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l. INTRODUCTION

This is the fourth in a series of AAF-sponsored studies, begun in 1989, on gender in
televised sport. Although the focus of the reports has changed over the years, each of
them has included an examination of the quantity and quality of coverage that sports
news shows devote to women’s sports. This most recent study examines sports news
on the CBS, NBC and ABC network affiliates in Los Angeles, as well as sports news
programs on ESPN’s SportsCenter and Fox’s Southern California Sports Report.

As with past reports, the findings are both encouraging and discouraging. | am happy
to note that the quality of reporting on women’s sports has improved. Women’s sports
and female athletes are treated with more respect than when we began studying
television fifteen years ago. The practice of portraying women athletes as the objects
of humor unfortunately continues to exist, but it is the exception rather than the
common practice today. In general, stories about women athletes are serious and
respectful.

The bad news is that the quantity of reporting on women’s sport remains at the
dismally low levels of 1989. On local Los Angeles sports news shows, only 6.3
percent of all stories deal exclusively with women’s sports. On ESPN’s SportsCenter,
only 1 in 20 stories is on women’s sports. The continued paucity of women’s stories
occurs against the backdrop of significant growth of girls” and women’s sports
nationally and internationally, a development that is simply ignored by television
sports news. The willful neglect of women’s sports is an abdication of journalistic
responsibility and has the effect of diminishing the significance of women’s sport,
while hindering its further growth.

In 1990 I wrote, “This inequity is unfair. It is wrong. It can be changed and it must be
changed.” It was true then, and it remains true today.

Anita L. DeFrantz
President
Amateur Athletic Foundation


http://www.aafla.org/9arr/over_frmst.htm

1. SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Women’s sports still largely ignored in news and highlights shows

e \Women’s sports were underreported in the six weeks of early evening and late-
night television sports news on three network affiliates sampled in the study.
Men’s sports received 91.4% of the airtime, women’s sports 6.3%, and gender
neutral topics 2.4%. These numbers indicate a decline in the coverage of women’s
sports since 1999, when 8.7% of the airtime was devoted to women’s sports. In
1989 and 1993, women’s sports received 5%, and 5.1% of the coverage,
respectively.

e On ESPN’s nationally-televised program SportsCenter and on the Fox Southern
California Sports Report, the proportion of stories and airtime devoted to women’s
sports was even lower than on the local Los Angeles sports news shows. Whereas
on the Los Angeles news, men’s sports reports outnumbered women’s sports
stories by an 9:1 ratio, Fox’s male-to-female ratio was 15:1, and SportsCenter’s
ratio was a whopping 20:1. The percentage of time devoted to women’s sports
was also lower on Fox (3.0%) and on SportsCenter (2.1%) compared with the
network affiliate news reports (6.3%).

e All of the SportsCenter programs, all of the Fox programs, and 96.2% of the
network affiliate sports news shows in the sample began with a men’s sports topic
as the lead story. Lead stories, especially those on SportsCenter, tend also to be
the longest stories of the broadcast, containing the highest production values (often
including multiple interviews, game footage, musical montage, graphic statistics,
etc.).

e Fox, ESPN and two of the network affiliates (KNBC and KABC), continually ran
a scrolling ticker text bar at the bottom of the screen, which reported scores and
other sports news. For the most part, the proportion of “ticker time” devoted to
women’s sports was equivalent to the proportion of airtime devoted to women’s
sports in the main broadcast. The exception was SportsCenter, which devoted
8.5% of its ticker time to women’s sports, compared with only 2.1% of its main
broadcast time.

Silences and spikes in coverage of women’s sports

e There were many broadcasts in the sample that contained no coverage of women’s
sports whatsoever. Well over half (58%) of the network affiliate news shows
included no women’s sports stories, and 48% of the Fox and ESPN highlights
shows included no women’s sports stories. Meanwhile, 100% of the 279 news and
highlights broadcasts in our sample included coverage of men’s sports.

e In 1993, we noted that there was almost no network affiliate news coverage of
women’s sports on weekdays. We found the 1999 pattern to be similar, but not as
extreme. In 2004, the stories on women’s sports were somewhat more evenly
distributed across the week, but 43% of them appeared on expanded-format
Saturday and Sunday shows.

e There were two notable spikes in the otherwise extremely low level of coverage of
women’s sports. In July, KNBC devoted 15.4% of its coverage to women’s sports
(compared with 5.4% for KNBC’s combined March and November coverage).
This spike was largely due to a surge in KNBC coverage of U.S. women athletes at
the Olympic Games, and corresponded with the parent NBC network’s live and
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tape-delayed coverage of the Olympic Games. The second spike was in
November, when Fox devoted 6.8% of its coverage to women’s sports (compared
with Fox’s 1.3% combined women’s coverage in March and July). This spike was
largely due to a surge in coverage of women’s tennis, and corresponded with a
series of ads that Fox ran during the program, promoting a local WTA tennis
tournament played at Los Angeles’ Staples Center.

