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seeking to transform the underlying drivers of gender
equality (unconscious bias, gender stereotypes,
gender role models and social norms).
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previous positions include Director of Gender and
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Leading Thinker foreword
As highlighted in a recent report of the United
Nations Secretary General, the media plays
a critical role in perpetuating and countering
discriminatory norms and gender stereotypes1.

The volume of the analysis is significantly more than previous
reviews that were conducted manually. The goal was to
systematically document the extent and nature of bias in sports
reporting, to inform more conscious management and staff
decisions about gender balance in coverage.

When Professor Iris Bohnet and I began working
with VicHealth to help bring behavioural insights
into efforts to promote gender equality, it
was clear from the outset that sport plays an
important role in Australian society and media.

Working together with colleagues from Swinburne University,
we processed five years of data to analyse 241,781 written
articles and 123 million words. There were some important
findings – some of which are encouraging, others much less so.
The highlights are presented here, with a fuller version being
published separately with technical details.

We wanted to focus on social norms, because these reflect
shared expectations and informal rules about how people
should behave. As I investigated with co-authors in a recent
special issue of The Lancet 2, ignoring gender norms and
inequalities undermines the health of everyone – women
and girls; boys and men; and gender minorities.
Social norms shape opportunities for women and girls in
a range of settings. Importantly, such norms can also limit
choices, even in settings like Victoria, where explicit barriers
to equality have been removed and government is committed
to a vision in which all Victorians are visible and represented,
not only at work, but also in communities, sport and media.
The last five years have been a time of change in Victoria,
with women making high profile inroads into traditionally
male domains, such as Australian Rules Football and even
the Melbourne Cup. And with major media corporations
stating commitment to more equitable coverage.
How was this being reflected in the newspaper text coverage
of sports in Victoria during this time?

“
We wanted to focus on social
norms, because these reflect shared
expectations and informal rules
about how people should behave.”
We hope that the findings will make a constructive contribution
to conversations about what needs to be done to tackle gender
inequality in ways that will generate gains for all Victorians.

Dr Jeni Klugman
Managing Director
Institute for Women, Peace and Security
Georgetown University

As part of our contribution to a more systematic understanding
of gender bias in Victoria, we used a big data analysis,
made possible by improvements in data availability and
computational techniques.

VicHealth
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VicHealth foreword
The notion that Victorians are happy with the
coverage of female sports in the media is not
supported by research. We know that more
than half of women and 37 per cent of men
are dissatisfied with the current level of media
coverage of women’s sport and want more3.
Australia’s female tennis players, swimmers, surfers and
golfers, and the national women’s cricket, soccer and
netball teams have recently all achieved incredible
international success. But, are Australians being given
sufficient opportunities to read about, celebrate and
be inspired by these successes? Is there a discrepancy
between the amount and nature of media Australians
consume about male athletes and female athletes?
We welcomed the opportunity to apply machine learning
techniques to allow a truly comprehensive and complete
review of the last five years of print-based sports reporting
in Victoria so we could answer these questions definitively.
This study is important for anyone who talks about, writes
about or reports on sport. It is for media, sporting organisations
and codes, experts, athletes and community members. It is
also for researchers who can deepen the analysis further to
include elements such as the use of images or placement in
the newspaper, or to investigate the norms in broadcast or
online articles.
At a time when half of Australian women are not exercising
enough and worry about being judged while exercising
(see thisgirlcan.com.au), seeing successful female athletes
in the media could light the way for women and girls to
follow – after all, you can’t be what you can’t see.

“
This study is important for anyone
who talks about, writes about
or reports on sport.”
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The good news in this study is encouraging, and fortunately
some excellent materials already exist as references for
writers:
1. Change Our Game, a suite of initiatives delivered by the
Office for Women in Sport and Recreation in the Victorian
Government, includes a range of guidelines to support
community sport and recreation organisations looking to
develop inclusive marketing and communication practices.
Two key resources include guidelines for marketing and
communications. The first details strategies for marketing
to women, selecting imagery, using social media, using
inclusive language and terminology. The second provides
recruitment and retention guidelines, to encourage sport
and active recreation organisations to utilise inclusive
practices to attract and retain more women in their
workforce and in positions of leadership:
changeourgame.vic.gov.au
2. International Olympic Committee guidelines for gender
balanced representation: stillmed.olympic.org
A future where we see a level playing field in how we celebrate
the success of our male and female athletes need not be too
far away.

