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ABSTRACT 

The first paper in the workshop on the Mapping the Australian Women‟s Movement 

project will draw on work constructing and analysing a detailed database of women's 

movement protest events in Australia.  In it, we will explore the methodological issues 

that arose from attempting to use protest event analysis to construct a database of 

women‟s protest events in Australia between 1970 and 2005. The paper will demonstrate 

how the construction of the database has been done in a way that ensures some of the 

limitations of protest event analysis are minimised while also ensuring that the final 

product will be a highly detailed tool that will be a valuable addition to the resources 

already available to researchers examining the women‟s movement in Australia. The 

sources used to gather data and coding system used will be set out in detail, along with an 

example of how these are being applied. 

 

 

 

Key words: social movements, gender, women‟s movement, feminism, protest 



 

Page 4 of 18 

This paper discusses the methodological issues associated with developing a database of 

women‟s protest events in Australia between 1970 and 2005. The paper will demonstrate 

how the construction of the database has been done in a way that ensures some of the 

limitations of protest event analysis are minimised, while also ensuring that the final 

product will be a highly detailed tool that will be a valuable addition to the resources 

already available to researchers examining the women‟s movement in Australia. The 

sources used to gather data and coding system used will be set out in detail, along with an 

example of how these are being applied.  This work has been undertaken as part of a 

project researching the women‟s movement in Australia which aims to contribute to our 

understanding of the evolution of social movements.
1
  The project includes three 

components which document and analyse different aspects of the trajectory of the 

women‟s movement from „second wave‟ feminism onwards: the protest event database, 

collating information on events between 1970 and 2005, a history of governmental and 

policy institutions focussing on women‟s issues, and an analysis of contemporary 

feminist discourse on the internet.   

 

Protest event analysis involves charting the occurrence of protest events and the events‟ 

characteristics, in an attempt to “systematically map, analyze, and interpret the 

occurrence and properties of large numbers of protests by means of content analysis, 

using sources such as newspaper reports and police records. These protest data, in turn, 

can be linked to other kinds of data in order to study the causes and consequences of 

protest” (Koopmans & Rucht, 2002:231).  It allows for analysis over long periods of time 

                                                 
1
 More information on the project can be found at our website: 

http://cass.anu.edu.au/research_projects/mawm.  The work is funded by a grant from the Australian 

Research Council.  
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and over a large geographic scale, and can be used to identify patterns in social 

movements. Protest event analysis has rarely been used to map the trajectory of the 

women‟s movement, and, aside from the work of Scalmer (2002) has not been used in the 

Australian context. The database that is being prepared for this project is therefore a 

unique addition to the data currently available on the women‟s movement in Australia, as 

well as contributing to the larger project exploring the evolution of the women‟s 

movement. 

 

One issue that was revisited on a number of occasions was the question of the ultimate 

purpose of the database: was it to be mainly a tool for the current project on the evolution 

of social movements, or would it become a resource for other researchers in the future? In 

particular, this question was significant when decisions were being made as to the level 

of detail being recorded on each event – the more detail, the more useful for future 

researchers, but careful limits had to be determined to prevent the project becoming over-

complicated and unwieldy. The form that the database has taken is designed to record a 

high level of detail, but using carefully defined codes to facilitate data entry and later 

searching of the database. 

 

Definitions and sources 

 

For the purposes of our database, an „event‟ has a definite beginning and end point, is 

organised collective action aiming to achieve change in society and involves a 

„performative‟ element that distinguishes it from everyday activity.  An „event‟ is an 
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“unconventional method of political participation”, and Taylor and Van Dyke (2004: 

263) place both “confrontational tactics” such as demonstrations and “cultural forms of 

political expression such as rituals, spectacles” and so on, in contrast to conventional 

tactics. 

 

Secondly, to be a „women‟s movement event‟ the main participants must usually be 

women, or the emphasis is on the women participating (with men as supporters) AND the 

focus is on issues relating to women‟s interests – the protesters‟ claims are framed as 

claims made as women or for women. Taylor and Van Dyke (2004) argue that collective 

identity is a fundamental element of all social movement tactics, evoking the „imagined 

community‟ which joins the loose networks of individuals and groups that make up a 

social movement (Burgmann, 2003: 4). 

