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ABSTRACT

The racial/ethnic diversity that can be seen in televised football, together with its 
wide audience, makes it an interesting place to study meanings given to race/
ethnicity. Previous research on the content of these discourses has found that tele-
vised football in different countries reproduces a variety of racial/ethnic stereotypes. 
These discourses arguably help to perpetuate and ‘naturalize’ racial/ethnic inequi-
ties. In order to better illuminate how sport media serves as a site where discourses 
surrounding race/ethnicity are (re)constructed, a fruitful yet understated direction 
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 1. In this article we will 
use the term race/
ethnicity to reflect 
how both ‘racial’ 
(physiognomic and 
bodily attributes) 
and ‘ethnic’ (cultural 
attributes) markers 
are often conflated 
when making sense 
of ‘Others’ in everyday 
discourses. The 
‘theoretical lens’ 
section will further 
elaborate on this 
terminology.

 2. In this article we 
capitalize racial/
ethnic categorizations 
such as Black and 
White to indicate that 
these are socially 
constructed categories. 
The meanings and 
boundaries of these 
categorizations are 
thus not rooted in any 
biological foundation, 
but subjected to 
changes and shifts 
depending on social, 
cultural and historical 
contexts.

of future research would be to look at the production process of such discourses. 
Although the theoretical value of production studies has been noted in previous 
work, there is at this time a shortage of empirical production studies in sport 
media. The present article describes some of the main findings of previous research 
on the representation of race/ethnicity in televised football (a dominant subject of 
research in this area) and audience reception research. Furthermore, the article 
focuses on main findings from production studies in sport media, supplementing 
a focus on race/ethnicity with describing production studies on gender – as most 
production studies have mainly focused on gender and provide relevant insights 
for the study of race/ethnicity. We conclude with some future research avenues 
highlighting the importance of exploring production processes in relation to mean-
ings given to race/ethnicity in sport media.

INTRODUCTION

Reflecting on her job in British sport media as a Black woman, Lindsay states 
that ‘sport continues to be held up by so many as the one great equalizer 
which transcends those immutables, race and gender’ (2001: 188). The domi-
nant view of sport being a meritocratic and socially levelling field on which 
sport media in turn report objectively and neutrally is however being chal-
lenged by a wide body of research that focuses on the various ways in which 
mediated sport transmits and (re)constructs stereotypical ideas surround-
ing, among others, race/ethnicity1 and gender (see Bruce 2004; Eastman and 
Billings 2001; Haslerig et al. 2020; Hylton 2009). Rather than a neutral social 
leveller, in the last 40 years research has highlighted the function of mediated 
sports as an important site where viewers are often exposed to supposedly 
‘common-sense’ stereotypical discourses surrounding race/ethnicity, gender 
and sexualities (Carrington 2011; Hall 1997a). However, within a dominant 
ideology of (mediated) sport being colour-blind and meritocratic, discussions 
and initiatives aimed at tackling racism and sexism in sport often focus on 
incidents and supposed intentions, rather than the wider racialized/ethnicized 
and gendered cultural logics that are drawn upon and through which such 
everyday constructions of racial/ethnic and gender differences are articulated 
(van Sterkenburg 2019).

When focusing on race/ethnicity, such critical scrutiny is especially 
warranted, not only because the mediated sport is incredibly popular world-
wide and draws huge audiences but also because of the increasing racial/ethnic 
diversity that can be witnessed in most sports (Carrington 2011). For the view-
ers, mediated sport can thus be considered a ‘learning site’ (van Sterkenburg 
2019: 388), or as a site in which information on racial/ethnic categories, bound-
aries and hierarchies is transmitted. This generally does not happen explicitly 
but through an emphasis on behaviours and characteristics that are popularly 
associated with certain racial/ethnic groups in society. Previous works have for 
instance highlighted that in the case of the Black2 male athlete, commenta-
tors in various national contexts often draw on discourses that highlight their 
supposed natural physical prowess and hyper-masculinity (see Buffington and 
Fraley 2008; Carrington 2011). Such descriptors square with discourses circu-
lating in wider society surrounding Black men in many western societies that 
are in turn informed by a variety of discourses including colonial discourses on 
the Black body (Carrington 2011; Hall 1997a). However, as mentioned above, 
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this function and ‘characteristic’ of sport media is generally not recognized in 
wider society. In order to enhance the potential of sport to be a progressive 
site, it is thus crucial to critically engage with the ways that mediated sport 
reinforce (and sometimes challenge) hegemonic discourses surrounding race/
ethnicity.

