gen-
der norms and stereotypes. Following
Banet-Weiser’s (2015) gendered “econo-
mies of visibility”, Toffoletti and Thorpe
(2018) claim that women’s self-objectifi-
cation of their bodies and visual appear-
ance on Instagram fosters the persistence

of gender stereotypes and convention-
al perceptions of gender and sexuality
in digital media. From this perspective,
neoliberal post-feminism (Banet-Weiser,
2015) linked with the attention economy
in social media (Van Dijk, 2013) build the
ground for a new currency in digital me-
dia contexts that is visibility. Post-feminist
attitudes as well as the technology itself
foster these replication tendencies. For
instance, through app description and
rating, content navigation, cross-platform
connections and content generation tools,
Instagram “guides users to create selfies
congruent with the dominant discourses”
(Duguay, 2016, p. 7). As such, in social me-
dia women are faced with gender norms
of publicity and privacy that highlight the
singularity of their appearance and expose
them to public criticism and judgement
whereas men’s self-presentation and par-
ticipation conforms to gender norms and
therefore remains unquestioned (Salter,
2016). In sum, self-presentation is charac-
terized by stereotypical cues amplified by
technological affordances of social media,
i.e., social media feedback options that
serve as popularity cues (Butkowski et al.,
2020). That is, posts of visual self-presen-
tations that confirm hegemonic concep-
tions of gender are high ranked and gain
high levels of acceptance (Baker & Walsh,
2018). Similarly, #MeToo has been criti-
cized by feminists for overemphasizing ce-
lebrities and their self-representation due
to the attention economy of commercial
platforms, while at the same time margin-
alizing the experiences of colored women
and low-income women (Clark-Parsons,
2019). The prevalence of gender norms in
social media also touches the performance
of gender identity. Although non-binary
options are available, the binary gender
norm is replicated through technology as
software-user interactions still follow a bi-
nary structure (Bivens, 2017).

3.1.3 Power relations

A replication of traditional gendered pow-
er relations in online spaces is indicated by
the emergence of sexual harassment and
abuse, gender trolling, misogyny, and oth-



104 Wilhelm / Studies in Communication Sciences 21.1 (2021), pp. 99-113

er aggressive behaviors directed against
women. In this context, researchers stress
the reproduction of offline gender in-
equalities in social media (Sobiraj, 2018).
That is, digital technologies reflect power
dynamics established in face-to-face sit-
uations and other offline settings (e.g.,
representations in the mass media, work-
place hierarchies, romantic relationships,
harassment). Stubbs-Richardson, Rader,
and Cosby (2018) report on the transfer of
victim blaming in physical sexual assaults
to incidents in social media contexts. In
addition, men’s intrusive practices that
women experience in public physical
spaces largely overlap with their practices
in public online spaces (Vera-Gray, 2017).
Hence, women may have similar intru-
sion experiences in public spaces online
and offline. Accordingly, gender trolling is
not a phenomenon that takes place exclu-
sively in online spaces, but rather exem-
plifies the misogynistic nature of a society
(Mantilla, 2015).

Online harassment is assumed to be
an extension of oppressive power struc-
tures, i.e., systemic gender inequality in
society (Rubin, 2016). Being visible in so-
cial media, feminist online activists as well
as other women professionals face digi-
tal expressions of these power structures.
Women bloggers’ experiences of high lev-
els of online harassment and abuse seem
to be a result of the dominance of men
in the public sphere that is transferred to
online spaces (Eckert, 2018). Chen et al.
(2020) conducted in-depth qualitative in-
terviews with 75 female professional jour-
nalists from five different countries. Nearly
all of them reported experiences of online
harassment. Hence, for women, being
agentic, e.g., confident and decisive, can
induce backlash effects against them. This
is particularly the case in leading positions
in the workplace (Heilman, 2012; Leskin-
en, Rabelo, & Cortina, 2015), but also in the
media and academic context when public-
ly presenting their expertise or reporting
on controversial issues (Chen et al., 2020;
Dowell, 2013).

