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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the contemporary sports landscape,
financial support is a critical driver of athlete
development and professional  sports
success.  Sponsorship and  investment
decisions are closely tied to media visibility,
with sports receiving greater media coverage
attracting more  substantial  financial
backing. For women'’s sports, limited media
attention directly undermines opportunities
for sponsorship, investment, and overall
growth. This lack of visibility not only
restricts  financial support but also
diminishes the presence of female role
models, which is vital for inspiring
participation among girls and women in
society. Research consistently demonstrates
that countries with robust media coverage of
women’s sports report higher rates of female
sports participation and greater gender
equity in athletics789.

Media narratives play a decisive role in
shaping public perception and societal
attitudes toward women’s sports. When

female athletes and competitions are
underrepresented or misrepresented-often
through a focus on appearance, emotion, or
marginal aspects rather than athletic skill
and performance-an implicit message is sent
that women’s sports are less important or
legitimate than men’s sports. This gendered
framing perpetuates stereotypes, inhibits the
growth of women’s sports, and reinforces
broader social stigmas and prejudices
against female athletes89. In  contrast,
equitable and quality media coverage can
challenge these biases, foster positive role
models, and serve as a catalyst for policy
change and increased investment.
Internationally, some countries have enacted
policies mandating equal coverage of men’s
and women’s sports in mainstream media,
leading to measurable improvements in both
public perception and financial support for
female athletes. These initiatives highlight
the transformative potential of the media to
not only reflect but also reshape societal
attitudes and institutional priorities. In the
Iranian context, however, studies and
content analyses reveal that media coverage
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of women’s sports remains inadequate, often
hindered by cultural, legal, and
organizational barriers789. This gap
underscores the need for research that both
diagnoses the current state and proposes
actionable strategies for improvement.

This study aims to identify the key indicators
of media coverage of women's sports in Iran,
focusing on policy frameworks and social
orientations, and to compare the current
status with successful international models.
By doing so, the research seeks to inform
practical interventions  for  media
organizations, policymakers, and sports
federations, ultimately contributing to the
advancement of women’s sports in Iran.

Methodology

The research employs a qualitative case
study  approach, with  participants
comprising female sports managers and key
informants in Iran. Using purposive
sampling and the principle of theoretical
saturation, 15 experts were selected for in-
depth, semi-structured interviews and focus
group discussions. Supplementary
document analysis was conducted to
triangulate findings and enrich the data set.
The interview protocol was designed to elicit
perspectives on the framework of media
coverage indicators, challenges, and
opportunities for women’s sports.

To ensure methodological rigor, the research
adopted the Lincoln and Guba criteria for
trustworthiness,  including  credibility,
transferability, dependability, and
confirmability. The coding and analysis
process followed the paradigm model of
Strauss and  Corbin, enabling the
identification of causal, contextual, and
intervening factors, as well as central
categories and consequences.

Results

Analysis revealed three primary categories
influencing media coverage of women’s
sports:

Position of Women in Sports Media: The
representation and visibility of women in

sports journalism, editorial roles, and as
subjects of coverage remain limited. This
underrepresentation contributes to a cycle of
marginalization and restricts the diversity of
perspectives in sports reporting79.
Portrayal of Women Athletes: Media
narratives often emphasize appearance,
emotion, or off-field aspects of female
athletes, rather than their technical skills,
achievements, and tactical prowess. Such
portrayals reinforce gender stereotypes and
detract from the legitimacy of women’s
sports78.

Volume and Quality of Coverage: The
amount of coverage devoted to women’s
sports is significantly lower than that for
men’s sports. When coverage does occur, it
is frequently superficial or framed in ways
that perpetuate existing biases789.
Contextual factors identified include the
media’s impact on the development of
women’s sports, its role in commercial
advertising and sponsorship, its influence on
societal attitudes, and its capacity to shape
sports policymaking. Intervening categories
encompass persistent gender stereotypes
within the media and the professional
challenges faced by female journalists
covering women’s sports.

The central category emerging from the data
is the pivotal role of sports journalists in
controlling media biases, shaping editorial
policies, and advocating for equitable
coverage. The influence of sports
federations and organizations in facilitating
or hindering media access and content was
also highlighted. Subcategories such as
media criticism, analysis, and futures studies
were identified as essential for ongoing
improvement.

Consequences of enhanced media coverage
were grouped into three domains:

Social Effects: Improved public image and
greater participation of women and girls in
sports.

Economic Effects: Increased sponsorship,
investment, and commercial opportunities
for women’s sports.
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Psychological Effects: Enhanced self-
esteem and motivation among female
athletes and prospective participants.

Conclusion

Media coverage of women’s sports in Iran is
shaped by a complex interplay of causal
factors, including the roles of journalists,
media policies, and sports organizations, as
well as deeply entrenched gender biases and
social norms. Achieving comprehensive and
equitable coverage requires a concerted
effort by media outlets to review and reform
editorial policies, eliminate gender biases,
and invest in the professional development
of female sports journalists. Media criticism,
analysis, and futures studies are essential
tools for sustaining progress.

The social, economic, and psychological
benefits of improved coverage are
substantial, with the potential to transform
public perceptions, increase investment, and
foster a new generation of female athletes.

Zare & et al.

Policymakers, media leaders, and sports
organizations must collaborate to implement
best practices from successful international
models, adapt them to the Iranian context,
and ensure that women’s sports receive the
attention and respect they deserve.
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