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Chapter 3     Methodology                 

 

3.1  Introduction 

In the last five years, sport media scholars and sport sociologists “have begun to fill the research 

void” on digital media with studies of platforms including Twitter, Facebook, networked media 

and niche websites (LaVoi & Calhoun, 2014, p. 322). However, as LaVoi and Calhoun (2014, p. 

322) noted, the growing body of digital media sports studies lacks attention, with just a few 

exceptions,
26

 to “the ‘gender’ piece of the gender-sport-digital media triad”. Other scholars 

(Billings et al., 2008; Kane & Buysse, 2005) have noted the relatively small body of 

longitudinal research on digital media. Various techniques have been used to examine the 

content and production of mediated sports coverage in the print and broadcast media.
27

 To my 

knowledge, though, no published studies have focused on online sports journalism’s messages 

across a number of years, or events, or the sports news production processes of the public 

broadcasting sector. This thesis examines both online sports content and the context of that 

coverage, using a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods – a content analysis and 

interviews with the content producers – to enable a comparison of three national public 

broadcasters at one point in time, and a comparison of content over time on two of those public 

broadcasters. The key questions being addressed are: What characterises sports coverage on the 

online sports sites of three national public broadcasters? What drives those editorial decisions?  

 

3.2  The present research and precedents 

Researchers investigating the sports media as sites of gender exclusion and reinforcement of 

stereotypes have used content analysis to study the recognition or amount of sports coverage 

allocated to each gender and the respect or actual content within that coverage (Knoppers & 

Elling, 1999). Kinnick (1998), Kachgal (2001) and my previous studies (Jones, 2004, 2006) 

have categorised and counted by gender the total number of sports articles and photographs, 

their placement and the gender-appropriateness of featured sports. Duncan et al’s (1990) and 

Vincent et al’s (2002) studies of newspapers, and Jones’s studies (Jones, 2004, 2006) of sports 

websites, have examined stories and photographs for their focus on athletes’ appearance, 

                                                           
26

 LaVoi and Calhoun’s (2014) review of studies of the perpetuation of gender ideology through online 

media corporations cited the following scholarship in relation to network-affiliated sports websites: 

Jones’s studies of gender representation in online coverage of the 2000 and 2004 Olympic Games (Jones, 

2004, 2006), and the work of US scholars Kachgal (2001) and Kian and his colleagues (Kian et al., 2009; 

Kian et al., 2008).   
27

 For example, researchers have conducted quantitative content analyses (Bissell & Holt, 2005; Cooky et 

al., 2013; French, 2013; Hardin, Chance, et al., 2002; Kian et al., 2009; North, 2012) and qualitative 

analyses of sports content (Daddario & Wigley, 2007; Shugart, 2003; Wensing & Bruce, 2003). Surveys 

of sports journalists have been conducted by Hardin, Zhong and Whiteside (2009) and Salwen and 

Garrison (1998). Cramer (1994), Kian (2007), Knoppers and Elling (2004) and Sefiha (2010) interviewed 

sports journalists about their work practices. 
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Figure 4.5  ABC T2 photographs by content and order in rundown 

 

Treatment of the most photographed athletes on the ABC reveals a stark contrast by gender. Not 

one of the 19 shots of the most featured female Olympian, swimmer Stephanie Rice, showed her 

competing (as noted earlier), but there was an even split of action and posed portraits in the 30 

images of the most photographed male athlete, swimmer Michael Phelps. Rice, who won three 

gold medals, was portrayed standing in her lane and saluting her supporters after winning the 

400m individual medley (this photograph was used twice to lead successive bulletins, and 

appeared in a splash page slide show of highlights);
56

 posing poolside with her second 

individual gold medal (this lead photograph also appeared in the splash page highlights, and was 

used again on August 23 in a lead story about Rice’s selection as the Australian flag bearer for 

the closing ceremony);
57

 and celebrating on the podium with her team mates after the freestyle 

relay (the same photograph was used twice as a lead).
58

  

  

The nature of Rice’s exposure on the ABC, it appears, is as much about her nationality and 

achievements as her appearance. Rice fits the image of the ideal female athlete. Toned, strong, 

lean, conventionally pretty or sexually attractive sportswomen have been particular favourites of 

the media (Daddario & Wigley, 2007; John Hargreaves, 1986). Wanta (2012, p. 78) argued that 

photographers often try “to capture unusual photos and this can pan out in surprising ways”. 

This may explain the propensity for close-ups of athletes, but not the reason why all of the 

individual photographs the ABC published of Rice were close-ups. Those showing her smiling 

for the camera are not “unusual” shots. They accentuate Rice’s facial features and give no hint 

                                                           
56

 ABC, “Rice claims first Aussie gold”, August 10, 2008. 
57

 ABC, “Rice claims medley double”, August 13, 2008. A copy of this photograph appears in Figure 4.4. 
58

 ABC, “Aussie girls take shock relay gold”, August 14, 2008. 
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Table 4.77  Naming references by form and gender on the ABC, BBC and CBC  

 ABC BBC CBC 

 Female Male Female Male Female Male 

Descriptor n  (%)* n  (%) n  (%) n  (%) n  (%) n  (%) 

First and 

last name 

             

1106 (54)  

             

1345 (52)  

             

1115 (49)  

             

2040 (49)  

             

1729 (56)  

             

2716 (53)  

Last name 

only 

               

890 (44) 

             

1203 (46) 

             

1095 (48) 

             

1920 (47) 

             

1288 (42) 

             

2358 (46) 

First 

name only 

                 

48 (2) 

                 

52 (2) 

                 

54 (2) 

               

166 (4) 

                 

52 (2) 

                  

49 (1) 

Total 2044 (100) 2600 (100) 2264 (100)
#
 4126 (100) 3069 (100) 5123 (100) 

* Note: Indicates the proportion of use by gender; that is, 54 per cent of female references on 

the ABC used the first and last name, 44 per cent used the last name only and 2 per cent used 

the first name only. 

# Note: Percentages do not add up to the total due to rounding. 

 

4.4.7b  Martial metaphors 

Across the sites, martial language was almost twice as likely to be used in references to male 

athletes than to female athletes (Tables 4.67 to 4.69) and the chi-square tests showed there was a 

significant difference by gender. The fewer martial references for female athletes (one third of 

descriptors) in 2008 Olympics coverage could be connected to the fewer stories published about 

sportswomen. When the data are broken down to reveal the number of stories containing martial 

metaphors little separates the genders on the BBC and CBC. On the BBC, 38 per cent of female 

stories and 43 per cent of male stories contained martial metaphors. On the CBC, an identical 

proportion of female and male stories (73 per cent) contained martial references. The gap is 

widest between genders on the ABC, where 17 per cent of male stories and 10 per cent of 

female stories contained martial descriptors. 

 

Sport-war metaphors venerate strength and aggression, characteristics that are inconsistent with 

femininity. Media scholars have identified the use of martial metaphors either exclusively or 

predominantly in association with male sports (Kinnick, 1998). The absence of martial language 

from women’s sports coverage, it is argued, is sexist because it sets female athletes apart from 

the normal (men are aggressive), presenting them as anomalies. Against this background, and 

given the dominance in 2008 of swimming (considered a female-appropriate sport) in female 

coverage, it is surprising that so many women’s sports stories contained martial references. This 

shift could reflect swimming’s brand equity (Cunningham & Sagas 2002) in all three countries, 
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and its effect on the blurring or eroding of the traditional boundaries between female-

appropriate, gender neutral and male-appropriate sports. 

 

Previous studies have shown that verbal attributions of strength and weakness for women and 

men have contrasted sharply (Duncan, Messner, Williams, et al., 1990), so it is interesting to 

compare coverage of same-sport contests in Beijing. The ABC gave extensive coverage to the 

campaigns of Australia’s basketball teams. The men’s quarter-final against the United States 

was likened to the biblical battle between David and Goliath.
120

 No such analogies appeared in 

descriptions of the women’s matches. When both teams lost to the United States, the Boomers 

were “blown away” and “comprehensively thrashed”,
121

 but the most emotive and highest 

number of sport-war images were reserved for the women’s “failure”, perhaps because it was 

the final and a game widely tipped as winnable by the Australians who were the reigning world 

champions: 

The United States has swept to a fourth successive Olympic women’s 

basketball gold medal with a crushing defeat over world champion 

Australia in Beijing. 

The predicted fireworks failed to materialise as the Americans 

obliterated their fierce rivals 92-65 in a totally one-sided Beijing final 

to win their sixth Olympic title. 

Not even Australia’s NBA trio of Lauren Jackson, Penny Taylor and 

Erin Phillips could stem the US tide.
122

  

 

Sports sex-typed as male-appropriate (such as basketball, hockey and athletics) are characterised 

by strength, power and aggression. On the ABC, as the preceding paragraphs from the Opals’ 

story show, the women’s plays were described in these terms. Nor was the language of war 

reserved for the Opals’ final. Earlier, the team was credited with “pulverising the Czech 

Republic 79-46” to advance to the semi-finals
123

 and “crushing China 90-56” in the semi-final. 

In that game, the Australians “blew the game open” and “exploded for a series of easy 

buckets”.
124

 This result contrasts with Duncan’s (1990) study where strength descriptors heavily 

favoured men. In 2008, in another male-appropriate sport, triathlon, women and men received 

similar attributions of strength. Gold medallist Emma Snowsill’s “dominant win” was 

characterised by her ability to “burn off” a rival,
125

 whereas Germany’s Jan Frodeno “mowed 

down” his rivals and “put on a devastating burst of speed to run [them] down” to win.
126

   

 

                                                           
120

 ABC, “Boomers not ruling out Rocky-like miracle”, August 20, 2008. 
121

 ABC, “Boomers blown away by US”, August 21, 2008. 
122

 ABC, “Opals humbled in gold medal match”, August 24, 2008. Italics are my emphasis. 
123

 ABC, “Taylor injury dampens Opals rout”, August 19, 2008. Italics are my emphasis. 
124

 ABC, “Opals cruise into gold medal match”, August 22, 2008. Italics are my emphasis. 
125

 ABC, “Snowsill storms to triathlon gold”, August 18, 2008. Italics are my emphasis. 
126

 ABC, “Frodeno wins triathlon, Aussies miss out”, August 19, 2008. Italics are my emphasis. 



 

151 

 

 

Kinnick (1998) has noted the use of vivid descriptions of male aggression in stories about 

diving and gymnastics. She proposed that these macho descriptors functioned to offset the view 

that “real men” did not participate in female-appropriate, non-contact sports. Across a range of 

sports in 2008, and with no apparent correlation to a sport’s sex-typing, corresponding 

metaphors were used to describe successful female and male athletes’ performances – 

suggesting a greater willingness among sports journalists to overlook the sex-appropriateness of 

a sport when a home country athlete of either gender mounts the podium. Both genders were 

“dominant”, “stunning”, “powerful” and “strong”; they “shattered”, “crushed”, “demolished”, 

“smashed”, “pulverised”, “absolutely obliterated” and “devastated” their opponents during 

“blistering” performances and “thumping” victories. However, there were no male parallels to a 

“delicious showdown”, the condescending descriptor used in a story about the semi-finals in the 

women’s 100m backstroke.
127

 Explanations for winning relating to commitment characterised 

men as “holding their nerve” and being “resolute” and “plucky”, whereas women showed their 

commitment to “wear down” an opponent or mount a “stunning fightback”. Descriptions of 

success attributed to athletic consonance described women as “bouncing back” against their 

opponents and men as “outlasting” them. Athletes whose leadership resulted in success were 

“the driving force” in their team (male) or they “led the charge” (female). Explanations for 

losses by women and men were just as likely to be attributed to a lack of athletic skill or 

strength. Men were “swept aside” or were “found wanting”. Women were “bundled out” or 

“bowed out” when they “failed to produce” or were “unable to summon a coherent effort”. Both 

men and women who failed were accused of lacking athletic consonance. Men “could not 

maintain the pace” and women “failed to keep pace”.  

 

4.4.7c  Trivialising language 

Scholars have noted that maturity infers social status, but the sports media have a history of 

stereotyping women by associating them with childishness (Duncan, 2006). A total of 54 

infantilising descriptions were recorded in this study, but they were relatively few in number on 

the BBC and CBC and, as noted earlier, the statistical significance of differences by gender 

should be treated with caution (Tables 4.71 and 4.72). Stories on the ABC had the highest 

proportion of trivialising references (Table 4.70), but across the sites the majority of descriptors 

were contained in direct quotes from coaches or fellow athletes who identified men as “young 

kids”
 
(the so-called kids were aged 20 and 21),

128
 “this kid”,

129
 “young man”

130
 and “the 
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 CBC, “Coventry sets world record in 100m backstroke”, August 11, 2008. 
128

 CBC, “Canada battles China in Olympic baseball opener”, August 13, 2008. 
129

 CBC, “US boxers bowing to rest of the world”, August 16, 2008. 
130

 CBC, “Rogge says Bolt should ‘show more respect’”, August 21, 2008. 
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boys”
131

 and women as “girls”.
132

 On the ABC, and as observed in previous studies (George et 

al., 2001; Koivula, 1999), journalists described women as “girls”
133

 but they never called men 

“boys”. Aside from these instances of bias, the findings suggest that such terms which devalue 

sportswomen’s status and their performances (Wensing & Bruce, 2003) are slowly disappearing 

from the lexicon of sports journalists, if not from the wider community.  

 

4.4.7d  Gender marking 

Across the three sites, there were more instances of gender marking for male sports than female 

sports. Events were identified as the province of one gender or the other, for example the 

“women’s 400 individual medley”
134

 and the “men’s cycling”,
135

 whereas teams were also 

referred to by gender, for example “China’s male gymnasts”.
136

 The differences by gender on 

the ABC and CBC were significant, according to the chi-square tests (Tables 4.73 and 4.75). 

Since this result could be due to the greater number of stories about men, the data was broken 

down into two sub-sets: the incidence of gender marking in the lead, the dominant text element 

on each site’s splash page, and the mean number of gender marking references per T2 story for 

women and men. 

 

On the ABC, 26 out of the 47 leads (55 per cent) contained gender marking descriptors (see 

Figure 4.9). Readers were far more likely to see a gender descriptor in a lead about a female 

athlete than a male athlete. This result contrasts with News Online’s coverage in 2000 when 

occurrences of gender marked sports for female and male athletes were evenly distributed in 

splash page headlines and summaries (Jones, 2003). In 2008, 70 per cent of the ABC’s leads (16 

out of 23) about sportswomen contained gender descriptors compared with 10 out of 24 leads 

about men (42 per cent). Women who competed in team sports were more likely to have their 

contests gender marked than women competing in individual sports. However, there was no 

difference in the frequency of marking of individual and team sports according to sex-type, with 

an even distribution of descriptors between women’s individual and team contests. For men, 

                                                           
131

 BBC, “Pinsent’s golden hope for rowers”, August 8, 2008; ABC, “Boomers not ruling out Rocky-like 

miracle”, August 20, 2008. 
132

 BBC, “Athletics boss rues missed medals”, August 24, 2008; ABC, “Chinese quinella denies Schipper 

gold”, August 14, 2008; ABC, “Saville not happy with walk performance”, August 21, 2008. While 

headlines on the ABC and CBC were not categorised or counted in this study, two headlines on the ABC 

contained the condescending descriptors ((Duncan, Messner, & Williams, 1990)), “Aussie girls” (ABC, 

“Aussie girls take shock relay gold”, August 14, 2008) and “golden girls” (ABC, “Golden girls smash 

medley relay record”, August 17, 2008). 
133

 ABC, “Four-goal burst helps Hockeyroos win a thriller”, August 11, 2008; ABC, “Double gold for 

Australia in 470 sailing”, August 18, 2008; ABC, “Argentina heaps further hockey misery on Germany”, 

August 22, 2008; ABC, “Hockeyroos defeated by Dutch double”, August 16, 2008. 
134

 ABC, “Rice claims first Aussie gold”, August 10, 2008. 
135

 ABC, “Rogers falls short as Sanchez claims gold on road”, August 9, 2008.  
136

 CBC, “Chinese gymnasts clinch team gold”, August 12, 2008. 
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stories about individual sports were four times more likely to be gender marked than stories 

about team events. Leads about male-appropriate individual sports contained half of all the 

gender descriptors for men.  
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Figure 4.9  Gender marked leads by gender and contest type on the ABC, BBC and CBC  

 

The BBC site had the lowest number of gender marked leads. Only two out of 46 leads 

contained gender descriptors – one for each gender in stories about team events in sailing (a 

gender neutral sport). The low frequency of gender markers reflects the format of leads on the 

BBC which used headlines only on the T1 page, thus reducing the capacity for inserting 

adjectives; whereas leads on the ABC and CBC consisted of both headlines and summary blurbs 

of one to two sentences in length.
137

 Of the 48 leads on the CBC site, 27 or 56 per cent 

contained gender marking references. Women’s lead stories were more likely to be gender 

marked than men’s. Two thirds of women’s lead stories (11 of 17) contained gender descriptors 

compared with half of all male leads (16 of 31). The most frequently marked stories for women 

were about team contests in male-appropriate sports, whereas for men the most frequently 

marked stories were about individual events in male-appropriate sports. 

 

As has been noted in several studies, the media’s tendency towards asymmetrical gender 

marking of sport emphasises it as the natural domain of male rather than female athletes 

(Duncan, Messner, & Williams, 1990). The frequency of labelling of “women’s contests” in 

splash page leads on the ABC and CBC infers they are inferior to the contests of “their male 

counterparts who play the version of the sport that ‘really counts’” (George et al., 2001, p. 99). 

This trend was also observed in T2 stories on all three websites. On the ABC, stories about 
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 See Appendix B for examples of T1 leads on the ABC, BBC and CBC. 
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sports with female participants contained an average of 1.4 references whereas stories about 

sports with male participants had an average of .98 references each. On the BBC, there were 1.5 

references per story about women and 1.1 references per story about men. T2 stories on the 

CBC contained the highest concentration of gender markers. For women, there were 2.2 

instances per story compared with 1.8 per story about men.  

 

On each of the sites, in leads and T2 stories, the marking count was inflated by superfluous 

references. At times, despite a clear indication of the athlete’s gender (by the use of the person’s 

name and/or personal pronoun and/or the inclusion of a photograph of the subject) the contest 

was marked. Figure 4.10 shows two examples of superfluous gender descriptors. In the first, a 

T1 lead on the ABC, Australian swimmer Stephanie Rice is clearly identifiable as a woman. 

The clues include her photograph, the use of her first and last name in the summary blurb and 

the personal pronoun “her” in the photograph’s caption. In the second example, a T2 story from 

the CBC, the redundancy of “women” in the headline and intro is all the more notable given 

softball’s classification as a women-only Olympic sport. 
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Figure 4.10  Examples of gender marking of women’s sports 
138

 

 

4.5  Key findings of the content analysis 

The findings of the content analysis indicate varying degrees of imbalance in the coverage of 

female and male Olympic athletes by the three public broadcasters. The picture that emerges is 

complicated, nuanced and different for each site, in several respects. At the same time, the 

findings mirror numerous studies that have noted the sports media’s tendency to accord lower 

news value to the participation of women in sport.
139

 For this reason, the following section 

summarises the results, for each broadcaster, in relation to the research question concerning the 
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 ABC, “Rice claims first Aussie gold”, August 10, 2008; CBC, “Canada softball women up on U.S. 

before rain delay”, August 19, 2008. Italics are my emphasis. 
139

 As an example, Daddario and Wigley (2007), Duncan (2006) and Donohoe (2003) alluded to coverage 

that typically comprised only 5 to 10 per cent of any newspaper, magazine or television sports broadcast; 

denigrated women; and compared their achievements and abilities with those of men through referring to 

women as girls, identifying them by first name and/or familial roles, or describing them through the use 

of feminine terms.  

Headline: Rice claims first Aussie gold 

 

Stephanie Rice has claimed Australia’s first 

medal at the Beijing Olympics, winning gold 

in the women’s 400 individual medley in a 

world record time of 4.29.45.  

 

Caption: Gold for Australia… Stephanie Rice 

reclaimed her 400 IM world mark after taking 

Olympic gold.  

Headline: Canada softball women up 

on U.S. before rain delay  

 

The Canadian women’s softball team 

was beating the powerhouse of the 

Olympic tournament before being    

interrupted by rain.  

 

Caption: Erin McLean of Canada     

prepares to run from second base 

against the United States during their 

preliminary softball game at the    

Fengtai Softball Field on August 14, 

2008.  
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recognition and the respect (RQ1) afforded to sportswomen and sportsmen in reporting of the 

2008 Olympic Games. 

 

4.5.1  The ABC’s Olympics reporting in 2008 

On the ABC, women were the subjects of fewer stories than men (216 compared with 248), 

although they shared the top spot of lead story with men. Female athletes received exceptional 

coverage of their team sport competitions (compared with the results of previous Olympics and 

non-Olympics studies) in both lead stories and the number of stories per bulletin. Women 

competing in male-appropriate sports had the highest mean rank for coverage of all female 

sports. Women received 47 per cent of stories on the ABC, well short of their national medal 

success (51 per cent), resulting in a negative “representation ratio”, but their story count was on 

a par with their team population (46 per cent). 

