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ABSTRACT 
 

 Sports are highly anticipated among the masses through media coverage. Despite the 

fact that women are increasingly participating in sports, it is clear that sports are still viewed 

as having a masculine spirit. Therefore, acceptance of women as athletes undergoes certain 

constraints. One of the most important limitations is the representation of female athletes 

in the media. In a patriarchal society like Pakistan, the situation is much needed for 

investigation. This study explores the representation of male and female athletes in 

Pakistani media. For this purpose, a mixed methods approach was adopted to analyses both 

print and electronic media outlets in Pakistan. According to the findings of content analysis 

and interviews, Pakistani media under-represents female athletes in its media content. 

Similarly, male athletes are more frequently mentioned than female counterparts in the 

Pakistani media. To improve the status of female athletes in Pakistan, media practitioners 

and sports professionals must work together to reconsider media content. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 The progress of a nation depends upon the health of its citizens. And to ensure public 

health in society, one of the most effective ways is through the promotion of sports among 

individuals (Bashir, Abro, Anwar, & Ali, 2016).  
 

The lasting interest of girls in sports as a profession is closely related to the degree of 

their participation in sports during school years. This ratio results in a 76% possibility of 

long-term interest in sports (Sainz-de-Baranda, Adá-Lameiras, & Blanco-Ruiz, 2020).  
 

Gender stereotyping is more than a social phenomenon with a strong influence on self-

perception of boys and girls as they reach sixth year of their age (Bian, Leslie, & Cimpian, 

2017). This is also reinforced by the diff erential handling techniques prevalent in media 

for women athletes strengthening preservation of stereotypes in sport. Studies conducted 

on print and electronic media in this regard supported that traditional media by covering 
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male and female athletes differently strengthens existing gender stereotypes in society 

(Billings & Angelini, 2007), (Jones, 2011), (Yu, 2009). 
 

Media has power to construct and frame opinions and beliefs of the mass consumers. 

By understanding viewers and their responses, media professionals influence the way 

viewers think about certain issue. For this purpose, framing helps them to mold ideas in 

such way that people perceive it as the most important one than the others (Palmeri, 2001). 

 

Sports has extensively been branded as an influential area for constructing ideologies 

of male-dominance. The values bestowed to masculine spirit strengthen the hegemonic 

practices within the society (Cunningham, 2003).  
 

Since the properties like competitive nature and physical toughness are generally 

expected from male athletes, sports culture has continued to be perceived mainly of male 

realm. However, it is only most recent development when women are given opportunity to 

participate in sports.  
 

Similarly, while covering sports in media, it has been found that most of the coverage 

supports male dominance over female due to innate physical structure of the male 

physique. Therefore, female media coverage only strengthens already existing 

performance difference between male and female athletes due to their physical 

dissimilarities. In this way media coverage maintain ideology of male dominance in sports 

(Fink & Kensicki, 2002).  
 

While focusing on the media presentation of sports there exist visible disparity between 

male and female athletes. Number of studies conducted found that women athletes are less 

covered as compared to the men athletes (Clasen, 2001).  
 

In contemporary society one of the most contributing platforms for the construction of 

gender identity is sports. The last few decades have witnessed increased woman 

participation in sports, but much importance needs to be given to the construction of 

woman identity in sports reflective of whole social order (Christopherson, Janning, & 

McConnell, 2002).  
 

Athletes have access to multiple opportunities to create and preserve their public image 

through media. They have power not only to control the identity they desire to depict but 

also retain more authority to maintain their portrayal through traditional mass media 

(Sanderson, 2014).  
 

Similarly with increased interaction between athletes and their fans, an important 

responsibility falls on the shoulders of athletes about the way they reflect themselves 

through media outlets. Their depiction is significant not only as athletes but also in other 

aspects of their lives. However, on multiple occasions athletes are exposed to certain social 

pressures, particularly to make them confined to cultural constraints that people expect 

them constructed on their gender (Kim & Sagas, 2014).  
 