When surveying the field, it becomes clear that within the last 40 years 
there has been a vast output of works focusing on sport media – whose 
newsrooms are overwhelmingly occupied by White straight men (Carrington 
2011; Hardin and Shain 2005; Kian et al. 2015) – and the regimes of repre-
sentation that inform how athletes from diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds are 
made sense of in mediated sport. The vast majority of these works have been 
content analyses. Although invaluable in illuminating the ways sport media 
reproduce or sometimes challenge hegemonic understandings of power rela-
tions in various national contexts, there has so far been less of a critical focus 
on hegemonic newsroom routines and values, and on the level of awareness 
of sport journalists about dominant racialized/ethnicized epistemologies and 
about how they might ‘speak through’ (Bruce 2004: 863) such epistemologies 
in reporting on athletes from various racial/ethnic backgrounds. Such produc-
tion studies are especially relevant since Hall argues that:

the media play a part in the formation, in the constitution, of the things 
that they reflect. It is not that there is a world outside, ‘out there’, which 
exists free of discourses of representation. What is ‘out there’ is, in part, 
constituted by how it is represented. The reality of race in any society is, 
to coin a phrase, ‘media-mediated’.

(1992: 14)

In other words, race/ethnicity is a socially constructed concept whose social 
reality is in part constituted and given meaning through its representations in 
sport media, or as Carrington argues: ‘the sports/media complex becomes the 
modality through which popular ideas about race are lived’ (2011: 86).

This article will first provide a theoretical section, in which we will high-
light some key theoretical foundations that have informed this article. The 
section after will provide an overview of some of the key findings of previ-
ous works into sport media and its representations of race/ethnicity, which, 
as noted above, have primarily been content analyses (as well as some audi-
ence studies). After this, we will highlight some of the key findings of previ-
ous production studies into minoritized identities in sport media. These have 
generally focused on gender and sexuality, and left race/ethnicity mostly 
invisible, but there are some interesting and relevant similarities and differ-
ences with the few production studies that focused especially on race/ethnic-
ity. These insights are valuable and provide directions for future avenues of 
research. In the concluding section of this article, we will reflect on some 
of these insights from previous production studies as well as provide some 
recommendations for directions that future research into the role of sport 
media in the (re)production of racial/ethnic categories can take. In the conclu-
sion, we will also provide some more applied suggestions to the field of sport 
journalism in reference to the representation of athletes from various racial/
ethnic backgrounds.
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THEORETICAL LENS

This article uses insights from cultural studies in its critical engagement with 
sport media and its ‘racialized regimes of representation’ (Hall 1997a: 245). 
We especially draw from cultural studies’ focus on cultural representation, 
processes of cultural meaning-making and the connection to wider power 
relations. According to Hall, discourses or clusters ‘of ideas, images and prac-
tices, which provide ways of talking about, forms of knowledge and conduct’ 
(1997b: 6) are inevitably produced by and situated in wider power relations. In 
this view, the ways race/ethnicity is represented in sport media are inextrica-
bly connected to wider racial/ethnic hierarchies, serving as a site where these 
hierarchies are (implicitly) reflected, (re)constructed and occasionally chal-
lenged. The representational practices in sport media are thus never neutral 
but always situated in wider power relations, although this is generally not the 
dominant view within sport media, since ideas about objectivity and neutral-
ity permeate professional self-understanding (Knoppers and Elling 2004). This 
obscures the potentially powerful role sport media – due to its global popular-
ity and the increasing racial/ethnic diversity within professional sport – can 
play in (re)constructing popular ideas surrounding racial/ethnic categories, 
boundaries and hierarchies.

