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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to conduct a sociological analysis of the representation of
female athletes' performance in the media and examine its impact on public attitudes and
professional identity.

Methodology: A qualitative research design was employed using semi-structured
interviews with 13 experts in sports and media, including sports federation officials,
managers, and media specialists. Participants were selected through purposive and snowball
sampling. Thematic analysis was applied to the interview data, and the reliability of the
coding was confirmed through a test-retest method with a consistency rate of 78.82%.
Findings: The results revealed that media portrayals of female athletes exhibit a dual
character: on one hand, they reinforce gender stereotypes by focusing on appearance,
emotions, and traditional roles; on the other hand, they can challenge these stereotypes
through fair and positive coverage of female athletes” achievements. Social media was also
identified as a space for redefining female athletes’ professional identities, although aesthetic
and commercial pressures persist in these platforms.

Conclusion: The findings underscore the need for structural reforms in media policies and
gender-sensitive training for journalists to improve the representation of female athletes.
Supporting athlete-driven self-representation on social media can play a vital role in
reshaping public perceptions and promoting gender equity in sports.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

The representation of female athletes in the media has become a central subject in the sociological study of sport and gender, particularly
due to its powerful influence on public perceptions, gender norms, and the identities of women in professional sports. Despite the
increasing participation of women in competitive and elite sports, media coverage continues to underrepresent and misrepresent female
athletes, often reinforcing traditional gender stereotypes (Chen et al., 2025; Vai et al., 2025). Scholars argue that media portrayals of
female athletes tend to emphasize femininity, appearance, and personal lives over athletic achievements and skill (Hassan et al., 2024;
Sahin et al., 2024). Such portrayals contribute to the symbolic marginalization of female athletes and hinder progress toward gender
equity in sport.

Media representations do not merely reflect reality; they shape and construct meanings around femininity, power, and athleticism. The
gendered framing of female athletes in both traditional and digital media platforms reveals persistent structural inequalities in sports
journalism (Jaworska & Hunt, 2017; Yang et al., 2020). Studies have shown that female athletes are more likely to be depicted in
passive or aestheticized roles, with fewer opportunities to be recognized for their athletic competencies (Biscomb & Matheson, 2017;
Bowes & Kitching, 2019). This dynamic reinforces a gender hierarchy in which male athletes are positioned as the norm and female

athletes as the exception or the “other.”

However, digital media and athlete-controlled platforms such as social media have opened new avenues for counter-narratives. Athletes
now have more agency in crafting their own public images, resisting reductive stereotypes, and promoting their athletic identities (Peng
& Jung, 2024; Toffoletti & Thorpe, 2018). Nevertheless, even within these platforms, pressures to conform to beauty ideals and
marketability norms persist, demonstrating the pervasive nature of gendered expectations in media spaces (Kavanagh et al., 2023;
Litchfield & Kavanagh, 2018). Furthermore, media representation also significantly affects the self-perception, mental well-being, and
career trajectories of female athletes, which underscores the urgency of investigating this issue (Johnson et al., 2023; Sahin et al.,
2024).

Existing research across various cultural contexts has highlighted both the universal and context-specific dimensions of media gender bias.
While studies in Western contexts often point to sexualization and trivialization, research in non-Western settings reveals the added
influence of cultural norms, religious values, and national politics (Ahmadi & Molana, 2024; Xu & Kreshel, 2021). In Muslim-majority
countries, for instance, media portrayals may focus on modesty, moral behavior, or conformity to societal expectations rather than athletic
excellence (Damanik et al., 2025; Mehmeti & Orhani, 2025). These multiple intersecting influences make it crucial to examine how

female athletes are framed in specific sociocultural contexts.