 

Finally, the event must have a location. The location must be public, and the event in 

some way communicates with other members of society. Events in different locations are 

sometimes linked or coordinated (for example, events for International Women‟s Day or 

Reclaim the Night), but the decision was made to record these as separate events and then 

note their links.  This requirement is supported by Burgmann‟s positioning of a social 

movement: “Unlike a purely political movement, it operates at the level of civil society” 

(2003: 4). 

 

One of the methodological concerns that has been raised about the use of protest event 

analysis is the possibility of systematic bias in media sources. For example, Bagguley 
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(2009:3) refers to other scholars‟ identification of problems with treating newspaper 

articles as reflections of the level of protest activity, insofar as “some events are seen as 

more newsworthy than others, new agencies might not cover certain geographical 

locations or some events might fit in with short term media cycles”. In response to this, it 

firstly should be noted that the focus in this study is on the visibility of protest events – 

we are surveying media coverage of events rather than events themselves as a way of 

mapping the extent to which issues were in the public eye (and therefore may have had an 

effect on policy): 

PEA [protest event analysis] … is based on a constructed reality.  This constructed 

reality, however, is of extreme importance for both policymakers and the wider 

public.  We observe our social and political world mainly through the mass media.  In 

a certain sense, protests and other events that remain unreported are simply “non-

existent” …for most people (Koopmans and Rucht, 2002: 252). 

Social movement organisations often make strategic decisions with the aim of attracting 

media coverage, as they “depend on mass media to project themselves and their concerns 

to broader publics” (Meyer & Staggenborg, 2007).  In addition, the sources chosen for 

inclusion in the database represent a range of perspectives that should allow the recording 

of more than just the mainstream media view.  

 

The mainstream sources that will be included are print media archives, specifically the 

digitised, searchable archives of the Sydney Morning Herald (01/01/1970 – 31/08/1986), 

and the Factiva database of Australian newspapers (covering Sydney Morning Herald 

from 01/09/1986; The Age from 1991 and most other major newspapers from 1996, 1997 

or 1998). In addition to this, The Tribune and Green Left Weekly will be included as 
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alternative media sources. Furthermore, books and other publications on the women‟s 

movement or social movements such as Scalmer‟s Dissent Events, Lake‟s Getting Equal, 

the special issue of the Journal of Australian Studies, will be added to the database, as 

well as women‟s movement organisations‟ own publications such as the Women‟s 

Electoral Lobby‟s WELinformed. 

 

To make any biases in media sources as visible as possible, the database allows for the 

recording of sources of entries, so some analysis of the impact of varying availability and 

ease of searching of records will be possible. 

 

Another concern identified by Bagguley (2009) – and acknowledged by Koopmans and 

Rucht (2002) – over the use of media reports is that reporting is skewed by a bias towards 

events which are either large, violent or destructive, or which garner a police response.  

To this he adds that the women‟s movement is even more likely to be underreported by 

journalists who, being mostly male, are likely to be dismissive.   In our research to date, 

we have observed related influences of gender on reporting that suggest that we will be 

able to demonstrate more complicated trends.  To begin with, in the early 1970s, 

newspapers seem to have regarded the very involvement of women in a protest event as 

worth noting.  Our search terms therefore have returned many articles about anti-

Apartheid and anti-Vietnam War protests simply because women participating are 

invariably mentioned (and often counted).   
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Indeed, the emergence of radical women‟s groups was seen as so remarkable that 

coverage may have been more likely.  The formation of a Women‟s Liberation 

organisation in Sydney was the subject of several articles in the Sydney Morning Herald 

during 1970, including one headlined with the terrible pun that we borrowed for our title.  

Mere pamphleteering was sufficient to earn media coverage – albeit ridiculing coverage – 

especially when feminism in Australia and overseas had already been designated an 

„issue‟.  Further, whilst women‟s movement events may be dismissed by male journalists, 

our entries to date have included a disproportionate number of articles written by women.  

Certainly, „women‟s issues‟ stories are likely to be assigned to female writers.  It is also 

possible, though, that the increasing number of female journalists sought to cover events 

which they were interested in or sympathised with, and that this has also influenced the 

media coverage. 