Studies based on portrayal of gender roles through media coverage found that there are 

stereotypical portrayals of female bodies on TV, newspapers and magazines. It has also 

been observed that media reflect unrealistic potentials of female beauty with highly 

objectified image of women athletes and offering more diverse roles to male than women 

(Kim & Sagas, 2014).  
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One of the important aspects of media is framing. In print media there is insufficient 

portrayal of female athletes. However, if they are depicted in media publications, more 

often, they are portrayed as non-active members or more in socially acceptable way 

(Knight & Giuliano, 2001).  
 

Although in today’s society there is an ever-increasing number of opportunities 

supportive to female athletes, mass media needs to catch up with this development. This 

rapid growth in women or girls’ participation in sports has been undermined in mediated 

communication and journalism. Media plays a selective role while covering female 

athletes. They are depicted differently as compared to their male counterparts. Certain 

social and cultural aspects play a suggestive role in media handling of female athletes. 

Thus, women athletes in media suffer from such representations that win them social 

acceptance (Shaller, 2006). 
 

Gender, is purely a social concept, differs significantly across cultures and societies. 

Therefore, variety of social expectations surround male and female members in order to 

ensure so called natural functioning of the whole social structure. This behavior towards 

gender roles remains prevalent in all social aspects (Djerf-Pierre, 2007).  
 

Consequently, gender can be understood as social phenomenon that is differently 

values dependent on structure of society. Females try to recompense for their gender-based 

characteristics, like femininity, by acquiring other social attributes. These may include 

social, economic and professional achievements for example successful female athletes 

(Djerf-Pierre, 2007).  
 

Gender roles in society can also be represented in the form of “hegemonic gender 

roles”. Hegemonic masculinity allows men to maintain supremacy over others in society 

using power through consent (Duncanson, 2015). 
 

Individuals reflect and promote masculinity through engagement with such practices 

that are believed “masculine”. Therefor masculinity can be considered as set of perceptible 

actions and traits that are implemented in different societies by a group of social members, 

constructing a significant form of social order (Schippers, 2007).  
 

The most prominent element deep-rooted in masculine hegemony is the concept of 

dominating other social groups, women in particular. As it is eventually related with power 

and dominance, no femininity has no place in hegemonic attributes. In contrast with 

masculinity, femininity is constructed based on overall sub-ordination of females to males 

in society. Therefore, women are deprived to take part in practices according to their desires 

(Schippers, 2007).  
 

Several of such studies have focused on gender representation in media, the status of 

female and male athletes in Patriarchal society like Pakistan remains a developing area in 

research. Therefore, this study intends to explore male and female athletes’ representation 

in Pakistani media. While considering different gender role prevalent in Pakistani society 

this research aims to explore the way these roles direct the portrayal of male and female 

athletes in Pakistani media content. 
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OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 
 

This study focuses on following research questions; 

 To explore media coverage of male and female athletes in Pakistan 

 To access the frequency of media coverage of male and female athletes in Pakistan. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 

This research focuses on following research questions: 

RQ1. Does Pakistani media under-represent female athletes? 

RQ2. What is the scope of male and female athletes in Pakistani media? 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Mass media endorses “gendered” society. In contemporary world nothing can match 

role of media in constructing people’s perception about world around them (Jamel, 2013). 

Media, particularly electronic media like TV, has strong impact on the minds of people.  

At the same time print media is also significant in formation of attitudes towards society 

(Kim & Ward, 2012).  
 

Similarly, Kellner (2008) also notes that mediated messages construct public view of 

the world. The divisions like good and bad, positive, and negative as well as moral and 

immoral are highly shaped through media in society (Kellner, 2008). 
 

It is also maintained that media in Pakistan support objectification of women (Khan, 

2010). Media experts believe that through media they produce and disseminate what people 

desire. For example, if men want to see a female athlete in revealing clothes posing like a 

model, less than an athlete, similar content will be propagated through media as well. 

Consequently, from such depictions it would be inferred that woman sports are less 

important as compared to “actual” world of sports aimed for men (Knight & Giuliano, 

2001). 
 

