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The purpose of this paper is to explore whether social media content by the National

Olympic Committees (NOC) during the 2020 Tokyo Olympic Games strengthens or

weakens the International Olympic Committee’s (IOC) gender equality ambitions. As the

media play an important role in creating the impressions that people cherish during and

after the Olympics, the IOC has since the 1990s increased its responsibility for fair media

portrayal of athletes and competitions by revising its own media production. In the past

decade, this most notably concerns social media. Not only has it become an inseparable

part of global sports consumption, but it is also seen as a tool for changing the biased

and stereotypical portrayal of female athletes in news media, even though male and

female athletes have become nearly equal in numbers of participants. Studies of media

production and equality-informed decisions are, however, rare in sport. Drawing upon a

quantitative analysis of social media accounts of three National Olympic Committees

(NOC) (Norway, Czech Republic and Switzerland) and qualitative in-depth interviews

with key informants—NOCs’ and European Olympic Committee’s (EOC) social media

personnel—this study therefore explored the decisions and processes that influenced

gender portrayal during the 2020 Tokyo Olympics. Findings of the study showed that

media personnel have a significant influence on gender portrayal in their respective

communication channels. In contrast to news media, they were aware of the frames

they apply, and they applied them in alignment with the Olympic values. Consequently,

they set a fairer agenda for both male and female athletes and strengthened the gender

equality mission of the IOC.

Keywords: social media, Olympics, gender equality, National Olympic Committees, Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games

INTRODUCTION

Ever since the invention of sport, women have been in a minority in terms of participation, and
their underrepresentation, marginalization and repression has been mirrored in media coverage.
Some of the reasons for this are that traditional media coverage is based on values that reproduce
traditional conceptions of gender and national identity (Crossan et al., 2021) and it has been
oblivious to female athletes (Fink, 2015). Only women’s success in mega-sport events such as the
Olympic Games has disrupted this practice (Arth et al., 2018). Every other year, billions of eyes
are on the biggest sporting event in the world, observing how national pride and values at times
override gender (Billings and Angelini, 2007).
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With the advent of digital media in the previous decade,
sports coverage evolved into an interpersonal, multicultural,
and worldwide public realm (Creedon, 2014). Some scholars
expected that this development would result in more equitable
coverage for female athletes (LaVoi et al., 2019). However, initial
studies suggest that old patterns of media representation are
being reproduced (LaVoi and Calhoun, 2014; Adá-Lameiras and
Rodríguez-Castro, 2021). To rectify this flaw, the IOC has been
transformed into a large producer, rather than a conveyor, of
media content. This allows them to create their own image rather
than rely on news media. It operates the Olympic Channel,
an over-the-top Internet television service, and several social
media accounts with millions of followers. For example, on
Instagram the IOC is followed by an audience of 5.2million users.
Similarly, each of the National Olympic Committees (NOC) runs
its own account. How are these media outlets used for promoting
the IOC’s vision for increased gender equality? Recently, the
IOC updated their Portrayal Guidelines for gender balanced
representation (IOC, 2014) and its partnership with UN women
resulted in a major review project on gender equality. The result
of this project are 25 action-oriented recommendations, with
three focusing on balanced portrayal of both genders.

Due to the organizational commitment of the 206 NOCs
and the European Olympic Committee (EOC) to support IOC’s
policies and be loyal to the latter’s visions, they represent
an important intermediary with national audiences. But how
do NOCs translate this commitment in terms of producing
gender-balanced content on social media? Sports coverage
has been described as a hierarchical institution dominated
by men with minimum coverage dedicated to female athletes
(Cooky et al., 2015). To some extent, this has been caused by
the patriarchal environment and hegemonic values in sports
newsrooms (Hardin and Shain, 2005). Previous research revealed
that journalists are influenced by their personal attitudes to
female sport (Organista et al., 2021) and gender distribution
of produced news is based on those attitudes (Billings, 2009).
Furthermore, they justify women’s underrepresentation by their
masculine audience assumptions (Dashper, 2018).

Media research has also massively focused on newspapers
coverage despite the prevalence of digital media formats (Geurin
and Naraine, 2020). Against this backdrop this article contributes
to the field by addressing an underexplored issue. Whereas there
are many studies of media coverage related to the Olympics
(Grabmüllerová and Næss, 2022) only a handful of studies focus
on the production of Olympic media content. The research
questions in this article are, consequently, threefold:

• What is the gender distribution in social media posts onNOCs’
Instagram’s accounts?