In past studies, we noted that when sports news and highlights commentators did
focus on women, they tended to present non-serious “gag features” on marginal
sports, or to engage in humorous sexualization of women athletes. In 2004, we
saw less frequent trivialization and humorous sexualization of women. With some
notable exceptions, the rare women’s sports stories tended to be reported
respectfully and professionally.

News and highlights shows offered up a steady stream of men’s college and
professional basketball and football, professional baseball, and an array of other
sports. By contrast, coverage of women’s sports was less varied. Stories about
women’s tennis made up 42.4% of all women’s sports stories in our sample.

Racial/ethnic and sex composition of sports commentators

The racial/ethnic composition of commentators on sports news and highlights
shows demonstrated some diversity: 48.2% of news/highlights anchors were
white, 51.8% were men of color. However, 94.4% of the sports news and
highlights anchor people were men, suggesting that this is still a highly sex-
segregated occupation. No women anchors appeared on any of the three network
affiliate news shows. And no women of color news anchors or ancillary reporters
appeared in any of the reports in the sample.



I11.  POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS IMPLIED BY FINDINGS

e Televised sports news and highlights shows like SportsCenter and Fox Southern
California Sports Report should provide coverage of existing women’s sports at a
level that reflects the actual existence of women’s sports.

e Producers and commentators of televised sports and highlights shows should make
a serious attempt to include more than token coverage of women’s sports in every
broadcast. This should include regularly placing a key women’s sports story as the
broadcast’s lead story.

¢ Rather than focusing primarily on one women’s sport (professional tennis),
producers and commentators of televised sports and highlights shows should
commit themselves to showing a range of women’s sports just as they show a
range of men’s sports.

e Producers and commentators of televised sports and highlights shows should
educate themselves concerning the ways that humorous sexualization of women—
especially when set against a backdrop of silence concerning women athletes—
contributes to a climate of disrespect for women athletes and for women in
general.

e Producers of televised sports news and highlights shows should commit
themselves to further desegregating the broadcast booth, to include more women,
especially in the central roles of news anchors.

IV. DESCRIPTION OF STUDY: SAMPLE AND METHODS

The study addressed both quantitative and qualitative aspects of television news and
highlights shows’ coverage of women’s and men’s sports. As with the 1989, 1993,
and 1999 studies, the major questions concerned the quantity and quality of actual
coverage of women's versus men's athletic events. Unlike previous studies, in 2004
we did not examine play-by-play coverage of tennis and basketball. Instead, we
continued and expanded our earlier focus on sports news and highlights shows.

So that we might comment on change and continuity over time, we replicated the
1989, 1993 and 1999 studies. First, we studied three two-week segments (a total of
six weeks) of televised sports news coverage on each of three local (Los Angeles)
network affiliates. Second, we studied ESPN’s SportsCenter, replicating our focus on
this sports highlights show that we began in 1999. And for the first time, we added
the Fox Southern California Sports Report to our study.

In recent years, television news and highlights shows have introduced visual
techniques (e.g., split screens and scrolling tickers) of conveying information that
invite viewers to listen, view images, and read text that refer simultaneously to two or
more stories. In 2004 most of the sports news and highlights programs in our sample
included a continual running “ticker” at the bottom of the television screen. The ticker
uses written text to report game scores, headlines, and breaking sports news that may
or may not be reported through the main conventional verbal reporting and visual


http://www.aafla.org/9arr/ResearchReports/ResearchReport2.htm
http://www.aafla.org/9arr/ResearchReports/ResearchReport3.htm
http://www.aafla.org/9arr/ResearchReports/tv2000.pdf

images. We wondered what the gender breakdown of ticker coverage was, so we
analyzed the quantity of ticker coverage devoted to women’s and to men’s sports.