Nithya Solomon
Executive Lead Innovation Office
VicHealth

1. Research in context
Key findings of this study
1. Content analysis revealed comparable and unbiased portrayal of men and women in sports reporting. For example,
references to appearance, the use of gendered language and other measurable gender biases are infrequent in sports
articles about both men and women.
2. Opportunities to read articles about women in sport are scarce and do not match the levels of female participation in
sports, or the demand for articles about female sports. The vast majority of newspaper sports articles centre on men.
3. Female journalists are more likely to write about women in sport, but only account for 12 per cent of sports articles.
The share of women writing sports articles fell from 18 per cent to 12 per cent over the five-year study period.

Sport is important, if not central, to the Victorian
community. Millions of women and men, girls and
boys participate in sport on a regular basis, and
millions more are avid spectators and consumers
of news about sports.
Media reporting plays a key role in shaping perceptions about
sport and influencing social and gender norms. Sports media
also shapes popular views about role models and success
in sport. In fact, the centrality of sport and sports media is
well recognised by the Victorian Government, as reflected in
the gender strategy (see Figure 1). Research conducted for
VicHealth has also found substantial levels of unmet demand
for media coverage of female sports (see Figure 2).
Figure 1: Sports media and the Victorian Gender Equality
Strategy 2016
The vision of the Victorian Gender Equality Strategy is
that all Victorians are visible, have an equal voice and
occupy decision-making roles not only at work, but in
communities, sport, media and the arts.
The indicators to measure progress include:
• reduced reports of everyday stereotypes and sexism
• increased recognition of women’s expertise (media,
sports, the arts)
• increased representation of women in media,
professional sports and at all levels of leadership.

Source: Women Victoria, www.vic.gov.au/our-gender-equality-strategy

To date, most research on gender portrayal in sports reporting
has relied on the manual review of news reports, which is both
time-consuming and resource-intensive, entailing a trade-off
between volume and depth of the analysis.
This study is the first ever, large-scale analysis of the extent and
nature of the portrayal of women and men in Victorian sports
print media. It provides important evidence to both inform the
debate and to highlight challenges and opportunities.

Evidence before this study
• A study of five major British news outlets found that female
athletes featured in less than 4 per cent of sports-related
news, mainly in feminine-type sports like tennis or horse
riding4. Similarly, in New Zealand, sportswomen only
appeared in about 6 per cent of news reports5.
• Where women were reported on in sports, studies found
an emphasis on appearance and sexist language, such as
reporting on weight loss or the colour of nail polish of
female tennis players6.
• In the US, male journalists in print media continue to
outnumber female reporters by roughly two to one7, a ratio
that was found to parallel Australia and New Zealand8.
• The 2019 Women for Media Report: ‘You can’t be what you
can’t see’9 took a snapshot of Australia’s most influential
news sites on four consecutive Thursdays in October 2018
and found that, by and large, women are not quoted as the
experts nor the sources – and that for sports stories in
particular, men constituted 95 per cent of direct sources.
• Recent analysis of three decades of sports reporting in
The New York Times found that just 5.2 per cent focus
on women’s sports and female athletes10.

Only one fifth of women and one third of men in Victoria feel there is enough media coverage of women in sports.
Figure 2: Response to: “There is enough on-field/on-court TV, radio and newspaper coverage of female sports”
Total

Men

Women

Disagree

44.2%

36.6%

51.7%

Neither agree or disagree

28.8%

29.6%

27.9%

Agree

26.9%

33.8%

20.4%

Source: VicHealth (2017) Gender Equality in Sports Survey 2016: VicHealth internal analysis, Unpublished report
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2. O
 ver 240,000 articles and 123 million words
analysed: methodology highlights
In this big data analysis, we utilised supervised
machine learning, a computational method that
enables analysis on a large scale. This study
examined print media sources, focusing on
newspapers but not magazines, periodicals,
graphics or other types of print media.
This data was analysed using Swinburne’s OzSTAR
supercomputer, one of the most powerful in Australia with
a performance peak of 1.2 petaflops. A petaflop is a unit of
computing speed equal to one thousand million million
(1015) floating point operations per second (Collins
Dictionary online, 2020, petaflop entry).
For Victoria this amounted to 241,781 articles and represented
123 million words.
We developed a coding instrument to systematically measure
the quantitative representation of women both in the sports
news and general news, and the extent to which sport-related
news stories contain language or content reflective of
gender bias.
Of the 241,781 articles, the number of articles where a
person was identified as the main ‘named entity’ was 74,826,
representing 37.7 million words. This is the volume of data
on which the coding instrument could be applied to generate
the data and insights presented in the following pages.