• Does the number of posts devoted to men and women
on social media of Norwegian, Czech and Swiss NOCs
correspond with participation and performance?

• How is the commitment of the Olympic movement to gender
equality and women’s empowerment reflected in NOCs’ social
media communication?

To answer these questions, this article couples theoretical
perspectives on agenda setting and framing decisions with a
mixed-methods approach based on social media content analysis

and semi-structured interviews. The analysis demonstrated how
the commitment of the Olympic movement to gender equality
and women’s empowerment are reflected in their social media
communication. The main findings show that personal influence
had a significant influence on the provided content. However,
unlike the news media (Organista et al., 2021), the media
personnel identified themselves with the Olympic values and
commitment to gender equality and women’s empowerment.
Consequently, it resulted in fairer portrayal of female athletes.
This demonstrated how important a role organizational culture
plays, a finding that can serve as a guide to news media houses
that aim to improve gender equality in sports media coverage.

Theoretical Framework
In recent years, a vast and expanding framing-theory literature
has arisen from a variety of disciplines (Borah, 2011). Its
application in media and communication studies has emerged
from sociological perspective and is now perceived as a construct
of social reality. On the one hand, media frames reality in a
way that is comprehensible and predictable (McQuail, 2010).
On the other hand, the audience has its own individual frames
that help them to process information (Entman, 1993). Media
producers may be influenced by social-structural, organizational
or individual values and beliefs that leads them to select
some aspects of perceived reality in order to make them
more salient in communication (Entman, 1993). At the media
level, frames then facilitate how media producers organize
big amounts of information and deliver them to audiences.
They can employ certain linguistic choices and highlight some
aspects of reality while excluding others and/or impose a causal
theme on their stories (Scheufele, 1999). Framing is a crucial
aspect in understanding how the media establish relevance and
importance (Fink and Kensicki, 2002).

Together with agenda setting, framing theory explains what
role media plays in creation of public meaning. While framing
theory describes how information is communicated, agenda
setting theory is concerned with what topics are given space
in media and to what extent. Agenda setting is based on the
strong connection between the importance that mass media
put on certain issues and the significance given to these issues
by mass audiences (McCombs and Shaw, 1972). In this way,
media can systematically affect how the audience perceives
events (Price et al., 1997). Both theories have been widely used
by scholars examining Olympic media coverage (Billings and
Eastman, 2003; Billings et al., 2010; Eagleman, 2015) and sport
media (Wensing and Bruce, 2003; Eagleman, 2011). In the
past decades, scholars have mostly examined media frames and
the consequences of framing but very little research has been
dedicated to how are these frames produced (Carragee and Roefs,
2004; Borah, 2011). As Scheufele (Scheufele, 1999) noted, framing
is a complex process involving frame (agenda) building, frame
setting, individual-level effects of framing; and a link between
individual frames andmedia frames. Geurin andNaraine (Geurin
and Naraine, 2020) point out the lack of research concerned with
the ’human elements of Olympic media’ as there is a lack of
examination of social actors, including politicians, organizations
and social movements who determine and influence media
creation. This is therefore a gap that needs to be filled, especially if
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we consider that ‘media has strong, long-term effects on audiences,
based on the ubiquitous and consonant stream of messages they
present to audiences’ (Scheufele and Tewksbury, 2007, p. 10).
Ambivalent sports media coverage of female athletes, as defined
by Duncan and Hasbrook (Duncan and Hasbrook, 1988), has
a negative consequence on public meaning and society and
continues to obstruct the advancement of women’s sport. As
Bruce (Bruce, 2013) further develops, media coverage of sport
matters because it tells us who and what is important, and in
what way.

To connect the theoretical framework with the case presented
in this study, gatekeeping theory helps explore how and why
certain pieces of information pass through so-called gates.
Gatekeeping is a process of ‘selecting, producing, transmitting,
and shaping information’ that occurs on multiple levels in various
networks of people who produce sports media (Creedon, 2014,
p. 17). It’s the gatekeepers who decide who and what is valued,
relevant and interesting enough to be given attention (LaVoi
et al., 2019). The common lack of knowledge of women’s sports
might cause more generic and plain coverage (Dashper, 2018;
Xu, 2019) and therefore reinforce the male domination of sports
media production and consumption. Hence, it is crucial to
further investigate the role of those actors in framing processes.