SAMPLE

Televised sports news

We analyzed six weeks of television sports news (both the 6:00 p.m. segments and the
11:00 p.m. segments) on the three local network affiliates (KNBC, KCBS, and
KABC). As inthe 1989, 1993 and 1999 studies, in order to sample different time
periods when different sports were being played, we analyzed three, two-week
periods: March 14-27; July 11-24; November 7-20. In all, we examined 236 sports
news broadcasts on the three network affiliates, totaling nearly 17 hours of airtime.
Amounts of airtime devoted to men’s versus women’s sports were measured. The
scrolling ticker at the bottom of the screen (in cases where it was present) also was
timed, to determine the proportion of ticker reports devoted to women’s versus men’s
sports. In addition to the quantitative measures, we analyzed the quality of coverage
in terms of visuals and verbal commentary.

ESPN SportsCenter

We analyzed three weeks of one-hour 11:00 p.m. ESPN SportsCenter shows. These
three weeks corresponded with the first week of each of the three network news
segments: March 14-20, July 11-17, and November 7-13. In all, we examined 21
SportsCenter broadcasts, totaling about 15.6 hours of airtime. SportsCenter was a
new addition to the study in 1999 so we can now compare our 2004 findings with the
1999 findings. Amounts of airtime devoted to men’s versus women’s sports were
measured. The scrolling ticker at the bottom of the screen also was timed, to determine
the proportion of ticker reports devoted to women’s versus men’s sports. In addition
to the quantitative measures, we analyzed the quality of coverage in terms of visuals
and verbal commentary.

Fox Southern California Sports Report

The Fox Southern California Sports Report is a regional competitor in the sports
highlights genre. For the first time in our study, we taped and analyzed three weeks of
the evening Southern California Sports Report shows. These three weeks correspond
with the same week during which we studied SportCenter: March 14-20, July 11-17,
and November 7-13. In all, we examined 21 Southern California Sports Report
broadcasts, totaling about 7.4 hours of airtime. Since this is a new addition to the
study, we have no base-line Fox data with which to compare our 2004 findings;
however, the Fox data provides a useful comparison with the SportsCenter and the
network news 2004 data. We measured the amounts of airtime devoted to men’s
versus women’s sports. The scrolling ticker at the bottom of the screen also was timed,
to determine the proportion of ticker reports devoted to women’s versus men’s sports.
In addition to the quantitative measures, we analyzed the quality of coverage in terms
of visuals and verbal commentary.



RESEARCH METHOD

The research design and methods of data collection and analysis (both
guantitative and qualitative) were identical to those of the 1989, 1993 and 1999
studies.

In Stage 1 of the research, the Amateur Athletic Foundation taped all of the
sports news and highlights segments.

In Stage 2, a research assistant viewed all of the tapes and compiled a written
preliminary analysis.

In Stage 3, one investigator independently viewed all of the tapes and added
her written analysis to that of the research assistant.

In Stage 4, the data were compiled and analyzed for this report by the two
investigators, using both sets of written descriptions of the tapes, and by viewing
portions of the tapes once again.

In Stage 5, one investigator wrote up the research report.

V. DESCRIPTION OF FINDINGS
1. Six weeks of televised sports news on three network affiliates

Unequal reporting of women’s and men’s sports continues: In the 1989 and 1993
studies, we noted that female athletes rarely received coverage on the televised sports
news. The 1999 study revealed a small but encouraging increase in the proportion of
sports news devoted to coverage of women’s sports and women athletes. As Figure 1
illustrates, the 2004 study indicated a decline in coverage of women’s sports,
compared with the 1999 study, and a return to numbers that are closer to those of
fifteen years ago. In all, these data indicate that the proportion of news time devoted
to women’s sports has not changed since 1989.



Figure 1

Network Sports News, by sex
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In past studies, the three network affiliates showed very similar patterns of coverage.
These similarities continue with the 2004 study, but as Table 1 shows, there were also
differences among them, with KNBC showing the highest proportion of coverage of
women’s sports, and KCBS the lowest.

