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Female Bodies on Display

Attitudes Regarding Female Athlete Photos in
Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Issue and Espn:
The Magazine’s Body Issue

RACHAEL R. SMALLWOOD, NATALIE A. BROWN,
AND ANDREW C. BILLINGS

While a male athlete’s athletic prowess is rarely questioned, with accomplishments
leading to celebrity status, female athletes seeking the same celebrity status find the
publicity avenues to be quite different. Some female athletes are respected as high-
achieving athletes, but the majority of female athletes reside at the margins of sports
media, causing them to explore other outlets for publicity. Female athletes and hyper-
sexuality has been a topic of great debate among researchers, and many believe that
sex does not sell women'’s sports.

his study quantified perceptions of female athlete pictorials in

Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Issue and EspN: The Magazine’s Body

Issue, specifically examining presumed sexuality and athleticism.
While there has been little empirical research to measure audience re-
sponses toward female athlete hypersexuality, such a comparison is im-
portant not only for the focus on survey data but also to observe differ-
ences in the content of the two publications. While the sr issue features
highly sexualized poses of female athletes alongside bathing suit models,
EspN adopts a different approach, highlighting athletic bodies of all shapes
and sizes and from both genders—without accompanying models, yet in
nude form.

Respondents were shown twelve pictures of female athletes, six from
Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Issue and six from espN: The Magazine’s Body
Issue. Results from the 221 respondents indicated that while sr pictures
were more likely to receive high ratings for femininity and sexuality, Espy
pictures yielded higher scores for athleticism and muscularity. Many fac-
tors were positively correlated, revealing that sex might just sell women'’s
sports and calling for modifications to previous literature.
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Female Bodies on Display: Attitudes Regarding
Female Athlete Photos in Sports lllustrated's
Swimsuit Issue and espn: The Magazine’'s Body Issue

For decades, a perceived dichotomy existed for women as they could be
considered feminine, glamorous, attractive, and sexy—or, conversely, they
could be considered athletic. The tacit belief was that they could be one but
not both (Duquin, 1988). Given the social construction of femininity (Bor-
do, 1993), athletic women generally adhere to cultural ideals for a woman’s
appearance as they seek recognition and social acceptance. In the 1990s and
beyond, men began to redefine the expectations of the female athlete, fre-
quently viewing her as more sexy and romantic rather than overtly mascu-
line (Brunet, 2010). However, this dichotomy shift toward women athletes
being seen as more sexual and feminine came at the expense of perceptions
regarding overall athletic credibility and prowess.

Many female athletes found (and continue to find) they can gain more
media exposure if they “sell out” to mainstream media by posing for a
magazine highlighting attributes other than their sporting skills. Volley-
ball’s Gabrielle Reece, high jumper Amy Acuff, and swimmer Amanda
Beard are just three examples of female athletes who have posed for Playboy
magazine, creating controversy regarding their motives for being involved
in a hypersexual publication. Such discussions in modern circles could be
termed a form of “Danica Patrick effect,” when a female athlete attempts
to be both a sex symbol and respected athlete simultaneously, presumably
in equal measure (Simmers, Damron-Martinez, & Haytko, 2009), finding
that the sexualized image is what resonates more with the general public.

While a male athlete’s athletic prowess is rarely questioned, with accom-
plishments leading to celebrity status, female athletes seeking the same ce-
lebrity status find the publicity avenues to be quite different. Some athletes
are able to be respected both as high-achieving athletes and as women who
are considered attractive to the masses (consider Serena Williams). How-
ever, the majority of female athletes reside at the margins of sports media
and are troublingly viewed as merely famous people who happen to play
sports because of the way the media brands them for their attractive or
sexualized look. Kane (2011) argues that these female athletes are not build-
ing credibility for women’s sport but are only closing the gap between be-
ing a “female” athlete and being labeled as another pretty face. She also
acknowledges the large collection of empirical evidence suggesting that fe-
male athletes are more likely to be depicted in manners emphasizing their
femininity over athletic prowess by hypersexualized media images.
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Analyses of sports-magazine photographic content aids the discussion
of media coverage regarding sports literature (e.g., Davis, 1997; Kim, Sa-
gas, & Walker, 2010); however, little empirical research has moved beyond
content analytic stages to measure audience responses to offerings such as
Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Issue and espn: The Magazine’s Body Issue. Spe-
cific to Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Issue, Kim, Sagas, and Walker (2010)
used content analysis to find that “female athletes had more focus on their
appearance, while their athletic achievements were trivialized” (p. 12).
The coverage of female athletes generally consists of a focus on appear-
ance and personal life, and often shows these female athletes in an inac-
tive or glamorous pose, creating a climate of hegemonic masculinity that
diminishes women (Davis, 1997; Weber & Carini, 2013). These content-
related findings warrant the necessity of survey research to explore audi-
ence perceptions regarding mediated portrayals of female athletes and to
query the relationships that exist among the variables identified by schol-
ars within sports-media offerings.

While previous content analysis research provides a valuable under-
standing of female athlete media portrayals in terms of variables such as
sex appeal, athleticism, and femininity, these studies cannot reveal how
audiences actually comprehend any coded differences. Thus, this study
builds upon previous content analytic work by exploring how audiences
perceive differences between two media offerings featuring female ath-
letes: Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Issue and espN: The Magazine’s Body Is-
sue. A comparison of attitudes is not only important for highlighting
survey data but also because each magazine approaches hypersexuality
through different tactics. The s1 issue features highly sexualized poses of
female athletes alongside bathing suit models, while the Espn special is-
sue seeks to highlight the bodies of both men and women athletes of all
shapes and sizes—without accompanying models, yet in nude form.