Literature Review
Scholars continually report on sportswomen’s
underrepresentation in news media (Mesnner et al., 1993;
Eastman and Billings, 1999; Eagleman, 2015; Litchfield and
Kavanagh, 2019). Their findings indicate that female athletes
receive less airtime (Eastman and Billings, 1999; Billings, 2007,
2008) and less space in newspapers (Duncan, 1990; Lee, 1992;
Pratt et al., 2008). Gender portrayal is also related to the gender of
the producer (Schoch, 2013), to the cultural repertoires (Benson
and Saguy, 2005) and the organizational environment (Silcock,
2002; Pfister, 2010). Furthermore, some have suggested that
sports coverage of female and male athletes is not (only) affected
by gender but other aspects such their percentage participation
(Delorme, 2014), success (Bruce et al., 2010), nationalism,
culture (Capranica et al., 2005), and the producers themselves
(Hardin, 2005; Xu, 2019). Media also tend to pay more attention
to “feminine” sports and ignore female athletes competing in
“masculine” events (Vincent et al., 2002; Higgs et al., 2003).
Furthermore, female Olympians are portrayed ambivalently
(Bruce, 2013) and receive more stereotypical comments and
comments about their appearance (Kinnick, 1998; Jones et al.,
1999; Shields et al., 2004). Media houses also remain male
dominated as they continue to use more journalists, male sources
and announcers (Capranica and Aversa, 2002; Tuggle et al.,
2002).

During the 2016 Olympics, social media really came to
prominence and organizational communication gained in
significance as they became an indispensable communication
channel providing organizations with their own voice (Litchfield
and Kavanagh, 2019). Some hoped that the open online space
would challenge male hegemony in sports coverage (Bruce,
2013; LaVoi et al., 2019). However, Jones (Jones, 2013) and
LaVoi and Calhoun (LaVoi and Calhoun, 2014) discovered

that major public broadcasters continued to underrepresent
sportswomen even in online spaces. On the other hand, North
American Olympic broadcasters generally framed gender along
equitable lines on their social media accounts (Johnson et al.,
2020). Together with traditional media, social media provide
an important source of information and reference points for
its audience (Darnell and Sparks, 2005). This implies that
understanding the importance of media-intensive sports events
like the Olympics requires a knowledge of the processes by which
media texts are formed, as well as the reasons why they are
constructed in specific ways.

While the IOC puts great importance on gender equality,
it failed to translate its own media recommendations and
guidance into practice. (Xu, 2019) analyzed gender portrayal
in the Olympic Channel over 16 months from 2016 to 2018
revealing that 60.1 per cent of pictures of news stories were
devoted to men with greater focus on masculine sports,
and only 39.9 per cent to women. Litchfield and Kavanagh
(Litchfield and Kavanagh, 2019) analyzed Twitter accounts of
the Australian Olympic team @AUSOlympicTeam and Team
GB @TeamGB. Despite some prevailing stereotypes, the British
content offered fair representations of genders, but Australian
women remained underrepresented.

Compared with the proliferation of media content studies,
investigations of media content production processes within the
Olympic setting are quite rare. Only three publications were
discovered in this literature review. The first two focus on media
production processes in news media. O’Neill and Mulready
(O’Neill and Mulready, 2015) interviewed UK journalists during
the 2012 Olympics. The respondents indicated that sports
organizations play an important role in media production
and they don’t do enough to promote women’s sport. As
demonstrated on the Simon Whitfield case (Darnell and Sparks,
2005), media exposure play a vital role in the construction of
athletes’ public image, which can endorse their marketability. At
the same time, it is in the media producers’ hands to decide to
whom they will provide the exposure (MacNeill, 1996).

Billings (Billings, 2009) explored whether NBC Olympic
producers and sportscasters make choices that privilege one
gender over another. He revealed that the producers felt they
had set a fair agenda for both men and women, however,
content analysis proved otherwise. Furthermore, they admitted
they unintentionally and unconsciously report ambivalently on
men and women. With regard to social media, Xu and Billings
(Xu and Billings, 2021) contributed to the understanding of
production of digital media in a sports organization committed
to gender equality and women’s empowerment. By interviewing
the media professionals working at the Olympic Channel,
they discovered that individuals and their personalities have a
significant influence on news production.