Table 1
Percentage of 2004 Sports News, by sex, on Three Local Network Affiliates
KNBC KABC KCBS
Men’s Sports 88.5% 91.7% 94.3%
Women’s Sports 8.9% 5.0% 4.7%
Both/Neutral 2.6% 3.3% 1.0%

2. Three Weeks of ESPN SportsCenter and Fox Southern California Sports
Report

The network affiliate sports commentators have only a few minutes of time each night
to report on what they decide are the key sports events of the day. By contrast,
ESPN’s SportsCenter producers have a full hour, and Fox’s producers a full half-hour
or more of programming to work with (minus time devoted to commercials). As
Table 2 illustrates, SportsCenter and the Fox Southern California Sports Report ran
proportionately less coverage of women’s sports than did the network affiliates’ news




shows. Whereas on the Los Angeles news, men’s sports reports outnumbered
women’s sports stories by a 9:1 ratio, Fox’s male-to-female ratio was 15:1, and
SportsCenter’s ratio was a whopping 20:1. The percentage of time devoted to
women’s sports was also lower on Fox (3.0%) and on SportsCenter (2.1%) compared
with the network affiliate news reports (6.3%).

Table 2

Percentage of 2004 Sports Highlights, by sex, on ESPN *“SportsCenter” and Fox
Southern California Sports Report

ESPN FOX
Men’s Sports 97.0% 96.3%
Women’s Sports 2.1% 3.0%
Both/Neutral 0.9% 0.7%

The proportion of coverage that ESPN’s SportsCenter devoted to women’s sports is
nearly identical to what we found in our 1999 study, when SportsCenter devoted
96.7% of it’s time to men’s sports, 2.2% to women’s sports, and 1.1% to gender
neutral sports topics. We did not gather data for Fox in 1999, so we have no base-line
comparison for the Southern California Sports Report.

3. Silences and spikes in coverage of women’s sports

There were many broadcasts in the sample that contained no coverage of women’s
sports, as Table 3 indicates. Among the three network affiliates, KCBS broadcast a
higher proportion of its shows with no women than the other two network affiliates.
Well over half (58%) of the combined three network affiliates news shows had no
coverage of women’s sports. There were zero sports news or highlights shows in our
sample that had no coverage of men’s sports.

Table 3
Proportion of broadcasts with at least one women’s sports story
KNBC KABC KCBS ESPN FOX
48.2% 45.6% 32% 62% 42.9%

ESPN’s SportsCenter appears to be the one exception to this pattern, as nearly two-
thirds of its broadcasts in the sample contained at least one women’s sports story. At
first glance, this fact does not seem to square with our observation that SportsCenter
devoted the lowest proportion of its airtime to women’s sports. This apparent
anomaly is explained by the fact that SportsCenter is, by far, the longest show in our
sample (one hour, minus commercials). So when a women’s sports story did appear
on SportsCenter, it was nearly always the only women’s sports story, embedded in a
broadcast made up otherwise of all men’s sports stories. So for instance, on July 11,
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2004, about 44 minutes into the broadcast, SportsCenter ran a story on Olympic track
star Marion Jones. The only story on women’s sports in the broadcast, the Jones story
ran for 20 seconds, and constituted 0.8% of the total broadcast time.

The coverage of women’s sports on the news and highlights shows that we sampled
was almost uniformly low, but we did note two spikes, or small increases in the
coverage of women’s sports. The first mini-spike was by KNBC during March, and
the second, less dramatic spike was during the November sample of the Fox Southern
California Sports Report.

KNBC carries the torch for women in the Olympic Games. In July, KNBC
devoted 15.4% of its sports news time to the coverage of women’s sports. This was
far more time than KNBC devoted to women’s sports in the March sample (5.7%) or
in the November sample (5.1%). In July, KNBC also devoted 20.8% of its ticker time
to women’s sports, far more than the 4.6% and 1.6% of ticker time devoted to
women’s sports in March and November, respectively. KNBC ran a total of 36
women’s sports stories in July, far more than its 15 and 11 women’s sports stories in
March and November, respectively. And three times in July, KNBC led off a
broadcast with a women’s sports story. KNBC did not have a lead women’s sports
story in any of the other two time periods sampled in the study. Twenty of KNBC’s
36 women’s sports stories in July focused on U.S. women’s sports in the Olympic
Games, and all three of the lead women’s sports stories were Olympic stories. By
comparison, neither of the other two network affiliate news shows, nor the sports
highlights shows in our sample evidenced such a dramatic expanded focus on
women’s sports during the Olympic Games (KCBS had two women’s Olympic stories
during the March sample, KABC had six, ESPN three, and Fox three). KNBC’s
expanded coverage of the Olympic Games on its news reports corresponded with the
parent network NBC’s live and taped coverage of the Games. Interestingly, KNBC’s
news coverage of Olympic events tipped towards coverage of women’s events. Only
eight KNBC news stories during the July sample were devoted to men’s Olympic
sports, compared with twenty women’s Olympic stories.

