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TRENDS 
j o i u m o 

Virginia M. Leath n i l 

Angela Lumpkin & S O C I A L I S S U E S 
SIXTEEN TWO 

UN ANALYSIS OF SPORTSWOMEN ON THE COVERS AND IN THE FEATURE « — 
ARTICLES OF WOMEN'S SPORTS AND FITNESS MAGAZINE. 1975 -1989 

This study analyzes the treatment of athletes in Women's Sports and Fitness between 1975 
and 1989. Author, article length, gender, sport, race, and sporting role were assessed for 
each article; the number of accompanying pictures to each article and the characteristics 
of those featured in the articles were also tallied. Gender, race, sport, and active or posed 
status of the individual appearing on the cover were coded. Whites were featured in 92% 
of the articles, mostly in tennis, running, track, basketball, and golf. Of the 151 covers, 
98. 7% showed females with 92% whites and 8% blacks. This magazine, on its covers and 
in its feature articles, changed its emphasis from reporting on traditional sports and 
competitions to focusing on fitness activities for all women. 

nitially published in 1975, the magazine WomenSport was created to help celebrate 
the sport ing achievements of outs tanding female athletes and to legitimize women 
in sports . In the 1970s, communit ies , schools, colleges, and independent organi
zations slowly began to provide more competi t ive opportunit ies for females. 

W o m e n were at last receiving begrudging approval for seeking their athletic po ten
tials. N o longer did laws, such as Title IX of the 1972 Education Amendments Act 
requiring equal opportunity, permit private clubs and publicly-funded programs to 
exclude females. Growing out of this "women in sports phenomenon" was the 
physical fitness boom. While only a few could become elite athletes, all females could 
increase their fitness levels and find recreational activities to enjoy. To appeal to this 
new, larger market in 1984, this magazine changed its target market and title (to 
Women's Sports and Fitness). This magazine increasingly provided stories for the 
average fitness buff along with feature articles abou t star athletes. 

THE PORTRAYAL OF WOMEN IN THE MEDIA 
Media t reatment of sporting women has been plagued by considerable p r o b 

lems. Poe (1976) examined advertisements in two family and two women ' s magazines 
for the years 1928,1956, and 1972 to see how spor t swomen were portrayed. She found 
an emphasis on recreational, non-compet i t ive individual or dual activities and 
discovered that usually sportswomen were posed, n o t shown in activity. Rintala and 
Birrell (1984) also found more females than males in posed shots in their study of the 
Young Athlete magazine. Boutilier and San Giovanni (1983) found that magazines as 
diverse as Ms. and Sports Illustrated treated w o m e n athletes in qui te traditional and 
stereotypic ways. Hilliard (1984) concluded tha t magazine feature articles about 
female tennis players trivialized their athletic achievements. He found that male 
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t enn i s stars received praise for the i r physical p rowess a n d skillful pe r fo rmances , whi le 

coverage of w o m e n players emphas ized c lo thing, hai r styles, a n d m a n n e r i s m s , t h u s 

stressing t h e s te reo typic " femin ine" over athlet ic ident i t ies . 

Kane (1988, 1989) conc luded tha t w o m e n in " s e x - a p p r o p r i a t e " spor ts were 

fea tured significantly m o r e often t h a n those in o the r spor t s in he r analysis of Sports 
Illustrated articles a n d o the r m e d i a coverage. L u m p k i n a n d Wi l l i ams (1991) , in the i r 

c o m p r e h e n s i v e s t udy of Sports Illustrated feature articles, f ound tha t whi te females i n 

golf, t enn i s , a n d s w i m m i n g received the m o s t coverage. T h e y f o u n d b lack females 

featured in on ly basketbal l , t enn i s , ice skat ing, a n d t r ack a n d field. 

In an e x a m i n a t i o n of televised w o m e n ' s spor t s , D u n c a n a n d H a s b r o o k (1988) 

r e p o r t e d a p r o f o u n d ambiva lence in t he r e p o r t i n g of basketbal l , surf ing, a n d m a r a 

t h o n events . T h e y conc luded t h a t a t r ivial izat ion of female a th le tes ' physical efforts 

and a thle t ic ach ievemen t s was o n e way of deny ing p o w e r to w o m e n . Similar ly, 

L u m p k i n a n d Wi l l i ams (1991) found tha t male a u t h o r s of Sports Illustrated fea ture 

articles f requent ly charac ter ized s p o r t s w o m e n using d e r o g a t o r y a n d sexist t e r m s . 