Notwithstanding the recent emergence of social media studies
in relation to the Olympics, we know very little about how
these platforms affects content production processes and existing
content analyses of social media yieldedmixed results. To address
this gap, this study aims to explore how gender is constructed on
social media accounts of the Olympic Movement. To that end,
the next section will introduce the materials and methods used.
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TABLE 1 | Analyzed accounts.

Instagram accounts Number of followers

(October 2021)

Czech Olympic committee @olympijskytym 179 k

Swiss Olympic committee @swissolympicteam 51.2 k

Norwegian Olympic committee @olympicteamnorway 20.2 k

Methodology
Although many studies have examined gender distribution in
coverage of major sports events, few studies have used mixed
methods to explain the ongoing underrepresentation of female
athletes. To fill this void, a mixed-methods approach was
applied to this study. The reason was twofold. First, it provides
credible and usable knowledge by combining and integrating
quantitative and qualitative methodologies (Molina-Azorin and
Fetters, 2019). By combination of different perspectives on social
phenomena, mixed methods contribute to broader and deeper
understanding of them (Hollstein, 2014). Such an approach
enables a comparison with and contrast to the amount of content
given and provides reasoning behind it. Secondly, while it has
been commonly employed by social media researchers (Snelson,
2016), it has not yet been used to study production of theOlympic
social media content.

A mixed-methods approach is here understood as “the
combination of methodologies in the study of the same
phenomenon” (Denzin, 1978, p. 291). Ideally, this means that
“the bias inherent in any particular data source, investigators, and
particularly method will be canceled out when used in conjunction
with other data sources, investigators, and methods” (p. 14); and
that “the result will be a convergence upon the truth about some
social phenomenon” (p. 14). Denzin (1978), moreover, outlines
the emergence of three possible outcomes from triangulation:
convergence, inconsistency, and contradiction. Which of these
outcomes characterized this study, and how the integration of
different data types was analyzed, typically a conflict theme in
methodology debates (Johnson et al., 2007), will be explained
below. But first, the rationale for each method and corresponding
data must be introduced (Table 1).

Method 1: Content Analysis
Content analysis of social media network Instagram was
employed. This analysis served to answer the first two research
questions regarding the gender distribution and its connection
to participation and performance. Instagram was used because it
had the highest engagement rate1 across social media networks
used by the selected NOCs. To select relevant data, a non-
probability judgmental (purposive) sampling method was used.
Following Blaikie & Priest (2019), this method is optimal
for selecting some cases of particular type in order to study
some aspects of organizational behaviors. In such a case, the
selection of the sample is a matter of judgements, which may be

1Engagement rate is calculated as a percentage of interactions per overall number

of followers.

informed by theoretical considerations. For the purpose of this
study, three European countries with diverse national identity,
culture, economy, language, and sport habits were selected.
Those countries are also situated in different parts of the scale
of the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap report
(World Economic Forum, 2021). The selection includes Norway,
a country with long-term high ranking, the Czech Republic,
a post-communist country that continuously ranks low, and
Switzerland, a country that was one of the last in Europe to
recognize women’s rights, yet nowadays sits in the upper part
of the scale. Such studies can focus and compare different
aspects of individual attitudes, values and beliefs, and aspects
of organizations, institutions and structures (Blaikie and Priest,
2019).

The data collection was conducted during the 2020 Tokyo
Olympics that was held from 23rd July to 8th August 2021.
Data was recorded manually and analyzed using Microsoft Excel.
The data were recorded by the author and then validated by a
disinterested but competent peer in the “peer debrief” process
(Hail et al., 2011). Peer debriefing is defined as a “process of
exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a way similar to an
analytic session for the goal of examining parts of the inquiry that
could otherwise stay simply implicit inside the inquirer’s thinking”
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p. 308). Statistical software R was
used to analyze the data, calculate descriptive statistics and tests
(Spearman correlation coefficients, tests of significance of the
correlation coefficient and tests of independence). Categorization
was adopted from the Portrayal Guidelines for gender-equal,
fair, and inclusive representation in sport published by the IOC
(IOC, 2014). “Visibility” category evaluating who is featured in
the content was limited to: number of posts, type of post (picture
or video), sport, and gender. Data in each category was compared
to gender, participation, and medal success and used to establish
a standard of comparison for quantity of media content.