Fox Southern California Sports Report serves women’s tennis. In the November
segment of our sample, Fox devoted 6.8% of its Southern California Sports Report
coverage to women’s sports (compared with Fox’s 1.3% combined women’s coverage
in March and July). This spike in women’s sports coverage was largely due to a surge
in coverage of women’s tennis. Five of Fox’s six women’s sports stories during the
November sample were women’s tennis stories. This expanded coverage of women’s
tennis corresponded with a series of ads that Fox ran during the program, promoting a
local WTA tournament, played at Los Angeles’ Staples Center.

4. Lead stories, tickers, and teasers

In addition to the overall proportions of time that news and highlights shows devote to
women’s and men’s sports, we measured other indicators of quantity of coverage
devoted to women’s versus men’s sports.

11



Lead Stories

As Table 4.1 shows, only 8 of the 228 (3.5%) news shows that we examined began
with a lead story on a women’s sport. This is roughly the same proportion of news
shows that begin with women’s sports reports in our 1999 sample (2.9%). None of the
42 ESPN or Fox highlights shows in the 2004 sample began with a lead story on a
women’s sport. Lead stories are significant: they set the tone for each broadcast; they
show up-front what is considered to be the most important story. Also—and this is
most evident on ESPN and Fox—they are usually the longest stories, containing the
highest production values (graphics, an interview, or sometimes even multiple
interviews, game footage, musical montage, etc.). July SportsCenters usually began
with a baseball story, including taped game footage, on the spot coverage from ESPN
reporters, interviews, etc. March openers usually included long NBA or men’s NCAA
basketball sequences. November openers usually included long NFL or NBA
sequences. These opening sequences were routinely at least two minutes long, and
sometimes ran over six minutes.

Table 4.1

2004 Lead Stories

(%) KNBC KABC KCBS ESPN FOX Total
Men’s Sports 80 76 72 21 21 270
(96.8%)

Women’s Sports 3 2 3 0 0 8
(2.9%)
Both/Neutral 0 1 0 0 0 1
(0.3%)

The temporal placement and type of sport that appeared in the few women’s lead
stories followed two patterns. First, corresponding with its spike in coverage of
women’s sports in July, KNBC’s three lead women’s sports stories in July (compared
with zero in March or November) were all Olympic stories. Second, the remaining
lead women’s sports stories (three by KCBS and two by KABC) were all women’s
tennis stories.

Tickers

In recent years, television news and highlights shows have introduced visual
techniques (e.g., split screens and scrolling tickers) of conveying information that
invite viewers to listen, view images, and read text that refer simultaneously to two or
more stories. We noticed in 2004 that most of the sports news and highlights
programs in our sample had introduced a continual running ticker at the bottom of the
television screen. The ticker uses written text to report game scores, headlines, and
breaking sports news that may or may not be reported through the main conventional
verbal reporting and visual images. We wondered if, since women’s sports are still
rarely focused on in the main sports news and highlights shows, perhaps the producers
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see the ticker (literally at the margins of the television screen) as a kind of ghetto in
which to devote some degree of attention to women’s sports. For the most part, as
Table 4.2 illustrates, this did not turn out to be the case.

Table 4.2
Main broadcast coverage and ticker coverage devoted to women’s sports
KNBC KABC KCBS ESPN FOX
Main coverage 8.9% 5.0% 4.7% 2.1% 3.0%
Ticker coverage 8.8% N/A 5.6% 8.5% 2.7%

KABC did not run a ticker during our sampling periods. For those who did use a
ticker, SportsCenter is the only one that devoted a notably higher proportion of
coverage to women’s sports on the scrolling ticker (8.5% of which focused on
women’s sports stories), than it did in it’s main coverage (2.1% focused on women’s
sports).

Teasers

During non-sports parts of news shows, and before commercial breaks during ESPN’s
SportsCenter and Fox’s Southern California Sports Report, the announcers gave
previews of what they would cover after the commercial break, or later in the show.
These previews are often known as “teasers,” as they are intended to hold an audience
through a commercial break, in anticipation of an exciting or important report. As
Table 4.3 shows, previews for the sports news segments followed a similar pattern to
the proportions of regular coverage allotted to men’s and women’s sports. ESPN’s
SportsCenter was the only show in our sample that utilized almost no teasers to
preview upcoming women’s sports stories. This corresponds with the fact that
SportsCenter ran, proportionately, fewer women’s sports stories than the other news or
highlights shows in the sample.