Ideals of hegemonic femininity create problematic perceptions for fe-
male athletes as they negotiate performance (Krane, 2001). Female ath-
letes receive significantly less coverage than male athletes in both print
and broadcast media (Kian, Vincent, & Mondello, 2008; Kim et al., 2010).
Based on previous research by Lynn, Hardin, and Walsdorf (2004), Kane,
LaVoi, and Fink (2013) acknowledge that media typically overlook the ef-
fect of individual values and beliefs with regard to perceptions of hyper-
sexualized female athletes. They also suggest that female athletes and the
media do not usually account for audience response to and interpretation
of the messages presented. Therefore, what a female athlete possibly in-
tends for professional benefit or gain could be seen as another demerit for
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female athletes and true athletic ability. As such, a comparison of audi-
ence response to the women in the two photographic offerings is useful
to show potential ramifications for female athletes who are marketed as
sex symbols, even if they rose to prominence because of athletic skill. This
study examines how sex appeal plays into the brand of a female athlete in
a positive or negative manner and whether sex actually does sell women’s
sport to the detriment of women’s athletic credibility.

Related Literature
Theoretical Overview

There are differing schools of thought relating to the athletic-or-attractive
binary regarding women in sport. Foucault’s (1990) theory of reverse dis-
course helps to advance the concept of women specifically regarding per-
ceptions of visual representation in sport, because it posits that groups
aiming to free themselves from oppression may employ the same dis-
course for a different approach. Thus, Foucault’s reverse discourse en-
courages individuals to “ask new questions, think differently and allow
for the creation of new understandings and possibilities” with regard to
audience perceptions (Pringle, 2005, p. 273), which is one of the founda-
tional questions within the mixed-messages and intentions that surround
photographic media portrayals of women athletes. These new possibilities
are witnessed in Foucault’s research as he uses the body in a fundamen-
tal theme for positioning discourse and power (Markula & Pringle, 2006;
Pringle, 2005).

The theory of reverse discourse argues that some of the actions of the
oppressed group, in this case the female athlete, work to qualify them-
selves by using the trait which is said to cause the oppression—being
feminine—in order to gain power. Foucault provides a unique lens for ex-
amining this case querying whether any (and all) publicity is good pub-
licity. Increased media coverage of female athletes (presumably positive)
suggests impact on perceptions of sexualization regarding female athletes
that could result in a negative manner by marginalizing their achieve-
ments. But according to the theory of reverse discourse, what appears
to be oppression to some may actually serve as a means of power to the
women involved—suggesting that women use their feminine looks to suc-
cessfully “manipulate a power source” (Kenen, 1987). According to Kane et
al. (2013), a number of elite female athletes indicate that they want—and
even possibly feel obligated—to create awareness and increase support for
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their sport. Female athletes find that one of the most lucrative ways in
which they can market themselves, attract corporate sponsors, and gain
fan interest is by presenting or selling a hypersexualized image (Kane &
Maxwell, 2011).

Scholars (see Kane, 2011; Kim et al.,, 2010; Knight & Giuliano, 200r)
have discussed the repercussions of media sexualization of women’s ath-
letic success through uberfeminine or hypersexualized images. Kane et
al. (2013) suggest that according to recent studies (Antil, Burton, & Robin-
son, 2012; Kane & Maxwell, 2o11), these hypersexualized images “do little
to increase interest in and respect for women’s sports” (p. 7); therefore,
the “brand” of the female athlete walks a fine line in magazines such as
EsPN: The Magazine’s Body Issue and the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue.
While the Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue predominantly features models
over athletes, it typically offers several photos of female athletes in swim
attire—which represents heavy coverage of women athletes in a maga-
zine that recently averaged one non-swimsuit cover of a female athlete per
year (Weber & Carini, 2013). In contrast, EspN: The Magazine’s Body Issue
features female athletes on display, yet without the perceived hypersexu-
alized model-oriented context.

Nonetheless, determining whether this relationship is truly inverse in
nature has largely been elusive; to this point, mainly content studies have
been conducted with Espn: The Magazine’s Body Issue and the Sports Illus-
trated Swimsuit Issue (Daddario, 1992; Kim et al., 2010) concerning medi-
ated hypersexuality and female athletes. Because of this lack of empirical
evidence outside the content realm, researchers are only able to suggest
that hypersexualization diminishes perceptions of female athleticism,
underscoring the need for a survey-based approach that incorporates
content-based studies to undergird and hypothesize about the perceived
inverse relationship.

‘Women in the Media

Slenderness has been associated with femininity and reduced power, and
muscularity has symbolized strength, control, and masculinity (Bordo,
1990). In Western society, women feel tremendous pressure to be thin. The
average American woman is 5 ft. 4 in. tall and weighs 165 pounds, where-
as the average Miss America winner is 5 ft. 7 in. and weighs 121 pounds
(Martin, 2010). Additionally, the average Bm1 of Miss America winners has
shown a decrease from approximately 22 in the 1920s to 16.9 in recent years.
The World Health Organization identifies a normal Bwm1 as one falling be-
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tween 18.5 and 24.9 (Martin, 2010). Therefore, it is not surprising that most
women report being at least moderately dissatisfied with some aspect of
their body (Lin & Kulik, 2002; Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 198s).
Multiple studies find that women with a larger than average body shape
are not often found in the media or are portrayed in a negative manner
(Greenberg, Eastin, Hofschire, Lachlan, & Brownell, 2003; Schwartz &
Brownell, 2004; Silverstein, Perdue, Peterson, & Kelly, 1986), and it is the
projection of these selective media images that encourage thinness as an
important attribute in sociocultural attractiveness norms. Scholarship pri-
marily attributes this societal shift toward thin-figured women to the me-
dia’s promotion of thin-ideals (Grabe, Ward, & Hyde, 2008; Holmstrom,
2004). Previous research suggests that sports media should generally be
considered thin-ideal media because of the focus placed on the lean bodies
of many athletes. (Bissell & Zhou, 2004).