T h e p u r p o s e of this s tudy was t o d e t e r m i n e if feature art icles a n d covers i n t h e 

only magaz ine focusing o n s p o r t s w o m e n charac ter ized females t r ad i t iona l ly o r 

acc la imed the i r spo r t ing ach ievements . T h e following q u e s t i o n s were asked: 

1. In w h i c h spo r t s d id the athletes w h o were p i c tu red on the covers c o m p e t e ? 
2. W e r e the athletes on the covers p i c tu red actively pa r t i c ipa t ing in t he i r spo r t s , 

o r were t h e y posed? 
3 . W i t h w h a t f requency were black athletes or whi te a th le tes p i c tu red o n t h e 

covers? 
4 . In wh ich spor t s d id the greatest n u m b e r of fea tured athletes compe te? 
5. In wh ich spor t s d id the athletes wr i t ten a b o u t in t he longes t feature ar t icles 

( m e a s u r e d in c o l u m n inches) compete? 
6. In wh ich spor t s d id the athletes w h o were p i c tu r ed in t he feature art icles t he 

greatest n u m b e r of t imes compete? 
7. D id this magaz ine reinforce or b r e a k d o w n the t r ad i t iona l m y t h of on ly 

cer ta in spor t s be ing a p p r o p r i a t e for w o m e n t h r o u g h its select ion of fea tu red 
female a thle tes a n d thei r sports? 

8. W i t h w h a t f requency were black athletes or whi te a thle tes t he cent ra l focus o f 
feature articles? 

9. D i d this pub l i ca t ion reinforce o r des t roy s tereotypic a t t i t udes t o w a r d black 
s p o r t s w o m e n t h r o u g h its selection of fea tured a thle tes a n d thei r sports? 

10. W e r e the females h ighl ighted in the feature articles ever descr ibed us ing sexist 
t e r m s by m a l e authors? 

11 . D i d this pub l i ca t ion change f rom its initial emphas i s o n acc la iming t h e 
ach ievemen t of female athletes t o p r imar i ly focusing o n rec rea t iona l act ivi
ties? 

METHOD 

Each of t h e 301 feature articles in Women's Sports and Fitness b e t w e e n 1975 a n d 

1989 w e r e read a n d analyzed b y b o t h a u t h o r s . C o d i n g d o n e separa te ly by each a u t h o r 

was c o m p a r e d t o verify the accuracy of all categorical da ta . Stor ies a b o u t t h e s p o r t i n g 

ach ievemen t s of athletes, coaches , a n d significant spor t s figures were t h e o n l y o n e s 

def ined as feature articles. Excluded were articles a b o u t e q u i p m e n t , c l o t h i n g , a n d 

resul ts of c o m p e t i t i o n s . Quan t i t a t ive assessments of the p r i m a r y ind iv idua l p i c t u r e d 

o n each of t he 151 covers were m a d e of the gender , race a n d spor t of t h e a th le te . A 

qual i ta t ive assessment of w h e t h e r t h e p i c tu red ind iv idua l was s h o w n in an act ive o r 

1 2 2 



WOMEN'S SPORTS AND FITNESS MAGAZINE 

a posed shot was made ; the cover was coded as posed if the athlete or non-athlete was 
shown in a s ta t ionary shot ra ther than engaged in sport and activity. Quantitative 
assessments of each article included article length in column inches, number of 
pictures, au tho r ' s gender, and the gender, race, and sport of the primary featured 
athlete. Qual i ta t ive assessments of each article identified language about women 
athletes that trivialized their achievements, reinforced stereotypes by emphasizing 
t radi t ional " femin ine" traits, or b roke stereotypes by describing traditional masculine 
athletic prowess . 

The 151 covers pictured most ly females (98. 7%), with only two males being 
pic tured. Non-a th le tes were shown on 44. 7% of the covers. Almost all of the non-
athletes a n d 58. 3 % of the athletes were shown in posed shots, rather than actively 
par t ic ipat ing. All of the non-athle tes (n=46) and 47 of the athletes were pictured on 
covers b u t n o t wri t ten abou t in feature articles. Whites were shown on 92% of the 
covers. Blacks p ic tured on 12 covers included Cheryl Miller (3 times), 2 group 
pho tog raphs of basketball players, four track athletes (Evelyn Ashford, Jodi Ander
son, Stephanie Hightower , and Valerie Brisco), Linda Jefferson (football), Flo Hyman 
(volleyball), and Debi T h o m a s (figure skating). Individuals participating in recre
at ional activities such as jogging, aerobics, and cycling predominated (n=36) on the 
covers. Table 1 lists all of the sports pictured two or more times on the covers. 