 

Female athletes appeared in fewer photographs than male athletes on the ABC, receiving 43 per 

cent of photographs. They were also under-reported relative to male athletes in relation to the 

“representation ratio” for their medal count and their team population. They were most often 

shown posed or motionless in a photograph and they were rarely seen in action in the top spot of 

lead photograph on the site’s splash page. Women competing in swimming received the most 

photographic coverage but the most photographed female, swimmer Stephanie Rice, was never 

shown competing in her sport.  

 

Women were just as likely as men to have their physical characteristics mentioned in stories but 

were singled out when their stature appeared to be at odds with the media’s perception of the 

physical and mental toughness required in a male-appropriate sport. Women’s achievements and 

abilities were compared with male athletes as though the male was the benchmark. Female 

athletes received disproportionate emphasis on their family roles, romantic and other 

relationships to men. Even though they were the subjects of few references to their emotions, 

they were stereotypically characterised as emotionally weaker than men and less accountable for 

their successes. They were nine times more likely to have their successes highlighted than their 

failures; but they were more likely to be criticised for making mistakes than were men.  

 

Only women were identified by their first names by journalists. They were most often identified 

by their first and last name and, like men, were most often identified by their last name in 

subsequent references. They were less likely than male athletes to have their performances 

described in martial language. Only women were referred to by journalists as “girls”. They were 

more likely than men to have their sports gender marked in splash page lead stories; and they 

were almost 1.4 times more likely than men to have their T2 stories gender marked. 
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On the ABC, men were the subjects of more stories than women but they shared equal billing 

with women in the top spot of the site’s lead story. Male athletes were well ahead of female 

athletes in team sports coverage even though they received fewer lead stories than women’s 

team sports. Men competing in male-appropriate sports had the highest mean rank for coverage 

of all male sports. Male athletes received 53 per cent of stories on the ABC, well above their 

national medal count of 49 per cent but on a par with their team population of 54 per cent. In 

terms of medals won, the “representation ratio” indicates they were over-reported relative to 

female athletes. Compared with their team population, men were under-reported relative to 

female athletes. 

 

Men appeared in more photographs than women. They received 57 per cent of photographs, 

well above their national medal count and their team population. They were most often shown 

posed or motionless in a photograph except for lead photographs on the T1 splash page where 

they were most often depicted as active participants. Men competing in swimming received the 

most photographic coverage. The most photographed male, swimmer Michael Phelps, was 

shown in an even split of active and passive photographs.  

 

Men’s physical characteristics were only ever mentioned in the context of injuries or 

height/weight statistics pertinent to their sport. Men were never compared with female athletes 

(as though the female was the model athlete). They received few mentions of their family roles, 

romantic or other relationships to women. They were rarely identified or characterised by 

references to their emotions; and the few emotional descriptors used by the ABC characterised 

men as emotionally stoical. The ABC reported on men’s successes four times more often than 

their failures. Journalists never identified men by their first names. As was the case with female 

athletes, male athletes were identified by the first and last name with the last name used for 

subsequent references. Men were more likely than women to have their performances described 

in martial language. Journalists never referred to male athletes as “boys”. They were less likely 

than women to have their sports gender marked in splash page leads and in T2 stories (.98 

mentions per story compared with 1.4 mentions for women).  

 

4.5.2  The BBC’s Olympics reporting in 2008 

Sportswomen were the subjects of far fewer stories than men (181 compared with 275) on the 

BBC and they received just one-third of lead story summaries on the site. Women competing in 

female-appropriate sports had the highest mean rank for coverage of all female sports. Women 

received 40 per cent of stories on the BBC, on a par with their national medal success (41 per 

cent), but below their team population (46 per cent). They were under-reported relative to men, 

registering a deficit for the “representation ratio”.  
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Female athletes appeared in far fewer photographs than male athletes on the BBC. They 

received 38 per cent of photographs, lower than their national medal count and well short of 

their team population. This resulted in under-coverage relative to male athletes according to the 

“representation ratio” for each equity measure. Almost two-thirds of female photographs 

showed them posed or motionless, whereas only half of the lead photographs of women on the 

site’s splash page showed them actively competing. Lead photographs of women were 

outnumbered by photographs of men by 3 to 1. Female swimmers received the most 

photographic coverage but the most photographed woman, runner Paula Radcliffe, was not 

shown competing in her event, the marathon. 

 

Stories on the BBC were just as likely to mention women’s physical characteristics as men’s. 

Both genders received a high proportion of factual references related to injuries and/or physical 

characteristics pertinent to a sport. Female athletes received far more irrelevant references to 

their relationships than men (60 per cent v. 40 per cent) despite the far higher number of stories 

about men. Although they received fewer references to their emotions than men, women were 

stereotypically characterised as emotionally weaker than men and in need of guidance in order 

to achieve success. They were twice as likely to have their successes highlighted as their 

failures; but they were more likely to be the targets of media criticism for falling short of media 

expectations.  

 

Only women were identified by their first names by journalists. Female athletes were most often 

called by their first and last name and were just as likely as men to be identified by their last 

name in subsequent references. They were less likely than male athletes to have their 

performances described in martial language. Journalists never infantilised women by referring 

to them as “girls”. Women were just as likely as men to have their sports gender marked in 

splash page lead stories (one each), but they were almost 1.4 times more likely than men to have 

their T2 stories gender marked. 

 

On the BBC, men were the subjects of more stories than women. They also dominated lead 

stories on the site’s T1 splash page, receiving two-thirds of all leads. Men’s team sports 

received almost twice as many stories as women’s team sports, and their stories outnumbered 

women’s by 3 to 1 in splash page leads. Men competing in female-appropriate sports had the 

highest mean rank for coverage of all male sports. Male athletes received 60 per cent of stories 

on the BBC, on a par with their national medal count (59 per cent) but above their team 

population (54 per cent). According to their “representation ratio”, they were over-reported 

relative to female athletes. 
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Men also appeared in more photographs than women. They received 62 per cent of photographs, 

above their national medal count and well above their team population. Again, their 

“representation ratio” shows male athletes were over-reported relative to female athletes. They 

were most often shown posed or motionless in a photograph except for lead photographs on the 

T1 splash page where there was a 50:50 split of active and passive images of men. Men 

competing in swimming received the most photographic coverage on the BBC and the most 

photographed male was swimmer Michael Phelps with 37 images.  

 

A high proportion of mentions of men’s appearance concerned injuries, withdrawals or results 

in sports where weight and/or height are critical elements of the contest. There were fewer 

mentions of men’s family roles, romantic or other relationships to women than women’s 

relationships. Men were frequently characterised by references to their emotions but their flaws 

were described in less graphic terms than women’s. The BBC reported on men’s successes 

twice as often as their failures. Journalists never identified men by their first names. Men were 

introduced using their first and last name, with the last name only used in subsequent references. 

Journalists never called male athletes “boys”. Men were more likely than women to have their 

performances described in martial language. They were just as likely as women to have their 

sports gender marked in splash page lead stories (one each); but they were less likely to have 

their T2 stories gender marked (1.1 references per story for men compared with 1.5 for women). 

 

4.5.3  The CBC’s Olympics reporting in 2008 

Women were featured in fewer stories than men on the CBC (171 compared with 246), whereas 

only one third of leads on the site were about female athletes and their sports. Women 

competing in team sports received the smallest proportion of coverage (14 per cent) compared 

with men’s team sports (20 per cent). Female-appropriate sports had the highest mean rank for 

coverage of all female sports. With 41 per cent of stories on the CBC, female athletes were well 

represented in terms of their national medal success (41 per cent) but below the level of 

coverage warranted by their team population (46 per cent). On the latter indicator’s 

“representation ratio”, they were under-reported relative to male athletes. 

 

Female athletes appeared in fewer photographs than male athletes on the CBC. They received 

41 per cent of photographs, on a par with their national medal count but short of their team 

population. Their “representation ratio” for team population shows they were under-reported 

relative to male athletes. Women were most often shown competing in their sports (71 per cent 

of female images) and were seen in action in the top spot of lead photograph in more than half 

of all female lead photos. The most featured female in lead photographs, softball pitcher Lauren 
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Bay Regula, was shown in action in each shot. Women competing in athletics received the most 

photographic coverage, just ahead of soccer and swimming.  

 

Women were less likely than men to be identified by their appearance but, in same type sports 

sex-typed as feminine, there were instances of disproportionate emphasis on women’s age, 

height, weight and their relationships to men. Female athletes were also disproportionately 

identified by their romantic and sibling relationships. Women were the subjects of far fewer 

references to their emotions than men but were more likely to be characterised as nervous 

competitors. They were almost four times more likely to have their successes highlighted than 

their failures, but they were more likely than men to be criticised for not living up to the CBC’s 

build-up.  

 

On the CBC, women were identified by their first names twice by journalists (this is in addition 

to stories about soccer where some Brazilian players are known by their first names only). 

Typically, women were most often identified by their first and last name and were subsequently 

called by their last name only. They were just as likely as male athletes to have their 

performances described in martial language and a high proportion of their stories contained 

martial descriptors. Two-thirds of lead stories about women were gender marked and women’s 

sports were more likely than men’s sports to be gender marked. 

 

Men received more coverage than women on the CBC (59 per cent of stories) and they 

dominated lead summaries on the site, receiving two-thirds of the top stories. More than 58 per 

cent of stories about team sport competitions featured male athletes. Male team sports also 

scored more leads than female team sports. Men competing in female-appropriate sports had the 

highest mean rank for coverage of all male sports. The proportion of stories about men’s sports 

was on a par with their national medal count (59 per cent), but higher than their team population 

(56 per cent). Their “representation ratio” indicated they were over-reported relative to female 

athletes. 

 

Male athletes appeared in more photographs than female athletes. They received 59 per cent of 

photographs, equal to their medal count but above their team population. Again, the 

“representation ratio” for team population indicates men were over-reported. They were more 

likely to be seen posed or motionless in a photograph. In lead photographs on the T1 splash 

page, where men appeared as passive participants 60 per cent of the time, their proportion of 

action shots was still above that of female athletes. Men competing in swimming received the 

most photographic coverage. The most photographed man, Canadian kayaker Adam van 

Koeverden, was shown as an active competitor in 80 per cent of his lead photographs.  
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One in six CBC stories about men referred to their appearance in the context of injuries, 

scratchings from events and height/weight statistics pertinent to their sport. Men received few 

mentions of their roles as fathers or husbands and no references to their romantic relationships 

with women. Far more stories contained references to men’s emotions than to women’s 

emotions. Men’s successes were mentioned 3.5 times more often than their failures, whereas 

male athletes who reversed poor results in heats or previous Olympic finals were said to have 

achieved redemption. Journalists referred to some male athletes by one name only, but this was 

in accordance with convention (for example, soccer players Diego and Rafinha), and they never 

called men “boys”. The typical naming practice on the CBC introduced men by the first and last 

name and used the last name for subsequent references. Although a high proportion of their 

stories contained martial metaphors, men were just as likely as women to have their 

performances described in martial language. Male athletes were less likely than female athletes 

to have their sports gender marked in splash page leads. The highest concentration of markers 

occurred in T2 stories, but men were still less likely than women to have their stories gender 

marked (1.8 mentions per story for men and 2.2 mentions per story for women). 

 

4.6  Summary 

The message from this study is that men and their sports were the story in Beijing in 2008. At 

the same time, there have been significant changes and progress that challenges previous 

research in the areas of photographic images and the language of sports journalism. Male 

athletes were clearly the focus of coverage by the three broadcasters, collectively and 

individually. Overall, on 16 out of 18 days of Olympics reporting, stories about male sports 

outnumbered those about female sports and men’s photographs led two out of every three 

bulletins. As Kinnick (1998, p. 215) has argued, the absence of women from the sports media is 

not inconsequential. The implicit signal is “that female athletes either do not exist, or have no 

achievements that are newsworthy”. In the worst result for women, the ABC published just one 

story and no photographs of them on August 8, yet women also fared best in coverage on the 

ABC which gave them 47 per cent of stories and showed them in 43 per cent of photographs. 

Bias in favour of male sports was most obvious on the BBC where 62 per cent of stories and 60 

per cent of photographs were devoted to them. Women were hardest to find on the CBC where 

they received only 171 stories and 175 photographs (out of the total sample of 1337 stories and 

1432 photographs).  

 

Scholars have also noted how the sports media employ the framing technique of ambivalence – 

the use of contradictory messages – to compensate for the seeming incompatibility between 

traditional conceptions of femininity and the masculinity associated with competitive, active and 

aggressive sports (Messner, 1988). One way ambivalence is achieved is to construct and 
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accentuate sex differences that undermine and trivialise the achievements of female athletes 

(Bruce, 2008), and then address sports audiences as though such differences are natural and real 

(Duncan, 2006; Kane, 1996; Kane & Buysse, 2005). Ambivalence often encompasses themes of 

femininity, vulnerability, dependence and sexuality, “all of which are suggested to trivialize 

women’s sport” (Cranmer et al., 2014, p. 148). A particular strategy observed in 2008 Olympics 

coverage was the gratuitous attention devoted by each broadcaster to female athletes’ family 

roles (as wives and mothers), romantic and other relationships with men, and the noticeable 

absence of comparable coverage of male athletes. This practice mirrors the findings of other 

studies (Daddario & Wigley, 2007; Eastman & Billings, 2000; Kinnick, 1998). It is 

unambiguous, defines sportswomen in terms of their “other” orientation (the default position in 

our society is the male/masculine) (Duncan, 2006), certifies that even though “women may be 

athletes … they are primarily females” (Koivula, 1999, p. 603) and reminds readers that female 

athletes are not only women but specifically heterosexual women (Daddario, 1998). Shugart 

(2003, p. 8) argued that sexualising women in this manner “renders them consistent with rather 

than threatening” to existing concepts of gender and hegemonic masculinity. Such attention and 

coverage “not only accommodate but reinforce and even cultivate established gender types” in 

the media at large.  

 

A further strategy that constructed sexual difference in 2008 Olympics coverage was the 

stereotypical characterisation of sportswomen as emotionally and physically weaker than men 

and far more dependent on others (mostly men) for their success and psychological well-being – 

descriptions that “introduced a pervasive element of heterosexuality” and “diluted the image of 

strength, high level performance and ability” of female athletes (Knoppers & Elling, 2001, p. 

291). This emphasis is similar to the biased treatment of female athletes in coverage of the 1996 

Olympic Games (Higgs et al., 2003; Kinnick, 1998). In several instances in 2008, the ABC, 

BBC and CBC characterised female athletes as emotionally vulnerable and prone to bursting 

into tears; compared them with male athletes whereas the reverse was never the case; questioned 

their physical and mental capacity to compete at elite level in sports considered masculine; 

intimated that they needed third party guidance (from a male coach, a psychiatrist or a family 

member) in order to overcome nerves and achieve success; and questioned women’s 

commitment and athletic consonance when they failed to live up to media predictions or 

expectations. Other constructors of sexual difference were asymmetrical infantilising (calling 

women girls but never referring to men as boys), the exclusive use of the more familiar first 

name for women, fewer instances of martial descriptions of women’s contests and a higher 

incidence of gender marking in sports contested by women than in sports contested by men. 
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Many scholars (Bryson, 1987; Duncan, 2006; Schell & Rodriguez, 2000; Shugart, 2003) have 

asserted that mediated coverage of women’s sports, both historical and contemporary, 

perpetuates male hegemony. They note this has been achieved in myriad ways, including those 

observed and described in this study which resulted in disproportionate recognition and 

indicated a lack of respect for female Olympians and their achievements. However, in spite of 

the stereotypes observed in the coverage of sportswomen, there were positive signals for 

women’s sports. On the ABC, for example, women competing in team sports, generally 

portrayed as inappropriate for them (Tuggle & Owen, 1999), were neither under-represented nor 

ignored. They featured in just under half of all stories and photographs. This marks a major 

turnaround on the ABC. In its 2000 Olympics coverage, women’s team sports featured in less 

than half of the stories about female sports (Jones, 2003). In 2004, women’s teams received 

fewer than one third of photographs of female sports (Jones, 2006).  

 

As has been noted, researchers contend that sport has been a major site for reinforcing gender 

stereotypes, by restricting media coverage to appropriate female sports. In a rare exception, 

Vincent et al. (2002) reported a similar amount of newspaper coverage went to women 

competing in appropriate and inappropriate sports at the Atlanta Games. The ABC bettered this 

mark in 2008, giving the most female coverage by a clear margin to the so called inappropriate 

or male sports of athletics, basketball, hockey, water polo and cycling – all sports in which 

Australians achieved or were expected to reap significant successes. By extension, the “double 

whammy” for sportswomen is participation in a male-appropriate team sport. Not so in 2008 on 

the ABC. The most frequently photographed women lined up in male-appropriate team sports. 

And they were seen, most often, playing their sport. 

 

The steady climb on the ABC towards gender parity in photographic coverage for women’s 

sports, observed in my content analyses of two previous Olympics in 2000 and 2004 (Jones, 

2003, 2006), faltered in 2008. Although well short of the levels of marginalisation experienced 

by sportswomen beyond Olympics coverage, a clear pattern of differential and inequitable 

photographic treatment resurfaced on the ABC. Female athletes and their sports were under-

reported on three key measures – frequency by gender, medal counts and participation rates 

(expressed as a “representation ratio”), although women did take an equal share of lead 

photographs on the site. 

  

Publishing far fewer stories and photographs of women in total, and showcasing a limited 

selection of women in them, potentially increases the power of both “presence and absence” 

(Entman, 1993; Huffman et al., 2004), or who is featured and who is ignored by the sports 

media. Based on previous studies, the ultimate framing of sexual difference in visual coverage 
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would be a focus on the posed female athlete who engages in an individual, socially acceptable 

female-appropriate sport. She was there on the ABC in 2008, in second place on the coverage 

table, by virtue of the attention devoted to Australia’s successful female swimmers and the 

overwhelming majority of passive shots of those women, particularly Stephanie Rice.  

 

Even so, male-appropriate sports remained, proportionately and in their mean value, the primary 

focus of textual and visual coverage for women on the ABC and in the combined story total for 

the three broadcasters. In view of this finding, is the sex-type of women’s sports a dead issue? 

Vincent et al. (2002) suggested that such classifications, devised in the 70s, adapted in the 80s, 

and still in use, may be dated. Or this result may be “reflective of a cultural shift towards a 

greater social acceptance of female athletes competing in sports and events requiring speed, 

strength and power” (2002, p. 327), such as basketball, hockey and water polo which, under the 

current definitions, are considered female-inappropriate.  

 

Alternatively, that female athletes on the ABC were reported on and seen so frequently in action 

in male-appropriate team sports may not be as encouraging as it first appears. It could be that 

the media catered to a perceived peak in public interest in women and their sports during the 

Olympic Games. A further reason for their popularity could be connected to old media habits. 

Women who have a stereotyped feminine appearance (good-looking with a slender, well-

proportioned, not too muscular body) have been particular favourites of the sports media 

(Duncan, 1990; Mikosza & Phillips, 1999) and do not threaten the hierarchical gender order in 

sport (Pirinen, 1997). Or the increased coverage could merely reflect the success of Australian 

women’s teams (they were responsible for nine of the 23 medals won by Australian women) 

and the media’s tendency to highlight the achievements of their home country athletes. 

 

Looking a little deeper, a clear bias that is evident in the ABC’s photographic coverage of 

women’s team sports cannot be justified or explained by medal success alone. A third of all 

images of team sports, 27 out of 81, went to basketball where Australia won a silver medal. Just 

under half of these photographs focused on the Opals captain, Lauren Jackson. In contrast, 

water polo – another male-appropriate team sport in which Australia’s women also won a minor 

medal and which, like basketball, runs over several days and rounds of competition – featured in 

13 photographs, less than half of the attention devoted to basketball. The Stingers most featured 

player, Gemma Beadsworth, was the subject of just four photographs. The news value of 

prominence helps to explain the greater degree of attention given to basketball. Several female 

players are contracted to overseas clubs and, unlike water polo, their sport has strong brand 

equity.  
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This content analysis of coverage of the 2008 Olympic Games on the sites of three public 

broadcasters has provided more than a snapshot of the gendered treatment of female and male 

athletes. In the case of the ABC, it has allowed comparisons across three Olympic Games. 

Building a longitudinal, empirical profile of the coverage of sportswomen has provided a body 

of evidence about trends in the under-representation of female athletes on the website. At the 

same time, this analysis has revealed that the limited exposure afforded female athletes on the 

BBC’s website in 2004 continued in 2008. For the CBC – where women’s sports were also 

relegated to secondary status – it represents the first study, to my knowledge, of the national 

broadcaster’s online sports reporting. A goal of the quantitative phase of this study was to 

discern similarities and differences, across multiple empirical measures, among the three 

broadcasters. The probable causes of the under-representation of sportswomen in regular sports 

coverage and the relative improvements noted during this analysis of Olympic Games reporting 

were then explored in the study’s second phase, the qualitative interviews with sports journalists 

from the ABC, BBC and CBC, via the questions listed in Chapter 3. Chapter 5 presents and 

discusses the findings of those interviews. 
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Chapter 5     Results and discussion: The interviews 

 

5.1  Introduction 

This chapter presents and discusses the results of interviews conducted with three levels of 

sports news staff, from senior and middle managers to rank and file journalists, including 

national editors, sports editors, senior network hosts of sport, chief sportswriters, sportscasters, 

sports broadcasters, multi-platform sports journalists, sportswriters and sports reporters
140

 at 

three national public broadcasters: Australia’s ABC, the United Kingdom’s BBC and Canada’s 

CBC. 