The focus on production studies in this article is informed by the concept 
of ‘cultural circuits’ (Hall 1997a) which states cultural meanings are produced 
in the interactions between production, representation, consumption, iden-
tity and regulation. As will be expanded upon below, critical engagement with 
the representations of race/ethnicity in sport media has generally found that 
sport journalists rely on widely circulating and popular notions of racial/ethnic 
differences in describing athletes. However, these previous works have mostly 
focused on representation through content analyses (and to a lesser extent 
on consumption in audience reception studies). Although production studies 
have been long established as one of the nodal points in grasping ‘the ontolog-
ical complexity of culture in circulation’ (McGuigan 2010: 167), there has been 
significantly less critical engagement with the organizational processes, politi-
cal economies, professional norms and values, and dominant understandings 
of issues surrounding race/ethnicity in sport media newsrooms. In regard to 
gender and sexualities, such production studies have been conducted more 
often and in a wider variety of national contexts. These works have provided 
a more comprehensive grasp of the ways in which sport media serves as a 
site where widely circulating ideas surrounding difference and the ‘Other’ are 
being (re)produced, as will be expanded upon below.

In this article, we will use the term race/ethnicity to illustrate the popu-
lar conflation of the concepts of race and ethnicity. Although some authors 
distinguish between the two, with race referring to phenotypic attributes and 
ethnicity to cultural markers of belonging, in many societies the two concepts 
are used interchangeably in the (re)construction of social group boundaries 
and (implicit) hierarchies (Garner 2007; van Sterkenburg 2019; Wekker 2016). 
In everyday discourse, people generally draw interchangeably on bodily and 
cultural attributes in making sense of ‘Others’ (van Sterkenburg 2019). Both 
discourses surrounding race and those surrounding ethnicity reinforce catego-
rizations and classifications of people, whether it is through physical features 
or by ‘tying culture to bodies in a hierarchical way’ (Garner 2007: 48). Whether 
physical or cultural features are emphasized in making sense of the ‘Other’ is 
context-dependent. For the sake of clarity and in order to do justice to how in 
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everyday discourse both concepts are generally used interchangeably in main-
taining racialized/ethnicized hierarchies, this article will make use of the term 
race/ethnicity.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON RACE/ETHNICITY IN SPORT MEDIA

The success of multiple athletes from diverse racial/ethnic backgrounds in the 
realm of sport has often been held up as proof that racism is a thing of the 
past and that everyone, regardless of their race/ethnicity, has equal chances 
in today’s society (Hylton 2009). This contrasts sharply with the represen-
tation of racial/ethnic minorities in other public life domains, an indication 
that deeper societal structures that maintain racial inequality have remained 
untouched (Carrington 2011). Sport media, with its role in the (re)construction 
of discourses surrounding race/ethnicity, can be considered a domain that can 
contribute to the perpetuation of racial inequality, but also as a domain that 
can challenge these inequalities (Longas Luque and van Sterkenburg 2020).

Content analyses

Content studies in the field of race and sport have shown how sport commen-
tators draw upon racial/ethnic stereotypes in different types of media, sports 
and national contexts. A great deal of research on how sport media represents 
race/ethnicity has taken place in the United States, with notable contribu-
tions such as Eastman and Billing’s (2001) taxonomy exploring patterns in the 
attribution of successes or failures of athlete’s performance and the physical/
psychological descriptions of athletes. Large volumes of basketball (Eastman 
and Billings 2001) and American football (Billings 2004) commentary have 
been analysed, as well as print media imagery and reporting (Cranmer et al. 
2014; Hardin et al. 2004). In general, these studies provide evidence of the 
existence of racial/ethnic bias in sports commentary. A recurring stereotype 
to be found in sports commentary is that of the ‘born athlete’ by which Black 
athletes are thought to be naturally gifted for sport and as having innate 
athletic skills, which differs considerably to how White athletes are often 
commented upon. In general, White athletes remain somewhat more invisible 
or are more often praised for cognitive skills such as commitment, intelligence 
or leadership rather than the supposed ‘natural athleticism’ and ‘hyper-phys-
icality’ which are often ascribed to Black athletes (Foy and Ray 2019; van 
Sterkenburg 2019).