Women in Sports Media

Sports are suggested to be a representation of societal influences of the
surrounding culture and are, therefore, influenced by sociocultural norms
governing gender order and social interaction (Birrell & Cole, 1990; Kane
& Snyder, 1989). Based on cultural influences, there are certain behaviors
that are traditionally related to males or females. Historically, sport has
been a male association that is domineered by masculinity in nearly every
society in the world (Kane & Snyder, 1989), resulting in frequent gender
stereotyping when conveyed within sports media (Fink & Kensicki, 2002;
Kane, LaVoi, & Fink, 2013). For instance, research has shown that when
females appear in sports news, they are usually depicted in feminine-
stereotyped roles (Davis, 1997; Kane et al., 2013). This issue of female sport
media coverage is not new to literature; Hargreaves (1994) suggested that
media outlets portray to the public a “very limited and partial view be-
cause attention is given almost exclusively to top-level, competitive and
‘feminine-appropriate’ events, or to the sporting events or aspects of the
lives of sportswomen that are deemed to be unusual, spectacular, contro-
versial or newsworthy” (p. 193). Current research by Cooky, Messner, and
Hextrum (2013) suggests that women’s sports coverage has actually lost
ground, thus creating a greater “need” for female athletes to do some-
thing that is deemed controversial or newsworthy in order to obtain me-
dia attention.

Orbach (1993) argues that women have been taught and trained from an
early age to view their bodies as commodities; it is the usage of that “com-
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modity” permeating sports media that causes much attention and contro-
versy for female athletes. Professional athletes are now seen adorning the
covers of sport-related magazines in poses that have created the argument
for negative hypersexuality. Messner (2002) suggests that the media posi-
tions sport in a way that makes female athletic achievements seem trivial,
while Kane et al. (2013) suggest that not only is the hypersexualization of
female athletes “ineffective,” but it is also “counterproductive” (p. 25).

Kim et al. (2010) found that the advertising and marketing of female
athletes in sports print media such as Sports Illustrated plays a crucial role
in branding an athlete’s mediated image because of the large influence me-
dia has on determining society’s attitudes toward athletes and sport. If the
media prefers that female athletes portray themselves in a “controversial”
manner to be deemed “newsworthy,” then a female athlete must make a
conscious decision regarding how she will proceed with the branding as-
pect of media attention to garner the desired publicity for her brand. Espn’s
website claims that the Body Issue magazine is a celebration of the ath-
letic body; the magazine considers its photographs to be art that honors
athletes of all shapes, sizes, genders, and race. However, such representa-
tions still potentially connect to a perceived double standard because of
the preconceived notions the reader may bring to consuming the maga-
zine. While one sees an advertisement of a male athlete in his underwear
and never questions his athletic ability, he or she may witness a female
athlete in a swimsuit magazine and conclude that she is choosing model-
ing over being a serious athlete.

The Sexualized-or-Athleticized Perceived Dichotomy

Traditional images of sport are seen as incompatible with traditional roles
for women (Miller & Levy, 1996). Duquin (1988) explains that being femi-
nine is incompatible with the “sado-asceticism” of aggressive sports, sug-
gesting “females are expected to keep their feminine sympathies and
values off the sporting field” (p. 37). Women's participation in sport has
increased dramatically in the last three decades. But certain sports are
still perceived as masculine and others as feminine (Hardin & Greer,
2009; Koivula, 2001). Sports have been stereotyped as either gender neu-
tral (e.g., tennis), feminine (e.g., gymnastics), or masculine (e.g., football)
based on society’s beliefs for proper male and female activity (Hardin &
Greer, 2009; Koivula, 1995). Feminine sports portray women in societal
stereotyped roles—sports in which grace and beauty are foundational ele-
ments (Koivula, 200r). Koivula (200r1) suggests that appearance and attrac-
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tiveness in sport also are strongly related to perceived femininity. Femi-
nine sports are not considered aggressive and are said to provide visual
pleasure (Young, 1995), whereas masculine sports have been suggested as
aggressive and competitive, showing masculinity through muscularity
and physical strength (Hardin & Greer, 2009). But society is continually
changing with regard to cultural norms, which allows women to harness
the opportunity and redefine what it means to be both female and athletic
(Griffin, 1998).

Although it is now much more acceptable for a woman to be known
as a successful athlete, it is imperative that she remain properly feminine
(Theberge, 2000). Royce, Gebelt, and Duff (2003) suggest that it is frequent-
ly possible for a female athlete to be seen as both feminine and athletic, be-
cause the issue of her femininity is often separated from the issue of her
role as an athlete. As the sociocultural definition of females and athletes
do not readily mix, females are forced to identify with two incompatible
roles: the feminine role and the athletic role (Royce, Gebelt, & Duff, 2003).
These roles can lead female athletes to believe that they must justify, or
apologetically defend, their positions in each role for societal purposes.

The concept of the apologetic defense first appeared in sociological
research in the 1970s (Del Rey, 1978; Felshin, 1974), described as a coping
mechanism allowing a woman to compensate for the perceived mascu-
line effect of participating in sport by exaggerating her femininity. This
defense method illustrates one way that female athletes remind and con-
vince society that they are feminine through outward appearances such
as hairstyles, clothing, jewelry, and heterosexual relationships. Women
who employ this strategy can be described as having a “Dr. Jekyll and Mr.
Hyde” personality, because they are seen as masculine during their ath-
letic participation but feminine away from competition (Crosset, 1995). Re-
search shows that it is not athletics specifically but rather the physique and
self-presentation that may affect perceptions of femininity (Duff, Hong,
& Royce, 1999; Krane, 2001). Scholars (see Deaux, 1992; Kane et al., 2013)
have studied the ability of a female athlete to engage in highly competi-
tive sports, as long as she is not too muscular, without losing the public
perception that she is also feminine.

Research Questions

Previous literature suggests that, with regard to sports media, the market-
ability of female athletes lies in their sexuality rather than their athleti-
cism, presenting the following research questions:
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RQ:  Are female athletes pictured in Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Issue
and espN: The Magazine’s Body Issue more likely to be viewed by
the public as sexualized models or professional athletes?

RQ,:  Will perceptions of pictured athletes differ by gender of respondent?

RQ,:  Are depicted female athletes perceived as displaying their sexuality
to gain celebrity for themselves and/or their sport?

RQ,:  Will perceptions of athletic competence differ between photo-
graphs from Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Issue and espN: The Maga-
zine’s Body Issue?

RQ,:  Does a relationship exist among participants’ personal gain, profes-
sional gain, athleticism, model, sexuality, femininity, and muscu-
larity scores that were attributed to the Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit
Issue and Espn: The Magazine’s Body Issue?