Method 2: Semi-structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were of use to answer the third
research question the commitment of the Olympic movement to
gender equality. Combining then the semi-structured interview
method with quantitative measures allowed the former to bring
nuance and depth to the latter’s panoramic qualities. What is
characteristic about the interviewee sample in this article’s topic
is that it is only a handful of persons that are responsible for social
media in NOCs and the EOC. Given that “the content of inquiry
is such that complete or in-depth information cannot be expected
from representative survey respondents” (Kumar et al., 1993, p.
1634), the four informants included here are thus considered “key
informants”. These informants “serve as gatekeepers regulating
access to people and information and as cultural experts explaining
culture to an outsider” (McKenna and Main, 2013, p. 116). As
this research had an exploratory dimension (Blaikie and Priest,
2019), allowing participants to give freely their own experiences
and feelings regarding their work habits, performances and
management styles, the composition of the sample is crucial
(Crouch, 2006).

Four interviews were conducted with media personnel of
three European NOCs and the EOC with the aim to extract
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professional experiences and insights and gain understanding
of their working processes. Individuals representing the
organizations were asked to report on their activities as they
occurred in their natural settings. Following Blaikie and Priest
(Blaikie and Priest, 2019), four main kinds of data of individuals’
characteristics were collected: demographic characteristics,
knowledge, attitudes, and reported behavior. Respondents were
contacted and recruited by the researcher through email and
LinkedIn. All respondents were anonymized. Three interviews
took place from June to September 2021 around the time of the
Tokyo Olympics, and one interview was conducted earlier as
part of different but relevant study. Due to the pandemic, all
the interviews were conducted via Zoom or Teams (based on
respondent’s preference). All the respondents were white, in their
young adulthood, educated and had several years of experience
in the field. Two respondents were women, two were men.

Literature on content production in sports and discussion
with media experts preceded the development of the interview
guide, which started with general and non-controversial
questions (e.g., what is your job title?). After rapport was
established, more probing questions were asked (e.g., to what
extent do you think the NOC fulfills its promises in promoting
gender equality?). After transcribing the interviews verbatim,
thematic analysis was employed to interpret the data and
understand how social media personnel constructed athletes’
identity during the Tokyo Olympics. Themes and patterns of
meaning within the data that were related to the research
question were identified by employing inductive and theoretical
thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2013). Thematic textual
analysis is a systematic and repeatable approach for analyzing
texts. It is a method of deciphering the meanings of text
to comprehend their greater cultural relevance. To evaluate
the collected data, qualitative data analysis tool NVivo was
used. Following this (Braun and Clarke, 2006), transcripts were
reviewed to gain a sense of the information gathered. Then, the
transcripts were processed to extract patterns and code the data.
These codes were then re-examined and grouped into themes.
Each theme was identified and named and is represented by
quotes in the results section.

Results: Content Analysis
The content analysis revealed the gender distribution on the
social media accounts on the Czech, Norwegian and Swiss
Olympic Committee’s Instagram accounts. A total of 432 posts
were analyzed. To provide a context, the participation and medal
success of the teams are presented in Table 2.

The Tokyo Olympics was ‘first ever gender-balanced’ with
overall participation at 48.8 per cent women and 51.2 per cent
men. All the three analyzed teams were represented by a similar
number of athletes (CZE: 115, SUI: 107, NOR: 93). The Czech
team consisted of 64.3 per cent men and 35.7 per cent women,
similarly the Norway ratio was at 63.4 per cent and 36.6 per cent,
respectively. Swiss representation was 44 per cent women and 56
per cent men. In terms of success, the Czechs won 11 medals, 9
of them by men, 2 by women. Similarly, Norwegian men won 7
out of 8 medals for Norway. Switzerland received 13 medals, 10

of them won by women. Participation and performance figures
provide a standard of comparison for quantity of media content.