Previous studies in Europe have particularly focused on men’s football 
(soccer), for football displays athletes from various racial/ethnic backgrounds 
and is very popular amongst substantial audiences. These studies often found 
representations of Black and White athletes that are similar to those in US 
studies. For example, in the United Kingdom, Campbell and Bebb (2020) 
analysed live commentary of the FIFA World Cup 2018 and found that the 
traditional representation of Black football players as naturally athletic was 
reproduced, with White players more often being praised for ‘learned’ and 
cognitive abilities. Similarly, van Sterkenburg et al. (2012) explored football 
commentary in the Netherlands and found that Black players of Surinamese 
origin were more often depicted in terms of their physicality. Another Dutch 
study by Hermes (2005) showed how sport media drew upon stereotypical 
ideas about Black hyper-sexuality and physical attributes in the representa-
tion of various Black football players of Surinamese origins. Ogasawara (2004) 
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found, in his analysis of how Japanese media reported on the football World 
Cup, that Black players were often linked to some ‘innate’ ability for sports. 
In Spain, Aquino (2017) explored media representations of the Spanish Black 
football player Iñaki Williams, showing how a special emphasis was put on 
his physical skills, for example by referring to him as ‘the bullet of Bilbao’. To 
a lesser extent, studies found that racial/ethnic biases were also reproduced 
about other racial/ethnic categories, such as South Asian football players 
being associated with physical weakness in the United Kingdom (Kilvington 
2012) and White Latin American and White Southern European football play-
ers being described negatively in cognitive terms in Polish and Dutch tele-
vised football (van Lienden and van Sterkenburg. 2020; van Sterkenburg et 
al. 2012), for example, as being hot-tempered. It is worth noting the confla-
tion between race/ethnicity and nationality, which take special importance in 
the European context. For instance, Campbell and Bebb (2020: 14) found that 
while football commentators associated physical skills more often with Black 
players and cognitive skills with White players, this was different for White 
Eastern European players, who were more often described as having ‘char-
acter, power and strength’. This shows how national stereotypes can cause 
differentiation in the representation of racial/ethnic groups. Tudor (1992) and 
Billings and Tambosi (2004) also found a similar reliance on national stereo-
types in their analyses of football coverage.

However, several studies have also found examples of counter-narratives 
that challenge dominant discourses. This shows that at times sport media 
can also potentially challenge dominant ideas surrounding race/ethnicity that 
circulate in wider society. For instance, a study on the Spanish context did not 
find evidence for overtly racializing discourses such as the ‘born athlete’ stere-
otype for Black athletes being reproduced in televised football (Longas Luque 
and van Sterkenburg 2020). A US study on Asian-American basketball player 
Jeremy Lin did not find an overt emphasis of the supposed physical inferiority 
of Asian athletes (Park 2015); Van Sterkenburg et al. (2012), in their study in 
the Dutch context, found that young Moroccan-Dutch football players were 
not racialized/ethnicized in televised football commentary, while Dutch every-
day discourses tend to portray them as the ‘Other’.

Audience reception studies

As Hall (1997b) argues, audiences are not merely passive consumers of media, 
but they have an active role in the process of decoding the information. This is 
important since in order to measure the impact of media discourses, it is not 
enough to analyse their content, but it also requires an understanding of how 
audiences negotiate these discourses. However, only relatively few studies 
have focused on how audiences respond to sport media discourses surround-
ing race/ethnicity (van Sterkenburg 2019). Audiences can be ‘active’ consum-
ers when they negotiate the discourses put forward in the media which may 
not always correspond to the ‘preferred’ reading that the media anticipate. For 
instance, van Sterkenburg (2013) showed, in the Dutch context, that most 
interviewees reproduced the racial/ethnic stereotypes that could be witnessed 
in televised football such as that of Black football players being more natu-
rally gifted for sport, or White players as more rational. However, some inter-
viewees argued that this was a ‘misrepresentation of reality’ (van Sterkenburg 
2013: 395) and thus challenged the dominant discourse by saying they did 
not believe in such a natural distinction between Black and White athletes. 
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Buffington and Fraley (2008) also found that audiences often reproduced 
racialized/ethnicized stereotypes in their US study. Next to that, they also 
found evidence that suggested that more daily exposure to television led to 
a stronger reliance on stereotypes from audiences. They also argue that sport 
media may be having a confirmation role in discourses that already circulate in 
society (Buffington and Fraley 2008). Some previous studies also suggest that 
the racial/ethnic location of audience members influences how they negoti-
ate the discourses surrounding race/ethnicity put forward in sport media. For 
example, McCarthy et al. (2003) found that Black audience members showed 
more awareness than White audience members about the use of stereotypes 
that sport media drew upon in depicting Black athletes.