Although there is an ever-increasing number of women participants in sports, male 

never stop to dominate the world of sports. Similarly, since media designs it content based 

on beliefs, values and culture prevalent in society, male dominance in sports is presented 

to people through different mass media channels. Media imprecisely delivers the notion of 

inferiority for women sports not significant enough as men sports. The way media frames 

female athletes, consumers are made to believe that female in sports are more likely to be 

least covered than males in sports (Knight & Giuliano, 2003). 
 

Similarly, media coverage of women in confirmation with the men developed standards 

of female body. Therefore, women’s intellectual ability and brain is underestimated in 

media coverage. Consequently, women are made to realize that if they seductively dress 

themselves and pose erotically they are more likely to get male appreciation (Holmes, 

2007).  
 

Certain prejudices are practiced and reinforced by the families through certain factors 

like protecting their girls in certain context. Gender discrimination, cultural determinants, 

social stereotypes, economic constraints and religious conceptions play significant part in 
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this regard. Though these factors may vary in their nature from one part of the world to 

other (Shah & Conchar, 2009). 
 

While applying feminist approach in sports and physical activities it is identified that 

men and women participation in sports is under the scope masculine hegemonic social 

structure. Like all other aspects of life sports could not spare itself from the male 

dominance. An overall larger number of sports participants comprised of male athletes and 

comparatively very limited female population can be witnessed (Story & Markula, 2017 ). 
 

Similarly, it was also observed that in Pakistan woman and their involvement in sports 

and related physical activities is governed by certain constraints like religion and culture 

as well as the availability of sports and physical education facilities in the education system 

of the country (Fazal, Naz, Khan, & Pedder, 2019). 
 

The perceptions like male physical as well as athletic dominance are closely associated 

with social dominance of male over female, subsequently reproduced in media coverage to 

the greater extent (Kustok, 2010). 
 

 It is also identified in a study that the type of target audience, to which certain media 

content is directed, plays decisive role towards the nature of the content. Sports and images 

portrayed are also follow the same rule. Mass media is found to indorse competitive sports 

and representation of aggressive performances of power and masculine nature, in contrast 

with the pleasure and images of feminine participation (Curry, Arriagada, & Cornwell, 

2002). 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

 Content analysis has been adopted as a research method for this research. Two widely 

read national dailies have been analyzed. Moreover, interviews of both media practitioners 

and sports personalities have also been conducted. Applying mixed method approach; a 

combination of qualitative and quantitative methods has enabled the researchers to provide 

an in-depth stance on the coverage of male and female athletes in Pakistani media. 

Purposive sampling method have been used to draw sample size of 100 days.  

 

FINDINGS 
 

Content Analysis  

Findings of the quantitative content analysis have been descriptively shown in the 

forms of tables and numeric values. Different categories were formulated to analyze media 

content of Pakistani newspapers, one English and one Urdu, regarding male and female 

professional athletes. 

 

Table 1 

Frequency of News Coverage to Male and Female Athletes 

Media Outlet Male Athletes Female Athletes Total 

The News 85 27 112 

Daily Jang 96 45 141 

Total 181 72 253 
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Results given in Table 1 show the frequency of news coverage to male and female 

athletes in Pakistani newspapers i.e. The News and Daily Jang. It was found that The News 

published 85 items about male athletes while 27 for female athletes. Total male and female 

coverage in The News was noted to be 112. Similarly Daily Jang published 96 news item 

about male athletes while 45 for female athletes, total 141 for both male and female 

athletes. Thus both newspapers published 181 items based on male athletes while 72 for 

female athletes. Total coverage comprised of 253 items related to both male and female 

athletes.  

 

Table 2 

Photographs Published Regarding Male and Female Athletes  

Media Outlet 
Photographs 

Male Female Total 

The News 37 14 51 

Daily Jang 43 18 61 

Total 80 32 112 

 

Results given in Table 2 show photographs published regarding male and female 

athletes in selected media outlets during defined period of time. The News published 37 

photographs of professional male athletes while 14 female athlete. Total 51 photographs 

were published in The News. Similarly Daily Jang published 43 male athletes’ photographs 

and 18 female athletes’ photographs making 61 in total. Thus both newspapers published 

112 photographs to male and female athletes during given period of time. 