 

Despite the care that has been taken in choosing the sources to be used, it is still 

inevitable that there will be some distortion in what the database captures, and such 

distortions must be acknowledged. For example, the accessibility of (searchable) media 

archives is a major limitation. Print media coverage must be used as the main source of 

information, as records of print media are retained in a way that audiovisual media 

sources are not. Furthermore, the efficient use of time is also a constraint: data collection 

is focussing on research approaches which yield more results in shorter time. As a result, 

databases and archives will not be comprehensively searched for all reports of women‟s 

movement events. Finally, while some microfilm indexes are available, they have been 
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created by multiple people with somewhat vague parameters – with biases which are 

difficult to determine and account for – so they will not be a priority.  

 

Although press releases, public announcements, lobbying and other kinds of social 

movement activity are relevant, it would be unworkable to try to capture this activity – 

both because of the huge increase in the amount of data, and because of the difficulties in 

trying to measure activities which do not take place in public to the same extent. 

 

Coding for event types 

 

Given the definition of an event that was outlined earlier that would be used to decide 

which events were to be included, the next step in constructing the database was to 

determine what codes would be used to classify events. Codes were developed that 

attempted to take into consideration the usual repertoires of action (Tilly, 2004) 

associated with new social movements, but also allow space for the tactics that are more 

specific to the women‟s movement. This was in part to ensure that the types of action 

gendered as more „feminine‟ – as opposed to more „masculine‟, confrontational 

approaches – were not discounted, as Bagguley (2009) warns against.  

 

To this end, the following six possible types of events have been identified, and defined 

in the following ways: 

 

Code Definition  
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DEMONSTRATION 

 

- a demonstration, march or rally 

- this is the „standard‟ demonstration, often using banners, 

placards, chants and speeches to communicate ideas 

OCCUPATION - occupation, trespassing or sit-in or picket 

- describes an illegal entry to a building or area, or excluding 

others from a location without legal authority 

THEATRE - events that are organised mainly around a performative 

element 

- may include staged behaviour or a planned performance 

intended to communicate a message, planned costumes to 

communicate a message, or a mock version of a social ritual  

CIVIL 

DISOBEDIENCE 

- refusal to do something legally required 

VIGIL - must be in public places 

- includes an element of silence or quiet, a performance of 

waiting, watching or bearing witness 

- often expresses the exclusion or outsider status of the group 

protesting, or communicates that those keeping the vigil are 

waiting for change 

OTHER - Any protest that doesn‟t fall into one of the other categories 
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While there may be some overlap between these categories – for example, an occupation 

might also involve many of the typical elements of a demonstration – a decision will be 

made by coders as to what the central feature of the protest is (as reported by the media). 

 

In addition to coding events according to the type of protest being used the database also 

allows for quite detailed capturing of the issues that were the subject of protests. After a 

review of literature on the women‟s movement in Australia and some preliminary test 

coding, ten main themes were identified as being likely subjects of women‟s movement 

protests in Australia. These are equality, family law, childcare, violence, reproductive 

health, employment, economic issues, cultural issues, peace and other. Each theme has 

been defined as explicitly as possible to assist coders. For example, the theme „equality‟ 

has been defined in the following way: 

 

Theme Definition/comments 

EQUALITY - women as equal citizens, holding equal rights 

- obviously, the principle of equality underpins the demands about all 

other issues; this category is intended to capture events where equality 

is a major and explicitly stated issue 

- the legal protection of women‟s rights, anti-discrimination measures 

(unless these are specifically about employment) 

- interrelated matters of women‟s rights, such as sexuality and racism 

- celebrations of progress 
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More detailed coding of specific issues will also be carried out.  Whilst they correspond 

roughly to the broad themes, the issue codes comprise a discrete system for identifying 

specific concerns and demands.  Using „equality‟ again as an example, there are five 

related codes which categorise specific issues: 

 

RIGHTS - legal protection of women‟s rights and equality 

- sex discrimination  

- BUT laws relating to employment and equal opportunity are 

included in „employment‟ 

INTERNATIONAL 

LAW 

- international and UN work on women‟s rights 

- including calls for Australia to support international 

law/covenants (eg. campaigning for Australia to sign OP-

CEDAW) 