The number of posts was analyzed based on participation
proportion and success. In the case of the Czech Republic and
Norway, the gender distribution of posts corresponded with the
participation ratio. In the case of Switzerland, women received
a higher number of posts (60 per cent). However, that can be
explained by their medal success as they won most medals for
Switzerland (76.9 per cent). In all three cases, media content
was related to athletes’ participation by sport. The Spearman
correlation indicated that there is an association between sport
participation and the amount of social media content (CZE:
rs =0.534, p = 0.01; SUI: rs = 0.904, p ≤ 0.001; NOR: rs =

0.615, p = 0.01). In the case of the Czech Republic and Norway,
this association increased where the athlete is female; the more
women participate in each sport at the Olympics, the more
content they will receive (CZE: male: rs = 0.445, p= 0.04; female:
rs = 0.591, p= 0.004; NOR: male: rs = 0.571, p= 0.03; female: rs
= 0.801, p< 0.001). On the other hand, in the case of Switzerland,
the association increased when the athlete was male (male: rs
=0.936, p < 0.001; female: rs =0.733, p <0.001).

In all three cases, the correlation of medal success and media
content was significant for both male and female athletes (CZE:
rs = 0.928, p<0.001; NOR: rs = 0.937, p< 0.001; SUI: rs = 0.814,
p < 0.001). Sports in which athletes won medals resulted in more
content. However, it’s not only success that influences the amount
of content but also its expectation and structural advantage of
some sports. Sports that resulted in medal success received most
of the posts in both Norway and the Czech Republic. This was
especially true for Czech female athletes as only nine posts (16 per
cent) were dedicated to sports, in which female athletes did not
succeed. On the other hand, for the Swiss Olympic Committee
medal success was not decisive. More posts were dedicated to
sports that did not result in medal success.

Results: Semi-structured Interviews
Even though the quantitative and qualitative data collection was
ongoing simultaneously, the qualitative interviews served an
explanatory and validatory role (Johnson et al., 2007) in this
study. As Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (Johnson et al.,
2007) state, “during the data analysis stage, qualitative data can
play an important role by interpreting, clarifying, describing, and
validating quantitative results, as well as through grounding and
modifying.” Through this process, not only the third research
question was addressed but also convergence of the two data sets
was identified. In all three studied cases, content analysis revealed
fair amount of content dedicated to female athletes with focus
on both: their participation and success. This was stressed by
the respondents:

“The whole coverage is based on our shared beliefs of being
one team. We don’t distinguish between sports or athletes;
instead, we aim to cover all types of sports.”

At the same time, one respondent described the additional
content dedicated to successful athletes:

“We had graphics with a medal or position during the
Olympic Games, but we didn’t prepare it just for the medalists;
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TABLE 2 | Number of participants, medals, and posts.

Czech republic Norway Switzerland

Female Male Female Male Female Male

Number of participants 41 (35.7%) 74 (64.3%) 34 (36.6%) 59 (36.6%) 47 (44%) 60 (56%)

Number of medals 2 (18.2%) 9 (81.1%) 1 (12.5%) 7 (87.5%) 10 (76,9%) 3 (23.1%)

Number of posts 56 (36.1%) 99 (63.9%) 29 (34.9%) 54 (65.1%) 45 (65.1%) 30 (40%)

we had it for top 10 as that is still a wonderful accomplishment
for us.”

Reflecting on the quantitative findings, three main principles
were identified through the qualitative interviews: individual
agency (the role of gatekeepers), living up to Olympic values
(Organizational role), and social responsibility.

The Role of Gatekeepers
Given that one of the IOC’s key goals is to promote gender
equality, it is not unexpected that the Olympic values have been
embedded in the NOCs’ communication. Media personnel of the
NOCs expressed consensus that both men and women should
receive equitable amount of content. The Olympic representative
very specific about how Olympic values play an important role in
their work:

“The coverage of the Olympic movement and its sports is our
primary aim. Our fundamental concept is that we are one team,
one sport, and our aim is to encourage a healthy lifestyle and
sports participation in everyday life.”

And how they promote them despite the possible
lower engagement:

“We have projects that are important to us as an organization
and we see that there is a good reaction to it that encourages to
do more, but we also have Olympic values content that is maybe
not so popular, but we still like to do it because it’s important to
us. Like this we can implement it in the population or at least in
the sport.”