Backlash effects (Rudman & Glick,
2012) can be interpreted as manifesta-
tions of gendered power relations. Thus,

backlash effects against women in online
environments illustrate the replication
of offline power relations. Current on-
line communication research shows that
such backlash effects occur when women
speak out in public or semi-public spac-
es, e.g., as journalists or scholars (e.g.,
Eckert, 2018; Veletsianos et al., 2018), and
when they behave agentic or dominant
in online discussions (Wilhelm & Joeckel,
2019; Winkler, Halfmann, & Freudenthaler,
2017). Wilhelm and Joeckel (2019) exam-
ined the effect of the author’s gender on
the acceptance of hate as well as counter
speech comments. They found a back-
lash effect towards women commenters
for both comment types: Comments by
women were more likely to be flagged as
harmful than comments by men. Winkler,
Halfmann, and Freudenthaler (2017) in-
vestigated backlash effects in online dis-
cussions. Their research revealed a greater
persuasive power of comments by men
than by women. Women communicat-
ing in an agentic style appear to be less
persuasive than men who communicate
agenticly (see also Heilman, 2012).

In sum, studies assigned to the repli-
cation pattern mainly — although there are
exceptions (Bivens, 2017) — follow binary
gender conceptions by focusing on dif-
ferences between women and men. This
can be seen as a continuation of gender
research conducted in traditional mass
media contexts that analyzed binary dif-
ferences in representation and the repro-
duction of gender norms and stereotypes
in advertising, movies, and newspapers
(Mendes & Carter, 2008). This approach
has been criticized for exaggerating differ-
ences (Hyde et al., 2019) and contributing
to the persistence of binary gender stereo-
types (Thiele, 2015).

3.2 Reinforcement

The reinforcement pattern describes de-
velopments where digital technology (en-
abling or inhibiting visibility) enhances
persisting gender inequalities. Taking a
critical and feminist poststructuralist per-
spective, Banet-Weiser and Miltner (2016)
argue that the increased masculine hostil-
ity towards women online is the result of
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perceived changes in gendered power re-
lations. Moreover, research revealing the
replication of gender inequalities, as out-
lined in the previous section, also provides
evidence of reinforcement tendencies.

3.2.1 Representation and participation
Increased political participation of wom-
en, e.g., feminist online activism, is inhib-
ited due to a fear of backlash (Rudman &
Glick, 2012). That is, the perception of
lacking emotional safety results in a stron-
ger reluctance to make feminist views,
opinions, and identities visible in public
digital spaces (Jackson, 2018). Yet, feminist
online activism involves safety and emo-
tional work (Arcy, 2016).

Being sexually attacked online, women
journalists who exhibit a more traditional
gender role orientation reduce their en-
gagement with the audience or even con-
sider quitting journalism (Stahel & Schoen,
2019). Moreover, against the background
of hate speech and trolling, feminist on-
line activism is described as “putting one-
self out there ‘in the line of fire’” (Mendes
et al., 2018, p. 240). Such observations are
indicative of a spiral of silence (Noelle-
Neumann, 1974), muting women’s voices.
The perception that one’s opinion is in the
minority leads individuals to fear social
isolation and punishment if they speak out
in public. Hence, they prefer to remain si-
lent, particularly when salient moral issues
are being discussed. For example, they
avoid disclosing their positions on con-
troversial issues (e.g., gay marriage, same-
sex adoption) as well as evidence of their
sexual identity in mainstream social net-
works where they are connected to various
social groups that are likely to disapprove
their opinions and sexual identities (Fox &
Warber, 2015). As a consequence, women’s
self-censoring and averting controversy
in social media fosters their underrepre-
sentation in social media environments
(Fox & Warber, 2015; Jackson, 2018).