RESULTS 

TABLE 1 
SUMMARY OF WOMEN ATHLETES AS PICTURED ON COVERS AND FEATURED 

IN ARTICLES IN WOMEN'S SPORTS AND FITNESS MAGAZINE 1975-1989 

SPORT TIMES O N 
COVER 

TOTAL ARTICLES A V G . A V G . # 0 F 
ARTICLES LENGTH (INCHES] PICTURES 

Volleyball 
Weight Lifting 

Surfing 
Tennis 
Track 
Triathlon 

Golf 
Gymnastics 
Running 
Sailing 
Snow Skiing 

Auto Racing 
Basketball 
Body Building 

Speed Skating 
Swimming/Diving 

Softball 

Equitation 
Figure Skating 

8' 
0 
5 
4 
92 

6 
5 
11 
2 
8 
2 
3 
9 
0 
20 
123 

3 
2 4 

3 

6 
18 
4 
7 
4 
16 
17 
5 
23 
3 
11 
7 
4 
15 
4 

40 
22 
5 
10 
4 

40.2 
49.9 
42.0 
54.0 
37.8 
42.2 
38.2 
57.6 
42.0 
33.7 
44.7 
45.6 
35.0 
42.6 
34.5 
47.5 
54.0 
47.0 
50.4 
26.8 

3.1 
3.8 
4.3 
3.1 
4.0 
3.9 
4.0 
4.0 
3.2 
5.3 

6. 
4. 
4. 
3. 
2. 
3. 
3. 
6. 
3. 

.5 

.3 

.0 

.4 

.5 

.5 

.6 

.6 

.7 

.7 

'5 blacks 21 black 34 blacks 4 1 black 1 2 3 
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Between 1975-1978 under the title of WomenSports, pr imari ly athletes were 
pic tured on the covers with about one-fourth of the females on the covers depicting 
recreational activities. During the era when the publication was named Women's 
Sports (1979-1983), athletes, rather than non-athletes, were featured on the cover at 
a ratio of 12 to 1. A dramatic change occurred in 1985, when for the first t ime n o n -
athletes ou tnumbered athletes on the covers. This t rend cont inued and even in
creased th roughout the 1980s. For example, a comparison of the Olympic years of 
1984 and 1988 showed that: (1) in 1984—athletes on the covers ( including two 
blacks) ou tnumbered non-athletes at a five to one ratio; and (2) in 1988—non-
athletes ou tnumbered athletes five to one, and no blacks were pictured. 

Feature articles on women (n=292) focused on athletes in tennis (n=40) , 
runn ing (n=23) , track (n=22), basketball (n=18), golf (n=17) , figure skating (n=16) , 
swimming (n=15) , snow skiing ( n = l l ) , and volleyball (n=10) the greatest n u m b e r of 
t imes. Feature articles about white women predominated (92%), with only 23 feature 
articles (8%) publicizing the sporting achievements of black athletes. Nearly 70% of 
these were about track athletes (n=10) or basketball players (n=5) . 

Athletes in gymnastics were written about in the longest articles, based on 
average length in column inches. The next lengthiest articles were recorded for the 
sports of cycling (54.0), track (54.0) , and volleyball (50.4) . The individual described 
in the longest article was track athlete Martha Watson. Gymnasts were also p ic tured 
in article photographs most frequently (6..6 per article). Athletes in auto racing (6 .5 ) , 
dance (6. 3), and water skiing (6. 0) were shown the next highest n u m b e r of t imes . 
Jane Fonda was the individual pictured most often (n=16) in one feature article. T h e 
n u m b e r of feature articles per issue decreased from 2. 66 in 1975-78 to 1.91 in 1979-
83 to 1. 15 in 1984-89. 

Although most of the feature articles were authored by females, a surprisingly 
large n u m b e r of males wrote for this magazine. In the 195 feature articles wri t ten b y 
male authors , alarming incidents of sexist and stereotypic language were found. For 
example, in 1975, auto racer Leila Lombardi was described as a castrated male; in 
1976, tennis champion Virginia Wade was said to be sensuous on the cour t while 
playing a masculine game in a feminine way; in 1977, swimmer Ger t rude Ederle was 
characterized as having many attributes of a male giant; and in 1984 the male a u t h o r 
proclaimed that heptathlete star Jodi Anderson's obvious musculari ty and u n c o n 
cealed athleticism wrecked havoc on tightly-held notions of femininity. 