Finally, some audience studies have explored how audiences discuss issues 
surrounding national identity and race/ethnicity in football events such as the 
World Cup. For example, in the Dutch context, van Sterkenburg (2013) showed 
how White audience members expressed pride for the national football team 
as long as the team continued to be perceived as ‘mainly White’. The findings 
of this study correspond to the findings in recent content analyses that have 
explicitly focused on the intersections between Whiteness and national iden-
tity in the representation of athletes from various racial/ethnic backgrounds 
in Italy (Mauro 2020) and Germany (Gehring 2016). These studies also found 
that media representations in part drew on discourses that represented the 
‘nation’ as predominantly White, hence questioning the full right of ‘belong-
ing’ in the national team of players such as Mario Balotelli (Italian-born from 
Ghanaian parents) and Mesut Özil (German-born from Turkish heritage).

PRODUCING THE REPRESENTATION OF RACE/ETHNICITY AND 
INTERSECTIONS WITH GENDER

As we can see, there has been a plethora of content analyses focused on 
exploring the discourses surrounding race/ethnicity that sport commenta-
tors draw on. They have been valuable in illuminating the myriad ways in 
which discourses surrounding race/ethnicity are systematically (re)produced 
in popular media and in particular the important role that sport media plays 
in this, given that these studies addressed various media, sports and national 
contexts. Simultaneously, it has been long recognized that besides critical scru-
tiny of content alone, research should also critically engage with the choices 
and processes involved in the selection and production stage (Gruneau 1989; 
Rowe 2004). Such engagement could shed light on how these choices and 
processes can be situated within professional discourses as well as in wider 
cultural and ideological formations. Coinciding with the first critical textual 
analyses focusing on sport media representations, the late 1970s and 1980s 
also saw some research focusing on the ideologically loaded character of sport 
media productions (Hargreaves 1986; McKay and Rowe 1987). However, as 
Gruneau (1989) argues, the absence of detailed case studies led these works 
to not fully engage with the significance of how the configuration of political, 
technological, institutional and professional structures and norms enable and 
limit certain practices within the production of sport media. Recent years have 
seen a number of detailed case studies on sport media production processes 
(see Barnfield 2013; Perry et al. 2019). These works primarily focused on 
specific production techniques and methods and their relation to dominant 
institutional values and codes. Although providing valuable insights into sport 
media production, they largely left the relationship between these production 
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processes and the ways the producers understand their own role in reference 
to the aforementioned prolific racialized/ethnicized representations of athletes 
unmentioned.

Two studies that did explicitly explore the dominant ideas of producers 
and sportscasters regarding race/ethnicity and its representations in sport 
media broadcasts suggest that there is a general awareness of the existence 
of racial/ethnic bias in sport media commentary (Billings 2008; Bruce 2004). 
Producers and sportscasters (almost exclusively White in both studies) drew 
on different, ambiguous and sometimes contradicting discursive strategies to 
explain the existence of racial/ethnic bias and the role they could play in chal-
lenging these differentiated representations. Two recurring strategies worth 
highlighting here concerned the (1) supposed neutrality and objectivity in 
reporting on athletes from different racial/ethnic backgrounds, often by rely-
ing on ideas of progress (the idea that racism was a problem in the past, but is 
now disappearing and less of a salient issue), and (2) the downplaying of the 
agenda-setting capacities of sport media. These works also noted alternative 
discursive strategies that were utilized by some of the respondents, includ-
ing those who stated they actively aimed to challenge racial/ethnic stereo-
types in their reporting (Bruce 2004). The multi-layered discursive strategies 
that the respondents drew on in these studies show how the dynamic envi-
ronment of sport media is not inherently a site where racial/ethnic ideologies 
and hierarchies are reinforced, but also a site where challenging and alterna-
tive discourses can emerge. This is also noted in content analyses (see above) 
where certain racialized patterns dominate but where the meanings given to 
race/ethnicity are not entirely straightforward but are also ambiguous, and 
fluid.