3.2.2 Gender norms

Relying on Goffman’s (1979) gender dis-
play framework, Butkowski, Dixon, Weeks,
and Smith (2020) find both replicating
and reinforcing effects of social media

feedback on gendered self-presentation
through Instagram selfies, as gender dis-
play cues increase the number of likes and
followers. The prevalence of postfeminist
attitudes in social media hinders feminist
activism online, as it promotes the accep-
tance of gender norms by emphasizing in-
dividuals’ choice and self-determination
in their conformity to traditional gender
roles (Linabary et al., 2019).

3.2.3 Power relations

Drawing on sexual harassment and gen-
der-related violence, previous research
state that these incidents are facilitat-
ed by digital technologies (Sobiraj, 2018;
Henry & Powell, 2015; Vera-Gray, 2017).
Applying actor-network theory (Latour,
2005), Massanari (2017) describes how
Reddit’s design, algorithm, and platform
politics implicitly support these kinds of
toxic digital cultures. In particular, based
on long-term participant-observation and
ethnographic study of the Reddit commu-
nity, the author shows how Reddit’s kar-
ma point system, aggregation of material
across subreddits, ease of subreddit and
user account creation, governance struc-
ture, and policies against offensive content
support antifeminist and misogynistic ac-
tivism. From this perspective, the platform
reinforces the influence of antifeminist
groups and contributes to an increase of
gender inequalities.

Additionally, in social media women
are faced with rape threats that are neu-
tralized by elements of humor such as the
use of emoticons (Drakett et al., 2018). In
this way, and similar to using justifications
and excuses in hate comments against
other vulnerable social groups (Wilhelm,
Joeckel, & Ziegler, 2020), violence against
women is downplayed, which is likely to
increase the acceptance of such posts by a
wider audience. Humor focusing on gen-
der, race, sexuality, or sexual activities in
the context of victim-blaming in social
media can increase sexual violence issues
(Stubbs-Richardson et al., 2018). The on-
line disinhibition effect is also evident in
gendered digital visibility, as one group’s
disinhibition online, e.g., posting hateful
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comments, causes another one’s inhibi-
tion, e.g., refraining from online activism,
(Suler, 2004). Engaging with the #MeToo
campaign, participants also experienced
negative outcomes such as being subject
to harassment on Twitter (Clark-Parsons,
2019).

More generally speaking, studies as-
signed to the reinforcement pattern ad-
dress the role of digital media in fostering
inequalities by facilitating harassment and
gendered self-presentation (Mendes &
Carter, 2008). They also reveal the ambiv-
alence between increased participation
fostering empowerment and increased
risks of backlash and emotional work as
negative side effects. A further aspect of
the reinforcement pattern is only mar-
ginally addressed, namely the overlap of
social group affiliations affected by online
discrimination and harassment, e.g., race
and gender (Massanari, 2017).

3.3 Resilience

Resilience occurs when digital visibility
serves to diminish gender inequalities or
even leads to social change. Although it is
argued above that platform characteris-
tics can replicate and reinforce gender in-
equalities and binary gender norms (e.g.,
Butkowski et al., 2020; Linabary et al.,
2019), these developments can also be the
starting point of resistance. However, most
studies that state tendencies of resilience
are predominantly highlighting digital
media’s potential for enabling resilience
(e.g., Jackson, 2018; Turley & Fisher, 2018)
rather than providing empirical evidence
of the envisioned developments.

3.3.1 Representation and participation

Besides experiences of harassment and
hostility, women’s increased presence and
activism in public online spaces as well as
in male-dominated subcultures can build
the ground for higher rates of participa-
tion. Women bloggers as being highly ex-
posed to hate speech and harassment re-
ported that they have become resistant to
a certain degree when dealing with online
abuse (Eckert, 2018). Hashtag activism,
as enacted by participants in the #MeToo
movement, can increase the representa-

tion of gender issues in social media chan-
nels (e. g., Myles, 2019). Openness and ac-
cessibility facilitate the emergence of new
discourses on femininity as well as enable
women to get into discourse and online
spaces previously reserved for men (Bruce,
2016). Minority groups can establish an
intersectional networked counter-public
to fight misrepresentation and to get into
mainstream media outlets (Jackson et al.,
2018).