 

Table 3 

News Items Published in Pakistani Newspapers 

Media Outlet 
News Items 

Male Female Total 

The News 48 13 61 

Daily Jang 53 27 80 

Total 101 40 141 

 

Results given in Table 3 show news items published about male and female athletes in 

defined newspapers. In The News 48 and 23 news items were published for male and 

female athletes respectively. Similarly in Daily Jang total 80 news item were published on 

the topic, out of which 53 addressed male athletes while 27 covered female athletes. In 

both newspapers total 141 news items were published. Male athletes exceeded female 

athlete’s coverage in this regard with the count of 101 and 40 respectively. 
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Table 4 

News Features Published Regarding Male and Female Athletes 

Media Outlet 
Features 

Male Female Total 

The News 06 02 08 

Daily Jang 09 05 14 

Total 15 07 22 

 

Results given in Table 4 show the number of news features published in The News and 

Daily Jang regarding male and female athletes. In The News newspaper total 08 features 

were published comprising of 06 for males and 02 for female athletes. On the other hand 

in Urdu newspaper Daily Jang, 09 features were based on male athletes while 05 for female 

athletes making the sum of 14 features for both. Out of total 22 features from both 

newspapers 15 were based on male athletes while 07 for female counterparts. The results 

show that female athletes lag behind male athletes in media coverage of the given 

newspapers.  

 

Table 5 

Total Categories Published in Defined Media Outlets 

Media Outlets 
Positive Negative Neutral 

Male Female Male Female Male Female 

The News 40 10 10 12 35 05 

Daily Jang 56 14 25 17 15 14 

Total 96 24 35 29 50 19 

 

Results given in Table 5 show total categories published in The News and Daily Jang 

regarding male and female athletes. Values show that under positive category The News 

published 40 items while Daily Jang published 56 related content. Thus total 96 

publications fall under positive category in both newspapers. While 10 negative 

publications were published in The News and 25 in Daily Jang making sum of 35 under 

negative category. Similarly neutral category followed 35 publications in The News and 

15 in Daily Jang, summed up to 50 in total for both newspapers. On the other hand female 

coverage has been observed with relatively low figures. For example in The News only 10 

positive items were published under positive category and 14 in Daily Jang, making total 

24 positive item in both newspapers. However 12 negative item were published in The 

News and 17 in Daily Jang. Total 29 negative items supported negative coverage of female 

athletes in Pakistani media. At the same time neutral category comprised of 05 and 14 

publications for The News and Daily Jang respectively. Total 19 publications made up for 

neutral coverage of female athletes.  
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Table 6 

Type of Coverage 

Media Outlets 
International National Local 

Male Female Male Female Male Female 

The News 31 11 27 03 03 0 

Daily Jang 23 06 12 05 06 01 

Total 54 17 39 08 09 01 

 

Values given in Table 6 show types of coverage based on international, national and 

local levels regarding male and female athletes in selected newspapers. Findings show that 

The News published 31 news items for male athletes of international level, and 11 for 

female athletes. Similarly The News published 27 and 03 news items representing male 

and female athletes at national level. Local level male representation reflected 03 news 

items while no coverage for female counterparts. At the same time Daily Jang newspaper 

published 23 news items for male athletes and 06 news items for females under 

international category. At the same time 12 and 05 news items were published representing 

female athletes at national level while local level coverage for male and female professional 

athletes represented 06 and 01 news items respectively. Total coverage under international 

category has been shown as 54 for males and 17 for females. Likewise national category 

reflected 39 and 08 for male and female athletes respectively. Least coverage was noticed 

for local category with 09 news items for males and 01 for female athletes in both selected 

newspapers.  