Methods

The researchers surveyed 221 total participants from a large, Southeastern
university, of which 37% were male and 63% were female. Because of dif-
fering magazine sample sizes, three photos of female athletes were taken
from Sports Illustrated’s 2010 Swimsuit Issue, three more were taken from
the 2011 Swimsuit Issue, and six photos were taken from espN: The Maga-
zine’s 2011 Body Issue. These 12 pictures were inserted into a survey format
with all logos or other identifiers to st or EspN: The Magazine removed. A
complete list of UrLs for all pictures used in this study can be found in Ap-
pendix A.

Participants answered 12 Likert items for each photo. Thus, with 12
items for each of the 12 photos, 144 items were answered, along with five
demographic questions, which provided a total of 149 questions in the
complete survey. The 12 questions for each photo were located below the
picture, and participants could spend as much time as needed to answer
the questions. The survey format ensured that (a) all respondents viewed
each picture in the same manner and (b) correlative results between expo-
sure to photographic content and public attitudes were achieved. A por-
tion of the scales listed on the survey are taken from Bissell (2004), while a
few newly constructed items were added to the previously designed scales
to measure the phenomena of these new research questions regarding
public opinion of hypersexualized female athletes.
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Participants completed 5-point Likert scales related to each athlete pic-
ture on the following variables: athleticism, model, femininity, sexuality,
muscularity, professional gain, and personal gain. To measure athleticism,
statements such as “This woman looks like an athlete” and “I believe this
woman is an athlete” were used. To measure whether these women were
seen as models, statements like “This woman looks like a supermodel”
and “I believe this woman is a supermodel” were used. A complete list of
all items included in the questionnaire can be found in Appendix B.

For student convenience and privacy, the survey was administered on-
line. To protect the anonymity of each student, participant names were
disassociated from the survey and were only used for awarding class cred-
it for participation. No identifiers were present on the survey to link the
students back to their responses; ethnicity and gender were recorded on a
voluntary basis. Ratings were entered and divided by the two magazines
used for sampling: Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Issue and espN: The Maga-
zine’s Body Issue. spss Statistics 18.0 was used to analyze the data with all
data entered in aggregate form, and significant findings were determined
using t-test comparisons.

RQ, sought to determine if respondents viewing female athletes from Sports
Illustrated’s Swimsuit Issue and EspN: The Magazine’s Body Issue were more
likely to regard them as sexualized models or professional athletes. Table
1 reveals mean differences in how different gendered participants rated
each picture in terms of athleticism, sexuality, femininity, and model.

A paired samples t test showed that a significant difference existed in
how participants viewed the women who posed in these magazines as be-
ing either athletes or models (t(172) = -5.27, p < .001), as participants were
more likely to view these women as athletic (M = 3.46, sp = .52) rather than
as models (M = 3.22, sp = 59). Thus, the first research question can be an-
swered in that women athletes were more likely to be viewed as athletes
than as models. Yet both means skewed toward agreement on the delin-
eated measure items by scoring higher than the neutral item (3), suggest-
ing that participants did, to some extent, agree with the use of both terms
(“athlete” and “model”) as accurate descriptors of the women.

To answer the second research question, independent samples t tests
were run on athletic and model scores to determine gender differences.
Results showed that males (M = 3.62, s = .59) scored the women in the
magazines as being more “athletic” than females (M = 3.39, sD = .46), (t(190)
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TABLE 1. Independent Samples Test for Perceptions of Model vs. Athlete

TENDER MEAN STD. DEV.  SIGNIFICANCE  DEGREES OF
FREEDOM

Athleticism Male 3.62 .59 .053 190
Female 3.39 46

Sexuality Male 3.60 .61 .025 197
Female 3.36 47

Femininity Male 3.99 .55 197 210
Female 3.89 .56

Model Male 3.39 .61 .001 190
Female 3.10 .55

Note: Uses 5-point Likert scale, 5 meaning strong agreement.

= 2.87, p = .005). Moreover, results also showed that males (M = 3.39, sp =
.61) had a higher perception of the female athletes as a “model” than did
females (M = 3.10, D = .55), (t(190) = 3.31, p = .oo1). In terms of sexuality
(t(197) = 2.87, p = .005), males (M = 3.60, s = .61) tended to rate the pictures
as more sexual than the females in the sample (M = 3.36, sp = .47). Conse-
quently, the second research question was answered in that the women
who posed in Sports Illustrated and espn: The Magazine were uniformly seen
as being athletes more than models, with agreement on all sets of items
more likely to occur among males than females.

RQ, built on the first two research questions, seeking to determine the
extent to which these photographed female athletes were perceived as
someone displaying their sexuality to gain celebrity. A two-tailed paired
samples t test was conducted to determine if participants felt that the ath-
letes and models that posed for the pictures used in the study did so for
personal or professional gain. Results showed a significant difference be-
tween scores of professional and personal gain (t(203) = -4.55, p < .001), as
participants felt that these athletes and models were likely posing for pro-
fessional gain (M = 3.75, sp = .61) more so than personal gain (M = 3.76, sp =
.61). While each variable was tested individually, the results do not imply
that these two measures have an inherently negative correlation. In fact,
personal gain could signify professional gain (and vice versa) for these fe-
male athletes. However, for the purpose of this study, participants were
asked to define their perception of the images based on individual opinion
regarding personal or professional promotion. No significant differences
were found on these items regarding the gender of the respondent. These

Smallwood, Brown, Billings: Female Bodies on Display
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TABLE 2. Intermagazine Perceptions of Athletic Competence between
Sports Illustrated Swimsuit Issue and espn: The Magazine Body Issue

Athleticism Sports Illustrated o1 2.91 .770 208
ESPN: The Magazine 4.04 .463 197
Femininity Sports Illustrated o1 4.04 .499 213
ESPN: The Magazine 3.33 .647 211
Muscularity Sports Illustrated o1 2.84 .760 209
ESPN: The Magazine 4.11 473 214
Sexuality Sports Illustrated o1 4.02 .553 214
ESPN: The Magazine 3.74 .698 215
Model Sports Illustrated 001 3.55 .696 192
ESPN: The Magazine 2.88 .652 192

Note: Uses 5-point Likert scale, 5 meaning strong agreement.

results answer RQ,, as women posing for pictures in Sports Illustrated and
EspN: The Magazine were seen as doing so for professional gain.