3.3.2 Gender norms

As argued above, participation and rep-
resentation are prerequisites of gender
diversity online, which in turn is likely
to increase the acceptance of deviations
from binary gender norms and can there-
fore initiate social change, e.g., decreas-
ing women’s objectification in the visual
online economy (Salter, 2016). As a result,
heightened acceptance can lead to higher
levels of engagement. Sharing experienc-
es of sexism and violence in social media
groups or by using hashtags such as #Me-
Too increases visibility of feminist activism
and research (Vera-Gray, 2017).

The constitution of counter-pub-
lics not only supports social inclusion of
different feminist groups but also helps
them to create and perform gender iden-
tities that challenge binary gender norms
(Jackson et al., 2018). By sharing impres-
sions of their everyday life and promoting
their cultural authenticity, Black British
women bloggers create powerful count-
er-narratives to challenge negative repre-
sentations of Black British female identity
(Gabriel, 2016).

3.3.3 Power relations

The concept of the public sphere (Haber-
mas, 1962), the idea of self-synchroniza-
tion of latent groups (Shirky, 2008) and
the creation of a counter public (Fraser,
1990) lead researchers to think about the
potential of inclusivity, discursivity and
solidarity with respect to marginalized
groups in online spaces. Digital public
spaces offer women possibilities of mak-
ing their opinions and identities visible
(Duguay, 2016; Mendes et al., 2018; Sobi-
raj, 2018). Feminist activists can initiate
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counter-discourses through subversion
or denouncement of harmful social me-
dia content such as problematic memes
(Drakett et al., 2018), sexism, and rape cul-
ture (Turley & Fisher, 2018). Disclosure of
gendered power relations, e. g., sharing ex-
periences of sexual violence, can be seen
as the first step to create new digital nar-
ratives on gender relations (Mendes et al.,
2019). However, activism in online spaces
such as #MeToo can have both simul-
taneously liberating (sharing experiences
and finding community) and oppressing
effects (through re-victimization; Lina-
bary et al., 2019). Further, scholars stress
the role of digital technologies for soli-
darity and social change, e.g., providing
networked publics that create a sense of
belonging for young feminist activists and
enabling social change via online petitions
(Jackson, 2018; Lokot, 2018; Mendes et al.,
2018). These studies also support the idea
of the integrational capacity of social me-
dia for community building (e.g., Jackson,
2018).

Veletsianos et al. (2018) describe re-
sistance as one coping strategy of women
scholars to deal with online harassment.
This strategy involves speaking out as well
as the attempt to engage harassers into a
dialogue. Besides resistance, self-protec-
tion is another coping strategy that aims
at reducing harassers’ power by increasing
security settings or outsourcing reading
of comments to others (Veletsianos et al.,
2018). In a similar fashion, Pruchniewska
(2019) refers to safe online spaces for wom-
en that are created by women to support
each other in their real work life.

Overall, resilience studies highlight
the empowering aspects of visibility in
digital media. Increased digital visibility of
women manifests itself in feminist online
activism such as #MeToo, which is seen
as a part of a broader social movement.
In line with deliberative norms of online
participation, this body of research argues
for inclusion and solidarity of all genders.
At the same time, the critical feminist per-
spective stresses the vulnerability of fem-
inist digital activism as well as the con-
trasting developments of feminism and

antifeminism in online spaces (Linabary
etal., 2019).

4 Discussion and conclusion

The #MeToo campaign was initially start-
ed to empower women and other groups
by making their experiences of sexual vi-
olence visible. Hence, in this article, the
campaign was considered as indicative of
the new conditions of gendered visibility
in digital media environments. Although
the hashtag enabled wide-spread partic-
ipation, not all women benefited equally
from this viral visibility, as “access to main-
stream media representation continues to
be structured by race, sexuality, and class”
(Clark-Parsons, 2019, p. 12).