 

The earlier, quantitative phase of this study, the content analysis, answered the first research 

question about the characteristics of sports coverage by online media. It examined the level of 

coverage by gender, on the ABC, BBC and CBC’s websites, of athletes competing at the 2008 

Olympic Games. It also examined the nature of gendered sports coverage during the Games. 

The results of the content analysis, as reported and discussed in Chapter 4, set the scene for this 

subsequent, qualitative phase, the interviews.  

 

The purpose of the interviews was to answer the second research question: What drives 

gendered sports coverage in online media? However, the scope of the interviews was not limited 

to the ABC, BBC and CBC’s Olympics coverage per se. Rather, the aim was to cast the net 

wider to explore the manufacture of sports news in each organisation. 

     

5.2  The journalists’ profiles 

Fifteen participants were interviewed (10 of whom reported on the 2008 Games): six from the 

ABC, four from the BBC and five from the CBC. The majority of interviewees did not wish to 

be named; some also declined to give details of their age, education and income. Sport is a 

relatively small cog in terms of overall staff numbers in each organisation’s news machine and 

there is the likelihood that a person’s gender or job title, particularly if it is linked with a place 

of employment, will point to her/his identity. So, several steps have been taken to accommodate 

the interviewees’ requests for anonymity and confidentiality.  

 

A single, family name pseudonym has been randomly assigned to each person. Irrespective of 

gender, the pronoun “he” is used to refer to individual journalists. Personal data is reported by 

                                                           
140

 These descriptions reflect the variety of job titles encountered during this international study. In 

response to requests for anonymity, the general titles of sports journalist and editor are used for the 

interviewees. The journalists’ personal and professional details (such as years of experience) are as at late 

2011/early 2012 when the interviews were conducted.  
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gender across the sample only, with no disaggregation by news organisation except to say that at 

least one female journalist was interviewed from each of the broadcasters. Further, there are no 

references to journalists’ opinions or perceptions by gender within news organisations, but – 

where relevant – the discussion section will refer to journalists’ opinions or perceptions by 

gender across the sample. In reporting the comments of various journalists, I was also mindful 

of Lewis’s (2010, pp. 67-68) warning that confidentiality can be compromised by indirect 

attribution (by reference to a collection of characteristics that might identify an individual). 

Following Lewis’s recommendations, I have omitted contextual details from some of the 

journalists’ specific comments, changed minor details to disguise identity and made some points 

in general ways even though this has sometimes reduced their power. Omissions, changes and 

generalisations are identified by italicised notes in square brackets, such as [details removed]. 

 

The sports journalists’ characteristics are summarised in Table 5.1. Figures from previous 

studies of Australian, UK and Canadian sports journalists have been included in the right-hand 

columns for information only. They do not enable a direct comparison. For example, both 

Henningham (1995) and Nicholson et al. (2011) surveyed sports journalists across various 

Australian media and platforms rather than those employed specifically by the ABC.
141

 Nor are 

the data from the various other studies concerned specifically with sports journalists and editors 

from public broadcasters, or with those whose professional credentials extend to the Olympic 

Games and other prestigious international events assignments, or with sports journalists who 

have been in the job for more than a year (as is the case with this study).  

 

Table 5.1  Demographic characteristics of ABC, BBC and CBC sports journalists (n=15) 

 

ABC, BBC and CBC 1995
A
 2011

B
 2005

C
 2013

D
 2002

E
 

Gender Female 33%  11% 10% 9% 10-

25% 

4-7% 

 Male 67%  89% 90% 91%   
         

Age
1
 Female 24-51 

(range) 

37 

(median) 

     

 Male 27-62 

(range) 

46 

(median) 

     

 All 24-62 

(range) 

46 

(median) 

32 

(median) 

36 

(median) 

   

         

Educ
2
 Secondary 7%  39% 30%    

                                                           
141

 Nicholson et al (2011) provided the most recent national data on sports journalism in Australia, but 

including Henningham’s (1995) findings has enabled a comparison across the intervening 16 years. It 

shows a decline in the proportion of female sports journalists in Australia since 1995. Henningham also 

provided some data that is not available in the 2011 study. 
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 Some 

tertiary 

            

7% 

          

13% 

    

 Tertiary 57%  30% 61%    

 Postgrad 29%  1% 7%             

Years in 

sports jrn  

 

Female 

 

1-22 

(range) 

 

15 

(median) 

     

 Male 4-31 

(range) 

18.5 

(median) 

     

 All  16 

(median) 

16.6 

(mean) 

 

 

12.4 

(mean) 

    

         

Income
3
 Female $US78 -

$US205k 
(range) 

      

 Male $US81 -

$US242k 

(range) 

      

         

Working 

in cob
4
 

               

All 

        

100% 

         

90% 

        

88% 

   

Notes 1, 2 and 3: Fourteen journalists from the ABC, BBC and CBC gave these details.  

Note 4: The journalist works in the country of her/his birth. 

Note A: Australian sports journalists’ characteristics (Henningham, 1995).  

Note B: Australian sports journalists’ characteristics (Nicholson et al., 2011) 

Note C: National UK press sports journalists only (Boyle, 2006). 

Note D: UK newspaper sportswriters only (SJA 2013); and the BBC’s estimate that 25 per cent of 

journalists, producers and editorial staff in its sports department are women (UK Sport, 2006).  

Note E: Canadian top 12 daily newspapers sports journalists only (M. A. Hall, 2002); and Canadian 

newspaper sports personnel only (Depatie, 1997). 

 

Two-thirds of the journalists interviewed work or have worked as sports reporters or writers (10 

out of 15). The remaining five hold or have held middle or senior management roles such as 

sports editors and national editors. All but three have reported on the Olympic Games, and 10 

reported on the 2008 Games, as noted earlier. All of the journalists were born in their country of 

employment. As is the case in sports journalism in Australia, the UK and Canada, the majority 

are male (10 out of 15). At 33 per cent, the proportion of female sports journalists in this study’s 

sample is far higher than in sports journalism in the three countries in which the journalists 

work, but – as has been noted – this study does not claim to be representative of the wider sports 

media in those countries. Fourteen of the 15 journalists revealed their ages. They range from 24 

to 62 years. Men are slightly older. Their median age is 46 years compared with 37 years for the 

women. Of those who revealed details of their education, 12 (four women, eight men) 
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completed a university undergraduate degree before entering journalism and, of these, 25 per 

cent (one woman, three men) hold Masters’ qualifications.  

 

Eleven sports journalists began their careers in news; one worked as a researcher and producer 

before moving to sport; two started in sport, moved to news and then returned to sport; and one 

has worked entirely in the sports department. Collectively, the men have 177 years’ experience 

on the sports round. The longest serving man [details removed] has worked for 31 years in 

sports journalism, whereas the newest recruit has been in the job for four years. All but two 

women have more than 10 years’ experience in sports journalism. The most experienced woman 

has 22 years on the round. The least experienced has been a sports journalist for just over 12 

months [details removed], but at the time of the interview she had already reported on several 

national and international competitions, at home and abroad. 

 

The nine men who revealed their annual incomes earn from $US81,000 to $US242,000.
142

 The 

five female journalists earn from $US78,000 to $US205,000 annually. Proportionately, more 

male than female journalists (56 per cent of men compared with 40 per cent of women) are 

clustered at the higher end of the income range, earning from $US100,000 to $US150,000 or 

above annually, which reflects the male dominance of senior roles within the three 

organisations. Only one woman had held a senior management position at the time of the 

interviews.  

 

5.3  Sports news decision-making 

This section presents details of the organisational structures of the broadcasters’ sports 

newsrooms. It reports on the degree of control or autonomy the journalists perceive they have 

over their copy and outlines the decision-making process in each broadcaster, as revealed in the 

interviews with their respective journalists. It also notes additional arrangements that the 

journalists say are put in place for coverage of the Olympic Games. 

 

5.3.1  The ABC 

Sport has three national newsrooms at the ABC: one each for radio, television and online (with 

sports copy from radio and television reporters filed on the internal wire accounting for a high 

proportion of the ABC’s online content). Reporters confer with each other and their respective 

newsroom coordinators who then make pitches up the line to their respective national editors of 

                                                           
142

 Journalists were asked to state their income range, in their national currency. For convenience, the 

figures were then converted to US dollars, based on these exchange rates: 1 AUD = 1.0384 USD; 1 GBP 

= 1.6132 USD; and 1 CAD = 1.0226 USD. 



 

170 

 

 

sport. The ABC sports journalists gave relatively similar descriptions of the news selection 

process on a typical day, as indicated by Jacobs. 

  

Jacobs pointed out that theirs is a small group at the ABC, especially when compared with 

newspaper sports departments where three or more journalists cover (men’s sports) rounds such 

as the AFL and cricket. At the ABC, the final say on sports coverage rests with the national 

editors (all of whom are men), but Jacobs said the decision-making process is “very much a 

two-way street” with fairly constant interaction between editors and their staff:  

The editor is responsible, ultimately, for what goes to air [or online], so 

it’s in his interest to have a thorough understanding of the story as it 

progresses and give his input into what he thinks is the primary angle or 

the way it should be reported. Conversely, the reporters will have the 

opportunity to suggest what they think should be reported and why it 

should be done that way.  

 

Only occasionally are reporters assigned to stories other than those they pitch:  

In sports coverage, the path ahead is often pretty clear. You have a 

fairly good idea of what you are going to cover, either through the 

sports that are being played or the club executive meetings being held 

that day. You’ll have a fairly strong idea of upcoming events, training 

sessions – so the tide of things is fairly well set out.  

 

Jacobs said things can get cloudy if fleshing out the lead on a story requires a lot of ground 

work in terms of time and resources. Then, journalists have to weigh up whether to pursue that 

story or go to a (more convenient) scheduled event, such as a training session to report on a key 

player’s injury or suspension. As for the role or function of sports journalists: “We’re basic 

news gatherers,” Jacobs said. Although there is some scope within online sports news for a level 

of analysis and deeper reporting, he said the primary function of sports journalists at the ABC 

remains to gather the news of the day and broadcast it.  

 

The ABC’s approach to covering the Olympic Games differs from the processes it has in place 

for major national sports events and international events staged in Australia. For the latter 

group, small teams of local sports reporters will cover an event (such as the Australian Open 

tennis) and extra sports reporters or broadcasters are brought in as needed. For the 2008 

Olympic Games, Jacobs said ABC news marshalled “a fairly big team” of 12 reporters, but only 

one was a sports journalist. Jacobs said this was because a lot of the stories surrounding the 

Olympic Games, especially in the lead-up, are outside the realm of sport. When the Games get 

underway, Jacobs said stories tend to shift in focus and revolve more around the sports 

competitions. In Beijing, this staffing decision had an impact on the ABC’s sports coverage:  

We didn’t have sufficient experience in sport amongst the news 

reporting team. There was no insight into where these athletes had 
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come from to get to the point they were at. There was purely the ability 

to report on what was seen on that day and broadcast it to the audience. 

What was missing was the experience of sports reporters who had been 

following these athletes for four years leading up to it and were able to 

add that extra layer of depth to our reporting.  

 

The ABC ramped up the numbers in its web team in Brisbane to handle both the coverage of the 

2008 Olympics on its dedicated website and the usual business of online reporting on national 

and international competitions in non-Olympic sports. The online sports teams were assisted by 

general news journalists with the capacity to check content. Teams were rostered according to 

the spread of Olympic event times and worked for 16 hours each day across the Games. Grant 

said the four-person teams would “caucus among themselves” about what to run, but the final 

decisions on lineups rested with the online shift leaders. Decisions about how to illustrate stories 

(including wire service copy and stories taken from the ABC’s internal wire and repurposed for 

online) were the province of the online team members.
143

 

 

5.3.2  The BBC 

BBC Sport has its headquarters in Salford. All national television, radio and online sports news, 

as well as sports news for the global channels BBC World (TV) and the World Service (radio), 

is coordinated from the one main newsroom. A head of sports news oversees the three 

platforms. Each platform has its own editor to manage day-to-day operations. 

 

Journalists at the BBC describe a two-way process in sports news decision-making, as well as 

an expectation that, on all stories, they will file material for multiple outlets. As an example, 

Blackmore, who reports on four different sports for online but also files for radio and television, 

said he comes up with ideas for what he might cover and how. Then, he discusses them with his 

editor: “We might take an idea and fine tune it,” he said. A story might get “knocked around and 

then binned” if it is no good, or it might be expanded to cater for the different needs of multiple 

platforms: “Some of the editor’s job is to look at it from a pan BBC perspective and say, ‘How 

can we make maximum use of this story or this info we’ve got?’”  

 

During an Olympics, Blackmore said a lot of discussion goes on between the various editors 

who decide what to cover. While the BBC sent a small team of sports journalists to Beijing in 

2008, much of its online coverage stemmed from live streaming from the various venues. Holt 

said web sports journalists in London “watched what was going on and had all of the 

information sources there” to write stories. They also drew on the talent presenting and 
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 Getty Images was the main source of photographs for the ABC’s Olympics site. 
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commentating on events and repurposed stories filed by BBC sports journalists for radio and 

television.
144

  

 

Staff on the dedicated Olympics website teams worked with front page editors – senior 

journalists who (theoretically) decided story placement. Kelly said, in practice, the process was 

more inclusive and team members would bat ideas back and forth about the most important 

story. Online team members also decided how to illustrate stories. Kelly said all BBC online 

journalists are expected to have the skills to select the photo that best fits a story and to crop it to 

fit the site’s standard image sizes.
145

 

 

5.3.3  The CBC 

CBC Sports has one national newsroom, located in the main broadcasting centre in Toronto. All 

sports coverage generated from there for radio, television and online is overseen by a senior 

producer of sports content. The newsroom delivers sports news content to many regional CBC 

centres and is also the hub for the production of live sporting events. 

 

Sports journalists at the CBC describe slightly different hierarchies of editorial decision-making 

and degrees of consultation, depending on the medium and region in which they work and the 

event being reported. Some journalists, such as Roberts who is the only sports journalist in a 

general newsroom in a regional area [details removed], exercise a large degree of editorial 

independence. “I’m pretty-much self-assigning,” he said. He will talk over story ideas with his 

editor, but because sport is Roberts’s area of expertise “they kind of leave you alone”. He said 

there is always enough airtime, within his sports segments in news broadcasts, to do what he 

really wants. The only restrictions are resources: having enough time to set up stories, do the 

appropriate research, secure the camera time to shoot them and get the stories out.  

 

However, Porter spoke of a higher degree of editorial input into his daily routine [details 

removed]. Where once all the stories he reported for national dissemination were generated by 

his own ideas, nowadays it is more of a balancing act “where the editors are saying, ‘OK, we 
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 The website also ran a live blog written by online journalists who watched events telecasts, listened to 

commentators on radio and television and monitored tweets and blogs from other journalists at the 

Games. Tweets from the BBC audience were included in the mix.   
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 The BBC has agreements with a range of agencies to use their photographs, among them Getty 

Images, the Press Association and the Associated Press. Kelly said photos are kept on an internal server, 

known as “Elvis”. Journalists and production staff choose photos from the pool. The aim is to illustrate 

every sports story with a photograph, using fresh images from the event in question. If this is not possible, 

due to the lack of a current image or legal restrictions, a stock photo will be used with acknowledgement 

in a caption or “alt tag”. Videos are inserted at the top of a story. During the 2008 Games, instead of 
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want a story on this’, and you have to go and figure out what is the story.” Porter blamed his 

reduced independence on the ubiquitous news cycle. As editors try to stay on top of every story, 

it is sometimes hard to sell his ideas because they don’t want him to be out of the mix and 

potentially missing the next big story. In the CBC’s integrated news environment, journalists are 

also expected to file sports stories and updates for each medium, to tweet and to write blogs: “It 

seems you’re constantly being asked for all of this stuff to happen and that will affect the [range 

and] quality of what you’re doing in general for each of those places,” Porter said. 

 

For the Olympic Games in 2008, CBCSports.ca had three to five writers, crew chiefs and a 

senior producer working on the dedicated website from its base in Toronto. The crew chiefs set 

a rough agenda for each day’s coverage, including the events to watch. Porter said the higher the 

chance of a Canadian success, the more likely a journalist in the field would be assigned to 

cover the event: “A lot of thought goes into who is expected to do what and when and that’s 

how the decision makers determine what to put the most emphasis on,” he said.  

 

Across the Games, the crew chiefs also assigned events to the staff writers, identified stories to 

be updated and suggested ideas for features. Senior online writers selected, downloaded and 

edited all photos, with the aim of having a photo with every story, whether it was an original 

write or a wire story.
146

 Lineups were also the province of senior writers, in consultation with 

the senior producer or crew chief. 

 

5.4  Attributes of sports news 

This section reports on the attributes journalists at the ABC, BBC and CBC said guide their 

decisions about what to select from the range of potential sports news available each day and 

how they prioritise that coverage. It also reports on the additional factors the journalists said are 

at work in their coverage of the Olympic Games. 

 

5.4.1  The ABC 

Among ABC journalists, the most frequently cited and first mentioned driver of sports news 

selection is public interest in the sense of “that which is interesting to the public” (also referred 

to by the journalists as audience interest and the significance of the sport to the audience).  

                                                           

videos viewers abroad saw still images (freeze frames from the videos) because the BBC did not have 

worldwide rights to Olympics footage. 
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 In 2008, the CBC had rights to photographs from Getty Images and the Canadian Press. On rare 

occasions, senior writers used screen grabs from the broadcaster’s television coverage. When no photos 

were available, generic graphics were used as fillers. A standard ratio of 4 to 3 applies to all photos 

appearing at the top of a story above the text. In top, important or lengthy stories, smaller images might 

be used in the body of the text. 
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Jacobs equated a sport’s public interest to its following – by its fans and the media. For 

example, in Melbourne minor news about AFL, such as a player’s drunken behaviour, still 

makes a big wave whereas major happenings in some minor sports may not get the coverage 

they warrant. Jacobs said a sport’s fan base and its participation rates are not the same thing. 

High participation rates in grassroots, lower level competitions do not translate into public 

interest in a news sense.
147

  

 

What generates the public interest in a sports event, issue or person is a key decider of 

newsworthiness for Jacobs. Controversy is the top value because it incites passion in readers, 

listeners and viewers which encourages them to consume more of what is reported, but limited 

resources affect the ABC’s coverage:  

If there is a big story in a sport that usually does not gain coverage, and 

it will have interest to the general news public … we have to weigh up 

whether it’s worth assigning our scant resources to cover it or whether 

our audience will be better served by us covering a slightly less 

important story in a sport that has much wider appeal. 

 

Edwards cited the amount of interest in a sport, borne out by crowd numbers at events and 

audiences for telecasts, as well as the audience’s location, as the foremost determinants not only 

of what he reports but its running order in wraps for radio news.
148

 As a result, he said, for the 

morning’s main radio news bulletin during the football season, journalists write two versions of 

the sports wrap – leading with rugby league for the states in the north and with AFL for the 

states in the south, followed by international sport (if there is an Australian performance) and 

English Premier and Champions League results. 

 

The time of the week also influences what Adams thinks will be of interest to an audience: “A 

lot of the major sport action happens on the weekend,” he said. “Certainly, in a football season, 

you tend to look at [cover] the major football areas, but during the week is a time when you can 

look at other sports as well.” 

 

Decker said public interest gets back to the ABC’s role under its Charter. Its journalists are well 

aware of their responsibility to try to provide coverage that is as broad in interest as possible to 

as many Australians as possible. As a result, he said, the ABC covers a wider range of sports 
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 Jacobs said in the “public interest” test, netball, with only 10 teams in its top tier competition, the 

trans-Tasman series, does not match the football codes (also with strong participation at lower levels). 

The AFL and NRL have 18 teams each in their national competitions with more players, more contests 

and more people turning out to watch games. 
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 Wraps are usually pre-recorded and report on two or more sports. In the ABC’s flagship bulletin at 

7.45am they can be up to two minutes long. 
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than the commercial broadcasters that tend to concentrate on the main (men’s) sports, such as 

cricket and football. Jacobs said the ABC is obliged to make sure it is “filling the gaps” and 

looking at niche and minor sports that do not get coverage in other areas, but “it can’t be token 

coverage”. In television news, where sport takes up around 10 per cent of a 30-minute bulletin, 

it must warrant that time. Grant agreed. He said a sports event might be significant on a local 

level, but unless it has broad public interest it is difficult for the ABC to justify the resources to 

cover it – despite some unrealistic public expectations that, because the ABC is publicly funded, 

it should cover every sporting event.  