RQ, was the cumulative primary focus of this study, using these base-
line differences but allowing for cross-magazine comparisons, since the
two magazines clearly aim to depict female athletes in different manners.
Data confirmed clear and distinct separation of magazine image perspec-
tives, particularly with regard to a major difference in perceived athlet-
ic competence. Paired samples t tests were run to test for differences in
Sports Illustrated’s and espn: The Magazine’s pictures based on the following
items: athleticism, femininity, sexuality, muscularity, and model. As Table
2 shows, significant differences were found between the magazines in ev-
ery category.

With respect to the scores of athleticism (t(191) = 21.56, p = .001), ESPN:
The Magazine’s (M = 4.04, SD = .463) pictures were scored significantly
higher than Sports Illustrated’s (M = 2.91, sD = .770). In terms of femininity,
(t(206) = -16.95, p = .oo1), Sports Illustrated’s (M = 4.04, SD = .499) pictures
were scored as being higher than espN: The Magazine’s (M = 3.33, SD = .647).
With respect to the scores of muscularity (t(206) = -25.62, p = .00I), ESPN:
The Magazine’s (M = 4.11, SD = .473) pictures were scored significantly high-
er than Sports Illustrated’s (M = 2.84 sp = .760). In terms of sexuality (t(211) =
-9.62, p = .oo1), Sports Illustrated’s (M = 4.12, SD = 553) pictures were scored
as being higher than espn: The Magazine’s (M = 3.74, SD = .698). In terms
of the women who posed for the magazines looking like models (t(191) =
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TABLE 3. Pearson Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviation for
Scores on Athletic Competence

PERSONAL PROFESSIONAL ATHLETIC MODEL SEXUALITY FEMININITY MUSCULARITY

Professional 651 1.00

Gain

Athletic 260** 339™* 1.00

Model 374** 424** 415**  1.00

Sexuality 279** 357 .984** 419**  1.00

Femininity 45T .539** 286**  .480** 275%* 1.00

Muscularity 264** 303** 81r** 386** 792** 270** 1.00
Mean 3.59 3.76 3.47 3.21 3.45 3.93 3.48
SD 615 60 525 589 60 558 525

**Correlation is significant at the o.o1 level (2 tailed).

-14.19, p = .oo1), Sports Illustrated’s (M = 3.55, SD = .696) pictures were scored
as being higher than esen: The Magazine’s (M = 2.88, sD = .652). In sum,
RQ, is answered in that athletes in Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Issue were
more likely to be viewed as feminine, sexualized, and model-like, while
EspN: The Magazine’s depictions were more likely to feature female athletes
regarded as athletic and muscular, clearly showing a divide between ath-
leticism and femininity.

RQ, questioned whether this divide could be accounted for by mere
magazine differences or whether these divides represent either/or think-
ing. A Pearson r correlation was run to determine the extent of relation-
ships between the factors of personal gain, professional gain, athletic,
model, sexuality, femininity, and muscularity.

As seen in Table 3, significant correlations were uncovered among all
scores. More specifically, strong positive correlations existed between ath-
letic and muscularity scores (r = .811, p < .oor) and between athletic and
sexuality scores (r = .984, p < .0oI). A strong positive correlation was also
observed between muscularity and sexuality scores (r = 792, p < .001).
Overall, RQ, Was answered in the many observed associations between
scores of athletic competence for Sports Illustrated and espN: The Magazine,
with nuance provided in that sexuality was correlated with the perceived
other side of the spectrum: athleticism and muscularity.
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Discussion

Kane (2011) has long been a proponent for female athletes and athletic abil-
ity, believing that the composite work of many content analyses suggests
that “sex sells sex, not women’s sports” (p. 28). However, this empirical
study suggests that although sex does sell sex, it could also sell women’s
sports. In some ways, results indicate there is a clear division between
magazines regarding femininity and sexual attractiveness. However,
when taken jointly, correlations reveal more overlap than one would orig-
inally surmise.

When attaching such findings to the various forms of first-, second-,
and third-wave feminism, the essence of the stimuli in this study seem-
ingly embody the form of lipstick feminism arising from the third-wave
in which athletes pose in photos that are sexualized (indeed, sometimes
nude); yet they are often shown in powerful, athletic poses in which their
athletic form is promoted beyond the mere selling of sex. This appears to
happen much more with espn: The Magazine, with several choices—most
notably the intermittent inclusion of sexualized male athletes—resulting
in subjects viewing these images much more in line with a serious ath-
lete than a less serious model. This finding is particularly interesting when
considering that espN: The Magazine featured less clothing yet arguably
more athletic credibility.

Female athletes purportedly receive more media coverage for “contro-
versial” hypersexualized or nude images (minus strategically placed arms,
legs, or hair). However, this study illustrates that with regard to Espn: The
Magazine’s Body Issue, these athletes are still seen as athletic, even when
in nude form. This finding is possibly due to posing choices that are fea-
tured in EspN: The Magazine. The poses in this magazine often amplified
the athlete’s body and muscles, and they were shown in more athletic pos-
es. Thus, it should come as no surprise that photos in espn: The Magazine
rated higher in terms of seeming more athletic and muscular.

Audiences consider images taken from Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Is-
sue to be less athletic and muscular but more feminine, sexual, and model-
like, as reported in Table 2. Thus, one takeaway from the study regarding
audience perception is that the presence or absence of clothing presented
in specific poses plays a seemingly small role in determining the “pret-
ty vs. the powerful” (Jones, Murrell, & Jackson, 1999, p. 183). Against the
perceived dichotomy for societal feminine standards, Griffin (1998) sug-
gests that sport provides women with the opportunity to redefine what
it means to be both feminine and athletic. This research reinforces that

14  Journal of Sports Media, Vol. 9, No. 1, Spring 2014


petertwohig
Highlight

petertwohig
Highlight

petertwohig
Highlight


redefinition. While espn: The Magazine shows athletes without clothing,
models in Sports Illustrated are clothed. Despite this difference, partici-
pants report Sports Illustrated’s photos as being more sexual in nature. Re-
sults suggest that the posing of the women, rather than her clothing, de-
termines whether audiences will perceive the pictures as being sexual and
feminine or athletic in nature.