RACISM - equality, anti-racism campaigns (by or specifically on behalf of 

women‟s groups), 

- interests of women from CALD groups 

- Indigenous women‟s rights and interests 

SEXUALITY - rights of lesbian women 

- this needs to be events held or attended by women‟s groups or 

matters relating to women – such as access to IVF 

CELEBRATION - recognition/affirmation/celebration of women‟s experiences; 

celebration of women‟s achievements, marking historic events  
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- this includes International Women‟s Day celebrations, 

although other issues may also be raised at IWD events – and 

hence need to also be coded 

 

Issue codes will not always be used: firstly, not all claims or demands are covered by 

issues; secondly, not all media reports give enough detail to do this reliably.  The purpose 

of the theme codes is to allow event data to be sorted according to broad areas of 

women‟s lives which are raised; issue codes allow a closer focus on specific matters.  

Hence, the „reproductive health‟ theme code will identify all events about reproductive 

rights, maternity services, and general health care services for women; the „abortion‟ 

code will identify those events which specifically raised the issue of abortion, access to 

services, law reform or legislative proposals, etc. 

 

Example of coding of an event  
 

The following is an example of how a short article from the Daily Telegraph has been 

entered into the database, and is also of how the theme and issue codes. The article text is 

as follows: 

 
Church bias under attack 

THE Anglican Church in Australia has been guilty of appalling discrimination 

against women in the four years they have been eligible for ordination, female 

clergy said yesterday.  
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"Misogyny, prejudice, discrimination and intolerance to women has become 

institutionalised," said the president of the Movement for the Ordination of 

Women, Patricia Hayward.  

A report, released yesterday, showed that fewer women were in stipendiary 

positions, many were unpaid and fewer had gained parish employment.  

"The disparities between men and women are enormous," Ms Hayward said.  

The damning Monash University report came on the day of MOW's national 

conference in Sydney which will be followed on Sunday by a demonstration 

against Sydney Synod's exclusion of women priests.  

In The Daily Telegraph, 26 October, 1996, p. 15. 

 

 

This article results in the following database entry: 

 

ID code 4007  

Date 27 October  

Year 1996  

City/Town Sydney  

Specific location [no entry]  

State NSW  

Description  demonstration "against Sydney 

Synod's exclusion of women priests" 

Quotes are from 

articles used. 

Type DEMONSTRATION  

Links to related events [no entry]  



 

Page 16 of 18 

Number of people [no entry]  

Identified organisers Movement for the Ordination of 

Women 

Both these fields 

can be searched 

together. Participating organisations Movement for the Ordination of 

Women 

Themes CULTURE; EQUALITY  

Issues RELIGION; RIGHTS  

Services? No   

Publication The Daily Telegraph  These details can 

be automatically 

formatted to 

provide references. 

Article title Church bias under attack 

Date 26 October, 1996 

Page number 15 

Future event? Yes   

Number of articles 1  These fields 

summarise the 

amount of media 

coverage. 

Number of media 

publications 

1 

Future? 1 

Research source Factiva  

Comments Inclusion of EQUALITY and 

RIGHTS codes because of statement: 

Patricia Hayward, president of the 

MOW said ”misogyny, prejudice, 

discrimination and intolerance to 

Comments provide 

additional 

information about 

entries and coding 

decisions. 
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women has become institutionalised” 

 

This demonstrates the level of detail that is being captured in this database, with the result 

that while the instrument will be useful in charting broad quantitative trends in the 

women‟s movement‟s protests, it also will allow for more qualitative analysis of specific 

issues and their rise and fall over time. 

 

Conclusion 

 

While this paper has been unable to discuss all the theoretical underpinnings of the 

decisions made in constructing the database of women‟s protest events, it has provided an 

outline of the sources that events will be drawn from, the codes and categories that will 

be used, and an example entry. We hope that our nuanced and detailed approach to 

building a database will allow us to sketch out the connections between different aspects 

of protest events.  It should be possible to take a sufficiently broad view of a large 

number of events without losing sight of much the social and cultural texture of social 

movements. We believe that this database will be a valuable addition to the information 

available on the trajectory of the women‟s movement in Australia, whilst also fulfilling 

its function as one element of the Mapping the Australian Women‟s Movement project. 
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