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Sexy or Sporty?: How the Media Portrays Female Athletes
The Education Amendments of 1972 and more specifically Title IX brought about new thinking and perspective of the female athlete in society. All of the sudden, women were seen as equal athletes to men and were allowed the same amount of federal assistance. However, through the media’s portrayal of female athletes and more specifically the Media Framing Theory, this equality and representation has turned women athletes into sexual objects with virtually no athletic talent. All over the media women are portrayed as sexual objects on display, it’s not surprising that women athletes are portrayed the same way.
The media framing theory suggests, “That how something is presented [the ‘frame’] influences the choices people make” (Kernochan, para 1). This theory reveals that people will always strive to make the most rational decision available. If the media portrays female athletes in a negative light, audiences will choose to also see them that way. If the media ignores female athletes, society will do likewise. The media frames women’s sports in a joking matter and often does not recognize their accomplishments. Therefore, society will do the same. 
	Just by looking at the covers of top grossing sports magazines, one can see major differences in the portrayal of a male athlete and a woman athlete. The male is dressed in his appropriate uniform with either an action shot or posed shot of him participating in his sport. The woman on the other hand is usually in casual clothes or a bathing suit posing in a seductive way or in a non-active way. The only reason a reader would know the woman on the cover is an athlete is due to the fact she is on the cover of a sports magazine. 
	The way the media portrays women athletes demines their athletic ability and achievements by projecting a “woman first, athlete second” mentality (Liang, para 2). One article in a popular sports magazine focuses on one of the best players in the Women’s National Basketball Association (WNBA). The first sentence of the article states, “Candace Parker is beautiful. Breathtaking, really, with flawless skin, endless legs and a C cup she is proud of but never flaunts” (Glock, p. 1). Since this is the first sentence the reader reads, immediately he/she gets a picture of the athlete’s body, not her ability. 
The media encourage this mentality and offers women athletes the means to provide this misrepresentation. But, this issue should not be all blamed on the media. The female athletes are the people posing this way for these magazines and spurring on the misrepresentation of woman athletes everywhere. Female athletes display a demonstration of independence and strength. These qualities are not commonly known as feminine and often seen as manly and homosexual. To combat this societal thinking, woman think they must show off their bodies to show their femininity. 
Women’s sports, in general, struggle and usually fail to keep up with the success of men’s sports. Because of this, “Females athletes have had to embrace the media’s sexualization to emphasize their femininity and gain publicity and money” (Liang, para 4). Women athletes feel they need to use their feminine qualities such as their bodies to try and gain the attention of the public to help promote their sport. 
Since many female athletes do not earn large salaries from playing sports, they participate in the media’s portrayal by using their bodies to attain publicity and endorsements. Specifically, the world’s highest paid women’s tennis player has never won a major tournament -- instead, she uses her sex appeal to obtain endorsements. However, by emphasizing the female’s sex appeal instead of her athletic ability and skill, the media misrepresents the female athlete. Yes, she is a beautiful human being; but if an athlete is being sexualized she loses all her credibility and accomplishments. 
While the media is trying to portray the athletes’ femininity along with their athleticism, they [the media] only “further distance the image of woman athletes from athletic competence” (Buysse and Embsert-Herbert p. 79). With sexualizing female athletes, it is obvious the media is targeting male viewers. But, with objectifying women the media does not encourage men to support women’s sports but to look at their sex appeal. 
This ‘sexualization’ of women athletes does more than just harm the perception of women sports. It also effects the way younger female athletes develop and look at older female athletes. It is already obvious that society is obsessed with body image and young girls already feel a pressure to be thin and pretty. When younger girls see older female athletes on covers of magazines posing in a swimsuit, it sends a very confusing message. According to a study done in 2009, “Those who viewed performance images of female athletes were more likely to describe themselves positively and in terms of their physicality [‘what their bodies can do’], than participants who viewed other images [such as posed shots of female athletes]” (Daniels, para 1). 