From a theoretical perspective (and taking cue from Foucault), audi-
ences could perceive female athletes as acting out roles that seek to dis-
miss oppression by using female genetic gifts to successfully manipulate
the power source. Decades ago, this could be viewed as fighting the op-
pressive notion of being merely attractive but not athletic; as found in this
study, female athletes are able to dispel this notion, making a visual argu-
ment for being both. By using this athletic platform, female athletes are
able to gain fame for being perceived as hypersexual and feminine. Inter-
estingly, though, respondents still viewed these women as athletic as long
as the athlete is depicted in images showing femininity and muscle tone.
The photographs taken from espn: The Magazine’s Body Issue depict fe-
male athletes meeting this criterion. However, when the muscle tone and
athleticism is taken from the pictures, as in Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Is-
sue, the women are considered softened and the athletic perception is not
reported to be as high.

As mentioned previously, espN: The Magazine’s Body Issue claims to be
a celebration of the athletic body. It considers the photographs to be art
that honors athletes of all shapes, sizes, genders, and race. And although
their photographs of female athletes are sexual in nature, this empirical
research suggests that public perceptions of espN: The Magazine’s Body Is-
sue are that female athletes are athletic, sexy, and feminine. There was not
a significant difference between male and female participants when gaug-
ing femininity, but the reported mean of 3.93 does show that on a 5-point
scale, these participants view the women in these photographs as slight-
ly more feminine. Society’s opinion of female athletes is changing and
formed through media cultivation to see these “females” as the new real-
ity for athletes. Seeing these women as feminine, sexy, and athletic, in one
person, means that the issue of “selling out” is declining and that, when
shown with some semblance of muscularity and athleticism, even if hy-
persexualized, society is learning to accept these women for exactly what
they are selling: the female athlete.

Given the findings and limitations of this study, suggestions for fu-
ture research are in the area of reason and justification for sexual image
as well as future possibilities to enhance generalizability. More informa-
tion is necessary to determine the reasons female athletes pose for images
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such as the ones included with this study. Additionally, future research
should examine the different levels of muscularity contrasted with select-
ed poses in hypersexualized photographs that help to distinguish a female
as athletic. Finally, while this study does provide useful insights regard-
ing audience perceptions of mediated portrayals of female athletes, it can-
not establish causal relationships between variables. Thus, future research
should consider adopting experimental designs in which pretested traits
can be manipulated and tested to further explore whether relationships
between variables exist and whether those relationships are positive or
negative in nature. Understanding that the study is limited by the selected
sample, it would be helpful for future research to extend beyond a college
population. Opening the study for a larger sample population would allow
for greater determination as to whether the differences found within this
study are specific to a certain demographic or more typical of larger por-
tions of the population.

Conclusion

There has been debate regarding the use of overt sexuality by female ath-
letes to positively gain professional athletic notoriety. Discussions of sexu-
ality and athleticism have generally shown that correlation between the
two is scarce and that selling sex as a means of selling sport is not palatable
in women’s athletics. This study furthered research in the area of percep-
tions regarding female athleticism and sexuality, determining the relation-
ship between the two ends of a presumably wide continuum. Finding that
muscularity and muscle tone serve as mediators for society’s perceptions
of sexuality, the female athletes portrayed in this study were found to be
“sexy”—and yet also were still found to be athletic. Additionally, subjects
perceived these female athletes to be posing as a means of promotion or
gain for their profession or career more than for personal advancement,
proffering that perceptions of professional gain were potentially guided by
opinions regarding muscularity and perceived athleticism. Moreover, if a
hypersexualized female athlete is presented with muscularity or muscle
tone, this study suggests society may take notice. Good or bad, it garners
publicity and suggests that if sex does sell, it might also sell women’s sports.
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Appendix A: urL List of Survey Photographs

These twelve photographs were associated by number with the corre-

sponding survey questions described in Appendix B.

I.

Gretchen Bleiler. Photograph by Francesco Carrozzini for EspN: The
Magazine’s Body Issue (2011). http://espn.go.com/espn/photos/
gallery/_/id/7030506 /image/3/gretchen-bleiler-bodies-want-2011

Kim Glass. Photograph by Stephan Wurth for Sports Illustrated’s
Swimsuit Issue (201r). http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/vault/
swimsuit/modelfeatured/kim_glass/2o11/model/16/38/index.htm
Alicia Sacramone. Photograph by Francesco Carrozzini for Espn:

The Magazine’s Body Issue (2011). http://espn.go.com/espn/photos/
gallery/_/id/7030506 /image/10/alicia-sacramone-bodies-want-2o11
Clair Bidez. Photograph by Warwick Saint for Sports Illustrated’s
Swimsuit Issue (2010). http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/vault/swim
suit/modelfeatured/clair_bidez/2010/winter_stars/21/45/index.htm
Stephanie Gilmore. Photograph by Luis Sanchis for espn: The Maga-
zine’s Body Issue (2011). http://espn.go.com/espn/photos/gallery/_/
id /7030506 /image/6/stephanie-gilmore-bodies-want-2o1r

Bruna Schmitz. Photograph by Stephan Wurth for Sports Illustrated’s
Swimsuit Issue (201r). http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/vault/swim
suit/modelfeatured/bruna_schmitz/2o11/model/8/38/index.htm
Sylvia Fowles. Photograph by Jeff Riedel for espN: The Magazine’s
Body Issue (2011). http://espn.go.com/espn/photos/gallery/_/
id/7030506/image/5/sylvia-fowles-bodies-want-201r