The reliance on ideas about neutrality and objectivity were noted both in 
Bruce’s study (2004) on US college basketball commentators and Billings’ study 
(2008) on the media production of the Winter Olympics of 2006. Respondents 
involved in the production process argued for instance that ‘I just really believe 
in my heart that I try to be neutral’ (Bruce 2004: 872), or ‘[i]t doesn’t seem 
important […] [i]t’s all fairly neutral to me’ (Billings 2008: 77). Although 
respondents often acknowledged that commentators might have relied on 
racialized/ethnicized tropes in the past, they also felt that nowadays produc-
ers and commentators are conscious about these issues and actively work to 
not let it ‘shade their on-air dialogue in significant ways’ (Billings 2008: 80). 
The media makers’ reliance on notions of objectivity and neutrality – central 
tenets in the professional journalist ideology – can be seen as a discursive 
strategy to enhance their relatively lower professional standing in comparison 
with more traditional news media (Rowe 2004). This discursive strategy does, 
however, also signal manifestations of what Bonilla-Silva calls ‘colour-blind 
racism’ (2006), which he defines as the pervasive idea that racism has declined 
and is not significant in society anymore while (often unconsciously) racial/
ethnic stereotypes, prejudices and hierarchies are still being upheld through 
more implicit racialized/ethnicized discourses that, in turn, reproduce racism. 
As the overview of content analyses above suggests, stereotypical discourses 
that work to ‘naturalize’ racial/ethnic differences have been identified rela-
tively habitually in sport media broadcasts for 40 years. However, several of 
the media makers in the studies by Bruce (2004) and Billing (2008) relied on 
notions of progress and neutrality to discursively absolve themselves for any 
involvement in reinforcing such discourses within their professional practices. 
This fusion of liberal ideas concerning universal equality, individuality and 



Sport media and the cultural circulation of race/ethnicity

www.intellectbooks.com  17

progress together with a discursive minimization of the enduring existence of 
racism are central tenets of colour-blind racism, in which racial/ethnic ideolo-
gies and hierarchies continue to be reinforced albeit more covertly and subtly 
than in the past, often by relying on supposedly ‘race-neutral’ or cultural mark-
ers of difference that are, however, inextricably located in racialized ideologies 
(Bonilla-Silva 2006).

Next to relying on notions of objectivity and neutrality, producers and 
sportscasters in these studies also regularly downplayed the agenda-setting 
role that sport media could play in altering representations of athletes from 
minority racial/ethnic backgrounds. This general unease in thinking about 
actively challenging stereotypical representations may well partly stem from 
the aforementioned centrality of objectivity in the professional ideology of 
sport journalists, but their responses also indicate that producers and sports-
casts conceive of sport media primarily as a ‘reactive medium’ that gives audi-
ences ‘more of what they want to see than what they ought to see’ (in Billings 
2008: 72, original emphasis). Such a discursive strategy fails to take account of 
the agenda-setting role that sport media can play in reference to their repre-
sentation of minority racial/ethnic (sporting) identities. This comes to the 
fore illustratively in Billing’s US study (2008) on the production of the Winter 
Olympics of 2006. The Winter Olympics have historically been an event in 
which primarily White athletes partake – in contrast to the racial/ethnic diver-
sity that may be witnessed in the Summer Olympics. Billings (2008) notes 
that his respondents (media makers) generally viewed this lack of racial/ethnic 
diversity to be the result of climatic and cultural patterns which hinder the 
participation of minoritized athletes in winter sports. Such a discursive strat-
egy engages with the structural forces that can explain limited participation 
in winter sports from minoritized athletes; however, as Harrison argues in his 
exploration of skiing and Whiteness in the United States, such a view does not 
take notice of the ‘powerful symbolic forces which work to define and main-
tain skiing and its associated social spaces as essentially White’ (2013:  25). 
Through a myriad of practices and discourses surrounding winter sports, the 
media reinforce the pervasive idea that skiing and other winter sports are a 
‘White’ affair. While media representations of said winter sports arguably 
matter and play a role in maintaining the Winter Olympics’ Whiteness, the 
role of these media representations and other symbolic forces was generally 
not recognized by sportscasters and producers in reflecting on this.

INTERSECTIONS WITH PRODUCTION STUDIES ON GENDER  
IN SPORT MEDIA

At this point, it is worthwhile to briefly shift the focus to production studies 
in sport media concentrating on gender. This is relevant as – in contrast to the 
relatively few production studies on race/ethnicity – there is a relatively larger 
number of production studies with a focus on social identities other than race/
ethnicity in sport media such as (dis)ability (Howe 2008), homosexuality (Kian 
et al. 2015) and, above all, gender (see Harden and Shain 2005; Organista et al. 
2021; Schoch 2013). When surveying the literature on gender in sport media, it 
becomes clear that (overwhelmingly White and male) producers and journal-
ists tend to rely on similar discursive strategies to explain stereotypical repre-
sentations of female athletes, and the role sport media can play to challenge 
these representations, as those that have been noted in reference to race/
ethnicity. Most notably, media professionals refer to neutrality and objectivity 
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and minimize the agenda-setting function of sport media when discussing the 
marginalization and/or stereotyping of women’s sport and female athletes in 
media.