 

ABC journalists also refer to how story choices stem from ways of doing things or tradition. In 

the “very rugby league oriented state” where Foster is based, he covers the NRL round daily 

during the season. Foster prioritises his day according to what is in the diary (a game, a media 

conference, a training session and so on), the logistics of travelling to and from these stories and 

what “pops up on Twitter that you need to worry about covering”. 

 

Other news criteria ABC journalists draw on to decide sports coverage include geographic 

and/or cultural proximity (and, if it happens overseas, the degree of Australian involvement), the 

prominence of the athlete/sports character, conflict, the contest’s outcome (including the 

magnitude and/or nature of a win or loss) and human interest (such as triumph over adversity). 

Adams said the time available for the sports segment and other medium specific factors have a 

big impact on coverage:  

You’re talking about the appeal to the audience. Therefore, it might be 

sound in radio, it might be vision in television, but it also comes down 

to the strength of the story. You have to weigh up all of those different 

things when you weight a story as to whether it might lead your 

bulletin, or come later or be left out.  

 

Those who have reported on the Olympic Games from the field said even though the wide 

number of sports on offer creates the potential for a variety of coverage, the same guiding 

principles or criteria of sports news selection kick in. Stories tend to revolve around events. 

Jacobs said discussions centre on: Is an Australian competing? Is she/he a medal chance? If 

Australians are not doing well or not competing, Jacobs looks for “amazing performances” from 

international athletes and teams. The cult of celebrity also plays a part: “There are some athletes 

who are bigger than the sports themselves, whose performances – whether good or bad – 

warrant coverage,” he said.  

 

Decker said because Australia wins relatively few gold medals “you tend to be able to feature 

gold medal victories”. When Australians win multiple medals in a session, such as in 
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swimming, he said it is more difficult to pick the best performance. Other news values apply, 

regardless of an athlete’s nationality. They include multiple gold medals to the same athlete, 

courageous performances and who has been grabbing the headlines leading up to the Games. 

 

Grant said the capacity to rotate stories on the ABC’s dedicated Olympic Games website allows 

some room to manoeuvre in selecting stories and assigning leads. Deciding on the top story is 

“always a subjective decision”, but being able to lead “with lots of different things means you 

can share the limelight around”. Stories that are not necessarily leads, but deserve a longer 

shelf-life, can get more time up in the more prominent parts of the site: “It comes back again to 

those news values and the prominence of the event, the proximity of the event and human 

interest,” he said.  

 

Shift leaders have the flexibility to change the lineup regularly, but Grant said some coverage 

decisions are prescribed by the Games schedule: 

By the time it gets to the pointy end, you know whether there’s 

Australian interest in any of those events. That does help us make 

decisions about how we’re going to run stories, what order we’re going 

to run them in and how much prominence we’re going to give them. In 

a situation where an Australian is a big chance of winning a gold medal 

late in the day, that might prompt you to run other stories earlier in the 

day because you know you are likely to be going to the one … [about 

the Australian athlete] later on.  

 

5.4.2  The BBC 

As with their ABC counterparts, the BBC journalists were most likely to cite “the audience” as 

their first point of reference in general sports news selection. They described various factors at 

work in this broad sphere, including what is important to the majority or has the wider audience 

appeal, what interests the audience, what can be made interesting to a mainstream audience and 

what engages them. 

 

Blackmore said part of making a call on what to cover and its priority is to understand the 

degree of importance of certain sports to the majority of people. He has a rule of thumb: 

If you were to pop into the pub at the end of the day and see your 

friends who were sports fans and they said, ‘What’s been going on?’, 

what’s the first thing you would tell them? That should be your main 

story that day. What’s the next thing you would tell them? I often find 

[that helps] you get a handle on what’s important that day. 

 

Blackmore said the BBC has to look beyond commercial considerations. It has to cover a very 

broad range of sports across the British Isles, including those with regional importance, such as 

Scottish football and Welsh rugby. Blackmore said he has the capacity to dig down into stories 
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that newspapers would not be so keen on because of the BBC’s responsibility under its Charter 

to educate, to inform and to entertain. “Those are three key words you should always have in 

your head, as someone who works for the BBC,” he said. 

 

According to Holt, a lot of sports news is defined by the sporting calendar. The BBC has always 

tried “to be terribly audience-focused” and he knows the events that are going to interest its 

audiences. Holt said personal experience also helps him to define what resonates with sports 

audiences. He was never a great player, but he watches, reads, listens to and loves sport. “I think 

you can get to understand it, pick it up subconsciously from other people’s values,” he said. 

Other pointers are the stories reported by rival sports media and comments on social media. Holt 

said it is captivating to follow Twitter, for instance, to see the things that engage people.  

 

At the time of their interviews, Kelly and Cash were on long term assignments to focus on 

Olympic sports and athletes,
149

 so some of the decisions about what to include were already 

made for them. Kelly said the Olympic sports he covers are generally not mainstream sports but 

are ones people are likely to be interested in by default: “It’s my job to decide how I make those 

sports and the personalities interesting to a mainstream audience,” he said.  

 

Kelly described his approach as “far more nuanced” than coverage of the big sports, soccer in 

particular. When looking for newsworthiness in Olympic sports, he asks: Is it going to catch the 

eye of somebody who would not normally care about and traditionally does not engage with this 

sport (for example, field hockey, modern pentathlon, slalom canoeing and so on)? Is the story 

important? Does it affect someone’s Olympic qualification chances? Is there a big rivalry 

developing that people will care about during the Games? Is it quirky or funny? Does it show 

off a side of the sport that people would not realise exists and might find interesting? 

 

Cash, too, sets out to find stories his audience would not otherwise have known about. He looks 

for new information to enrich the audience’s knowledge of the Olympic sport and inform them 

about its characters. He said even though much of his reporting is personality-led, the coverage 

must be warranted. Such triggers include the significance or magnitude of an athlete’s 

achievement. Despite not having any footage, Cash said he recently reported on a young British 

athlete [details removed] breaking the national record for a second time, “because it was such a 

momentous occasion it warranted a news story. She’s British so obviously it’s of utmost 

importance to our audience.”    
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 Both journalists began reporting on Olympic sports for BBC television, radio and the web more than 

12 months before the 2012 Games.  
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During an Olympics, the BBC operates two distinct Olympic Games websites – one is UK-

facing, catering to a domestic audience, whereas the other is an international-facing site geared 

towards overseas audiences. Each site has its own front page editor.  

 

Journalists agreed the top stories on the UK-facing site
150

 reflected a preference for the best or 

most notable British performances. Cash said the shift in focus to sports the British are good at 

and have success in, rather than audience interest, explains why stories about athletics, cycling, 

rowing and sailing – sports that are not widely followed outside the Games – took top billing 

online. Blackmore agreed British success took precedence in the BBC’s online Olympics 

coverage but attributed it to the audience’s desire for good news rather than bad news. Beyond 

that: 

You have a certain number of stars who are of a certain cachet or 

importance. So Michael Phelps and Usain Bolt are obviously huge 

draws … People are fascinated by everything they do. A rolling text 

commentary or a live blog will often be the lead story. Certainly, while 

events are going on that will be the top story because that’s what people 

want to know, what’s happening now, what just happened. 

 

Holt, who holds a senior editorial position, said it is rare for there not to be a consensus on what 

is important. Strong stories people will talk about make it into the top spot on the Games 

website. “In this day and age, they’ve got to be good picture stories,” he said. “They’re probably 

personality-driven or they’re something quirky enough to become viral.” 

 

5.4.3  The CBC 

Canadian journalists pointed to audience interest as the major decider in their sports news 

selection. However, outside of assignments to cover Olympic/high performance sports, it is a 

specific, narrow field of audience interest – defined by men’s professional team sports. As a 

journalist who tries to champion Olympic/high performance sports coverage, North said it is 

difficult to raise public knowledge about them when: 

… you turn on the radio and sports talk shows and the sports channels 

are completely dominated by hockey, by professional sports. For 

example, tomorrow is Kitzbühel, one of the biggest races in the alpine 

ski season, and if a Canadian was to win Kitzbühel it still wouldn’t lead 

the sportscast because hockey, professional sports still rule.   

 

In the region where Roberts is based, several forces combine to deliver the top sports spot to ice 

hockey by a clear margin. He said the local team is the leading sports story every day – 

regardless of the season. He described a market so dominated by ice hockey “everyone feels 
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compelled to cover it 24/7, 365 days of the year”. Roberts said the pro sports are adept at 

feeding the 24-hour news machine. They have the money, the resources including professional 

media relations staff, and the knowhow to get their stories out there. When he gets the brief to 

cover high performance sports, Roberts said he reports on high achievers and applies “the 

classic storytelling rules that anyone looks for in a good story”: compelling characters, good 

pictures and sound, and a little bit of drama or conflict.  

 

Long, once “a pack rat” following the pros around in the “very limiting, tightly controlled” 

arena of men’s professional sport, now specialises in high performance sports coverage
151

 where 

there are “myriad possibilities in subject matter”. He said a key decider is the story’s 

significance to Canadians, based on the gravity of the event and the gravity of the result from a 

Canadian perspective. As consumers of sport, Long said, Canadians also like winners. When 

one of their own succeeds on the world stage in winter high performance sport, people tend to 

pay attention. An exception is tennis player, Milos Raonic: “There’s a lot of news value, a lot of 

importance attached to his developing story,” Long said. “Canadians like to see their own 

succeed.”
152

  

  

In his role as a specialist sports reporter [details removed], Porter focuses on stories to attract 

the interest of the “more or less non-sports audience” for mainstream newscasts: “Any time I 

see a sports story that I think may resonate I say to the editors, ‘I think we should do this and 

here’s why’.” As an important part of popular culture, Porter said sport offers: 

… some of the most fascinating stories out there because they have an 

element of drama right from the get go. The stories that people want to 

hear have drama; they have conflict – sports is rife with that kind of 

thing – so they’re natural stories for people to gravitate towards, but 

you have to do it in a way that makes it accessible and interesting for 

people who may not be as immersed as I am, or as others are who like 

sports.        

 

As with their counterparts at the ABC and BBC, CBC journalists pointed to an overriding 

interest in the achievements of their country’s athletes ahead of all others during the Olympic 

Games. Aside from medals won (success), the drivers of coverage included: Does this matter to 

Canadians? Is the world talking about this? Is this inspirational?  

As well as the accomplishments of Canadian athletes, the journalists said world records and big 

names make news. Usain Bolt setting a world record in the most watched race at the Games was 

a top story (or in the top two if a Canadian also won gold on the same day). Online writers also 
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 Canadian journalists used the terms high performance, amateur and Olympic interchangeably to refer 

to elite level sports other than the professional leagues (ice hockey, basketball, football and baseball). 
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 Raonic was playing in the Australian Open when the interview was conducted with Long. 
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“Canadianise” stories about international athletes by adding quotes from the CBC’s on-air 

commentators. North said other contenders for top stories were those involving controversy. 

Should two Canadians win equivalent medals in different sports on the same day, the higher 

profile athlete in the better known and “more understood” sport would get the higher spot 

online: “A swimmer with a gold medal would get the nod, whether male or female, over a 

judoka with a gold medal,” he said.   

 

5.5  The sports audience 

As indicated in the preceding section, journalists at the ABC, BBC and CBC most frequently 

refer to audience interest as the key criterion in their sports news selection. The following 

section reports on the journalists’ knowledge of their respective audiences and how they have 

acquired this information.  

 

5.5.1  The ABC 

Its journalists point out that the ABC is not a niche broadcaster. Rather, its remit is to provide 

content for all Australians and that, according to Grant, is “a very difficult one for us to nail 

down”. He described the ABC as a generalist media organisation that targets a broad range of 

(chiefly) Australian people. Most journalists said the ABC’s general audience is older (40 to 45 

years and over, with the majority aged 60 years and over) and better educated than audiences for 

the commercial broadcast media. The demographic for sports audiences echoed that range, 

although Decker thought its core age group was around 50. 

  

Decker said ratings for ABC radio and hits on its website confirmed the role sport plays in the 

lives of its audiences:
153

  

You’d have to say that there is a very large demand out there for sport. 

Especially in radio, no other station does the breadth of sport we do. No 

one else does cricket. Other stations of course do rugby league and 

AFL, but we also do rugby union, soccer, netball, golf, tennis. We’re 

often in a unique position as the only ones providing coverage of these 

events.  

 

Adams had no doubt there is enormous interest in sport in Australia and, like the wider 

community, ABC listeners, viewers and readers engaged with it to varying degrees. Adams said 

he wrote for the gamut, from the occasionally interested to the avid sports nuts who talk about 
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 Decker said the same used to apply to television, but the ABC could no longer afford the rights to “the 

high profile, big audience sports”. He said more than one million people tuned in to Grandstand at the 

weekends, via 60 local radio stations around Australia, and the ABC’s online sports pages got in excess of 

100,000 hits per day. 
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little else other than what is happening in sport and how their local team is doing. Foster wrote 

for listeners who knew nothing about sport – so they would understand the story.  

 

The journalists pointed to various sources of information about what interests ABC sports 

audiences. They ranged from intuition to knowledge gained from formal research. Foster was in 

the first group: “A lot of it is what I’m interested in and what I think they’ll be interested in,” he 

said. “When you sit down at the end of the day, you want to know the top four or five things 

that have happened, whether it’s city, state, national or international sport.” Edwards cited 

anecdotal evidence: “You just hear people talking, general hearsay,” he said. “You don’t get 

issued with reports.”  

 

Grant relied on hits for online stories and feedback via email, Facebook, Twitter and other 

social media to provide qualitative information about what people were interested in. The quick 

feedback from Twitter audiences gave Jacobs a pretty good feel for their likes and dislikes: “It 

isn’t as easy [to gauge] when you’re broadcasting on a radio or TV news bulletin,” he said. 

However, Decker described a formal process of regular ratings reports for radio, online and 

television that indicated the strengths of various sports with their audiences. The information 

was either circulated by senior staff or was available to all staff via intranet distribution lists.  

  

The journalists agreed the common themes in feedback were pitches from sports bodies for 

coverage of their sports and public complaints about an inappropriate level of coverage of some 

sports. Jacobs said:  

The majority of the time, it’s their interest in that sport that is creating 

the feeling their sport should be covered. And, sometimes they’re right. 

We don’t give smaller sports the coverage they probably deserve, but 

the majority of the time we do need to put the argument that the wider 

audience doesn’t have the same interest in that sport as the person 

making the complaint. 

 

5.5.2  The BBC 

Journalists at the BBC said they were well aware of their target audiences and their interests, 

thanks to staff briefings on BBC-commissioned research, including surveys and focus groups, 

direct feedback from their audiences (increasingly via Twitter), anecdotal evidence and personal 

experience.  

 

Holt described three types of audiences, characterised according to the role sport plays in their 

lives: the sports nuts or aficionados, the main or big eventers and the sports objectors. He said 

the first group was the BBC’s core constituency. The sports nuts will watch, read and listen 

anyway. The second group went to the big events. Holt said main eventers were interested in the 



 

182 

 

 

Australian Open tennis but not necessarily in the Sydney Open. They would be there when the 

medals come out – for the Olympics, but not necessarily for a World Championship: 

The ones who are really tough to get are sports objectors. They don’t 

get sport and they don’t understand it. [It’s] … better for us to attract 

the harder-to-reach audience. Some people will come to it anyway and 

we don’t need to work too hard for them. 

 

Cash covers Olympic sports. He said the audience is primarily sports fans (because they are 

visiting the BBC’s sports website). However, they were not necessarily fans of 

Olympic/“minority” sports. Cash knows it is often the quirky or unusual things that get the most 

hits, so he tries to balance those types of stories with reporting that informs his audience:  

While we do aim to please our audience and give them what they want, 

it’s also about giving them stuff they don’t know they want or they 

don’t particularly want, but would still find interesting once they’ve 

read it. 

 

Kelly talked about main eventers as well as an audience that is reflected in his life. They were a 

broad range of people, he said. And he had to get them to care enough to pick his stories and 

read them: 

I’ve got the sense in the years I’ve been in this industry for what will 

engage people on a broad scale. You hear a phrase or see something 

about a sport and you think, ‘That’s what we need to tell them. That’s 

what we need to bring out in this story.’ Everyone I’ve met has sort of 

rubbed off on me a little bit as to what their interests are and how I can 

tap into that. 

 

Who Blackmore is writing for depends on the sport, the medium, the story format and even the 

time of day. Up to 70 per cent of BBC website users are based in the UK, but the broadcaster’s 

reach extends around the world and the user DNA varies: 

If it’s test cricket, the majority of people will be male, but Wimbledon 

brings a lot of female users to the BBC sport website. When you’re 

dealing with very big events, like an Olympics or an athletics World 

Championship, you have to bear in mind that it will bring people who 

aren’t so obsessed with the day-to-day minutiae of sports.  

 

Blackmore attributed his knowledge of what interests an audience to intuition, made up of 

things he has read, heard or talked about with people. From the BBC’s website statistics pages 

he can see who is reading what, although they are not an entirely accurate indicator of interest 

“because a story that has top billing occupies a better piece of real estate on the site than a story 

that’s lower down, so it naturally gets more hits”. From the BBC’s regular user testing he knew 

the sorts of stories people wanted and their preferred format for consuming sports news. 

Blackmore publishes most of his work in a blog and he is on Twitter as well. The beauty of 

these formats is their “Comments” sections:  
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Having grown up with it, I am a huge fan. I love the interaction 

between the journalist and the user that you didn’t have in the days of 

print journalism. And that interest and feedback mechanism I find 

really, really useful in determining what else I’m going to do.  

 

5.5.3  The CBC 

The types of audiences for CBC sports coverage also range across the spectrum, according to 

sport’s role in their lives. Journalists said the diehards or “total geeked-out fans” who typically 

consumed all-sports television and radio were attracted to the broadcaster’s online services at 

CBCsports.ca. The audience for high performance/Olympic sports coverage was, potentially, all 

Canadians. This group tended to be a little older and comprised of more women than the 

diehards. For sports segments broadcast within news bulletins, it is a more general news 

audience.  

 

Porter writes for the latter group. Years of trial and error have helped him to gauge what will 

interest his audience. He said he listens to what people who are not big sports fans talk about – 

from his family to people on public transport. He tried to keep abreast of the stories people were 

reading online, what they were tweeting about and the stories other journalists were doing. 

“More than anything else, it’s just experience,” he said. “And over time, observing and paying 

close attention to things gives you a better idea of what works and what doesn’t.” At the same 

time, Porter said he performed a delicate balancing act because his editors expected him to 

respond quickly to the breaking sports news of the day. 

 

Roberts said consultants had told the CBC their audiences are only interested in hockey and “a 

little bit” of Canadian football, except for stories in the style of the NBC’s Olympics sports 

profiles – “amazing pieces on certain American athletes that are beautiful and compelling, 

dramatic and really expensive to produce” – which, Roberts said, CBC journalists did not have 

the time or resources to do. “I have no idea how they come up with the numbers,” Roberts said. 

“They say they do focus groups and whatever, that’s what we’re told.” 

 

When the journalists described the feedback they got from audiences, most referred to the 

benefits of being able to interact with their readers, listeners or viewers via social media. Long 

said comments on Twitter and in emails were generally positive and reinforced his conviction 

about the importance of covering high performance sports: “We have a substantial constituency 

out there for this kind of sport,” he said. “The one thing about people who follow high 

performance sport is that they are not afraid to express their opinion.” 
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5.6  Women’s sports coverage and accounting for relative improvements during the 

Olympic Games 

This section considers the journalists’ perceptions of the amount of everyday coverage given to 

women’s sports in their own countries and what contributes to that result. Then, it reviews the 

factors the journalists say kick in during an Olympics to alter the balance in the media’s 

gendered sports coverage.  

  

5.6.1  The ABC 

The ABC journalists agreed that, just as studies point to the international sports media’s under-

reporting of female athletes and women’s sports (Duncan & Messner, 2005; Jorgensen, 2005; 

Kian et al., 2008; Messner & Cooky, 2010), the same disparity existed in Australian media 

coverage. In the ABC’s defence, Foster said, it covered “a lot more women’s sport than other 

organisations in Australia”. Edwards attributed the difference by gender in domestic media 

coverage to a reflection of the level of public interest in men’s sports or the number of “bums on 

seats”: 

Women’s sport also gets far less attendance [interviewee emphasis] 

than some of the other sports and male sports – male team sports or 

individual sports. I think that research reflects the fact that there’s just 

not as much public interest in them. Rightly or wrongly, it’s not for me 

to say, the public interest in those sports is reflected in the coverage. 

 

Jacobs estimated that the big men’s sports of Aussie rules, rugby league, cricket and rugby 

union racked up 75 per cent or more of coverage in Australia, but it would be higher in the 

southern states where AFL was a “very suffocating sport to compete against”. He said the 

dominance of soccer globally (the “world game”) and of football, baseball and basketball in the 

US also skewed the media’s focus in those markets towards men’s sports: “If you took the 

major men’s professional sports out of each news market I think you’d find the numbers were 

still in favour of men but by nowhere near the [current] ratio.”  