Lindsey Vonn. Photograph by Warwick Saint for Sports Illustrated’s
Swimsuit Issue (2010). http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/vault/swim
suit/modelfeatured/lindsey_vonn/2o10/winter_stars/7/45/index.htm
Hope Solo. Photograph by Luis Sanchis for espn: The Magazine’s Body
Issue (2011). http://espn.go.com/espnw/photos/gallery/_/id/7055718/
image/1/body-issue-outtakes-gallery
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10. Leryn Franco. Photograph by Stephan Wurth for Sports Illustrated’s
Swimsuit Issue (201r). http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/vault/swim
suit/modelfeatured/leryn_franco/2om/model/41/56/index.htm

11. Julie Chu. Photograph by Alex Cayley for espn: The Magazine’s Body
Issue (2011). http://espn.go.com/espn/photos/gallery/_/id/7030506/
image/4/julie-chu-bodies-want-2o1m

2. Hannah Teter. Photograph by Warwick Saint for Sports Illustrated’s
Swimsuit Issue (2010). http://sportsillustrated.cnn.com/vault/swim
suit/modelfeatured/hannah_teter/2010/winter_stars/3/45/index.htm

Appendix B: General Survey Questions

The following are questions regarding individual perception of image and
female athleticism. After viewing the sample photographs, please read
each of the following items and circle the number that best reflects your
agreement with the statement for each photograph provided.

COMPLETELY NEITHER AGREE COMPLETELY
DISAGREE OR DISAGREE AGREE
et e S AR S
1. I view this woman as attractive 1 2 3 4 5
2. I view this woman as thin 1 2 3 4 5
3. This woman looks muscular 1 2 3 4 5
4. This woman looks glamorous 1 2 3 4 5
5. This woman looks 1 2 3 4 5
like a supermodel
6. This woman looks 1 2 3 4 5
like an athlete
7. This woman looks feminine 1 2 3 4 5
8. The photograph of this 1 2 3 4 5
woman shows sexuality
9. I believe this woman is 1 2 3 4 5
an athlete
10. I believe this woman is 1 2 3 4 5
a supermodel
11. I believe this woman 1 2 3 4 5

has posed for this magazine
for personal gain
12. I believe this woman 1 2 3 4 5
has posed for this magazine
for professional gain for her career

18  Journal of Sports Media, Vol. 9, No. 1, Spring 2014



References

Antil, J. H., Burton, R., & Robinson, M. J. (2012). Exploring the challenges facing
female athletes as endorsers. Journal of Brand Strategy, 1(3), 292—307.

Birrell, S., & Cole, C. L. (1990). Double fault: Renee Richards and the construc-
tion and naturalization of difference. Sociology of Sport Journal, 7(1), 1—21.

Bissell, K. (2004). What do these messages really mean? Sports media exposure,
sports participation, and body image distortion in women between the ages
of 18 and 75. Journalism ¢ Mass Communication Quarterly, 81(1), 108—123.

Bissell, K. L., & Zhou, P. (2004). Must-see TV or EspN: Entertainment and sports
media exposure and body-image distortion in college women. Journal of Com-
munication, 54(1), 5—2I.

Bordo, S. (1990). Reading the slender body. In M. Jacobus, E. Fox Keller, & S.
Shuttleworth (Eds.), Body/politics: Women and the discourse of science (pp. 83—
m2). New York: Routledge.

Bordo, S. (1993). Unbearable weight: Feminism, Western culture, and the body. Berke-
ley: University of California Press.

Brunet, M. (2010). Unique considerations of the female athlete. Clifton Park Nv: Del-
mar, Cengage Learning.

Cooky, C., Messner, M. A., & Hextrum, R. H. (2013). Women play sport, but not
on 1v: A longitudinal study of televised news media. Communication & Sport,
I, 203—23L.

Crosset, T. (1995). Outsiders in the clubhouse: The world of women’s professional golf.
Albany: State University of New York Press.

Daddario, G. (1992). Swimming against the tide: Sports Illustrated’s imagery of
female athletes in a swimsuit world. Women’s Studies in Communications, 15,
49—64.

Davis, L. R. (1997). Swimsuit issue and sport: Hegemonic masculinity in Sports Illus-
trated. New York: State University of New York Press.

Deaux, K. (1992). Personalizing identity and socializing self. In G. M. Breakwell
(Ed.), Social psychology of identity and the self-concept (pp. 9-33). London: Surrey
University Press.

Del Rey, P. (1978). Apologetics and androgyny: The past and the future. Frontiers,
3, 8—10.

Duff, R. W,, Hong, L. K., & Royce, W. S. (1999). Gender comparisons in weight
training for collegiate sports. Gender Issues, 17, 74—85.

Duquin, M. E. (1988). Gender and youth sport: Reflections on old and new fic-
tion. In F. L. Smoll, R. A. Magill & M. J. Ash (Eds.), Children in sport (3rd ed.,
Pp. 31—41). Champaign i.: Human Kinetics Books.

Felshin, J. (1974). Social commentary. In E. W. Gerber, J. Felshin, P. Berlin, &

W. Wyrick (Eds.), The American woman in sport (pp. 249—272). Reading Ma:
Addison-Wesley.
Fink, J. S., & Kensicki, L. J. (2002). An imperceptible difference: Visual and tex-

Smallwood, Brown, Billings: Female Bodies on Display

19



tural constructions of femininity in Sports Illustrated and Sports Illustrated for
Women. Mass Communication & Society, 5(3), 317-339.

Foucault, M. (1990). The history of sexuality: Vol. 1. An introduction. New York: Pan-
theon Books.

Grabe, S., Ward, L. M., & Hyde, J. S. (2008). The role of the media in body image
concerns among women: A meta-analysis of experimental and correlational
studies. Psychological Bulletin, 134(3), 460.

Greenberg, B. S., Eastin, M., Hofschire, L., Lachlan, K., & Brownell, K. D. (2003).
Portrayals of overweight and obese individuals on commercial television.
Journal Information, 93(8), 1342—1348.

Griffin, P. (1998). Strong women, deep closets: Lesbians and homophobia in sport.
Champaign 1.: Human Kinetics.

Hardin, M., & Greer, J. D. (2009). The influence of gender-role socialization, me-
dia use, and sports participation on perceptions of gender-appropriate sports.
Journal of Sport Behavior, 32(2), 207—227.

Hargreaves, J. (1994). Sporting females: Critical issues in the history and sociology of
women’s sports. New York: Routledge.