Table 4.3
Teasers (previews) devoted to men’s and women’s sports
KNBC KABC KCBS ESPN FOX
Men’s sports 211 190 162 340 169
Women’s sports 14 (6.2%) 16 (7.8%) 14 (8.0%) 3 (0.9%) 12 (6.6%)

5. Gag features and sexualization of women athletes

In our previous studies, we observed that when sports news or highlights shows did
place women in the picture, there were certain patterned ways that women appeared.
First, we noted that news and highlights shows, while largely ignoring most of the
actual women’s sports that were occurring daily, tended to focus periodically on a
non-serious gag feature, or a story on a marginal, but entertaining pseudosport (e.g., a
long feature on a woman’s nude bungee jump in 1999). We also noted in past studies
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that women appeared in the sports shows when they were seen as opportunities for
commentators (and presumably viewers) to engage in sexualized humor and
voyeurism. For instance, in 1999, news and highlights shows frequently focused
stories on tennis player Anna Kournikova, usually accompanied by visual footage and
some sexually suggestive joking by the commentators. A third pattern that we saw in
past studies was a tendency during July men’s baseball stories for commentators to
make suggestive/sexually humorous comments as cameras presented close-ups of
women spectators in skimpy bathing suits.

In 2004, we saw less of this kind of trivialization of women athletes, and generally less
sexualization of women than in past studies. Most of the (still rare) stories on
women’s sports in 2004 were straightforward, respectful stories, rather than gag
features, stories on marginal sports, or opportunities for sexual voyeurism and humor.
However, this is not to say that there were no instances of this kind of reporting.

Gag features

Sports news and highlights shows are often peppered with humor. This tends to make
the reports more entertaining for viewers. Gag features—often on marginal sports or
pseudo-sports, are one form that this humor tends to take. For instance, on a March 24
report that included no coverage of women’s sports, during a report on Dodgers’
spring training camp, KABC showed video for a few seconds on middle-aged women
who had been invited to take batting practice at the camp. Rob Fukuzaki jokingly said
to the news anchors, “Now we know the Dodgers are looking for a high-priced hitter,
the way these ladies are hittin’ the ball, hey, who knows, Marc and Michelle?” A
second example of a gag feature is SportsCenter’s 13-second March 18 story on a
“weightlifting granny.” Accompanying visuals of a woman lifting weights, Steve
Berthiaume quipped, “We’ve been waiting forever for a sequel to the governor of
California’s hit, Pumping Iron. We have it: here she is, the star of the show, the
weight-lifting grandmamma. Granny, you made us proud.” No information was
offered on the woman’s name, or where the weightlifting event occurred. This was
the only coverage of a “women’s sport” during this broadcast of SportsCenter.

Sometimes serious women’s sports events are focused on in a news report because an
unusual occurrence has created the opportunity for some humor. For instance, on
March 27, KNBC ran a 42-second story on a disruption of Michelle Kwan’s warm-up
during the World Figure Skating Championships in Germany. KNBC showed footage
of the disruption, as Mario Solis reported, “. . . a man came out on the ice and started
shedding his clothing in the middle of the rink. Kwan quickly skated off, not knowing
what in the world was going on. Well, surprise, the guy stripped down to a tutu; that’s
one ugly ballerina.” Solis went on to note that Kwan “got a kick out of it, and went on
to capture third place. . . "the visual footage that was shown was of the disruption, not
of the actual skating competition.

Gag features did not focus exclusively on women, or on women’s sports. There were
several instances of joking about men during the sample. For instance a KABC NBA
report on March 19 showed video of celebrities Jack Nicholson and Billy Crystal

kissing on the big screen at Staples Center in Los Angeles. The humorous story took
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up 32 seconds of a 229 second sports report that included only three seconds on
women’s sports—a short verbal report of some women’s tennis results. Gag stories—
whether they focus on women or on men—clearly take up time that might otherwise
be devoted to serious coverage of women’s sports.

