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Abstract 
Research indicates that female professional athletes are treated differently in the media in 

a gender stereotypical way.They receive less attention and of that attention more reflects on their 
attributes as women than as athletes. It is suggested that this consistent and prevalent method of 
portrayal accounts for harmful effects on both an individual and societal level as well and has a 
leading role in maintaining individual and cultural beliefs about gender differences. 
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Depiction of female professional athletes in modern media 

In 1989 women’s sports received only 5% of television coverage in the United States 
according to a research conducted by Messner, Duncan and Jenson (1993). Another 3% was 
accounted for by mixed or gender neutral broadcasts, while men’s sports received 92% of all 
coverage. As women’s participation in the labor force increased in the last few decades, the 
number of female professional athletes also grew: as a consequence, there are more women 
competing in the different fields of sports now than ever before. Whether the perception of their 
roles as women and as professionals changed as well seems questionable. The purpose of this 
paper is to discuss how and why female professional athletes are portrayed differently in media 
than their male counterparts and to examine the detrimental effects of such gender-specified 
depictions. 

When it comes to media coverage, there are both qualitative and quantitative factors at 
hand that should be considered. Several studies suggest that although the number of female 
athletes has sharply increased over the last decade, the amount of coverage their 
accomplishments receive did not follow in such a manner (Bernstein, 2002; Fink, 1998; Knight 
and Giuiano, 2001; Lorber and Martin, 2001). Although these trends show some change and 
increase, quantity isn’t the only or the single most important factor. As Bernstein describes it, 
more coverage – if it constitutes of more stereotypical material - might even cause more harm for 
women (2001). 

Accordingly, the second factor that needs to be examined is the quality of media 
coverage. In the same article Bernstein also notes that the way they are portrayed, depicted or 
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referred to might also be the basis of great concern: female athletes are often infantilized, 
referred to by their first names (as opposed to men who were referred to by their last name), 
depicted focusing on their appearanceand attractiveness instead of athleticism and portrayed in 
gender stereotypical roles such as wives, mothersor feminine role models instead of professional 
athletes. Similarly to the infantilization of individual women, their teams are also “symbolically 
feminized and trivialized” (Lorber and Martin, 2001). 

Media representatives often choose to portray women in such a stereotypical style and 
there must be a good reason for it.One could argue that the fact that male athletes have more 
coverage is merely a consequence of readers’ preferences and the sexualization and stereotypical 
depicting of female athletes might simply “sell more”.A research conducted by Knight and 
Giuiano (2001) that focused on this question seems to be opposing these popular beliefs. 
According to their study, readers might actually like articles less when they focus on an athlete’s 
attractiveness instead of their athletic ability – and this result seems to be a gender neutral one: it 
has been found to be true for articles on male and female athletes as well. 

Another approach to some underlying aspects seems to better explain the issue at hand. In 
the same study Knight and Guinaino argue that gender schema theory plays an important role in 
this process. Their argument is that since being an athlete as a woman contradicts the gendered – 
in this case feminized – role society and individuals uphold and believe in, media portrayals of 
such women tend to focus on other aspects of such women that prove to be more feminine.  

Not only does gender schema theory reflect on the causes of such phenomena, it also 
describes some of the consequences: It argues that individuals are indeed socialized into such 
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beliefs by powerful institutions such as families, the educational system or the media. 
Accordingly, stereotypical media coverage of women athletes contribute to reproducing the same 
gender schema within society and thus – regardless or even as a result of their increasing 
amounts - maintain and even reinforce these expectations at the same time, leading to severe 
ramifications on an individual level as well. 

Negative effects of these consequences become particularly evident when women’s self-
images affected by objectification and self-objectification are the focus of examination. These 
effects both have detrimental psychological and physiological consequences for women, which 
in turn have effects on larger scales and viewers of media coverage associated with objectifying 
images might be harmed by them. A recent study on portrayals of women athletes suggests that 
sexualized depictions of female athletes trigger more self-objectification in female viewers than 
reports of the same athletes’ performances do (Daniels, 2009). As for the women who are 
actually portrayed as such, researches on the topic suggest that both women and men tend to 
dehumanize sexually objectified women (Vaes, Paladino and Puvia, 2011), thus the prime 
victims are indeed the women depicted in such a manner. 

In summary, there are two attributes of media coverage that have gender-specific 
peculiarities when it comes to professional athletes. The quantity and quality of such reports on 
sports both show differences – women are covered less and their depiction often contradicts their 
profession and focuses on their feminine attributes instead. Severe consequences of such 
portrayal occur on macro and micro levels as well – societies and individuals are both affected 
and harmed. It could be concluded that differences in media coverage of female and male 
professional athletes not only exist but are maintained on a daily basis. However, the fact that 
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gender schemas of individuals account for the basis of unequal media coverage, combined with 
the notion that gender is a social construct that is subjective to change might mean that the 
possibility of transition exists and might be achieved by educating individuals on gendered 
topics.  
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