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Student perceptions of 
media representation of 

female lawyers 
An examination of the perceptions of undergraduate law 
students in relation to the depiction and representation of 
female lawyers in the media and film.

A small scale qualitative case study of perceptions and opinions of first & 
final year law students.

Wendy Steel. Senior Lecturer in law @ University of Chester.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LS37SNYjg8w&feature=share&list=RDLS37
SNYjg8w

Harry Enfield BBC



Objectives of session

Background to research project

Method & methodology of the project

Results of research
 Macaulay (1987) Asimow (2000), Greenfield, Osborn & 

Robson (2010),Lucia (2005) Machura (2013) 



Statistics:
 Lawyers in practice               

 Law students

 Law students @ Chester.
 (67% female)

 Law society annual statistical report 2010.

 SRA  Diversity Monitoring Statistics 2012

53%
47%

Female/Male lawyers 2011

men women

male 
38%

female
62%

Female/male law 
students enrolled in law 

society 2010

male female



Top of profession ?
 Number of barristers – 50% women

 Number of Queen’s Counsel – 12%

 Number of  High Court Judges.- 15%
 Source :http://www.judiciary.gov.uk/

‘It is tiring to have to be talking 
about why  we have so few women in 
the higher ranks of the 
judiciary….but we do have to talk 
about it because the present 
situation is terrible’
Baroness Hale 
2013 Daily Telegraph interview.Baroness Helena Kennedy 

‘Eve was framed’1993



Current & historical discourses.

 Cultivation effect of media portrayal. 
 Gerbner (1973),Machura & Ulbricht (2001), Macaulay 

(1987)

 Media Portrayal of female lawyers in 
film/television. 

 Greenfield, Osborn & Robson (2010),Lucia (2005) Machura 
(2013) Adam’s Rib (1949) The Good Wife (2009-
present),Silk (2012 -2014),Justice (1971- 1974 )



Methodology

 Semi structured interviews setting the context.

 Intervention with film extracts : examples included: Katherine Hepburn in 
‘Adam’s Rib’(1949),Julia Roberts & others in ‘Erin Brockovich’(2000),Emma 
Thompson as Gareth Pierce in ‘In the Name of the Father’(1993),Mary 
Steenburgen in ‘Philadelphia’(1993),Maxine Peake in ‘Silk’(2012).

 Subsequent interviews.

 Limitations: sample size, subjectivity of extracts, suggestibility of students:

 Sharp (2002),Asimow, Greenfield, Jorge, Machura, Osborn,Robson,Sharp & 
Socklosie ((2005),Asimow (2000), Papke (1996),Dunwoody & Salzmann (2005)



Early analysis of interviews

 General acknowledgement of  negative  female 
depictions

 Acceptance of limitations in the profession based 
on experience

 Ability to distinguish between media story and the 
need to entertain & reality.

 Expansion of research : More research & 
questionnaires/collaboration.
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