Sexualization themes

In 2004, sports news and highlights shows had largely replaced Anna Kournikova with
Maria Sharapova as their featured young sex symbol. Several times during the
sample, WTA stories focused on Sharapova (only Serena Williams approached the
amount of coverage devoted to Sharapova). This focus on Sharapova was legitimate.
She recently had won Wimbledon, and had become a highly ranked player. But the
fact that commentators rarely seemed to report on Sharapova without also commenting
(often jokingly) on her appearance indicated a continuation of the sexualization
themes from past studies. For instance, on November 11, KABC’s Rob Fukuzaki
introduced the day’s only women’s sports story—a 56 second feature on the WTA—
with this teaser: “They slapped her on a billboard that read ‘the closer you get the
hotter it gets.” Seventeen year old Maria Sharapova may have the same appeal as
Anna Kournikova, but the young Russian can actually play tennis...Sharapova is a
poster girl for the event.” The next day, Fox devoted 84 seconds of its report to
women’s sports—all on WTA—and introduced the coverage with a teaser about
Sharapova: “She’s young, she’s talented, and very beautiful, but could Maria
Sharapova stay focused tonight at Staples Center?” On one occasion, the Fox
commentators went beyond mere reference to Sharapova’s sex appeal. On their July
12 broadcast, a 33-second long story on Sharapova accompanied by footage of her win
at Wimbledon, Barry LeBrock paused during his commentary on Sharapova as Van
Earl Wright peppered the report with lusty howls: *“In tennis news tonight...seventeen
year old Wimbledon champ Maria Sharapova— [HOWL] —who has withdrawn from
the tournament citing need for rest and recuperation--[HOWL]—now you know
why—the Chase Open was to have been Sharapova’s first tournament since beating
Serena Williams in the Wimbledon final. Sharapova did add though that she plans to
rejoin the tour on July 26—[both commentators together HOWL].”

Though she was the most frequently sexualized athlete in our sample, Maria
Sharapova was not the only female used by commentators for sexual humor. On
November 15, during a sports report that ran no coverage of conventional women’s
sports, KABC ran a story on a promotional “football game” in which the women
players would compete while wearing lingerie. But even when there was an
opportunity to report on the highest level of accomplishment by actual women
athletes, commentators at times found ways to make a sexual joke. For instance, on
March 23, the national champion University of Southern California women’s
volleyball team visited the White House and the president, along with the national
champion USC football team. KNBC devoted 28 seconds of its report to the men’s
football team’s visit with the president, and only six seconds to the women’s
volleyball team. Previous to this report, KNBC used a promotional teaser that showed
the president kissing a USC volleyball player on the cheek, as sports anchor Fred
Roggin quipped, “Coming up: President Bush scoring with the USC women’s
championship volleyball team.”

15



Scantily clad women sometimes provide a visual backdrop for the reporting of men’s
sports. We saw fewer instances than in past studies of commentators joking about
bikini-clad women at baseball games during the July segment of our sample. But we
did note a pattern of the use of visual shots of women cheerleaders during reports on
various men’s sports. For instance, on March 20, KNBC’s report on NCAA men’s
basketball included a 2-3 second shot of Alabama’s female cheerleaders shaking their
pom-poms. This was a common part of the package of visual imagery during March
reports on men’s college basketball, on the three network affiliates, ESPN, and Fox.
In fact, Fox promoted their own programs using various shots of college cheerleaders
(often wearing local USC and UCLA outfits) doing bump and grind dances, wearing
short skirts, with exposed midriffs in tight fitting cropped tops, accompanied by a
voice over saying, “ The only sports network where Southern California fans come
first. You’re watching Fox Sports Network.” Images of sexy female cheerleaders
represent Fox as a network, but images of women athletes are largely absent in its
coverage.

If it’s women’s sports, it must be tennis

TV news and highlights shows delivered to viewers a steady staple of men’s college
basketball and football, professional basketball and football, and professional baseball,
peppered with generous doses of men’s ice hockey, auto racing, golf, tennis, boxing
and occasional reports on other sports. Together, these reports made up an almost
continuous stream of information, images, and commentary on men athletes and men’s
sports. Women’s sports reports, by contrast, were occasional, and seemed to interrupt
the steady flow of reporting on men’s sports. Not only were reports on women’s
sports far less frequent, they were less varied. As Table 5 shows, when women’s
sports stories did appear in our sample, 42.4% of them were tennis (WTA) stories.
Track and field stories were a distant second, accounting for 16% of all women’s
sports stories, and all of these were July Olympic stories (nearly half of which ran on
KNBC). In fact, if we subtract all of the July Olympic stories from the total sample,
WTA stories made up 54.7% of all of the remaining women’s sports stories. The
range of available women’s sports events that were available to be reported on during
our sampling period is listed in Appendix A.
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Table 5