Holmstrom, A. J. (2004). The effects of the media on body image: A meta-
analysis. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 48(2), 196—217.

Jones, R., Murrell, A. J., & Jackson, J. (1999). Pretty versus powerful in the sports
pages: Print media coverage of US Women'’s Olympic gold medal winning
teams. Journal of Sport &~ Social Issues, 23(2), 183-192.

Kane, M. J. (1988). Media coverage of the female athlete before, during and after
Title IX: Sports Illustrated revisited. Journal of Sport Management, 2(2), 87—99.

Kane, M. J. (2011, August 15—22). Sex sells sex, not women'’s sports. The Na-
tion, 28—29. Retrieved from http://www.thenation.com/article/162390/
sex-sells-sex-not-womens-sports#

Kane, M. J., LaVoi, N. M., & Fink, J. S. (2013). Exploring elite female athletes’ in-
terpretations of sport media images: A window into the construction of social
identity and “selling sex”” in women’s sports. Communication & Sport, 1-30. DOI:
10.1177/ 2167479512473585

Kane, M. J., & Maxwell, H. D. (2011). Expanding the boundaries of sport media
research: Using critical theory to explore consumer responses to representa-
tions of women'’s sports. Journal of Sport Management, 25(3), 202—216.

Kane, M. J., & Snyder, E. E. (1989). Sport typing: The social “containment” of
women in sport. Arena Review, 13, 77-96.

Kenen, R. L. (1987). Double messages, double images: Physical fitness, self-
concepts, and women’s exercise classes. Journal of Physical Education, Recte-
ation, and Dance, 58(6), 76—79.

Kian, E. M., Vincent, J., & Mondello, M. J. (2008). Masculine hegemonic hoops:
An analysis of media coverage of March Madness. Sociology of Sport Journal,
25(2), 223—242.

Kim, K., Sagas, M., & Walker, N. (2010). Replacing athleticism with sexuality:

20 Journal of Sports Media, Vol. 9, No. 1, Spring 2014



Athlete models in Sports Illustrated swimsuit issues. International Journal of
Sport Communication, 3, 148—162.

Knight, J. L., & Giuliano, T. A. (2001). He’s a Laker; she’s a “looker”: The conse-
quences of gender-stereotypical portrayals of male and female athletes by the
print media. Sex Roles, 45(3—4), 217—229.

Koivula, N. (1995). Ratings of gender appropriateness of sports participation: Ef-
fects of gender-based schematic processing. Sex Roles, 33, 543—557.

Koivula, N. (2001). Perceived characteristics of sports categorized as gender-
neutral, feminine and masculine. Journal of Sport Behaviot, 24, 377—394.

Krane, V. (2001). “We can be athletic and feminine,” but do we want to? Chal-
lenges to femininity and hererosexuality in women’s sport. Quest, 53, 115—133.

Krane, V., Stiles-Shipley, J. A., Waldron, J., & Michalenok, J. (200r). Relationships
among body satisfaction, social physique anxiety and eating behaviors in fe-
male athletes and exercisers. Journal of Sport Behavior, 24, 247.

Lin, L. F,, & Kulik, J. A. (2002). Social comparison and women’s body satisfaction.
Basic and Applied Social Psychology, 24(2), 115-123.

Lynn, S., Hardin, M., & Walsdorf, K. (2004). Selling (out) the sporting woman:
Advertising images in four athletic magazines. Journal of Sport Management,
18(4), 335349

Markula, P., & Pringle, R. (2006). Foucault, sport and exercise: Power, knowledge and
transforming the self. New York: Routledge.

Martin, J. B. (2010). The development of ideal body image perceptions in the
United States. Nutrition Today, 45(3), 98—100.

Messner, M. (2002). Taking the field: Women, men and sports. Minneapolis: Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press.

Miller, J. L., & Levy, G. D. (1996). Gender role conflict, gender-typed characteris-
tics, self-concepts, and sport socialization in female athletes and nonathletes.
Sex Roles, 35, II1—-122..

Orbach, S. (1993). Anorexia and adolescence. In M. Lawrence (Ed.), Fed up and
hungry: Women, oppression and food (pp. 74—85). London: Women’s Press.

Pringle, R. (2005). Masculinities, sport and power: A critical comparison of
Gramscian and Foucauldian inspired theoretical tools. Journal of Sport & So-
cial Issues, 29(3), 256—78.

Rodin, J., Silberstein, L., & Striegel-Moore, R. (1985). Women and weight: A nor-
mative discontent. In T. B. Sonderegger (Ed.), Nebraska Symposium on Motiva-
tion (pp. 267—307). Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

Royce, W. S., Gebelt, J. L., & Duff, R. W. (2003). Female athletes: Being both ath-
letic and feminine. Athletic Insight, 5(x), 47—61.

Schwartz, M. B., & Brownell, K. D. (2004). Obesity and body image. Body image,
1(1), 43-56.

Silverstein, B., Perdue, L., Peterson, B., & Kelly, E. (1986). The role of the mass
media in promoting a thin standard of attractiveness for women. Sex Roles, 14,
519—532.

Smallwood, Brown, Billings: Female Bodies on Display

21



Simmers, C. S., Damron-Martinez, D., & Haytko, D. L. (2009). Examining the
effectiveness of athlete celebrity endorser characteristics and product brand
type: The endorser sexpertise continuum. Journal of Sport Administration & Su-
pervision, 1(1), 52—64.

Theberge, N. (2000). Higher goals: Women’s ice hockey and the politics of gender. Al-
bany: State University of New York Press.

Weber, J. D., & Carini, R. M. (2013). Where are the female athletes in Sports Il-
lustrated? A content analysis of covers (2000—2o011). International Review for the
Sociology of Sport, 48(2), 196—203.

Young, I. M. (1995). The exclusion of women from sport: Conceptual and existen-
tial dimensions. In W. J. Morgan & K. V. Meier (Eds.), Philosophic inquiry in
sport (pp. 262—266). Champaign 1.: Human Kinetics.

22 Journal of Sports Media, Vol. 9, No. 1, Spring 2014