Previous studies into gender and sport media found that journalists often 
relied on discursive strategies that prioritized ‘objectivity’, ‘neutrality’ and 
‘audience interest’ to explain gendered inequities in sports reporting (Gee and 
Leberman 2011; Knoppers and Elling 2004; Organista et al. 2021). Knoppers 
and Elling explain how such invoking of terms as ‘objectivity’ and ‘neutrality’ 
by sports journalists ‘work to secure consent to the point where conflicts of 
interest are not apparent and their power is seen as legitimate’ and ‘to conceal 
issues of gendered dynamics of power, by using an ideology of neutrality’ 
(2004: 69–70). In other words, sports journalists may cling to a notion of objec-
tivity and neutrality when reflecting on the inequities in the representation 
of women’s sports which absolves them from critically investigating underly-
ing gendered dynamics, using similar discursive strategies as seen in the few 
production studies on race/ethnicity. Next to objectivity and neutrality, also 
assumptions about newsworthiness and audience interest were invoked by 
sports journalists when asked about the underrepresentation of women’s 
sports, assuming that audiences are simply more interested in men’s sports 
(Hardin and Shain 2005; Gee and Lieberman 2011; Knoppers and Elling 2004; 
Rowe 2007). Organista et al. found that Polish sport journalists themselves 
referred to a strategy of promoting women’s sports as ‘artificial’ and ‘not the 
role of the media’, instead claiming that ‘[t]he media is there to describe it 
as it is’ (2021: 385). This mirrors the findings of Knoppers and Elling’s study 
(2004) of Dutch sport journalists, in which sport journalists also advocated 
against such perceived ‘promotional journalism’. Such a discursive strategy 
again presents a view that sport media are solely reactive to audience interests 
and obscures the possibility that sport journalists could have in fact an influ-
ence in shaping audience interest.

The discursive strategies deployed by sportscasters, journalists and 
producers in explaining gendered and racialized dynamics within sport media 
representations intersect and overlap, but these studies also suggest that they 
seem to diverge in some significant ways. As Billings (2008) noted, respond-
ents were generally convinced that athletes’ race/ethnicity did not influence 
their reporting in any way. At the same time, they conceded that stereotypi-
cal representations based on nationality and gender did occasionally creep up 
in their coverage. This shows how sport journalists may be less self-reflexive 
and/or more reluctant to acknowledge the racialized/ethnicized discourses on 
which they might draw in their coverage compared to the gendered or nation-
alist discourses they may use. Previous work has noted how since sport is not 
structured along racial/ethnic lines as it is with gender, racialized/ethnicized 
discourses play a more subtle role in sport media coverage than gendered 
discourses (van Sterkenburg and Knoppers 2004). This is not to say – as we 
explained earlier – that the sport journalists unanimously acknowledge their 
role in (re)constructing gendered categories and hierarchies. It does however 
show that future research into race/ethnicity has to be especially conscious 
of what Hall labelled the dominant ‘double-syntax of racism’ (1992: 17). This 
double syntax ‘operates by both denying its very register while producing, 
often metonymically, profoundly compelling representations of racial alterity’ 
(Carrington 2011: 90). In other words, these previous works into the ‘produc-
tion’ of race/ethnicity in sport media show how sports journalists discursively 
draw on a hegemonic colour-blind ideology when reflecting on their own 
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reporting. This, in turn, obscures how sport media might serve as one of the 
enduring mechanisms through which racial/ethnic boundaries are maintained 
and ‘naturalized’.