Most television networks do not devote much time to female sports. In a study done in 2010,  “Men’s sports received 96.3% of the airtime, women’s sports 1.6% and gender neutral tops 2.1%” (Messner & Cooky, p. 4). In addition to these results ESPN’s SportsCenter program dedicated only 1.4% of its entire airtime to cover women’s sports. This communicates that women’s sports and athletes do not matter as much as men’s sports and athletes and that ultimately only matter enough to dedicate 1.4% of airtime to them. 
In addition to these results, it was also found that 100% of SportsCenter programs and other sports new shows open the show with a men’s sports story. Similarly, sports news devoted more airtime to men’s sports that were out of season then to women’s sports that were in season. Women sports are not given the credibility and recognition they deserve from the media, which effects the way society views women’s sports. Since sports news shows exhibit the mentality that women’s sports do not deserve more than 1.6% of airtime, society will reason that these sports and their athletes do not matter. 
Despite ESPN’s effort to give women athletes more publicity by creating ESPN “W”, this website, started in 2011, did little to help the issue of the media’s portrayal of female athletes. The focus of the effort was to serve woman sports fans, not educate any gender sports fan on women sports. The site concentrates on women athletes and women’s sports and does not discuss male athletes at all. The original effort lacked any sort of interest and did not do a good job of making the effort well known. There were no dazzling commercials or big-name writers attracting any sort of fan to the site. The number of women sports fans are so few that a website designed just for them would not attract any viewers. 
Furthermore, the facts that this website was started nearly forty years after Title IX was passed and ESPN had no obvious competitors suggests that society is not interested in women athletes unless they are scantily dressed. ESPN does dedicate research to figuring out how to market to women sports fans, but that is not the problem. The problem is men sports fans not giving credit to where credit is due. Professional female athletes excel in what they do, just like men, and should be given longer than 1.6% of airtime on sports news shows. 
Although media coverage is not often given to women’s sports, when it does happen it often involves funny stories of non-serious women’s sports. Moreover, commentary on female athletes is often concerning the attractiveness of a player and not her ability. Many scholars believe that “Sexualizing women athletes may be an attempt to minimize the threat that physically powerful women pose to traditional gender values” (Messner, 2002; Daniels 2009). The idea that a woman can compete with a man in the sports arena has not been a traditional gender value. Therefore, the media tries to combat this clash of values by portraying woman as sexual objects, like traditional gender values support. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Another example of negative portrayal of female athletes is the media coverage of the 2012 London Olympics. While women outnumbered men on the U.S. Olympic team, viewers would have never known this listening to the media. During the women’s road race, commentators excessively kept calling the competitors ‘girls’ despite there were 28-39 year olds women competing. Similarly, social media users did not contribute positively to this portrayal of women. When Gabby Douglas won gold in gymnastics, users commented she “shouldn’t be the standout in those [women’s gymnastics] commercials until she gets her hair done” (Jackson, para 5). 
Possibly the most outrageous comments made during the London Olympics were spoken by London Mayor Boris Johnson who wrote in an editorial that the popularity of women’s beach volleyball could be credited to the “semi-naked women” who were “glistening like wet otters” (Jackson, para 5). Further, one of the popular topics leading up to the Olympics was whether or not the women’s beach volleyball players would be able to wear bikinis due to the British weather. The media portrayed if viewers would be able to see the women’s bodies as more important than the achievement of their skills that got them to the Olympics.
	Women have come a long way in the sports arena. It is discouraging to see how the media perverts and twists female athletes into sexual beings. Women’s bodies should be celebrated, not glorified and objectified. The media does not celebrate women athlete’s achievements, but instead worships their bodies. This is effecting younger girls that aspire to be athletes and society as a whole. While there are efforts trying to shed light on this issue, more awareness of the portrayal of women athletes would be beneficial. Female athletes should be given the same respect as male athletes in the media and culture. 
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