This study aimed to conduct a sociological analysis of how the performance of female athletes is represented in Iranian media. Drawing
on qualitative insights from experts in sports and media, the research explored the dual nature of media portrayals—simultancously
reinforcing and challenging gender stereotypes—and examined how such representations influence broader social attitudes and the self-
perception of female athletes. By integrating findings with international scholarship, the study contributes to a nuanced understanding of

media, gender, and power in sport.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design utilizing semi-structured interviews to explore expert perspectives on the media
representation of female athletes. The participants included 13 individuals with professional experience in sports management, media,
and journalism, specifically within the context of Iranian sports institutions. Participants were selected using purposive and snowball

sampling techniques to ensure informed and contextually grounded viewpoints.

Each interview was conducted in-depth and recorded with the consent of participants. The interviews were transcribed verbatim, and
data were analyzed using thematic analysis. This approach enabled the researchers to identify recurring patterns and themes related to
media practices, gender stereotypes, and the sociocultural implications of representation. To ensure credibility and reliability, strategies
such as peer debriefing, member checks, and test-retest reliability analysis (yielding a consistency rate of 78.82%) were employed

throughout the analytical process.



Findings

The findings revealed that media representation of female athletes in Iran is shap
reinforces traditional gender norms by focusing on feminine characteristics, physical a
wifehood or motherhood. This reinforcement often overshadows the athletic competence and a
other hand, certain media outlets have begun to cover female athletes’ successes in a more balanced an

their skill, discipline, and dedication.

Participants indicated that female athletes are often portrayed in a manner that highlights aesthetics and emotions rather than
professionalism and performance. This trend was seen across both print and digital platforms, where women’s appearances and personal
stories were emphasized more than their competitive outcomes. The choice of headlines, imagery, and language used in reporting was

frequently cited as contributing to the perpetuation of gender biases.

Moreover, experts observed that self-presentation on social media has become a critical tool for female athletes to resist media-imposed
stereotypes. Many athletes now curate their own narratives by highlighting training routines, performance statistics, and team dynamics.
However, they also face pressures to conform to commercialized standards of beauty, often balancing between athletic identity and

marketable femininity.

The research also found that these media portrayals have psychological and professional consequences. Female athletes reported
experiencing reduced self-confidence, a sense of invisibility, and frustration over the disparity in media attention compared to their male
counterparts. These representations also affect public perception, reinforcing the idea that women's sports are secondary or less significant

than men's.

Finally, the experts emphasized the need for structural changes in media practices, including gender-sensitivity training for journalists,

inclusive editorial policies, and active collaboration with female athletes to shape fair and empowering narratives.
Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study underscore the complex and ambivalent role of the media in shaping the public image of female athletes.
Consistent with previous international research, Iranian media portrayals continue to oscillate between reinforcing gender stereotypes
and promoting narratives of empowerment. The persistent focus on femininity, emotionality, and personal life details limits the
recognition of female athletes’ professional competencies and undermines their status in the athletic domain. These findings align with

global patterns in sports media, where women athletes are systematically marginalized or aestheticized.

Yet, the emergence of social media as a platform for self-representation offers a degree of resistance to dominant discourses. Female
athletes who take control of their narrative challenge traditional stereotypes by emphasizing performance, strength, and commitment.
Nevertheless, the encroachment of market logics and aesthetic pressures in these spaces reveals that true equality remains elusive. The
internalization of these media norms by athletes themselves reflects the subtle and pervasive influence of representation on identity

formation.

The study also highlights the intersectional nature of media representation, wherein cultural, religious, and national values mediate how
women are framed. Iranian female athletes navigate a media landscape that is not only gendered but also bound by broader sociopolitical
and cultural constraints. These dynamics necessitate a contextualized approach to understanding media power, one that incorporates both

global frameworks and local specificities.

Ultimately, for genuine transformation to occur, media institutions must move beyond superficial reforms and commit to structural

occasionally resists gen centering the voices of experts embedded in the sports and media sectors,

ractical insights for reimagining medi ion that affirms the complexity, professionalism, and value of female

ntemporary society.
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