Content reflective of gender bias could include:
• use of gendered language – the table below illustrates the
types of gendered language we found in the content analysis
(e.g. describing women athletes as fragile or emotional)
• mention of gendered roles (e.g. wife, father, sister, son)
• references to relationship or family status (e.g. athlete has
two children, athlete is engaged to be married)
• mention of physical attributes or appearance (e.g. make-up,
outfit, hair of athlete/team; body shape, weight, strength
of athlete; race or ethnicity)
• diminishing successes (e.g. attributing achievements
to others, such as having a supportive coach or
supportive family).
Note that the data did not allow analysis of other elements of
sports reporting, such as the use of images or position in paper
(e.g. back page or proximity to back page). These elements may
also impact on understanding gender bias.
Further details about the method will be available in a technical
paper – to be published.
See Glossary for definitions of key terms.

Figure 3: Examples of gendered language in the sample
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Classifications

Examples found in sample

Feminine traits

emotional, coy, feisty, finesse, flamboyant, fragile, wild child, vulnerable, sweet-natured, nice,
young (as in childlike), tenderness, understanding, affectionate, elegant, femininity

Masculine traits

aggressive, ruthless, brutal, ferocious, iron-willed, brave, competitive, courageous, daring, gutsy,
intelligent, powerful, smart, top dog, outspoken, strong-willed

Depicts team
achievements/defeat
in masculinised terms

ambushed, assault, deadly, killed, terrorizing, demolition, brutal smashing, wreaking havoc,
domination, outmuscled, workhorse, warrior, killer blow, beast mentality, caged lions, crushing,
destructive, devastating, fierce warrior, foot soldier, spearheaded smash, tormenting, weaponry,
tower of strength, tore to shreds, menace, bulldozed, gorilla, hammering, giantkiller
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3. G
 reat news: content analysis showed
unbiased portrayal of men and women
in sports reporting
Our detailed analysis of language in sports
articles generally found no significant
differences in the ways that males and females
were portrayed in sports articles, in terms of
the use of gendered language and attribution
of success. And references to their physical
attributes were relatively infrequent overall.

These findings stand in welcome contrast to earlier studies
on smaller samples.
The snapshot for the July–July 2018/19 year is below
(Figure 4), which was also representative of the entire
period of the analysis.
One exception was that sports articles about women were
more likely to mention their gender roles, although this was
still only in a minority (8 per cent) of articles (see Figure 5).

Figure 4: Percentage of articles with gendered content for males and females reported in Victorian sports print media articles,
1 July 2018 – 30 June 2019

Female

14%
11%

11%

15%

Male

14%

11%
9%
7%

5%

5%

Female
gendered language
personality traits

Male
gendered language
personality traits

Gender
roles and
sexuality

Outcome
attribution
to others

Outcome
attribution
own

Female 2014/15 – 2018/19

Male 2014/15 – 2018/19

10

10

8

8

6
4

% of articles

% of articles

Figure 5: Reporting on gender roles in Victorian print media by gender of sportsperson

6
4

2

2

0

0
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4. H
 owever, opportunities to read about
women in sports reports were scarce

There was significant under-reporting of females
in sport over the five-year period in newspaper
articles, despite temporary boosts around major
events (Figure 6).

30.2 million words written in articles about men

3.3

The net result is that, over the five years,
30.2 million words were written in articles
about men, compared to 3.3 million about
women (Figure 7).

million words written in articles about women

Figure 7: Total words written about females and males in Victorian sports articles in major news outlets 2014–2019

Figure 6: All sports reporting of male and female sportspeople in Victorian print media 2014–2019
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Open 2015
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600
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Open 2019
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Note that the under-representation of reporting on women largely persisted, despite the 2017 introduction of AFLW and the international success of the women’s soccer team (Matildas) and their captain Sam Kerr, as well as
the world number one rankings of Australian women in tennis (Ashleigh Barty), surfing (Sally Fitzgibbons) and golf (Hannah Green) in 2019.
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The five-year trend is shown for three major sports below – the share of women being reported in AFL
and cricket is virtually flat over the period. Tennis shows boosts to reporting about women at different
times (typically around the Australian Open and French Open) but these were not sustained over time
(refer Figures 8–10).