 

Money fuelled the dominance of men’s sports, according to Grant, who described their cycle of 

coverage in Australia as a self-fulfilling prophecy: 

Because men’s sport has all the money, that’s where the focus is, and 

because it has the money it gets the attention, and because it’s got the 

attention it gets the media coverage. And women’s sport is left playing 

catch-up.  

 

ABC journalists attributed the comparative spike in women’s sports coverage during the 

Olympic Games to the event’s profile, the elite level or quality of competition and the athletes’ 

achievements – regardless of gender or nationality. Decker said there was less gender 

discrimination in coverage at the Olympics because women’s performances were part of such a 
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huge event, whereas outside the Games there were fewer top level women’s sports contests 

week in, week out, compared with men’s competitions in cricket, rugby league and AFL. Grant 

said their equal billing at the Olympics provided the opportunity for “the achievements of the 

women athletes … [to be] shown on an equal playing field with the men”. Foster referred to the 

effect of “concentration”, where “you’ve got athletes there and their stories are there all the time 

and it’s all about the Olympics”.   

 

Other factors are also at worked to boost sportswomen’s profiles during the Olympics, 

according to Grant. Because the Olympic Games transcend sport, they magnify the news values 

of cultural proximity (or parochialism), prominence and interest. “There’s a whole issue about 

national identity and the fact that you’re competing for your country,” he said. “I think that 

really resonates.”  

 

Jacobs said results and not bias explained the sports media’s continued emphasis on the deeds, 

trials and accomplishments of male Olympic athletes. Men, being “more capable of amazing 

performances”, were more likely to be covered: 

One thing I guess that would skew the numbers in favour of men is 

purely a physiological one in that men are more physically able to run 

faster, jump higher, throw further and … that would then add to the 

spectacular nature of the results they were putting up there. Certainly, 

the men’s and women’s events may have similar drama, so to speak, 

but it would be purely the men that have the physiological advantage 

that might make their results more interesting to the public than the 

women’s.   

   

5.6.2  The BBC 

Three of the four journalists at the BBC had similar perceptions of the amount of coverage the 

media in the UK and their employer devoted to women’s sports. Holt said newspaper sports 

coverage in particular was very male biased. He attributed the BBC’s “far more balanced” web, 

television and radio sports coverage to the number of female presenters, experts and reporters 

among its diverse staff who “represent all groups in society”. At the same time, Holt 

acknowledged the BBC still had a way to go to provide a fair reflection of sporting achievement 

across the board: 

A lot of it is about tradition and heritage and I think people have gone 

along with it for far too long. The most expensive [media] rights we 

acquire are things like football/soccer. I mean football just so dominates 

the agenda over here … It’s a vicious cycle and it needs more events 

like the Olympics to change it.  

 

Cash is familiar with the statistics of gender bias in UK sports coverage. He has reported on the 

issue and he quoted official figures that showed only 5 per cent of the UK sports media’s 
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coverage was focused on women. At the same time, Cash said, the BBC was leading the way in 

reporting on women’s sports. Examples included the purchase of telecast rights for the women’s 

European basketball championship and coverage of women’s football, as well as so-called 

obscure, minority women’s sports that might not have widespread popularity but were followed 

by “a fanatical audience” that appreciated what the BBC was doing. “It’s not perfect,” Cash 

said. “We definitely need to cover more, but in terms of what our competitors do, we’re doing 

far more.” 

 

Blackmore said if there was inequality in the UK media’s coverage of sportswomen and men, he 

hoped the BBC, which is meant to be impartial and impeccably fair, wasn’t part of the problem. 

In his time [details removed] with the BBC, the journalist said he had never seen a decision 

made on the basis of: “This is men’s sports, let’s put it above women’s sports.” Blackmore 

agreed there was more interest in some women’s sports than others (tennis and athletics 

compared with rugby, for example), but said his reporting gave just as much prominence to 

successful female athletes as their male counterparts.
154

 

 

Blackmore attributed the higher degree of media attention to female Olympians to the event’s 

status (only in tennis, he said, is a Grand Slam title more prestigious than winning at the 

Olympics). People responded to the lure of the big event with a willingness to watch sports – 

both men’s and women’s – that, in the intervening years, they were not interested in. “It’s 

almost like the Olympics is the point where people get interested in things like slalom canoeing 

or kayaking because it feels like it matters,” Blackmore said. And, part of why the Olympic 

Games mattered around the world was the event’s history, its meaning and the stories it threw 

up. Blackmore recalled reporting from Olympics Park in Beijing in 2008 and the “incredible 

feeling” that he was at the centre of the world’s focus for two weeks: 

You get a sense that it’s the ultimate in sport, that it’s various national 

identities … [and] national pride being represented through sport, of old 

rivalries taking place on sporting courts and fields, whereas before they 

might have been in more violent terms. So I think the Olympics does 

have a unique hold and a unique interest to people.  

 

For the sports media, gender becomes irrelevant once athletes step out at the Olympic Games, 

according to Cash. Sportswomen got more attention, every four years, because there was a 

general consensus within the media that they deserve to be reported on – as successful 

sportspeople. “It’s more about that medal table and how many medals we can rack up, rather 

than whether they’re male, female, alien, whatever,” Cash said.  
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Holt agreed gender was not a consideration at an Olympic Games – for either the sports media 

or the public. Rather, the elite competition and the public’s appreciation of it increased the 

sports media’s coverage: 

The Olympics has top class sports being played by men and women at 

absolutely the highest levels and people ‘get’ the Olympics. People get 

medals being hung around athletes’ necks, whether they’re men or 

women. 

 

Kelly said the availability and ease of access to most sports at the Olympics, both on air and on 

the ground where the venues are usually in relatively close proximity to the international 

broadcasting centre, were key factors behind the greater attention given to female athletes: 

It’s put in front of people on a plate – certainly news editors and 

certainly the audience – in as much as it’s there happening on television 

in front of them. The story’s plain for everyone to see. … [Tied] in with 

that is the Olympics makes women’s sport ‘interesting’. To a wider 

audience and commissioning editors across newspapers and television, 

the word ‘Olympics’ and the Olympic competitive environment adds a 

level of intrigue and audience engagement that they feel wouldn’t 

otherwise be there. 

 

5.6.3  The CBC 

When asked about the state of sports coverage in Canada, journalists at the CBC generally 

agreed there was no contest. Thanks to a heavy focus on male, North American-centric 

professional sports throughout the year, men’s sports dominated in the general sports media and 

ice hockey (the NHL) was the clear favourite. It rules on CBC Network Sports where, North 

said, it was the broadcaster’s “bread and butter … [and] front and centre on the website”. 
155

 

 

Long observed that hockey is a national obsession to the extent that communities in the major 

cities – Toronto, Montreal, Winnipeg, Calgary, Edmonton and Vancouver – follow it so closely 

that “the rhythm of the seasons” is determined by the local hockey team’s success: 

People wake up in the morning and if the team has won the city has a 

good day. If the team is on a losing streak, you know things are not 

going well in Calgary or Winnipeg. It’s just that subliminal feeling that 

the hockey team and its success or failure can create. 

 

The journalists agreed that the bulk of the coverage time and space left over after hockey went 

to the three other professional men’s team sports of football (the NFL), baseball and basketball, 

but their estimates varied regarding the amount of attention female athletes and women’s sports 

received in the Canadian media. Porter, who thought under-reporting of women’s sports was not 

necessarily occurring at the CBC, agreed it happened in other media but was not sure of the 
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extent. Roberts said the CBC’s Olympics coverage adhered to the values of equity and 

inclusiveness, but these went out the window in the intervening period when the pressures to 

make money from coverage of the more commercial men’s professional sports took over. Long 

said outside the Olympics the Canadian media’s focus favoured men’s sports by 3 to 1. Mason 

said the gap is wider, particularly on television where about 90 per cent of reports were about 

professional men’s sports “before they ever get into amateur sport”. 

 

One of the reasons women’s sports are overlooked, journalists said, is the dearth of professional 

leagues. Those that were running, such as the women’s soccer league, were struggling to 

survive. Canadian women’s hockey, with its semi-professional league, was lucky if it got a story 

written about it a few times a year, Porter said, whereas “the NHL players are on the front page 

of the sports pages every day and there definitely is a lack of equity”. In its defence, North said, 

the CBC was the only network that comprehensively packaged and presented amateur high 

performance (Olympic) sports: 

… and we certainly don’t have any gender bias. In fact, a lot of 

Canada’s best high performance athletes are female, so you might see 

even more coverage of the female competitions than you will of the 

males just because, especially at the [winter] Olympics, most of 

Canada’s medals have come from women.  

 

Roberts said the commercial media not only largely ignored women’s sport, what little coverage 

there was trivialised female athletes: 

Looking at newspapers and especially online coverage there is now 

more coverage of things like the lingerie football league, Sports 

Illustrated’s swimsuit edition and cheerleader photo montages than 

actual women’s sport. I can’t understand why, other than to think that 

editors have found it’s a way to attract eyeballs from the traditional 

male sports audience. 

 

Canadian journalists linked the greater media interest in women’s sports during the Olympics to 

the event’s spectacle, the coming together of “the best of the best” and opportunity – the latter 

due to an almost-equal number of events for women as men at the summer Games, although 

Mason argued that there were still gender inequities with men’s events and finals getting more 

prominent scheduling and prime time slots on television. Other than these instances, he said, the 

equality of genders was handed on a plate to the broadcast media that had bought telecast rights 

to the Games. “It’s easy to cover,” Mason said, “because they have paid for all this stuff.” With 

newspapers, it was different: 

The major papers here would send about six reporters these days, not a 

lot. So that’s a lot of things these newspapers have to cover, and when 

you travel distances for events you have to make judicious decisions 

about what you cover. I would say print reporters are covering what 

they would define as the best story, and the best story is defined by 
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who’s likely to win a medal. And in Canada, without question for the 

past 20 or 30 years, our women have demonstrably won and performed 

higher and had better success than our men. 

 

Other journalists agreed the spike in coverage for sportswomen during the Olympics came down 

to medal success. North said the sports media were “just responsive to how well female 

Canadian athletes do”. Long said when Canadian women won Olympic medals, “we’re going to 

cover them and we’re going to cover them heavily”. He said the timing of that success and the 

circumstances also affected coverage. In 2008, wrestler Carol Huynh’s win eight days into the 

Games broke a gold medal drought for Canada. It made a big splash and carried the day, Long 

said. Her “back story” (Huynh is the daughter of Vietnamese refugees) created a great deal of 

interest too: “It really moved her up [on all of the CBC’s platforms], made her an important 

Canadian on that day and it was really quite significant.”  

 

Like North and Long, Porter said an athlete’s gender did not really matter: “It’s what they’ve 

done and the barriers and hurdles they’ve overcome that have been the story and the reason they 

got the attention.” Roberts believed novelty kicked in too, giving the Olympics appeal beyond 

the traditional male sports audiences in Canada. He said CBC research showed “a huge 

percentage of women and men who did not normally consume sports paid attention to the 

Olympics, probably because the Games only came around every four years”. Roberts said the 

Olympics put female athletes on an equal stage with the men, for the most part, and allowed for 

unique storytelling. As well, the aesthetic sports, such as figure skating in winter and 

gymnastics in summer, were prominent Olympic sports and the female stars in them were 

probably better known than their male counterparts.  

 

5.7  Initiatives to support better coverage of women’s sports 

This section reports on initiatives the journalists considered would facilitate a higher media 

profile for women’s sports in their respective countries.  

 

5.7.1  The ABC 

Those campaigning for more coverage of women’s sports have to be proactive in promoting 

their sports in order to attract greater public interest and must acknowledge that the sports media 

are not solely responsible for their predicament, according to ABC journalists. Foster said of 

course the ability to self-promote came down to money, sponsorship and expertise. He used 

netball in Australia as an example of what other organisations should be doing: creating a 

spectacle around the game and hyping the excitement to draw sell-out crowds. “More money 

and more sponsorship – a lot of it comes down to that, that’s the shame of it,” Foster said.  
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Edwards said the problem was more than one of under-funding and a lack of sponsors. 

Women’s and some men’s sports needed to improve the standard of their competitions. Edwards 

said netball and basketball had landed free-to-air television coverage because they had pushed 

hard and achieved some good results. “Everyone likes teams that are winning,” he said. 

“Rightly or wrongly, they’ve probably sexed it up a little bit too to appeal to male audiences. 

Getting on TV attracts the sponsors and their product [is seen] on their uniforms.” 

 

Adams said even though social media now provided the opportunity for sports bodies and 

athletes to circumvent sports journalists and media gatekeeping, the fight against the traditional 

supremacy of certain men’s sports would always be tough: 

If you look at the history of Australian media covering sport … there’s 

almost a pecking order that’s come down. Because of that it’s where the 

interest is in the audience and that’s what sells the papers and that’s 

what gets you the audience on TV. 

 

There are mixed perceptions among ABC journalists about the degree to which reporter gender 

affects the selection of sports for coverage. Jacobs said it made sense that gender played a role. 

So did personal experience and there was no surprise in the product if the sports reporting team 

was predominantly male:  

Maybe men feel more comfortable covering men’s sports because they 

have that knowledge either through experience, through having played 

that sport, or having at least some recognition of what those athletes are 

going through. Certainly I would feel more comfortable covering a 

men’s football tournament than covering a women’s gymnastics 

tournament, purely because [having played the game] I feel I have more 

insight. 

 

In Foster’s experience, the popularity of a sport, more than the gender of the person assigning 

the story, determined what was reported. And, the more live television coverage a sport got, the 

greater its public popularity. Jacobs doubted that it would “completely correct the imbalance 

that we currently see”, but said it was fair to assume that employing more women in reporting 

and editorial roles would boost women’s sport coverage. Grant, however, was leery of such 

suggestions and averse to such practices. Reporters were reporters, he said, and they should be 

able to be assigned to any sport: 

Sport is just another genre of news in the same way that politics and 

business are genres of news. A reporter should never look at you and 

say, ‘Sorry I don’t do politics’ if you asked them to cover a political 

story. But there seems to be this attitude they can say that about sport.  

 

5.7.2  The BBC 

All sports, whether played by women or men, have a duty to be proactive if they want to attract 

more media coverage, according to the BBC’s Kelly. In the lead-up to a home Olympics in 



 

191 

 

 

London in 2012, Olympic sports in Britain had a unique opportunity for media coverage, 

engagement with people participating in sport, sponsorship, athletes’ development and funding 

from UK Sport. Kelly said equestrian and hockey led the way, employing a former newspaper 

journalist to dig into them and find the personalities and characters to make their sports a 

saleable asset. 

 

“Feeding the chooks” is not new, but Kelly said it might have to be the broader template for 

raising women’s coverage profiles – where sports organisations did some of the legwork for 

sports journalists by “excavating interesting personalities for stories” that would make good 

copy: 

I’m firmly of the belief that journalists should be doing that job, not 

sport governing bodies, but in a 21
st
 century environment where 

funding and resources for journalism and time allowed to work on 

stories … are shrinking, I can understand why sport governing bodies 

and newspapers would welcome giving journalists a hand. 

 

As well as information subsidies from sports organisations, Kelly said the public must demand 

change from the media to bring women’s sports out of the shadows. Every generation started, he 

said, from a base where it first becomes aware of what sport is and what is available to it. It 

needed a number of that generation to say, “Hang on a minute, there should be more of this 

sport or that sport”, for that balance to shift, and successive generations to keep up the 

momentum before “you start to get on a more even keel”.  

 

Blackmore said for women’s sports to make headway in the competition for media attention 

required a combination of attitude change in society, away from preconceived and dated ideas 

about sports that were appropriate for female athletes, as well as a steady supply of female 

sports characters and success stories to attract the public’s interest. Holt’s advice for those 

trying to boost the profile of women’s sports was to be more flexible in targeting the media, 

more pragmatic and a bit “cute” (as in clever) or strategic. Live sports telecasts were not the be-

all and end-all: “They’re not going to do it [for any sport] unless that sport pays for itself and 

then it will be on Sky probably,” he said. A multi-genre approach was better value. Getting 

guests into slots on breakfast shows and early evening magazine programs (in front of audiences 

in the millions) and “working” new media could help to publicise a sport and generate stories. 

So, too, could opportunism. In the UK, Holt said, the Football Association had leveraged 

negotiations for TV coverage of men’s football to include women’s games.  

 

Journalists at the BBC, like their ABC counterparts, had different views about a link between 

the gender of reporters and editors and their sports news choices. Blackmore said he hoped 
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sexism and ignorance would not influence such decisions, and BBC journalists covered sports 

on their merits not on the gender of the athletes. Holt would like to think BBC journalists were 

so focused on what interested their audience that gender was irrelevant.  

 

Kelly said the BBC sport newsroom had “a pretty large” number of women working in it, yet 

not much had changed in the balance of sports being reported:  

Now, you could say that’s because the balance of sports is reasonably 

correct at the moment. I’m not sure it is. If more staff come on board 

who are deeply engaged with women’s sport and understand where 

stories are and how to make those stories interesting … I suppose it 

would affect the balance of coverage because you’d have them queuing 

up at the news editor’s desk every day saying, ‘Look, this is a great 

story’, in a way that doesn’t happen now. 

 

Cash said there was little use appointing women to lead newsrooms and expecting women’s 

sports would get more attention as a result. Male dominated newsrooms and their attitudes were 

a reflection of society: “Women aren’t necessarily valued in society, so why would they be 

valued in sport?”  

 

5.7.3  The CBC 

Like their counterparts at the ABC and BBC, CBC journalists had country-specific and broader 

ideas for improving the lot of women’s sports coverage. Porter said several things had to come 

together at the same time. Male sports leagues had to step up to help female sports get off the 

ground. One model was basketball and the NBA’s initiative to create the WNBA. “It makes 

good business sense,” Porter said, “to try to show female sports fans you’re interested in them as 

well and in trying to help female athletes get to the top of their sports like the men do.” As well, 

female athletes must continue to campaign for greater media attention, despite the belief among 

some sportswomen that “they don’t necessarily have all the history as professional athletes as 

the men do and it’s just going to take time”. Finally, Porter said, corporate sponsors that had yet 

to recognise the benefits of potentially aligning themselves with female sports and female 

athletes had to get on board.  

 

In a similar vein, Roberts said women’s sports needed a critical mass of interest and smart 

people to make a business case for their coverage: “Ultimately the media are in it to make 

money, to get eyeballs and to get advertisers. Given the way it exists right now … it’s not going 

to happen in television.” Online was one promising avenue, Roberts said, pointing to the work 
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of espnW.com where highly polished and well-produced segments highlighted the 

accomplishments of female athletes.
156

  

 

Long saw a direct link between gender and sports coverage decisions, and proposed the 

appointment of more women sports journalists and presenters as one way to get better coverage 

of female sports. At the same time, he noted women presenters on Canada’s all-sports networks 

were still presenting male-dominated professional sport – an outcome he attributed to the almost 

exclusively male decision makers (sports editors) in Canada’s sports broadcasting media. He 

also sympathised with female journalists who attached more prestige to the men’s sports round: 

“I understand that completely and that’s why the presenters here who are female see it as a real 

plum to be able to cover national hockey league action.”  

 

Roberts did not regard covering women’s sports as a demotion, but said that probably stemmed 

from his background [details removed]. He was always interested in covering women’s sports 

where there was a good story or a really good competition and trying to bring the event to life or 

create something compelling for the viewer. Roberts said he understood the argument that there 

is more prestige attached to covering the big men’s sports: “Getting your face involved in that is 

good for your own profile as a reporter. It depends on what you’re in the business for.” 

 

Mason said female reporters were right to think covering professional men’s teams was the way 

to get ahead: “If they want air time, they follow the events the assignment editors are going to 

put to air.” He suspected, too, that female journalists got tired of carrying the mantle for 

women’s sports. They could become tainted or labelled for coming up with “another women-in-

sports story or idea”, so it took somebody with a lot of backbone and diplomacy to pitch and 

defend those ideas. Against these odds, Mason said women’s sports would make coverage 

headway only if there were major, systemic changes. They needed champions and support from 

the top within the media – decision makers prepared to buck the group-think of tradition and 

who understood that it was important to give greater exposure to women and girls competing in 

sport.  

 

Women’s sports also needed equity in the inception of events, from domestic to international 

competitions, to enhance coverage opportunities. Mason said at the Olympic Games, sports such 

as soccer had more men’s teams than women’s, so there were more men’s games. The 

scheduling of women’s events and finals in different sports often overlapped or clashed, 
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preventing their sports from being showcased.
157

 Mason sais host broadcasters do have the 

influence to achieve better scheduling for women’s sports. Along with sports governing bodies 

and the International Olympic Committee, they just needed the will.  

 

According to Porter, female and male sport journalists should be assigned to stories on merit, 

not (their or the sport’s) gender. Yet he also believed female sports reporters could bring a 

different perspective and voice to stories and would have a better feel than men for what women 

in the audience were thinking about: 

That’s why it’s so important to have a broad base of people working in 

organisations, male and female, disabled and multi-ethnic … you have 

a better sense sometimes of what is happening in your community and 

you can bring that to the table and let people know about stories that 

they otherwise might not know about. 