Women’s sports stories, by sport

(%) KNBC KABC KCBS ESPN FOX Total
Tennis 24 15 18 0 7 64
(42.4%)
Track & field 11 5 2 3 3 24
(16%)
College basketball 3 6 2 6 0 17
(11.3%)
WNBA 5 6 2 1 1 15
(9.9%)
Golf 6 1 0 2 0 9
(6%)
Swimming 4 1 0 0 0 5
(3.3%)
Other sports 7 3 0 6 1 17
(11.3%)

Totals 60 37 24 18 12 151

KCBS was most extreme in their focus on women’s tennis: 18 of 24 (75%) of their
women’s sports stories were WTA stories. ESPN’s SportsCenter was the one
exception to this pattern. The program ran no stories on women’s tennis during the
sample period. Seven of the SportsCenter women’s sports stories focused on
basketball, and the remaining eleven stories spanned eight other sports.

6. Instances of fair and respectful reporting on women’s sports

We have noted above that the amount of coverage of women’s sports on the news and
highlights shows remained very low in 2004. And, we have noted that reporters still
tended at times to sexualize women athletes, used sexy images of women cheerleaders
as a backdrop to promote men’s sports, and employed gag features on women’s and
men’s sports to add humorous entertainment value to their shows. However, when
reports were done on women athletes and coaches, they usually were treated
respectfully and seriously, in much the same way that men athletes and coaches were
routinely treated. More than once, we observed that KNBC announcer Mario Solis
delivered solid and respectful reports on women’s sports. For example, on March 14,
Solis presented a story on the women’s NCAA basketball tournament that focused on
the surprising success of the Loyola Marymount University team. Solis delivered the
62-second report was straightforwardly and enthusiastically, and included visual play
footage, short interviews with two LMU players and a coach, and a preview of the
team’s next game. A second example of good reporting on women’s sports was a July
23 report on KCBS. The lead story on their 6:00 p.m. report was an 81-second report
on a women’s tennis match between Serena Williams and Lindsay Davenport, which
included visual footage. This report was followed by a ten-second story on men’s
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Major League Baseball, 21 seconds on men’s cycling, 31 seconds on men’s golf,
followed by a final six-second story on women’s tennis. Granted, that day’s women’s
professional golf (LPGA) and professional basketball (WNBA) stories were relegated
to the ticker. And KCBS’ sole focus on a WTA story fit with the larger pattern of
devoting nearly all of its already small amount of women’s sport coverage to tennis.
Still, we found KCBS’ devoting its lead spot to a long and respectful story on
women’s sports to be a welcome break from the norm. If KCBS that evening had
added even a short verbal LPGA and/or WNBA report to this show, it would have
created a more gender-symmetrical news report.

7. Race and sex of sports commentators

The racial/ethnic composition of commentators on sports news and highlights shows
demonstrated some diversity. As Table 7.1 shows, 53.8% of news/highlights anchors
were white men and women, while 46.3% were men of color. However, 94.4% of the
sports news and highlights anchor people were men, suggesting that this is still a
highly sex-segregated occupation. All of the women anchors in our sample appeared
on ESPN or Fox. No women anchors appeared on any of the three network affiliate
news shows. The paucity of women commentators in sports news and highlights
shows echoes the small proportion of these shows that are devoted to coverage of
women’s sports. The levels of racial and sexual diversity we found among news and
highlights anchors were similar to our findings in the 1999 study.

Table 7.1
Race and sex of anchors or co-anchors on sports news and highlights shows
WM BM LM AM WF BF LF AF
KNBC 67 0 40 4 0 0 0 0
KABC 35 0 0 62 0 0 0 0
KCBS 25 56 0 0 0 0 0 0
ESPN 36 5 0 0 12 0 0 0
FOX 27 15 0 0 10 0 0 0
TOTALS 190 76 40 66 22 0 0 0
482% 193% 10.2% 16.8% 5.6% 0% 0% 0%

[WM=White Males; BM=Black Males; LM=Latinos; AM=Asian-Pacific Males;
WF=White Females; BF=Black Females; LF=