This seemed to have a direct influence on the equality in
the portrayal:

“We are really conscious when it comes to diversity. We want
to portray both female andmale athletes, to cover the broad range
of different athletes and different sports that are out there.”

However, in some cases the respondents found it difficult as
some sports and attire are more revealing:

“We avoid sexual connotation, pictures or anything like that
but it’s difficult in some sports like beach volleyball. Some sports
naturally put the body in focus, but I think we are pretty sensitive
to the topic.”

Notwithstanding the fact that they claimed to have
considerable autonomy to express their individual personalities
and opinions in their reporting, they stressed the importance of
collaboration with colleagues:

“It’s mostly my decision but if it’s a controversial image, I ask
someone else if this is okay, but I think we really try to show
the sports.”

“Because the material is created by a large group of
individuals, my job is to ensure that everything satisfies those
specifications [of our identity]. I’m the one who approves it and
decides whether or not it should be published.”

Furthermore, they explained the importance of balanced
mixed gender teams in the work processes:

“It also helps that I’m a woman myself. I don’t have a different
view on it [women’s and men’s performance] and that’s what’s
great with our department that consists of both men and women.
We have those different perspectives, andwe can always challenge
each other when it comes to portrayal of athletes. I think it’s our
strength. We live up to the fact that we see them as athletes and
it’s not dependent on gender.”

All the three NOCs had mixed gender teams, and some
stressed how their personalities and experiences had a positive
impact on gender equality in the social media content:

“Maybe it’s also personal because I was working with para-
athletes before and there the pictures are even more important
and sometimes it’s sensitive pictures. So, I think I am a bit more
aware what an image can do.”

Organizational Role
The IOC recently published Portrayal guidelines “recognizing
that sports coverage is very influential in shaping gender norms and
stereotypes” with the aim to “raise awareness and call for gender-
equal and fair representation of sportspeople across all forms of
media and communication” (IOC, 2014). This seemed to have
a great influence on the quality of the content, even if some of
the NOCs did not follow specifically the IOC’s guidelines but had
their own internal rules.

“I think it’s really important [the guidelines] and from our
side, we follow these guidelines. I try to find a good balance
between male and female portrayal also in our newsletter, on
our website, or social media posts. We try, we are careful about
this topic, we work hand-in-hand with the IOC. So basically, we
follow the principles.”

Despite the document’s recommendatory character, it seemed
to also exercise a controlling effect:

“I think the IOC does have supervisory body during the games
and I don’t know which kind of system they use to catch the
wrong message or the wrong attitude but since they have the
guidelines that should be respected, I suppose that they do have
some system to oversee this activity.”

On the other hand, they also mentioned how diverse structure
of the Olympic events play role in the post’s distribution:

“We want to maintain our communication continuous during
the Olympics since certain events, endure for several days while
some other sports have only a one-day competition. All of this
must be considered.”

It is part of the IOC’s Gender review project (IOC, 2018, p. 8)
to have an “equal representation of women’s and men’s events in
the competition schedule” and to ensure the competition formats
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to be equal in the distances, duration of competition segments,
number of round etc. However, this goal hasn’t been met yet.

Social Responsibility
Sports journalists previously justified men’s domination of media
coverage by financial profit and denied the responsibility of
promoting women’s sports (Vincent et al., 2003; Knoppers and
Elling, 2004). In comparison to newsmedia, the IOC’s ownmedia
production is not a primary activity or source of finance. Media
personnel of the NOCs do not therefore have to follow that logic:

“I think that there is a difference in between the traditional
media and the Olympic movement. I see a lot the different points
of view. We don’t focus just on the consumption but also on
the values.”

“We are not run by engagement and likes and that popularity
contest that is already out there. For us, it’s never been a big goal
to grow or get a ton of engagement on each post.”

Most coverage that athletes receive is controlled by mass
media, however, social media let athletes create their own
portrayal. For athletes, social media provide a way to connect
with fans, stakeholders, and sponsors. They can be especially
beneficial for athletes from sports who usually do not receive
mainstream coverage as social media is a tool to build and
promote their own personal brand (Eagleman, 2013).While mass
media ignore athletes’ preferences of portrayal, media personnel
of the NOCs took that into consideration:

“If we have a campaign and I use an athlete’s picture, I ask
if they are okay with that picture. Like now with the Olympic
Games, we want to ask everyone if the photo is okay.”