DISCUSSION 

The increasing dominance of whites on the magazine's covers w h o were 
engaged in recreational activities on the covers of Women's Sports and Fitness suggests 
a marke t shift to females more interested in personal fitness and fun than in 
competit ive sports. After the magazine changed its focus in the mid- to late 1980s, 
fewer athletes were pictured on the covers. Throughout its history, this publ ica t ion 
predominate ly showed athletes in tennis, running, track, golf, figure skating, basket
ball, swimming, snow skiing, and volleyball, all sex-appropriate sports according t o 
Kane (1988), except for basketball. 

This study's finding that the individuals on the covers seldom were s h o w n 
actively participating supports findings by Poe (1976) and Rintala and Birrell (1984) 
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t ha t spo r t swomen frequent ly have been p ic tured in posed shots, r a the r than actively 
par t ic ipat ing. The use of non-a th le tes o n t he covers, rather t han athletes, amplifies 
this t r end . Such coverage de-emphas izes the sport ing achievements of females a n d is 
d isconcer t ing in a pub l i ca t ion advocat ing Women's Sports and Fitness activities. 

The few black athletes, main ly in basketball and track, p ic tu red on the covers 
reinforces t rends in t he coverage of black spor t swomen. The sparse coverage given t h e 
accompl i shmen t s of black athletes could be a t t r ibuted to market ing economics , fewer 
black female athletes in spor ts , o r racial discr iminat ion. 

Conf i rming the findings of Kane (1988, 1989) and Lumpkin and Wil l iams 
(1991) , female athletes in t he sports of tennis, running, track, golf, figure skating, 
sw imming , snow skiing, a n d gymnastics were featured more frequently, in longer 
articles, and p ic tured m o r e often. This magazine 's t rea tment reinforces Kane's (1988) 
c la im tha t r epor t ing d i spropor t iona te ly focuses on what are deemed to be sex-
app rop r i a t e sports . 

A few male a u t h o r s trivialized the achievements of female athletes using sexist 
t e rmino logy . Al though on ly selected bla tant examples have been provided, the fact 
t h a t such language was p r in t ed in this magazine raises questions abou t its goals a n d 
conf i rms the findings of Hil l iard (1984) and D u n c a n and Hasbrook (1988). We m i g h t 
expect t r e a t m e n t of spo r t swomen in Sports Illustrated (Lumpkin & Will iams, 1991) t o 
b e descr ibed in m o r e consis tent sexist t e rms , yet, Women's Sports and Fitness was at 
t i m e s jus t as egregious in its language usage. Additional research is needed t o 
d e t e r m i n e h o w extensively male au thors in various other magazines depict spor t s 
w o m e n using sexist t e rminology. 

CONCLUSION 

Initially, Women's Sports and Fitness magazine primari ly lauded the spor t ing 
ach ievemen t s of female athletes. However, this magazine's a t tempt to find a marke t 
m a y have actually re inforced several restrictive att i tudes: (1) non-athletes , rather t h a n 
a th le tes w h o have achieved significantly in their sports, were m o r e likely to b e 
p i c t u r e d on this magazine ' s covers; (2) females pictured on the covers would probably 
b e s h o w n posed, ra ther t h a n displaying their athletic prowess; (3) black athletes 
s e l d o m cou ld expect to be featured or pictured; (4) playing aggressive team spor t s 
w o u l d n o t lead to as m u c h magazine coverage as would participating in the t radi t ional 
s ex -app rop r i a t e spor ts ; and (5) athletes writ ten about by males risked being described 
in t e r m s devaluing thei r spor t ing achievements. 

W i t h its changing focus Women's Sport and Fitness may have relinquished its 
l eade r sh ip role in p r o m o t i n g active sports compet i t ion for women. Its selection of 
w h o t o feature on covers or in articles and what sports or activities to picture or t o 
desc r ibe certainly changed dur ing the years studied. The magazine editors obviously 
be l ieved tha t fitness, ra ther than competi t ive achievements, appealed to a broader 
a u d i e n c e . However , wi th this change, the aspirations of girls and women may b e 
t h w a r t e d as they miss the message that being a competitive athlete and female are 
c o m p a t i b l e . 
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