This article presented a literature re-
view against the background of gendered
inequalities in digital visibility. The analysis
of research thereby followed three distinct
processes of how gender representation,
gender norms, and gendered power rela-
tions relate to digital technology, which are
described as replication, reinforcement,
and resilience. Table 1 summarizes the
main results of this review. This research
identified gender-related and / or technol-
ogy-based mechanisms that force the rep-
lication of offline standards in gendered
inequalities. The review showed that the
dominance of (White) men in political on-
line discussions and digital communities,
as well as persisting gender-stereotypes
held by women and men, inhibit women’s
stronger participation and representation.
Furthermore, by prioritizing dominant
gender perceptions and gender binarity,
social media software reproduces norma-
tive gender conceptions. In addition, us-
ers themselves support these replication
tendencies by conforming to traditional
gender roles in online self-presentations
and interactions. Hence, the persistence
of gender norms in online spaces is a pre-
condition of the conservation of gendered
power structures, as phenomena like
slut-shaming and victim-blaming, which
occur online and offline, arise from highly
gender-stereotyped attributions.
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Table 1:

Processes of gendered visibility in digital media contexts

Wilhelm / Studies in Communication Sciences 21.1(2021), pp. 99-113

Dimensions of digital visibility ~ Replication

Reinforcement

Resilience

Representation and
participation

(White) male dominance in
digital spaces, e.g. political
online communication, inhibits
participation

Visibility of gender norms Social media platforms priori-
tize dominant discourses and
gender binarity, gendered
self-presentation and interaction
patterns online; e.g., #MeToo’s
overemphasis on celebrities’
self-presentation at the cost of
diversity and visibility of women
of color

Power relations Persistence of gender norms as
a precondition of, gender
trolling, slut-shaming and victim

blaming

Fear of backlash leads to
avoidance of masculine digital
spaces eliciting

spiral of silence processes

Social media feedback supports
post-feministic self-presenta-
tions in social media

Anonymity facilitates objecti-
fication and disinhibition; e.g.,

#MeToo campaigners’ experien-

ces of harassment on Twitter

Creation of counter and
networked publics increases
visibility, in particular, if they are
acknowledged by mainstream
media; e.g., hashtag activism as
enacted by #MeToo

Visibility of counter-stereotypical
gender identities fosters their
normalization and social change;
e.g., #MeToo counters women's
objectification and increases the
visibility of feminist activism

Solidarity and empowerment

of women through digital
technology, e.g., feminist online
activism such as #MeToo, online

petitions, creation of safe online
spaces

Note: Examples in italics refer to the #MeToo movement.

Additionally, it was shown that fear of
backlash (e.g., social isolation) and the
perception to belong to a minority can re-
inforce women’s underrepresentation in
online discussions and digital communi-
ties. Moreover, the combination of prevail-
ing binary gender norms and digital media
characteristics (social media feedback) is a
driver of the reinforcement of gendered
stereotyping, which is reflected in highly
objectified self-presentations; although
these self-objectifications are assumed to
be freely chosen and to support women’s
independence.

Lastly, the analysis revealed processes
of resilience that reduce gender inequali-
ties online. Research findings indicate that
issues of underrepresentation can only be
solved by higher levels of participation and
stronger engagement, even though it could
be embarrassing and demanding (referred
to as digital labor; Vera-Gray, 2017). Thus,
as proposed by movements of digital ac-
tivism, increased participation can be a
strategy to invert spiral of silence process-
es. In a further step, counter-publics and
counter-narratives can help to deconstruct
gender stereotyping and to make gender
diversity visible to a wider audience. Fem-

inist groups and movements practicing on-
line activism foster women’s empowerment
and benefit from openness and accessibil-
ity of online platforms. Beyond that, these
spaces can also be used to create safe plac-
es that facilitate community building and
reduce digital labor.