 

Table 7 

Page wise Placement of Male and Female Athletes in News 

Media Outlets 
Front Page Back Page Editorial 

Male Female Male Female Male Female 

The News 05 01 00 00 00 00 

Daily Jang 02 00 00 00 00 00 

Total 07 01 00 00 00 00 

 

Results mentioned in Table 7 show the page wise placement of the news items given to 

male and female athletes. Findings of content analysis show that 05 news items published 

on front pages The News represented male athletes while 01 for female. Similarly Daily 

Jang published 02 news item covering male athletes while no coverage was given to female 

athletes. As for as back and Editorial pages were concerned no related content was found 

representing male and female athletes. 
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Table 8 

Number of Headlines Dedicated to Male and Female Athletes 

Media Outlets Male Athletes Female Athletes 

The News 27 06 

Daily Jang 21 03 

Total 48 09 

 

Results shown in Table 8 reveal the number of headlines dedicated to male and female 

athletes in given newspapers. The News and Daily Jang published 27 and 21 headline 

respectively for male athletes. While 06 and 03 headlines covered female athletes in The 

News and Daily Jang respectively. Both newspapers published total 48 headlines for males 

and 09 for female athletes.  

 

Interviews 

To ensure a qualitative approach in the study, the interview method was adopted  

to get an in-depth insight into the coverage of male and female athletes in Pakistani 

mainstream electronic media. Sports professionals (male and female) and media 

practitioners were selected for the interview. For this purpose, an open-ended questionnaire 

was designed. The questionnaire was carefully designed to get relevant information  

about the subject matter. Sub-categories were derived from the main categories of  

the interview. Each of the categories was analyzed based on the responses of the 

participants in the interview.  
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Table 9 

Categories and Sub-Categories Derived from Interview 

S# Categories  Sub-categories 

1 

Asymmetrical Gender 

Representation in 

Sports 

 Imbalanced coverage of male and female athletes 

 More coverage to male athletes 

 Least coverage to female athletes 

 More coverage to men sports 

 Mixed coverage 

2 
Emphasis on 

Femininity in Sports 

 Highlighting lack of strength in female athletes 

 Objectification of female athletes 

3 
Representation of 

Athletic Achievements 

 Trifling women achievements in athletics 

 Appreciating women performance 

 More emphasis on male achievements in sports 

4 
Reporting of 

Comparison 

 Preference of male athletes in media coverage 

 Comparison between male and female athletes 

5 

International Scope of 

Male and Female 

Sports 

 Least coverage to national or local level female 

athletes 

 Emphasized international women sports 

6 

Gender Stereotyping 

Prevalent in Media 

Coverage 

 Socio-cultural factors 

 Religious factors 

 Marking female athletes anti-cultural social 

member 

 

Asymmetrical Gender Representation in Sports 

 Most of the respondents in the interview believed that there existed a gender disparity 

while covering male and female athletes in mainstream electronic media in Pakistan. Male 

athletes are more frequently represented, with their agility and physical strength being well 

suited to sports requirements. On the other hand, female athletes are least covered in this 

regard. Only those sports that are more male-oriented or those with the maximum 

participation of male athletes are reported.  

 

Emphasis on Femininity in Sports  

 The respondents agreed that in Pakistani mainstream electronic media coverage, female 

athletes are subjected to objectification. While representing female participants in sports, 

feminine characteristics are given more importance. Such visuals are disseminated and 

reflect the lack of physical strength of the female athletes required in sports. Lacking 

endurance and agility, they are also focused on mediated representation of Female athletes 

in Pakistan.  

 

Representation of Athletic Achievements 

The respondents gave a mixed response regarding the representation of athletic 

achievements of both male and female athletes in mainstream electronic media. Some 

respondents believed that female athletes' achievements were valued equally with those of 

male athletes in Pakistan's mainstream electronic media outlets. At the same time, others 

observed that Pakistani media follow the trivialization of women's achievements in sports 
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while highly appreciating men’s. In all respects, men’s performances are highly exalted in 

the media as a source of national pride. On the other hand, women's sports are more 

frequently levelled with insignificance in the sports arena both at national and international 

levels. Similarly, one of the respondents opined that since sports are highly "manly" fields, 

pride is always associated with what men participants acquire, not women. 

 

Reporting of Comparison  

 While representing female athletes, one of the prevalent features in mainstream 

electronic media is comparison with male counterparts. For example, it is observed that 

Pakistan’s women's cricket team is underrepresented in comparison with the men’s cricket 

team. This leads to an identity crisis not only for female athletes but also for women's sports 

as a whole. The reason might be the fact that the public has a perception of sports as a 

masculine trait, and when women are associated with it, an inexorable comparison is 

reflected in media content as well. The element of comparison is recurrent in all forms of 

sports. 