 

5.8  Discussion: Factors that influence the production of sports news 

Interviews with sports journalists from the ABC, BBC and CBC, along with findings from the 

content analysis of coverage of the 2008 Olympic Games on the three broadcasters, have 

suggested that legacy sports media newswork practices, in particular casting the “news net” 

(Tuchman, 1978a) and selecting news items, continue to be reconstituted online (Kachgal, 

2001). In line with other studies of online and legacy media (Cooky et al., 2013; Fink, 2014; 

Kian & Clavio, 2011; Messner & Cooky, 2010; North, 2012; O'Neill & Mulready, 2014; Scott-

Chapman, 2012), female athletes appeared not to be considered as newsworthy as male athletes 

by the ABC, BBC and CBC.  

 

The lesser news value of sportswomen – characterised by the lower levels of coverage they 

received on all three broadcasters compared with sportsmen (in story and photograph numbers) 

and the discourses within those texts that stereotyped sportswomen, focused on their gender role 

characteristics and devalued their achievements – suggested that online sports journalism at the 

three broadcasters is shaped by the same influences affecting legacy sports media. Based on the 

interviews with the sports journalists and their rationales for sports news choices that favour 

male athletes and men’s sports, these hierarchies of influence on sports newsmaking at the 

ABC, BBC and CBC include media routines, organisational pressures, social factors and 

ideologies (Preston, 2009; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996). The sports journalists’ descriptions of 

their newswork are discussed in the following sections and within the wider context of 

newsmaking in the field of gender, sports and media. 
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5.8.1  Autonomy and sports news decision-making 

The same organisational structures and processes that make daily production of legacy sports 

news possible were evident in the sports newsrooms of the three public broadcasters. The daily 

cycles (and deadlines) of the three broadcast newsrooms required them to set up systems to 

regularly and efficiently (both in terms of time and cost) gather and deliver information 

(Tuchman, 1978a). Rounds or beats were among the “factory-like practices and processes” used 

at the ABC, BBC and CBC to “standardize, naturalize and streamline newswork, thereby 

rendering it more predictable” (Reich & Lahav, 2011, p. 240). As the sports journalists targetted 

particular areas for news, events rather than issues were favoured since the former were an easy 

peg on which to hang a story (Venables, 2008); most sports news was about individuals (often 

as members of teams); and the sports journalists at all three broadcasters tended to use sources 

that deliver required information or comment quickly or reliably (Becker et al., 2000).  

 

At the ABC, BBC and CBC, the journalists described their rounds and the routines of sports 

newsmaking in terms of collaboration and individual initiative, enacted via a series of 

conversations between senior and middle managers, middle managers and their reporters and 

between reporters. Story ideas for everyday coverage came from various sources: the 

newsrooms’ daily diaries of scheduled events such as matches, media conferences and club 

executive meetings, and follow-ups, the journalists’ own knowledge of the sports round in 

general or the specific sports or events to which they have been assigned, the editors (and often 

in response to breaking news), other sports/news media, social media and tip offs. Across the 

newsrooms, the majority of journalists indicated they would like more time and more resources 

to pursue more stories – based on original story ideas as well as follow ups and tips from 

contacts and the wider public – within and across a range of men’s and women’s sports.  

 

In her study of newsmaking, Tuchman (1973, p. 112) suggested that in the “routinization” of 

newswork the form of organisational control was “generally consensual” and relatively free of 

efforts at control by management. Breed’s (1955) research, highlighting organisational 

constraints on news, suggested that journalists’ stories reflected newsroom policy more than 

their personal beliefs. He also argued that beat reporters had more control over their stories than 

did general assignment reporters, a point supported by the majority of sports reporters at the 

ABC, BBC and CBC who, irrespective of their gender, said they had a high level of autonomy 

in their organisation’s regular sports news selection. As an example, one journalist said: 

“Ninety-five per cent of the time you’d be chasing stories you have thought of yourself or been 

fairly clear as to what you are going to chase.”  
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This contrasted with the findings of two studies – one in Australia, the other in the United States 

– showing female sports journalists lacked control over the stories they covered. Baird (1994) 

found male editors in Australia had the final say on stories assigned to female sports journalists. 

Women journalists in newspaper sports departments across the United States, while generally 

happy with the assignments they had been given, also indicated they were assigned to cover 

female sports more than their male counterparts (Miloch, Pedersen, Smucker, & Whisenant, 

2005). However, in interviews with Kian (2007), five out of six US newspaper sportswriters 

(two women and three men) claimed a great deal of autonomy in deciding what events and 

athletes to write about. Kian (2007, p. 11) noted his findings were supported by Hardin and 

Shain (2005) who concluded that researchers “cannot simply blame the lack of coverage given 

to women’s sport on newspaper management or on the mostly male writers who permeate the 

industry, since women are just as likely to aspire to cover men’s sport as male writers”.  

 

The journalists in this study were not asked specifically to nominate the sports they aspired to 

cover, but the majority of women and men expressed satisfaction with their current rounds and 

assignments. Nor did the female journalists say they were more likely to be assigned to cover 

women’s sports than to cover men’s sports. In the absence of bylines with online stories 

published about the 2008 Olympic Games, it is difficult to confirm that the male-dominated 

newsrooms at the ABC, BBC and CBC reward male journalists with what is considered a 

prestigious round in sports reporting.  

 

From the interviews it was clear that men made most of the decisions about coverage at the 

ABC, BBC and CBC simply because they dominated each of the three levels of sports news 

staff at each organisation. Thus, the results regarding this aspect of the broadcasters’ sports 

journalism personnel and their newsmaking appeared to support the concept of hegemonic 

masculinity, where the sports media continued to be the domain of men (Pedersen et al., 2003) 

and, as a consequence, women and men at the ABC, BBC and CBC wrote in the main about 

men’s sports for mostly male audiences.  

 

From the interviews it is also clear that this is not uncontested terrain. At the ABC, BBC and 

CBC, the women and men I spoke to expressed varying degrees of awareness and frustration at 

being “locked in” to the everyday coverage, in and out of season, of men’s professional team 

sports, and the resulting exclusion of both women’s and other, lower profile men’s sports. At 

one end of the spectrum, a BBC journalist described how football, cricket and rugby still 

dominated coverage because, “at the end of the day, as the saying goes, ‘You do what sells the 

papers’, don’t you? You know, what audiences want to see, read, listen to.” In contrast, a CBC 

journalist expressed frustration at the daily bombardment from men’s professional sports 
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coverage, led by ice hockey. He said this “onslaught” stimulated audience and public interest 

which, in turn, reinforced the sports media’s perceptions about the level of interest in ice 

hockey: “It’s just like a great big, ugly snowball rolling down the hill,” he said. “They are 

spoon-fed professional sports.” As a result, audiences were better informed and more 

knowledgeable about the men’s leagues and less tolerant of or interested in coverage of 

anything outside the status quo.  

 

Another CBC journalist described how he was expected to cover the local ice hockey and 

football teams, almost on a daily basis. Because they are the big pro sports and draw big crowds, 

they take up most of his reporting time. “I don’t feel like I have a lot of freedom in my job,” he 

said. 

 

These accounts are not unexpected. They echo Hargreaves’s (2002) observation that masculine 

hegemony in sport is never static and absolute. In the three sports newsrooms at the centre of 

this study, it can be seen as a “currently accepted” (Theberge, 2000, p. 322) but shifting process 

where some journalists accommodate or collude in existing patterns of discrimination in sports 

coverage, whereas others oppose them and struggle for change. In terms of a counter-hegemonic 

push against the lop-sided equation favouring everyday men’s sports coverage on the ABC, 

BBC and CBC, awareness among female journalists and some of their male colleagues, and 

their ongoing advocacy for change, would seem to be positive and important steps.  

 

However, they may be inadequate steps. Shoemaker and Reese’s (1996) theoretical framework 

of news hierarchies showed that editorial gatekeepers (or individual content producers) – 

situated at the core of the five tier model, but with influence in each successive level – 

represented both their profession and their news organisation. As such, the occupational settings 

of the sports journalists at the ABC, BBC and CBC limit their decisions (Keith, 2011). The 

“routines and craft norms that are so much a part of systematic information-gathering” at each 

broadcaster and deliver standardised, recurring patterns of men’s sports news “cannot be easily 

violated” (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 106). In those words, Shoemaker and Reese’s model 

suggested that in most cases (and, potentially, in the newsrooms that are the focus of this study), 

the power of sports rounds or news routines to influence sports news content was “inherently 

greater than the power of individuals to influence [it]” (Keith, 2011, p. 2). Or, as Craft and 

Wanta (2004, p. 125) observed, a chorus of sports news “routines and professional expectations 

can mute the individual voices of journalists”. This suggests that individual sports journalists at 

the ABC, BBC and CBC generally would not be able to consistently exert idiosyncratic 

influence on sports news unless there was no established routine governing sports newsmaking.  
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By their own accounts, the sports journalists at the three broadcasters in this study were locked 

in to a predictable, repeating cycle of men’s sports news production (Lowes, 1997, 1999; 

Tuchman, 1978a) – most of them willingly. Wu (2010) has noted how sports stories that were 

produced in a previous season, year or four-year cycle of the Olympics were usually similar 

either in content or pattern to those being produced in the next cycle. Similarities in both content 

and pattern were apparent in Jones’s studies of the ABC’s online reporting of the 2000, 2004 

and 2008 Olympic Games, the BBC’s online coverage of the 2004 and 2008 Games, and the 

ABC, BBC and CBC’s online coverage in 2008 (Jones, 2004, 2006b, 2013). The focus was 

clearly men’s sports.  

 

Wu (2010, p. 189) said combining cycles of production and processes of scheduled planning, 

both of which might “be thought of as a sports media ‘habitus’ – that is, the unconscious 

patterning of everyday behaviour” – can have two important consequences. Encoded messages 

about gender were reinforced; in the case of Olympics coverage on the three broadcasters I have 

studied, those messages provided “powerful support for an ideal of gender that ascribes different 

natures, attributes and interests to men and women” (Theberge, 2000, p. 322). Sports that can 

guarantee a sufficient and predictable supply of news will be reported more extensively than 

those that cannot (Lowes, 1999). As an example, a CBC journalist described how the 

administrators of men’s professional sports, who understood reporter deadlines and knew when 

to make players available, employed “capture theory” on his round: 

Not only do they practise during office hours – which is really good for 

people [reporters] who want to work a regular week – but they feed you 

stuff. They’re available every day. You can get pictures every day. You 

can talk to them every day. They play every second day. Their in-house 

broadcasting department will give you a lot of material if you ask. 

They’re there to service and to make your life easier and they do. 

 

Outside the Olympics cycle, as their employees’ descriptions indicated, the three broadcasters 

“undoubtedly and overwhelmingly” (Crolley & Teso, 2007, p. 152) constructed sport as a male 

domain, whereas professional male sports were viewed as “the pinnacle of sporting value and 

achievement” (Wensing & Bruce, 2003, p.387). Not only did the journalists’ accounts point to 

the dominance of men’s professional team sports in Australia (rugby league, AFL, cricket), the 

United Kingdom (soccer) and Canada (ice hockey), they also indicated endorsement of that 

situation by the majority of male and one of the female journalists. Billings (2011) argued that 

“no one can deny the impact factor” the sports media exert, a sentiment echoed by Crolley and 

Teso (2007) who said the sports media’s power to shape public consciousness about gender 

should not be understated. Wanta (2006) said the lack of coverage of women’s sports cultivated 

audiences into thinking that women’s sports were not important or non-existent. The majority of 

the sports journalists I interviewed appeared to be constructing and perpetuating “a sense of 
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reality which is culturally encoded” via their news judgments that favoured men’s sports and 

achievements over women’s. Their prejudices, apparently “based on patriarchal ideologies”, 

were being “reproduced, consciously or sub-consciously” (2007, p. 152).  

 

Sports journalists know months and even years in advance that a particular Olympic 

competition and its events will take place at a particular time. Therefore, their sports reporting, 

including accreditation to attend the Games (to cover particular events and get access to athletes 

at media conferences) has to be planned well in advance. No matter whether an event or match 

is exciting or not, or is won by a home country or international athlete, a reporter from the ABC, 

BBC or CBC must file a story in order to justify the resources already committed to the story.  

 

Several of the ABC, BBC and CBC journalists talked about being under pressure to produce 

stories for multiple media platforms. As a result, they reported being constrained in the number 

and variety of sports stories they could file as well as the time available to research and fashion 

those stories. This appeared to be particularly relevant for the ABC which, according to Jacobs, 

sent only a small team of reporters to Beijing in 2008, only one of whom was a sports journalist. 

It is also the case that, at the modern Olympics, journalists tend to speak to the same sources 

because they have little choice. As Denham and Cook (2006) observe, with tightened security 

journalists are allowed to talk with athletes at specified times only:   

If access to these athletes is, in fact, becoming more restricted in both 

national and international competitions, one can expect to observe little 

variance across major media outlets in terms of future coverage, as 

journalists may only have access to what they and their peers glean 

from a 30-minute post-game press conference. (2006, p. 14) 

 

Given these restrictions, we might expect to see little difference between female and male 

reporters from the ABC, BBC and CBC in their selection of female and male sources and the 

prominence given to those sources. However, the influence of reporter gender on this element in 

sports news coverage could not be investigated in the content analysis of the 2008 Olympic 

Games because, as noted earlier, the online stories sampled did not carry reporters’ bylines. On 

the basis of this study’s findings, of under-reporting of women athletes and qualitative 

differences in their representation compared to men on the three broadcasters, we can only 

assume that the female sports journalists covering home country and international athletes did 

not offer a perspective any less influenced by male hegemony than the male reporters. 

 

From everyday to Olympics reporting assignments, sports journalists at the ABC, BBC and 

CBC described how they were constrained in their story choices by the same media routines that 

also made it possible for them to consistently deliver sports news to deadline for multiple media 
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platforms. With so little time to pursue stories, they described how they kept returning to those 

events and actors that personal experience and workplace norms confirmed were reliable, 

regular sources of the information that interested their audiences. How the journalists knew 

what interests their audiences is discussed in the following section. 

 

5.8.2  Winners, audiences and tradition 

During the Olympics, as the content analysis of 2008 Games coverage by the three broadcasters 

shows, different sports received different coverage in relation to their established, national 

connection (badminton, for example, barely featured on any of the sites, whereas swimming was 

the most reported sport of the Games),
158

 home nation achievement and participation. According 

to the interviewees in this study, their organisations’ and their own coverage decisions were 

heavily influenced by expectations of athletes’ medal chances, irrespective of gender or 

nationality. Own country athletes who were successful were most likely to be reported on. The 

journalists readily referred to the “impartial” (as in, objective) standards of a higher level of 

competition, along with the athletes’ form going into the Olympics and the sports that had 

previously produced or were likely to yield home country medal winners. As one journalist 

explained: “It truly is all about the winning.” 

  

The reality is a little different. The tables and figures in Appendix E show discrepancies 

between the journalists’ recollections and explanations and their practice. In 2008, sportswomen 

from Australia, the UK and Canada won 50, 40 and 41 per cent of their countries’ medals 

respectively. Even though own country women were far more visible than men on the ABC and 

just as visible as men on the BBC, in the prime position of the lead story on the sites’ splash 

pages, Olympics coverage is not all about winning. Failure made the news too – especially 

when it was accompanied by descriptions and photographs of the losing athletes’ lack of 

composure in defeat. The tables and figures in Appendix E show that the ABC and BBC gave 

noticeably more coverage in 2008 to own country female athletes who put in top performances 

and won medals for their country, but there was also news value for the ABC and CBC in 

Australian and Canadian women who failed to live up to the media build-up. 

  

Men’s coverage across the three broadcasters also contrasted with the journalists’ perceptions of 

the amount and type of attention they and their colleagues gave to men’s Olympic 

performances. International rather than home country athletes received a large proportion of 

lead stories on the three sites (half of all male leads on the BBC), in particular swimmer Michael 

                                                           
158

 There were six stories about badminton on the three sites, 266 about swimming and 217 about 

athletics.  
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Phelps who featured in 54 per cent of all male lead stories. On the CBC, the focus was closer to 

home but slanted in favour of Canadian men who did not return top performances. Instead, 

Canadian men were more likely to be in the news for failing to win medals or for withdrawing 

from competition because of injury or ill health. They were the subjects of more than half of all 

male lead stories on the CBC.  

 

The comparatively better treatment of women in coverage during the 2008 Olympics, and the 

sports gatekeepers’ partially corroborated perceptions that the impartial, results-led news value 

of success guided their decision-making may not be as encouraging as they seem. Instead, the 

credit could go to the reduced autonomy reported by the ABC, BBC and CBC journalists 

covering the Olympics, the resources invested by the three broadcasters in obtaining coverage of 

the Games, and the sufficient, predictable and conveniently located supply of news from 

women’s sports across the Games fortnight. The usual structures put in place around sports 

stories and their deadlines, that reinforced an organisational allegiance to a certain way of going 

about creating sports news and legitimated the status quo, were temporarily fractured during the 

Olympic Games. Rather than representing a reversal or softening of masculine hegemonic 

insistence that sport is a male domain, the comparatively greater coverage of sportswomen 

during the Olympics appeared to be a de facto benefit of their brief inclusion in the “news net’s” 

(Tuchman, 1978a) catch from the commercial sports arena.  

 

The ABC, BBC and CBC journalists also referred to audience interest and national interest or 

nationalism as major determinants of everyday sports and Olympics coverage respectively. Both 

female and male journalists spoke of having an innate “feel” for, or sense of, who are their 

audiences and what they want; in one case this was informed by personal observations made 

while riding on public transport, in another the journalist relied on the highly gendered British 

pub scene to “get a handle on what’s important that day”. This indicated a process of 

“constructing reality on the basis of an imagined understanding of it” – which is “problematic in 

and of itself” (Tamir & Galily, 2010, p. 106). Both female and male journalists observed that 

audiences like winners, especially during the Olympics. None admitted to being influenced by 

personal feelings of national pride or patriotism but several alluded to the presence of these 

feelings in their audiences. To report on home country athletes’ achievements, challenges and 

disappointments is to enact a gender neutral, impartial journalistic response to what interests 

their patriotic Australian, British and Canadian audiences. 

 

Of the interviewees who say they were aware of formal audience research conducted by their 

employers, only some made use of it. Journalists at the CBC openly challenged the credibility 

and reliability of organisational research that showed audiences for regular sports coverage want 
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only men’s professional team sports. However, at each broadcaster, several journalists who 

mentioned receiving audience feedback that is critical of their organisation’s under-coverage of 

certain sports articulated and justified their sports news choices in terms of a professional 

knowing – theirs was a common sense response to a perceived wider audience interest in men’s 

sports and limited resources for covering “obscure sports”.  

 

Although they may be constrained by structural forces of power, influence and control in their 

work, including the pressure to conform to corporate style and culture (Breed, 1955), sports 

journalists at the ABC, BBC and CBC are also social actors. Their agency affects the gendered 

sports story selection process (Knoppers & Elling, 2004). In their discourses about 

newsworthiness, the journalists described their selection processes that regularly demoted 

women’s sports to the sidelines as common sense, detached, gender neutral evaluations of 

newsworthiness. They regularly offered top performances as a benchmark, but the reality in 

everyday sports coverage is that those performances are limited to the ranks of men’s 

professional sports because, as one journalist explained, they are “the stronger competitions 

with a greater following”. He said journalists should apply the same test to every story:  

A news bulletin should contain the most newsworthy elements, not be 

balanced along gender lines just for the sake of it. It’s the role of 

journalists to report the sports that are of interest to their audience.  

 

The journalist’s comment contained the most frequently mentioned news value in the 15 

interviews. That is, a sport must be interesting to an audience to receive coverage. However, this 

study’s findings suggest that the gatekeepers’ conceptions of audience interest are essentially 

intuitive and potentially flawed (Hardin, 2005). Bruce (2009, p. 154) has noted that when 

decisions about who and what sport gains coverage are made on “the basis of intuition, 

anecdotal evidence, historical precedent and taken-for-granted beliefs about what the public 

wants … [t]hese assumptions tend to result in coverage that either ignores females … or 

reinforces gendered cultural discourses”. 

 

Male journalists nominated a key third factor in sports news selection – tradition. They 

mentioned it only in relation to men’s sports. One journalist said growing up in Australia had 

been the biggest influence on his reporting:  

In a lot of ways it is decided for you [by tradition]. Some things are 

handed to you that you just have to cover. You don’t need to be told to 

cover the State of Origin. You just go and do that. There are the major 

sports you think most of the audience wants to hear about and it tapers 

down to the lesser known sports. 
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Two journalists’ views of cricket associated only men with the sport. Both constructed their 

views as gender neutral, explaining that, by virtue of the public’s interest in cricket, it deserved 

an automatic entrée to coverage.
 159

 As one of them said, it is quite simply a “no-brainer”. 

 

Only one male journalist specifically noted the role tradition played in the media’s 

marginalisation of sportswomen: 

I would say it’s a very long tail of an historical hangover where men’s 

sports were pretty much the only sports available. These are ingrained 

traditions in people’s minds [that support] … the illogical supposition 

that men’s sports should be the dominant ones. The accepted norm is 

that these are the sports that are interesting. 