FUTURE DIRECTION(S) OF PRODUCTION STUDIES IN SPORT MEDIA

We conclude this article by highlighting some of the possible future avenues 
of research into the meanings given to race/ethnicity in the ‘production’ 
processes in sport media as well as giving some applied suggestions for the 
field of sport journalism itself. Surveying the previous production studies on 
race/ethnicity in sport media, it is notable that they have treated race/ethnic-
ity as an isolated social identity category. Possible intersections with other 
social identity categories have rarely been explored in these analyses. This 
also applies to most of the production studies on gender and sexualities in 
sport media. Even though these studies have greatly contributed to under-
standing how these social identity categories are understood, maintained and 
reproduced in sport media production, they left possible intersections with 
other social dimensions largely unaddressed. In this respect, future produc-
tion studies could learn from content analyses of sport media in which such 
an intersectional approach is already more established. For instance, a study 
by McKay and Johnson (2008: 494) found that American Black female athletes 
are discursively positioned on a ‘racist–sexist matrix’ and as a threat to domi-
nant racial/ethnic and gender hierarchies. A US-focused study by Meyer and 
Gayle (2015) did actually take an intersectional approach – albeit not in sport 
media – and found that Black female journalists used various strategies in their 
work to counter dominant-negative stereotypical depictions of Black people, 
while they did so to a much lesser extent in relation to stereotypical depictions 
of gender. Utilizing an intersectional perspective will enable researchers to 
explore more in-depth how the social positionality of sport journalists inter-
acts with the dominant organizational practices and values within the sport 
media newsroom, leading to particular representations of race/ethnicity and 
its intersection with other social identity categories such as gender.

Furthermore, such studies would then also benefit from a wider vari-
ety of countries being researched. So far, the few production studies into 
race/ethnicity have primarily focused on the United States and the United 
Kingdom, and generally understood race/ethnicity through a binary Black–
White prism. However, when we understand race/ethnicity to be a ‘complexly 
layered and contextualized social construct’ (van Sterkenburg et al. 2012: 424), 
whose logics and boundaries are context-dependent, it is vital for future 
research to explore sport media production in a wider variety of national/local 
contexts. This includes contexts where the Black–White dichotomy may not 
be the dominant modality through which racial/ethnic categories are under-
stood. Some recent content analyses into discourses surrounding race/ethnic-
ity in sport media moved beyond the Anglo-American focus (see Ličen 2015; 
Longas Luque and van Sterkenburg 2020; van Lienden and van Sterkenburg 
2020; van Sterkenburg et al. 2012), and can be considered examples for future 
sport media production studies.

We also suggest future research into sport media production of race/ethnic-
ity to focus more on routine and ‘everyday’ newsroom practices and explore 
how they might relate to the (re)construction or challenging of racialized 
representations in sport media content. Several studies on gender have, for 
instance, identified gendered vertical and horizontal segregations within the 
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sport media newsroom, where female journalists occupy leadership positions 
less often than their male counterparts and are generally allocated less pres-
tigious stories than male journalists (Hardin 2013; Schoch 2013). Production 
studies could also benefit from exploring if similar hierarchies and segrega-
tions in everyday media practices play a role when it comes to race/ethnic-
ity. This seems especially relevant since previous research has suggested that 
newsrooms are overwhelmingly occupied by White males in western coun-
tries (Carrington 2011; Hardin and Shain 2005; Zenquis and Mwaniki 2019).

Although academic work is necessary for highlighting the role of sport 
media in the constructions of race/ethnicity and other identities, as well as 
understanding the processes behind these constructions, this in itself will not 
be sufficient to bring change into journalistic practice. We argue that a closer 
collaboration between academics and professionals in the field of journalism is 
necessary for commentary and production practices to change where relevant 
(Wilson et al. 2016). We, therefore, finish this article by giving some applied 
recommendations for the journalistic field. First of all, and as suggested by 
some of the production studies mentioned previously (Meyer and Gale 2015), 
a more equitable representation of marginalized identities in the news-
rooms – also in senior positions – would lead to a fairer production process of 
sports reporting. Secondly, the problematic focus on ‘objectivity’ and limited 
self-reflexivity amongst media makers shown in this article could be tackled 
in journalism textbooks that often emphasize this notion of objectivity as a 
‘marker of journalistic quality’ without further reflection on what that objectiv-
ity would mean (Wilson et al. 2016: 36). Lastly, and also from an educational 
perspective, journalism studies would benefit from putting more emphasis on 
how journalists’ own positionality impacts their perspectives and processes of 
news reporting, thereby increasing reflexivity among future journalists (Wilson 
et al. 2016). We believe that by shifting the focus from content to produc-
tion studies we contribute, at the same time, to diminishing the gap between 
media scholarship and media practice. Hopefully, it results in future studies 
that show how journalistic practices have become more socially responsible 
and (self-)reflexive, in turn leading to less biased representations.
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