It is important to note the dynamic
character and reciprocity of these patterns,
i.e., replication may blend into reinforce-
ment (e.g., self-objectification in social
media) whereas reinforcement can also be
a consequence of increased resilience (e. g.,
harassment of feminist online activists).
Furthermore, offline resilience can be rep-
licated online. For example, increased rep-
resentation of women in politics is likely to
increase their online visibility. Digital me-
diation (Kember & Zylinska, 2012), i.e., the
process of blurring boundaries between
real life and online space, can be a useful
concept to account for such tendencies.

The theoretical and methodological
approach of this literature review is not
without limitations. Acknowledging that
the result of the strategy of selecting liter-
ature applied here is non-exhaustive, this
procedure aimed at an informed selec-
tion of current research covering gender
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research and feminist scholarship as well
as different dimensions of digital visibility.
The current research focused on the expla-
nation of gendered inequalities. The theo-
retical lens applied here might have led to
an overestimation of (binary) gender gaps,
differences, and their effects. However, re-
viewed research assigned to the resilience
pattern may serve to balance the possible
bias of this perspective. Including a femi-
nist perspective also highlights the need
for a critical, non-binary, and intersection-
al approach to research on digital visibility.
The categorization and critical assessment
of the studies that guided this literature re-
view bear the risk of oversimplification as
some studies can be assigned to more than
one category. Further, it must be taken into
account that the fields of gender and fem-
inist communication studies often overlap
(Mendes & Carter, 2008). It is important to
note that the focus on studies analyzing
the digital visibility of women left aside
other inequalities in digital visibility at the
expense of e.g., non-binary and trans per-
sons (e. g., Miller, 2019). Future studies can
adopt the proposed taxonomy and apply it
to research on other genders to overcome
this deficiency. Moreover, the current
analysis focused on gender as a relevant
category of social difference, only partial-
ly accounting for relations to other social
categories. Analyzing the intersections in
digital visibility between gender and other
social categories reveals the heterogeneity
of women’s online experiences (Prieler &
Kohlbacher, 2017; Pruchniewska, 2019).
Moreover, the critical assessment of the
#MeToo debate (e.g., Trott, 2020) stresses
the need for an intersectional perspective
that goes beyond the scope of this article.
The taxonomy of research on different
dimensions of digital visibility proposed
in this article sheds light on the anteced-
ents of inequalities, polarization, and so-
cial change in digital media environments
that can be described as an interplay of
technological affordances and social / gen-
der norms. Applying this taxonomy to re-
search on women’s digital visibility is only
a first step that should be complemented
by investigating further gender categories
(non-binary, trans) and their intersections

with other social categorizations and char-
acteristics (e. g., sexual orientation; Ferris &
Duguay, 2020). Further development of
this approach can help to disentangle the
causes and consequences of inequalities
in digital visibility by identifying processes
of replication, reinforcement, and resil-
ience. Future studies should investigate
how digital technology can be used to fos-
ter resilience and to facilitate social change.
Furthermore, most of the studies in this
review relied on qualitative interview
data (e.g., Sobiraij, 2018) and content
analyses (e.g., Drakett et al., 2018), but
also innovative methods such as app
walkthrough (Duguay, 2016) and long-
term observation (Massanari, 2017) were
applied. Innovative methods and qual-
itative research could be complement-
ed by quantitative data on participation,
gathered using computational methods.
Further analyses on power relations in
social media contexts could apply net-
work-analysis techniques. Moreover, ex-
perimental designs could be useful to test
causalities and interrelations between the
visibility dimensions proposed in this arti-
cle, e.g., to assess the effects of increased
participation on the perception of gender
norms online. Extending study results on
gendered inequalities in digital visibility
reviewed in this article, future research
should make greater efforts to derive prac-
tical implications, i.e., what measures
social media platforms, news organiza-
tions, and governments could and should
take, to protect and increase the visibility
of women and other social groups online
(also see Veletsianos et al., 2018).
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