 

This was one of the few explanations from men about the sports selection process that was at 

odds with the “gender role conservatism” expressed by several interviewees and identified by 

other researchers (Knoppers & Elling, 2004; Rowe, 1999) in their discussions with sports 

journalists. Knoppers and Elling (2004) reported that Dutch journalists referred to objectivity, 

audience interest and tradition/conservatism as the dominant factors in their news selection to 

justify the exclusion of women’s sports. In doing so, journalists shifted attention away from 

themselves, which is “an excellent example of Gramscian hegemony and discursive strategy” 

(2004, p. 69). Hardin (2005, p.72), too, referred to the “use of ‘audience interest’ as a cloak for 

hegemonic decision making”, which could explain the instances of sexualised, stereotyped and 

trivialised representations of female athletes in the ABC, BBC and CBC’s 2008 Olympics 

coverage but not, necessarily, their lower frequencies on the three broadcasters compared with 

the legacy media’s everyday sports coverage.  

 

A reason for this apparent inconsistency could lie in digital media’s capacity to enable a high 

degree of interactivity or intervention and choice by audiences. Kian and Clavio (2011, p. 74) 

posited that the traditional journalistic mores that emphasised hegemonic practices in sports 

writing, editing and publishing could be reconfigured in the online sphere “due to a desire on 

the part of writers to make a closer connection with [a different, younger target] … audience for 

their articles”. None of the journalists I interviewed talked about proactively seeking younger 

audiences (who may be less tolerant of stories containing sexist or trivialising language or 

stereotypes about female athletes). However, as I have noted, several of the sports journalists 

also wrote blogs. The majority used social media to promote their stories, monitor their 

competitors, keep up with the topics athletes, coaches and fans are talking about, and connect 

with their audiences. Fans who detect sexism or other characteristics of hegemonic masculinity 
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in online sports coverage are often quick to post and tweet very public criticisms. Their actions 

could cause journalists at the ABC, BBC and CBC to rethink their attitudes and approach the 

topics of women’s sports, issues and events “in a manner that satisfies the needs of [those] 

readers” (2011, p. 76). 

 

There is also the prospect that new recruits entering the public broadcasters’ sports newsrooms 

will (need to) be more responsive to audience feedback. Journalists are now “being socialized to 

be aware of market considerations in many aspects of their work” – the choice and presentation 

of stories, contact with readers on the Internet, and so on – and public service media are 

experiencing the pressures of change along with private media companies (Hjarvard, 2009, p. 

503). In this cross-national study, the median age of the journalists in middle and senior 

management positions at the ABC, BBC and CBC was 54 years, compared with 37.5 years for 

the reporters. In general, the findings suggested a generation gap between some senior 

gatekeepers who appeared indifferent and at times dismissive of “unrepresentative” audience 

feedback, and younger journalists whose stories went out on multiple platforms. The latter 

group claimed to be more responsive to feedback and emphasised the potential of digital media 

for connecting with audiences and tapping their interests. At the same time, as this BBC 

journalist indicated, responses to comments on blogs and social media were still in line with 

traditional journalistic norms and practices:  

I love the interaction between the journalist and the user that you didn’t 

have in the days of print journalism. And that interest and feedback 

mechanism I find really, really useful in determining what else I’m 

going to do and how I’m going to do [it]. 

 

This way of using audience comments reinforces the traditional journalistic practice of 

gatekeeping, where the journalist indicated he used audience comments “as the start of an idea” 

(Sherwood & Nicholson, 2012, p. 953) but then exercised his expertise to tell the public what 

was news. 

  

5.8.3  More women in the newsroom? 

ABC, BBC and CBC journalists were split – but not along gender lines – over whether 

employing more women would have a positive impact on women’s sports coverage. Based on 

their experiences as either players or followers of men’s sports, two male journalists contended 

that men were more comfortable covering men’s sports and women were better able to cover 

women’s sports, indicating a gendering and “othering” of the news values contained in women’s 

sports.  
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The journalists also returned, repeatedly, to the “impartial” or gender neutral criterion of a 

sport’s popularity as a key determinant of its coverage, indicating that for women’s sports to 

achieve coverage now, and in the future, they must fall within this dominant news paradigm. 

Because the criteria they used for story selection were absolute and independent, or as another 

male journalist put it, their decisions were “based on what the public is interested in”, the 

journalists saw these norms as independent of a reporter’s or editor’s gender. They saw the job 

of attracting or boosting public interest in women’s sports as firmly within the remit of women’s 

sports, not the media. Such an “adherence to objectivity” (Knoppers & Elling, 2004, p. 66) pre-

empted any concern among the journalists about the lack of gender diversity in their sports 

coverage. They were not troubled about gender inequities “because they do not perceive them as 

such” (2004, p. 68). 

 

A male journalist’s response reflected an endorsement of the status quo – men were and would 

continue to be the focal point of sports coverage – regardless of whether or not more women 

join the newsroom: 

If you’re a female reporter on the sports desk, it shouldn’t follow that 

you get to cover all the female sport. I think having more women on the 

sports desk would probably raise perceptions about women’s sport as 

being important, but that shouldn’t mean they get pigeon-holed as the 

people who cover it. (Italics are my emphasis.) 

 

At two of the interviewees, women who attributed the dominance of men’s sports coverage to 

the male culture of sports newsrooms, were unequivocal about the impact of employing more 

female journalists at all levels to make decisions and inform content. They agreed there would 

always be women who thought reporting on men’s sports had more prestige. One said:  

If that’s what we’ve been fed for years and years and years, whether it 

is subliminal or quite overt, [when] we’ve been told that men’s sport is 

better, deserves more coverage and gets bigger accolades, then it just 

seems obvious that women will have that point of view, unfortunately. 

 

A male journalist who reported on women’s sports, but “understands” why women journalists 

would want to cover high profile men’s sports (for potential career advancement and 

networking), also laid some of the blame for the under-reporting of women’s sports with his 

female colleagues. “If I was a female journalist on sport,” he said, “I would certainly want to 

delve into women’s sport and reflect why those athletes are of at least equal significance.”  

 

This type of comment reflects a simple reality, according to Creedon (1994): the hegemony of 

the gendered media system. An “infrasystem of values” (1994, p. 93) about men’s sports 

overshadows media and public awareness and helps the dominant group maintain power. The 

sports coverage hierarchy model is a manifestation of it (Keith, 2011; Shoemaker & Reese, 
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1996). As a result, the discourses of the ABC, BBC and CBC journalists suggested that even if 

women did achieve critical mass in all levels of the three broadcasters’ sports newsrooms, little 

would change in how the organisations defined or gathered sports news.  

 

As Breed’s (1955) work on social control in the newsroom tells us, new recruits adopt the 

norms and performance characteristics of their peers and superiors. Creedon (1994) noted how 

reporters were trained to use “official” sources that have institutional relationships for 

statements of “fact”. Horky and Nieland (2011) confirmed that these sources are predominantly 

from the male sports world. Deadlines, time and space limitations affect what is presented as 

sports news. Work routines (in this case, rounds assignments) privilege certain types of sports 

news (Lowes, 1999; Theberge & Cronk, 1986) – a reality confirmed by sports journalists at the 

ABC, BBC and CBC who variously referred to the “supremacy” of men’s professional sports in 

their countries, their “suffocating” effect on other sports competing for attention and their “front 

and centre” treatment from the sports media.  

 

As scholars including Duncan (2006) have noted, these journalistic norms, including 

assumptions about audience interest in sports, privilege a patriarchal world view (Creedon, 

1994; Tuchman, 1978a). The journalists I interviewed confirmed that the practical result of the 

everyday sports coverage hierarchy is that women’s sports are generally considered to be of 

lesser interest to audiences and are well down the pecking order in their sports departments. 

 

5.9  Summary 

Just as the findings of the content analysis for this study indicated variations across the three 

broadcasters in the treatment of female and male athletes, the journalists interviewed from the 

ABC, BBC and CBC did not present a uniform perspective on how they did sports news or why 

sports news was the way it was in their employers’ publications. However, the degree of 

commonality in their descriptions and explanations about sports journalism and their views on 

sports news reinforced “the notion [of] a shared professional culture” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 367) 

and shared ideals. The few challenges that did arise posed little disruption to the dominant ideal 

and discourse of masculine hegemony in their sports news, newsrooms and organisations. 

Irrespective of their country or newsroom, the journalists’ ideologies and collective sports news 

practices still promoted and reaffirmed the dominance of men’s sports. These practices pointed 

to an ongoing, “critical marking of sport as a male territory” (Bruce, 2013, p. 128) with only 

minimal disruption of the status quo during the Olympic fortnight. 

 

This chapter has summarised and presented the interviewees’ personal and professional details. 

Then, as revealed in the interviews where the questions were informed by the literature in the 
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field and the findings of the preceding content analysis of 2008 Olympic Games coverage by 

each broadcaster, it reported on: the perceived sports news selection processes operating at each 

organisation (the hierarchies of decision-making at the ABC, BBC and CBC, and the 

journalists’ own priorities in story selection); the journalists’ perceptions of the state of play in 

women’s sports coverage in their countries and the contributors to those situations, as well as 

their opinions on what might account for relative improvements in women’s sports coverage 

during the Olympic Games; and the journalists’ suggestions of ways to foster better coverage of 

women’s sports outside the Olympics cycle. The chapter drew from the interview material to 

discuss and compare sports news production at the ABC, BBC and CBC and highlighted a 

number of issues. The issues have been placed within a wider context of research in the area of 

gender and sports journalism. The significance of the study’s findings, in relation to the content 

analysis and the interviews with sports journalists, is discussed in Chapter 6. 



 

208 

 

 

Chapter 6     Conclusion 

 

6.1  Introduction 

This thesis has explored the practice of online sports reporting by considering the coverage of a 

major international event, the 2008 Olympic Games, and the processes of sports news selection 

during and outside times of Olympic competition. The online arms of three national public 

service broadcasters were selected for this study: Australia’s ABC, the United Kingdom’s BBC 

and Canada’s CBC. In line with previous research that has focused on legacy media (see, for 

example, Caple et al., 2011b; Crolley & Teso, 2007; Kinnick, 1998; North, 2012), online media 

(Jones, 2004, 2006; Kachgal, 2001) and cross-media reporting (Kian & Clavio, 2011; Kian et 

al., 2008), this study has compared the extent and nature of the coverage given to sportswomen 

by the three national broadcasters. Then, after the work of Knoppers and Elling (2004), it has 

explored the potential drivers of gendered sports coverage. 

 

The product of the three broadcasters was examined by content analysis of their online coverage 

of the 2008 Olympic Games. The gender gap in story and photograph numbers on the 

broadcasters’ websites favoured male athletes by 3 to 2, representing a sharp improvement in 

the level of attention usually given to female athletes over more than three decades by legacy 

and, more recently, online media (Bryant, 1980; Cooky et al., 2013; Crolley & Teso, 2007; Kian 

et al., 2008). At the same time, there were marked differences in the treatment of female athletes 

compared with their male counterparts. The content of photographs and the language of online 

stories perpetuated gender stereotypes and sexual difference. Women’s accomplishments were 

trivialised by ambivalent framing that de-emphasised their athleticism (Cranmer et al., 2014) 

and constructed them as emotionally weak or dependent and less committed than their male 

counterparts.  

 

The production process at each broadcaster was then explored in interviews with sports news 

decision-makers from the three public broadcasters, from those in senior management or 

editorial positions through to those whose rounds or beats include international megasports 

contests. The major findings of the qualitative phase of this study seemed to be that, in the 

sports newsrooms of the ABC, BBC and CBC, while coverage was constrained to varying 

degrees by the limitations of time and staff, reporters claimed a higher level of autonomy in 

their everyday sports news choices than during the Olympic Games. In line with previous 

research in the US (Hardin, 2005) and the Netherlands (Knoppers & Elling, 2004), sports 

journalists at all three broadcasters determined content based more on their own sense of 

audience interests than on the audience itself and, during the Olympic Games, they pointed to 
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national interest as a key driver of coverage that focused on the performances of their home 

country athletes.  

 

The journalists’ perceptions of audience interest seemed to be driven, at least in part, by 

personal beliefs and hegemonic ideology about women’s sports (Hardin, 2005). The journalists 

were aware of the lower status of women’s sports in everyday media coverage but viewed it as a 

natural consequence of impartial, gender neutral decision-making based on the so-called public 

interest test (Knoppers & Elling, 2004); and, more than anything else, they said success in elite 

level (and preferably international) competitions increased the chances of – but still did not 

guarantee – sportswomen’s coverage by the media (Bernstein & Galily, 2008).  

 

Chapters 4 and 5 have discussed the implications of the findings of the content analysis and the 

interviews with sports news gatekeepers. The following section details the significance of the 

study’s contribution to theory and practice in the field. The chapter then looks to the future and 

the prospects for women’s sports coverage, before concluding with suggestions for further 

research in the gender-sports-digital media field.  

 

6.2  Implications of the study 

Although there were differences across the three public broadcasters, they have much in 

common – indeed, homogeneity – in their coverage of women’s and men’s sports and in their 

journalists’ opinions about the purpose and their perceptions of the practice of sports news. In 

relation to the first research question, this study finds little disruption online of the traditional, 

dominant sport narratives of white, male, heterosexual supremacy that continue to be confirmed 

and reproduced in legacy sports media (Cooky et al., 2013; Duncan, 2006; Schell, 2000). 

Hegemonic masculinity was apparent and perpetuated in the framing of athletes in online 

coverage of the 2008 Olympic Games on the ABC, BBC and CBC – both in the extent of 

coverage that clearly focused on male athletes and their achievements, and in the nature of 

coverage where the language or discourse of the broadcasters’ reporting mirrored instances of 

culturally constructed sexual difference that have been identified previously in legacy and some 

online media (Bissell & Holt, 2005; Clavio & Eagleman, 2011; Duncan, 1990; Jones, 2006; 

Kane, 2013).  

 

This thesis has enabled content comparisons, not only among the three public broadcasters, but 

also within the ABC across three successive Olympic Games and within the BBC in 2004 and 

2008, to provide evidence of the ongoing under-representation of female athletes in these digital 

sports media. The larger implications from this study relate to the issues of gender (in)equity 

and the framing of gender in digital media. One of the main effects of framing within sports 
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media research is its ability “to make social myths into social realities” (Pedersen et al., 2007, p. 

317), shaping our perceptions, attitudes and opinions. Differences in the equity of coverage by 

gender and the characterisations of female and male athletes have been examined previously, as 

social issues or realities through the lens of framing in mediasport (Billings, 2008a; Kian & 

Hardin, 2009; L. R. Smith, 2014; Tuggle et al., 2007), due to their capacity to shape the manner 

in which the sporting public and society in general perceive the myths of sport (Billings & 

Eastman, 2003). The need for equality (or at least a bigger share in the amount and 

improvements in the type of coverage given to sportswomen) has become increasingly 

important, as documented by the large body of sports literature highlighting patterns of biased 

and unequal coverage (Burch et al., 2014). The link between their media representation and the 

visibility of role models for girls’ and women’s participation in sport is acknowledged in calls 

for increased media coverage of female athletes and their sports by scholars (Fink & Kensicki, 

2002; Rintala & Birrell, 1984), national sporting organisations (Australian Sports Commission, 

2011; Women's Sport and Fitness Foundation, 2011) various government inquiries (Australian 

Federal Government, 2009; House of Commons, 2014) and government initiatives to promote 

these outcomes (Australian Government News, 2011). However, the results of this study, in 

particular the under-reporting of female athletes and the similar use of ambivalent frames in 

coverage on all three broadcasters, could imply a lack of knowledge (Kinnick, 1998), or an 

absence of or little interest (Gallego et al., 2004) by both female and male gatekeepers in the 

perceived importance of gender equality. 

 

In relation to journalism’s agenda setting role, consonance in news content across these digital 

media occurs through featuring the same athletes with international branding on all three sites. It 

also occurs in relation to home country athletes. While faces and names differed on the three 

websites, the levels of visibility of home country athletes by gender were substantially the same 

on the ABC, BBC and CBC. The broadcasters’ types of (male-focused) online sports stories 

were essentially the same as each other and their legacy media counterparts, thus “representing 

little more than a move to an all-digital format” of sports news that adds “little breadth to the 

mix – or the public’s access to diverse [sports] news perspectives” (Maier, 2010, p. 547).  As a 

result, on the three broadcasters, sports journalism’s agenda setting role, focusing audience 

attention on a small number of athletes, most of whom are male, was largely unaltered. So, too, 

was the sport’s audience’s world view if it was largely based on online sports news as 

represented by the ABC, BBC and CBC (Maier, 2010). 

 

As Cranmer et al. (2014, p. 159) noted, such findings are troubling, given “the suggested 

influence of sports coverage on audience perceptions, sponsorship, advertisements, revenue, the 

growth of a sport, and societal norms”. A small but increasing body of evidence based on 
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audience reception research has demonstrated “quite clearly and consistently” (Kane, 2013, p. 

234) the influence of media framing and the sorts of meanings audience members and athletes 

make of the ways women’s sports are portrayed. For example, Daniels and Wartena (2011) 

found sexualised portrayals of female athletes were associated with the depreciation of their 

athleticism in teenage boys, prompting the viewers to focus on the appearance and attractiveness 

of the woman in the photograph rather than on what she did (sport).  

 

Based on this and other findings (Kane, LaVoi, & Fink, 2013) about audience reception of the 

media effects of framing, it is possible to conclude that providing the same level and nature of 

coverage online to sportswomen and men could influence public opinion about the issue of 

gender equality and the importance of sportswomen and their achievements. It is also possible 

that, despite the body of evidence that ignoring women’s sports and stereotyping, trivialising 

and sexualising women athletes are major issues that have negative effects on audience 

members, the practice is evident on the three public broadcasters because their journalists and 

editors are unaware of the common use of these frames in their coverage (Cranmer et al., 2014; 

Kinnick, 1998). If this is the case, the continuation of frames associated with the old rules 

(Wensing & Bruce, 2003) “provides evidence of the pervasiveness of these ideologies and 

indicates that correcting media portrayals of female athletes may be a difficult goal to reach” 

(Cranmer et al., 2014, p. 160) in online environments. However, if these frames are knowingly 

used to attract audiences, it speaks to the broadcasters’ desire “to profit at women’s expense and 

illustrates a steep hill still to climb” (2014, p. 160).  

 

It should also be noted that topics of coverage may alter the manner in which female athletes are 

depicted and received (2014). For example, the journalists I interviewed readily and variously 

referred to national pride, national identity and national interest as perceived drivers of sports 

news selection during the Olympic Games. This increase in the salience of nationality as an 

identity (Bernstein & Galily, 2008; Cranmer et al., 2014; Wensing & Bruce, 2003) may explain 

why some of the common frames based on the sex of athletes (that is, sexualised, stereotyped 

and trivialised descriptions and images of women) were not as visible in Olympics coverage on 

the three broadcasters compared with legacy media coverage (as noted in Chapter 5, section 

5.8.2). 

 

In relation to the second research question, this study finds an overall trend of resemblance 

(Reich, 2014) among the female and male sports journalists at the ABC, BBC and CBC in 

performing, describing and justifying the serial selections and narratives of their sports news 

production. Despite pockets of resistance, as alluded to by the interviewees, in the main, sports 

newswork at the three broadcasters was driven by the principles of hegemonic masculinity. The 
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(male) gendered structures of the three sports news organisations were such that a male as norm 

ethos or bias that ignored “the quality of the athleticism or the popularity of the sport with 

spectators” (Caple et al., 2011a, p. 138) was built into the processes and hierarchies of the 

newsrooms (Hardin & Whiteside, 2009). It was justified by the journalists’ enactment of 

seemingly gender neutral (Knoppers & Elling, 2004) newsmaking they said was based on target 

audience interest and top performances. This bias was evident in the actual amount of coverage 

afforded female and male sports (Caple et al., 2011a). To paraphrase Hartley (quoted in Reich, 

2014, p. 77) and Bruce (2013), sports news on the ABC, BBC and CBC is for, about, by and 

through the eyes of men, even when written by women. 

 

At the same time, the interviews with sports journalists and editors provided an insight into why 

there was a relative improvement in the profile of women’s sports during the Olympic Games. 

A cocktail of nationalism, success, opportunity and convenience propelled online media 

coverage of female Olympians to record highs. Nationalism because the media support a 

perceived national audience interest in their home country athletes; success (top performances 

by women and men), and the expectation of it, generates coverage, but so does failure; 

opportunity because, finally, there is near parity in the number of sports open to women and 

men, if not the number of events; and it is also convenient for journalists when women’s and 

men’s same-sport events happen routinely and in close proximity to each other. 

  

Seen from this angle, the three broadcasters’ sports coverage during the Olympic Games was at 

best a temporary challenge to the dominant gender ideology. When the Games are over, its 

effect recedes along with its momentum. Are there opportunities for reinvigorating and 

extending this challenge to achieve change in sports journalism practice at the broadcasters and 

positive results for women’s sports coverage?  