Figure 8: AFL reporting 2014–2019
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Athlete Female
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Figure 9: Cricket reporting 2014–2019
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Figure 10: Tennis reporting 2014–2019
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5. Three opportunities to address unmet
demand for articles about women in sport
(1) Bridge the gap between participation levels and current share of media
coverage in these sports.
The share of media about women in sport is in
general less than the share of women playing
the sport – as shown for the past year in
Victoria in Figure 11 below.

This shows the trend in under-representation of women in media
coverage and over-representation of men in media coverage.
For example, tennis has 48 per cent female participation, but
women featured in only 28 per cent of the media coverage. In
contrast, men featured in 72 per cent of the media coverage
despite representing 52 per cent of participation.

Figure 11: Proportion of articles about females and males for individual sports
compared to participation rates 2018–19

Basketball

5% of total articles*

Share of
participation**
Share of
reporting

Football
Share of
participation**

16%

Share of
reporting

5%

Share of
participation**
Share of
reporting

Share of
reporting

Share of
reporting

6%

15% of total articles*

Golf

84%

Share of
participation**

<1% of total articles*

41%
32%

Tennis
Share of
participation**

82%

Share of
reporting

59%
68%

10% of total articles*

48%
28%

52%
72%

86%
94%

3% of total articles*

27%
6%

Share of
reporting

9% of total articles*

20%

80%

5%

95%

Track (Athletics)

1% of total articles*

Share of
participation**
Share of
reporting

73%
94%

Soccer
Share of
participation**

Male

17% of total articles*

14%

68%

95%

Hockey

Cricket
Share of
participation**

32%
18%

Female

44%
29%

56%
71% 71%

* Refers to total articles in the study sample. See methodology in Section 2 for description of the study sample.
** R efers to percentage share of people playing the sport and is taken from the AusPlay 2018–19 survey (see note below) and includes organised and
unorganised participation over the past 12 months. Organised sport refers to sport played through an organisation, like a club or a gym; or at a venue,
like a pool or an oval. It typically includes all membership of sporting clubs.
Note: Share of female population in Victoria participating in any sport or physical activity in 2018–19 is 86%. Participation data is from the AusPlay 2018–19
survey and shows adult women (15 years and over) as a percentage of total people participating over the past 12 months in the sport. This includes
participation activities for sport, for exercise or for recreation. For further information see www.clearinghouseforsport.gov.au/research/smi/ausplay/
results/state
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(2) Increase coverage
of sports with high
female participation,
given that male
sports currently
dominate sports
media coverage.
The sports that receive the
greatest share of coverage
in the media are those where
participation is predominantly
male. This is represented in
Figure 12. Also see Figure 11
for sports with high female
representation.

Figure 12: Share of sports articles written about individual sports in Victorian print
media 2014–2019
Other 8.6%
Cycling 1.4%
Australian Rules
Football 19.6%

Olympics 2.0%
Netball 2.0%
Motor Sports 2.1%
Aquatics/Water Sports 2.3%
Golf 3.0%
Basketball 3.7%

Cricket 14.7%
Rugby Union 4.1%

Sports Organisations 4.4%

Horse Racing/
Harness Racing 4.4%

Soccer 10.6%

Rugby League 8.1%

We can see that female journalists
are more than three times more
likely to write sports articles
about female athletes. Indeed, the
data suggests that if there were
only male journalists, the average
representation of women in sports
articles would drop to about 6 per cent.

Female
Male

Female journalists authored only
about one in eight of all sports media
articles in our sample, but they are
more likely than male journalists
to write about women.

Figure 13: Share of articles about female and male sportspeople written by female
and male journalists 2014–2019

21.2%

6.2%

0%

This suggests that increasing female
inclusion in sports media would be
a good way to boost the coverage of
women in sports — yet over the fiveyear period we analysed, the share of
women writing sports articles fell by
one third over the period, from 18 to
12 per cent.

