


Findings Related to 

Sport Media Research

1) Female athletes significantly 
underrepresented in terms of amount
of coverage

2) Sportswomen are routinely presented 
in ways that emphasize femininity 
and sexuality vs. athletic competence



Two Competing Narratives 

re: Impact of Media Patterns

1) Scholars & advocates of womenôs 
sports say images marginalize and 
trivialize athletic females

2) Those who cover and promote 
womenôs sports say a ñsex sellsò 
approach creates and increases interest



Lack of Empirical Support             

Â Neither side has empirical evidence for which 

types of images generate fan support

Â Therefore, we donôt know:

ÅHow representations of sportswomen are interpreted 

by consumers

ÅHow interpretations impact attitudes and intentions to 

support (view/attend) womenôs sports



Cultural Assumptions Behind 

ñSex Sellsò Narrative

Â News Headline: 
ñSoccer and Sex: Attractive Athletes Sell Leagueò

Â ñRealòfans = male fans

Â Best way to attract male fans = sexualize women

Â Images of sexy, feminine sportswomen 

ÅĔmore social acceptance of womenôs sports 

ÅĔmore (male) fan interest 

ÅĔmore attendance/corporate sponsorship/TV coverage



Reasons Why ñSex Sellsò 

Approach Counterproductive

Â Ignores & dismisses those most likely to support 
female athletesðyoung girls and women 

Â Marketing campaigns (WNBA) promote 
wholesome, All-American girl-next-door image

Â Family values/connection between dads and 
daughters

Â When males buy SIswimsuit issue,are they 
interested in consuming athletic events é

Â éor sportswomenôs bodies as objects of sexual 
desire? 



Audience Reception 

Research

ÂExamines not only the meanings of 

media texts, but audience 

interpretations and intended practices



Purpose of Study

ÂHow do consumers interpret particular 
media images and do those 
interpretations influence interest in / 
respect for womenôs sports?

ÂHow does oneôs social role/position in 
society influence oneôs interpretations?



Methodology

Categories of Representation



Athletic Competence

Chamique Holdsclaw, WNBA



Ambivalence

Katie Smith, WNBA



ñGirl-Next-Doorò

Michelle Wie, Professional Golfer



Hyper-heterosexual

Mia Hamm, US Olympic Soccer



ñSexy Babeò

Serena Williams, Professional Tennis Player



Soft Pornography

Danica Patrick, Indy Racing League



Research Design

Â Pilot study combining quantitative & 
qualitative measures w/ 12 focus groups

Â ñSituated Knowledgeò

ÅAge: 18-34; 35-55

ÅGender: Male / Female

Å Level of Sport Engagement: High / Low