 

The media’s job is to reflect society, putting aside how much the media can or should influence 

society (O'Neill & Mulready, 2014). It can be argued that the broadcasters’ coverage of 

sportswomen from Australia, the UK and Canada falls short of reflecting their achievements in 

Beijing in 2008. However, as Kian and Hardin (2009, p. 185) noted, although hegemonic 

masculinity was constantly challenged it was “rarely altered without the consent of the men at 

the top of the socioeconomic hierarchy”. Furthermore, Reese (2001, quoted in Cranmer et al., 

2014) has suggested that frames are culturally ingrained and persistent over time. The 

achievement of equity for female athletes in the quality of media coverage after a long history of 

ambivalence – that accentuates sex differences in its messages and images (Duncan, 2006) – 

“seems almost too good to be true and is in direct contradiction to framing theory” (Cranmer et 

al., 2014, p. 148). Based on the attitudes of the (mostly male) gatekeepers interviewed for this 
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study, while men remain in charge and men retain the majority in the sports newsrooms at the 

ABC, BBC and CBC the status quo will continue in this segment of one of the “primary forces 

helping to preserve hegemonic masculine social structures throughout the Western world” (Kian 

& Hardin, 2009, p. 186). 

  

Previous research points to a simultaneous battle to be fought outside the newsroom. For 

example, Theberge and Cronk (1986) and Lowes (1999) posited that journalists’ work practices 

alone did not result in a male sports bias. They blamed the social organisation of sport in 

western cultures and its domination by commercial spectator sports that were directed, primarily 

at male audiences. Kane (2013, p. 235) agreed: “[W]e should never underestimate the 

significance of sports in preserving male power and privilege as well as the media’s central role 

in that regard.” Thus, while this study has provided important evidence of the ways journalists 

at the ABC, BBC and CBC said they worked, and how their practices could consolidate the 

culture of male hegemony that saturated their sports news environments, strategies for reversing 

the gender-power balance relations and hierarchies in sports newsrooms that shaped this 

dominant discourse about women athletes must take into account internal and external 

influences. Some of these are canvassed in the following section.  

 

6.3  A way forward? 

Several initiatives have been proposed to improve the media’s coverage of female athletes and 

their sports. The opinions of sports journalists from the ABC, BBC and CBC on this topic were 

reported in Chapter 5. Some of them are shared by researchers in the gender, sports and media 

field and other writers, including journalists. In sum, strategies that are decades old continue to 

be advocated or have been updated to take into account the opportunities and challenges of the 

digital age. These include, but are not limited to, observations that:  

 little will change until women are appointed at all levels of the sports newsroom 

hierarchy, and in numbers that counter the (correct) perception among female 

journalism students that sports journalism is dominated by white males (Cokley et al., 

2006); industry recognises and counters instances of overtly discriminatory processes 

employed to “stymie women’s opportunities in sports reporting” and increase the 

chances of male applicants (North, 2012, p. 15); and editors and writers alter their 

hegemonic attitudes to women’s sports (Kian, 2007).  

 

The first of these recommendations was considered in detail in Chapter 2’s literature 

review. The notion that employing more women in sports newsrooms will help to turn 

around the deficit in women’s sports coverage is discussed in Chapter 5. Of the three 

broadcasters studied here, the BBC has acknowledged that women are under-
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represented in BBC Sport. In 2013, it advertised for a “Trainee journalist – Sport”, 

saying this “positive action initiative (as defined under the Equality Act 2010) is one 

part of our commitment to address that”, although the advertisement also advised 

applicants that the 12-month traineeship was not a guarantee of a job (British 

Broadcasting Corporation, 2013). However, the BBC’s “Kick off trainee sports reporter 

scheme” for 2014 was open to both female and male applicants. The BBC appointed its 

first female Director of Sport, Barbara Slater, in 2009. In a submission to a 2014 

government inquiry into media and sport, the BBC said it had “strengthened further” its 

commitment to coverage of women’s sport – including the appointment in 2013 of an 

editorial lead for women’s sport, Shelley Alexander (House of Commons, 2014, p. 

31).
160

 

 

Sports production studies (Hardin, Chance, et al., 2002) have recommended that the 

media make use of audience surveys. Scott-Chapman (2012, p. 351) said research that 

established “what current and potential audiences’ interests might be” could ensure that 

the sports media “served a broader audience, including fans of women’s sports”.    

  

 sports organisations provide the sports media with more and better information about 

women athletes (Cooky et al., 2013). Several journalists at the ABC, BBC and CBC 

also expressed this view, with one observing that “giving journalists a hand” by issuing 

well-crafted media releases or information subsidies substantially increased a sport’s 

chances of media coverage. Others suggested that sports organisations and female 

athletes should actively use social media to sidestep the media’s gatekeepers and set 

their own agendas. Such advice may indicate the journalists’ lack of interest in covering 

women’s sports or their belief that the status quo will persist in legacy and online media 

coverage. Either way, the ability to release information both empowers athletes and, 

correspondingly, creates conflict between athletes and sports reporters “as journalists 

see their sports media relevance shrink” (Sanderson & Kassing, 2011, p. 114).  

 

Pfister (2010, p. 241) has been cautious about the ability of “new media” to make up for 

the marginal role of women’s sports in the print and broadcast media “since successful 

and popular websites require ample resources”. However, Sanderson and Kassing 

(2011) noted that the cheaper alternatives of blogs and Twitter were the social media 

“of choice” for athletes, affording them more control over the release of sports news 
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 Footnote 150 in the House of Commons report links to the BBC’s submission which lists its 

“contribution to the promotion of women’s sports and to encouraging greater participation in sport”. 
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while increasing their self-presentation management. Social media also invite 

participation from sports fans, whereas a shift in the focus of these potential critics of 

mediated sports coverage could also relieve the public pressure on journalists who 

ignore or under-report women’s sports. 

 

 in the self-reinforcing cycle of audience interest/response and media sports coverage, 

governments can supply a circuit breaker. They can fund more media training and 

resources for female athletes and their sports organisations to “proactively enhance 

female agency” (Caple et al., 2011a, p. 146). In mid-2011, the Australian government 

announced $1.45 million in funding to 15 national sporting organisations to boost the 

media coverage of women’s sport (Australian Government News, 2011). Minister for 

Sport, Mark Arbib, said women’s sport deserved greater prominence in the Australian 

media: “We’re supporting our organisations to make sure they have strategies, officers 

and programs in place to attract more support in the media,” he said (AAP, 2011).  

 

Netball Australia, which received the largest share of $260,000, announced it would use 

the money to develop a comprehensive digital media strategy and assist with 

broadcasting the ANZ trans-Tasman championship
161

 (AAP, 2011). Ironically, few 

media ran either the funding story or Senator Arbib’s comments about the low profile of 

women’s sports in Australia’s media.
162

  

 

At the same time, corporate funding of women’s sport in Australia remains “resolutely 

stuck in the status quo, disproportionately skewed to male professional sports” despite 

arguments that sponsorship of women’s sport offers a strong return on investment 

(Wylie, 2014). The Women’s Sport and Fitness Foundation said women’s sports in the 

UK could attract investment if rights holders learned the language of commerce and 

governments provided “seed-funding to incentivise commercial investment” in 

women’s sports (2011, p. 3). 

 

 sports organisations formally recognise excellence in the reporting of women’s sports 

by student journalists and photographers to increase students’ awareness of what 
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 Netball now has 1.2 million participants annually and is one of the largest participation sports in 

Australia (Wylie 2014). Government funding may become even more of an imperative for the national 

women’s competitions in basketball (WNBL) and football (W League) following the ABC’s decision to 

axe coverage of them at the end of the 2014 season, as part of forced budget cuts of $207 million over 

four years. Basketball Australia, which runs the WNBL, said it was looking at digital online and package 

options for free-to-air or subscription television “to provide the widest possible audience” (Jeffrey 2014, 

p. 2).  
162

 This has been confirmed by a search of the Dow Jones Factiva and RMIT TVNews databases. 
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women’s sport has to offer (Phillips, 1997). Since 2002, the Federally-funded 

Australian Sports Commission has held the annual, national ASC Media Awards. For 

one year, in 2009, they included a category for the “Best sports journalism by a 

student”. Coverage of women’s sports is also a relatively new addition to the awards. 

Formerly called “Best coverage of women in sport”, the name was changed in 2014 to 

“Best promotion of women in sport”.
163

 Since 1998, one-third of the winners of the 

student category at Canada’s annual Sports Media Canada Achievement Awards have 

been women. The awards are not limited to women’s sports coverage. Neither is the 

“Young sports writer” category at the annual SJA British Sports Journalism Awards. 

Young women have won two of the previous seven awards (in 2008 and 2013). The 

“Student sports writer” category, introduced three years ago, has an all-male winners 

list.  

  

 audience members complain directly to the producers of sports programs – to tell them 

that they do not appreciate the sexist treatment of female athletes, and demand more and 

better coverage of women’s sports (Cooky et al., 2013). The lack of regular TV 

coverage can be a big turnoff for audiences, according to the Women’s Sports 

Foundation’s Angela Ruggiero. Ruggiero said the level of work required to be a fan of 

female sports was a hurdle most people were not willing to jump over (Springer, 2014). 

Fans trying to follow a sport want to be able to consume that sport at will: “With 

women’s sports, you have to do a lot of digging,” Ruggiero said. “You might be 

watching games that are live-streamed as opposed to broadcast.” New York Times golf 

writer, Karen Crouse, said that women’s sports might get the respect and coverage they 

deserved if adults demanded it – one parent at a time:  

In the week after racecar driver Danica Patrick became the first woman 

to earn pole for the 2013 Daytona 500, Carl Edwards and Jimmie 

Johnson, two former winners of the event, brought their starry-eyed 

young daughters … to meet Patrick. [A] … Times reader wrote, ‘I’m 

just looking at the sports pages more often through the eyes of my 10-

year-old girl (a passionate gymnast). I’d like for her to see some parity 

of sports coverage in what I tell her is the greatest newspaper in the 

country.’ Until viewers and readers demand parity in sports coverage, 

they will get what they deserve from the media: the status quo. (Crouse, 

2013, p. 240) 
 

 educators, because they have an ethical obligation to advocate for better opportunities 

for their students, advocate for better coverage of women’s sports, “which, generally, 

are more often assigned to female reporters. [They] must counter the tired [and untrue] 
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 Another category renamed in 2014 is the “Best promotion of sport for people with disability”. 
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argument … from those in hiring at media organizations that women are not interested 

in covering sports” (Hardin, 2013, p. 243). 

  

 researchers continue to document the “incredibly pervasive and vicious cycle” of under-

reporting of women’s sport, even though it has proven difficult to change. Documenting 

such differences, using methods such as longitudinal analyses, is “especially powerful” 

and provides “context given the increasing number of female athletes, women’s sports 

leagues, and media outlets” (Fink, 2014, pp. 9-10). Bruce (2013, p. 128), too, said an 

ongoing record of the media’s poor treatment of female athletes offered “a damning 

indictment of the institutionalised sexism of sports reporting”. As noted in this study, 

there is only a small body of research on mediated sport in Australia, and few studies in 

the area of the gender-sport-media triad. Scholars have called on the Journalism 

Education and Research Association of Australia (JERAA, formerly the JEA) to support 

and promote such research and its results (Cokley et al., 2006).  

  

 students in journalism, sports management and related areas of study be educated about 

these findings, the importance of diversity in the sports workplace and the issues around 

women’s sports (Hardin, 2013). Schmidt (2013) noted that university student journalists 

were unaware of the inequality of coverage of women’s and men’s sports. Fink (2014) 

observed that male and female students alike failed to understand the harmful nature of 

these inequities. However, LaVoi et al. (2007, p. 39) saw great potential for students to 

be “future change agents”, if they were given learning opportunities that disrupted their 

“assumptions, discourse, and praxis associated with gendered hierarchies”. As a 

journalism educator, I have found my students were open to learning about gender 

issues via their own critiques of professional journalistic practice (Jones, 2005) – such 

as the different patterns of online media representations of female and male athletes at 

the Commonwealth Games.  

 

It should also be noted that women’s sports organisations and others seeking to promote 

women’s sport (and, by association, themselves) can and do stumble. The Federation 

Internationale de Ski showed its preoccupation with appearance in this advice to female racers: 

It is our desire to promote, encourage and support female ski racers, but 

to this end the ladies must work with us and help themselves. … Lady 

skiers must learn to promote themselves, make themselves available for 

happy, uncritical and positive TV interviews. They must show 

themselves – helmet and goggles off in the finish area – play on their 

youth and pretty faces. Everyone loves a winner – and a glamorous 

winner is a big bonus (Stone & Horne, 2008, p. 95).  
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A women’s health magazine drew widespread criticism in 2014 for a sexist gimmick to attract 

attention to the I Support Women’s Sports awards in Australia. Event organisers engaged topless 

models in bodypaint to pose as athletes from various sports. News media outlets reported on the 

subsequent “uproar”. On www.news.com the awards and the overall winner, World and 

Olympic champion hurdler Sally Pearson, were relegated to the tail end of a story that featured 

three photographs of the semi-nude models. 

  

I have argued elsewhere (ABC Radio National, 2014; Jones, 2012a) that a strategy for boosting 

the profile of female athletes and audiences for women’s sports could come, in part, from 

another quarter. It seems logical – based on my own studies and previous research cited in this 

thesis – to conclude that coverage of women’s sports is about as good as it gets during the 

Olympic Games. Women’s sports gained, on average, more than 40 per cent of the attention on 

the online news sites I have studied over three successive Olympic Games, starting with Sydney 

in 2000 (Jones, 2013). Then, just as quickly, it was all over. The sports media resumed normal 

transmission. Female athletes returned to their usual place on the sidelines.  

 

Outside of the lead-in to the Olympics and during the Games fortnight, as studies in Australia 

and internationally show, women’s share of mainstream sports coverage nosedives. Even 

racehorses get more attention. In the US, for example, thanks to a pair of series launched by 

NBC and Fox Sports 1, 21 horse racing programs are offered on television. The sport’s 24-hour 

coverage on TVG and HRTV draws a core audience of millions of fans who regularly attend 

race meetings and bet on them (Mullen, 2014). And that is perhaps the root of the problem 

confronting women’s sports. The attention deficit could continue unless punters come on side – 

in big numbers.
164

 Veteran US sports writer, Frank Deford, observed. “Anything you can bet on 

gets more attention.” (Deford, 2013, p. 2). 

 

Punters already bet on women’s sports. They just do not bet very much, comparatively 

speaking. Australian-based online bookmaker, Centrebet, turned over about $6.3 million on 

women’s sports in 2011, just .5 per cent of its annual hold and a trifle compared with its largest 

betting event of the year, the Spring racing carnival, when punters wagered more than $7 

million on Melbourne Cup day alone (Felgate, 2012). Global wagering giant William Hill’s 

Australian brand, Sportingbet, reported a modest increase in betting on women’s sports in 2012 

to less than 2 per cent of its total turnover (A. Brown, 2014). That figure included the 2012 

London Olympics. 

http://www.news.com/
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Centrebet’s former media and communications manager, Michael Felgate, agreed there is an 

umbilical connection between punters’ interest in sports and live television coverage:  

Live sport or at least TV friendly times assist bet volumes. The majority 

of punters want to be able to see the sports they are investing in rather 

than having a bet and all you can do is look up the result afterwards. 

(Felgate, 2012) 

 

That is why, according to Felgate (2012), punters in Australia bet on women’s sports during an 

Olympics: “Swimming, hockey, basketball – they will all be bet on quite regularly and quite 

heavily because punters can watch those teams and they know those teams perform well.” What 

needs to happen to improve the odds of greater coverage of women’s sports outside of the 

Olympics? Sportingbet’s Bill Richmond said public and punter demand for live sport was 

growing: 

Any sport that’s on live we hold more money on. With three Foxtel 

channels and Fox Footy, there’s a greater demand for content. So, if 

women’s sports provide good content, then you’d certainly think 

there’d have to be a rise in women’s sport as the overall coverage of 

sport increases. (Richmond, 2012) 

 

Netball could be that good content model for other women’s sports. Channel 10 has broadcast a 

mix of live and delayed matches from netball’s ANZ trans-Tasman championship, the 10-team 

competition between Australia and New Zealand. Matches have also aired on SKY Sports in 

New Zealand. Centrebet’s turnover confirms that punters have warmed to netball, making it the 

betting agency’s biggest women’s team sport. Sportingbet’s annual hold on netball rose from 

$1.4 million in 2013 to close to $1.5 million in 2014 – which sounds like a fair slice, except that 

it is a small fraction of the more than $100 million each in turnover for the men’s professional 

team sports of AFL and NRL.  

 

Still, netball’s numbers are “heading in the right direction”, according to Sportingbet’s Andrew 

Brown: 

Once it [netball] was being telecast, that’s where the interest from the 

punters definitely spiked. It’s not just the free-to-air television exposure 

for them. The whole media exposure, essentially the more punters are 

exposed to certain sports and the more knowledgeable they become and 

the more information they have, the more broadcasts they are exposed 

to, the more confident they will become about having a bet. So, it’s all 

about the information and that exposure, not just on live broadcasts on 

TV but also the media as a whole. (A. Brown, 2014) 
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 Please note: I am not an advocate for gambling. I make the observation, based on facts and figures, 

that punters are interested in betting on women’s sports and I speculate about how this interest might 

develop. 
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While sports administrators, publicists and players wrestle with how best to raise the profile of 

women’s sports in the media, one thing seems clear. Women’s sports need punters. To get them 

on side, women’s sports need to be in the public eye and played at a professional level that 

attracts public interest which, in turn, translates into punters. The promotions run by betting 

agencies will only serve to reinforce the appeal of those contests. Or, as Deford (2013, p. 2) 

observed: “The bookmakers, ladies, may be more important than the editors.” 

 

6.4  Future research 

Research in the field of the sports news process can be divided into four areas, positioned along 

a continuum that starts with sports journalists, followed by the routines of sports news gathering 

that, in turn, generate the product or the content, and finishes with the potential effects of 

exposure to sports communication (that is, reporters → routines → content → effects) (Wayne 

Wanta, 2012). The findings described in this thesis add to our understanding of sports media 

and sports news production, through research centered on investigating two key areas in this 

process, by: interviewing sports reporters and editors whose attitudes and behaviours as 

gatekeepers make them a key component in the communication process; and content analysing 

the sports news communication product to discern the amount and quality of coverage given to 

sportswomen and sportsmen. By bringing together a mix of methodologies and theoretical 

concepts, this research makes significant contributions to theory as well as offering lessons for 

journalistic practice. 

  

As this study has demonstrated, documenting the online media’s gendered coverage of sports 

can help to raise awareness about discriminatory practices in sports reporting. Each of Wanta’s 

(2012) four areas of the sports news process offers promising ground for future research to 

further inform our understanding of online sports journalism. The second area, the routines of 

sports news gathering, needs further attention in relation to digital media. The link between 

reporters and online content, such as the relationships between reporters and sources and their 

implications, warrants investigation.  

 

So, too, does the impact of social media on the relationships between sports journalists and 

sports fans and sports journalists and athletes. For example, to what extent is the interactivity 

offered by social media such as Twitter and Facebook affecting the routine of sports news 

gathering? Social media now give athletes the capability to move from uninvolved to active and 

influential players in the production of sports media (Sanderson & Kassing, 2011). Further 

research could examine the extent to which female athletes’ transition from actors in and 

consumers of the storyline has shifted how online sports stories unfold.  

 



 

221 

 

 

This study has been limited to an analysis of gendered sports news content and investigating 

journalists’ perceptions of sports news and its production processes. This suggests the next step: 

an examination of communication effects, of the audience’s reception of online sports news, 

including audience “interest” which has been identified so often in the discourse of the 

journalists interviewed for this study as a key influence on their sports news decision-making. 

Other research could examine the images of online Olympics coverage to test whether different 

demographic groups (Matures, Baby Boomers and Gen Xers) prefer images of female 

athleticism compared to images that sexually objectify female athletes (Creedon, 2014; LaVoi 

& Calhoun, 2014). Are their preferences similar to or at odds with those of the millennial 

generation of readers and viewers of sports news on the web?  

 

The findings of this study cannot be generalised to all online sports media websites, but they do 

indicate “a certain degree of homogeneity in practices and discourses across geographically 

dispersed locales” (Boczkowski, 2011, p. 161). They also highlight the need for researchers and 

readers to look at male hegemony theory and media framing effects with a different perspective. 

For example, if athletes’ frames in online media continue to follow traditional gender roles, will 

audiences gravitate to social media consumption to escape the pervasiveness of male hegemonic 

practices? Researchers could replicate this study’s content analysis on national or international, 

commercial or niche sports media websites during the Olympic Games, in order to compare the 

findings from this study of public broadcasters with commercial sports media productions.  

  

As has been the case with this study, combining quantitative content analysis with interviews 

with sports journalists and shifting the focus to the commercial sports news media could 

enhance the data by adding validity to the findings and providing information that could not be 

obtained by using other resources. As long as digital media coverage treads the path of legacy 

sports media by marginalising, sexualising and trivialising sportswomen, “innovative and 

dedicated research” (Schreiber, 2010, p. 434) will be needed to provide the public with a clear 

understanding of the issues contributing to the poor quality of media coverage of female athletes 

and the consequences of that action. 
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