    

International Scope of Male and Female Sports  

The disparity exists when sports are covered at national and international levels. The 

respondents opined that the Pakistani mainstream electronic media seems to be more 

interested in international championships and international athletes. While national and 

local level professional athletes are ignored, As a result, female athletes are relegated in 

two ways: first, because they have a limited international scope, and second, because they 

are women in sports. For example, international level female tennis stars are more frequent 

in media content in Pakistan than the national women's cricket team or female professional 

boxers in Lyari, an area in Sindh Pakistan. Similarly, female athletes from Baluchistan are 

also neglected in the mainstream electronic media in Pakistan.  

 

Gender Stereotyping Prevalent in Media Coverage 

All respondents unanimously agreed upon the notion that in Pakistani electronic media, 

there exists prevailing gender stereotyping while covering sports. Different motives were 

highlighted for gender stereotypes. For example, some of the participants noted that socio-

cultural factors shape media content in Pakistan. Pakistan is a patriarchal society, with male 

dominance in almost every walk of life. Sports are perceived among Pakistani viewers as 

a male’s area of interest, so an oddity prevails when female athletes are covered in the 

media. Similarly, another respondent also opined that since the media is the voice of 

people, it designs its messages in accordance with people’s choice. Pakistan is a country 

where religious beliefs play a significant part in determining social norms, especially for 

women. People consider women in sports against their religious, social, and cultural norms 

for a number of reasons. Increased social exposure, free interaction with males, dressing 

and adopting a male appearance are the top excuses for bias against female athletes in 

Pakistan. Generally, female athletes are thought to be anti-cultural social members in 

Pakistani society. These general perceptions are also prevalent in the media.  
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DISCUSSION 
 

Findings from qualitative and quantitative methods reveal that both print and electronic 

mainstream media under-represent female athletes. Results of content analysis reveal  

that more news items, photographs, and features were based on male athletes while less 

content was published for female athletes. Likewise, more headline coverage was  

also given to male athletes in both selected newspapers during a given period of time.  

The interview findings also support male-dominated coverage in Pakistan's mainstream 

electronic media. Thus, the results of the mixed method approach supported the  

notion proposed by Hargreaves (1994) that "sport constitutes the most male-dominated 

sector of the media" (Hargreaves, 1994).  
 

 The interviewees unanimously agreed that certain social, cultural, and religious factors 

play an important role in framing media content in Pakistan. There is a general perception 

among people that sport is a highly "masculine" set of activities and that females are devoid 

of the ability and agility to participate in such activities. There is also a disparity between 

national and international level coverage of female athletes in the media. Similarly, 

international female sports professionals dominate the national or local female athletes. 

The struggles of local female athletes are ignored. Less media coverage of female athletes 

suggests that the media is governed by certain gender stereotypes prevalent in society. 

Women are generally accepted in domesticated roles such as mother, wife, or sister, but as 

athletes, they transcend social norms. Consequently, the achievements of male sports 

professionals are highly anticipated in the media while women suffer ignorance in this 

regard. Such prevailing biases in the media render female athletes less significant among 

social sectors.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 

In contemporary societies, female participation in sports is growing all across the 

world. However, there exist certain challenges towards the normalisation of female sports 

in different social structures. In traditional societies like Pakistan, the issue becomes more 

of grave concern where male dominance prevails in other social groups. Despite high-level 

debates on gender equality, the disparity between males and females does not vanish. 

Female athletes also endure such a discrepancy, which is highly supported by the 

mainstream media coverage. According to the findings of the content analysis and 

interview method, both print and electronic media in Pakistan portray female athletes as 

being dominated by their male counterparts. All selected media outlets have been found to 

be strengthening male dominance in sports. Other findings suggest that female athletes are 

underrepresented in Pakistani media coverage. It is highly suggested that media 

practitioners reconsider their media handling techniques for an issue like female athletes. 

As the media creates perceptions about society in general, upgraded media coverage of 

both male and female athletes can improve the standard of female athlete conception 

among the masses.  
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