12

68.2%

10.5%

Author

(3) Encourage female
journalists because
they are more likely
to write about
women’s sport.

Tennis 9.1%
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84.5%

20%

40%
Athlete Gender

9.3%

60%

80%
Female

Male

100%
Unknown

7. Conclusions and implications
This research reports on the first ever
large-scale analysis of the extent and nature
of the portrayal of women’s and men’s sport in
newspapers in Victoria. It is especially timely
with the rise of women’s leagues in several
elite sports, and the Victorian Government’s
focus on increasing the representation of
women in sports.
The representation of women in media and sports is also firmly
on the global agenda, as reflected in recent reports of the
United Nations Secretary General on the 25th anniversary
of the Beijing Platform for Action.
Our big data analysis covered the Victorian sports print media
universe of the period, specifically some 241,781 articles and
123 million words. At the same time, we recognise that gender
portrayals in sports print media are shaped by contextual
and other factors that could not be addressed as part of this
analysis – for example the imagery used and page placement.
The great news is that Victorian sports journalists are
portraying men and women in a comparable way in print media,
with no bias in the way men and women are reported. When
women are reported, their successes are not diminished and
there is no evidence of disproportionate attention to women’s
physical appearance or personal relationships.
However, opportunities to read about women in sports remain
scarce. Our analysis reveals massive under-representation of
women in sports media in Victoria. The gap exceeds 8:1, and
has not changed much over time, even with major events like
the introduction of a women’s Australian Football League and
Australian women topping world rankings in cricket, tennis,
soccer, surfing and golf.

“
Our empirical findings are a major step
forward in a better understanding of
gender portrayal in sports reporting
and what needs to be done to reach
gender equality goals in women’s
sports reporting.”

Our findings may also be associated with the scarcity of women
in sports journalism. Women journalists account for only 12
per cent of all sports articles published in 2018–19, but they
wrote more than 30 per cent of sports articles about women.
It appears that women journalists are crucial to expanding
the media coverage of women’s sport, yet the share of women
writing articles has fallen – from 18 to 12 per cent since 2014.
We also found encouraging evidence in the popular appetite for
greater coverage of women in sports – especially, but not only,
from women themselves.
Our empirical findings are a major step forward in a better
understanding of gender portrayal in sports reporting and what
needs to be done to reach gender equality goals in women’s
sports reporting.
The evidence demonstrates that significantly more reporting
on women in sports would give Victorian women and girls
the chance to see the same opportunities and role models
for themselves in sports as Victorian men and boys do.

Not only is the lack of recognition of women unrepresentative,
it may also discourage girls and women from participating in
sport. Women are as physically active as men, but far less likely
to participate in organised sports11 – possibly because women
in sports are so absent from media portrayals and because role
models are not reported. While all physical activity is good,
participation in organised sport brings further benefits to
mental health, social connection and wellbeing12.
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Glossary
Big data analysis

Gender stereotypes

Big data analysis involves using computational tools and
techniques to discover patterns and other useful information
in datasets that are too large for traditional data processing
software. Machine learning and natural language processing
are two tools used in this study to analyse the text.

Gender stereotypes are culturally defined expectations about
the sexes.

Content analysis
Content analysis is a text analysis process that involves
defining categories, sorting text into categories and analysing
the relationships among the categories. It can be qualitative
(focused on meanings), quantitative (counting the frequencies
or other characteristics of categories), or a combination of both.

Gender equality
The World Health Organization (WHO) defines gender equality
as “the absence of discrimination on the basis of a person’s sex
in opportunities, the allocation of resources and benefits, or
access to services”13.

Gendered social norms
Social norms are the informal rules that govern the behaviour
of individuals in groups, communities, cultures and societies.
They are the behaviours that are socially acceptable and
expected in that environment14.
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Gendered language
Words, expressions or phrases that suggest masculinity or
femininity. For example, ‘gutsy’ may be more associated with
masculinity whereas ‘coquettish’ may be thought of as more
of a feminine word or action.

Named entity
Named entity is the term used in natural language processing
(see Big Data above) that refers to identifiable names of
real-world people, teams or organisations found in text.

Sports participation
Sports participation can refer to regular or infrequent, formal
or casual participation. Regular participation can be measured
by club membership or participation in regular competitions.
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