“We always want to please the athlete, even though we don’t
need their consent to work with their pictures.”

“I’m not in direct contact with the athletes but a lot of us are,
and if we use pictures that are not okay, then we will have a bad
reaction from them directly.”

Geurin-Eagleman and Burch (Geurin-Eagleman and Burch,
2016) explained that it is NOCs’ interests to develop strong
relationships with their athletes as it helps to create a positive
impression of both the athletes and the sports organizations.
Furthermore, athletes’ self-representation also influences the
reputation of their respective sports organizations. One of the
respondents explained how this is executed:

“[My daily routine] includes keeping the relations with
athletes. . . how should they communicate or what they should
post, or if they want and advice–they come to us.”

Geurin-Eagleman and Burch (Geurin-Eagleman and Burch,
2016) further explained that while NOCs cannot control
athletes’ social media accounts, they should develop a strong
understanding of effective social media practices to further an
athlete’s desired long-term brand image. Ultimately, this a mutual
relationship—NOCs influence the audience’s perception of the
athletes and the other way round.

DISCUSSION

The first two research questions were: (1) What is the gender
distribution in NOCs’ social media communication? and (2)
Does the number of posts devoted to men and women

on social media of the Norwegian, Czech and Swiss NOCs
correspond with participation and performance? The content
analysis showed equitable social media content in all three
countries reflecting athletes’ participation and performance.
While in the case of the Czech Republic and Norway, success
was a more prominent factor, Switzerland dedicated content
to all participants regardless of performance. In comparison
to previous studies that continuously drew attention to
sportswomen’s underrepresentation in sports coverage, the three
NOCs provided fair amount of content dedicated to both female
and male athletes. These results demonstrated that if media
content is analyzed with consideration of participation and
national success, masculine hegemony, and cultural preferences
of certain sports disappears.

Even though medal success increased the number of posts
dedicated to particular sports, less successful participants also
received a proportional amount of content, and this applied to
both genders. Seemingly equally important was the expectation
of success, which bears out some of the previous studies (Bruce
et al., 2010; Ličen and Billings, 2013; Crossan et al., 2021).
Athletes that were favorites in their disciplines received more
national coverage with no regard to their gender. At the same
time, some sports are more complicated than others and have
a structural advantage that results in more coverage (Wehden
et al., 2019). Some events differ in length and advance structure
as men’s events tend to be longer and/or include more teams.
Together with national success in these events, it naturally leads
to more coverage.

From the perspective of framing and agenda setting, it is
understood that media play a vital role in creation of public
meaning. Therefore, fair portrayal of female athletes has an
important impact on the consumer’s perception of sport and its
medialization. However, this study is limited to frame (agenda)
building and frame setting. While the literature documenting
gender distribution in Olympic coverage has been extensive
(Grabmüllerov and Næss, 2022), the actual consequences of
gender framing on audience remain understudied. Therefore,
the individual-level effects of framing should be explored in
future studies. More studies such Metcalfe’s (2019) or Jones and
Greer’s (2012) exploring audience attitudes influenced by media
consumption are needed.

In previous studies, sports journalist were described as
misogynist and reluctant to cover female athletes claiming they
are not responsible for the improvement of gender equality
(Knoppers and Elling, 2004; Organista et al., 2021). In other
studies, journalists who claimed fair agenda were contradicted by
the actual content analysis (Billings, 2009; Xu, 2019). This study
showed convergence of the quantitative and qualitative data
(Denzin, 1978). Perhaps this is a result of more balanced Olympic
content production teams (gatekeepers) comparing to the overly
masculine environment of sports journalism (Knoppers and
Elling, 2004). From the framing and agenda setting perspective,
social media personnel consciously decided to cover athletes
based on their participation in the Olympics and their success.
Agenda and frames were described as result of collective work,
however, at the end of the media process was one gatekeeper
who had a significant individual influence on the final outcome
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and consequently gender portrayal and distribution in their
respective communication channel. As described earlier, those
gatekeepers decide who and what receives attention (LaVoi et al.,
2019). NOCs’ media personnel were conscious about setting a fair
agenda for both male and female athletes and aware of the frames
they apply.

This answers the third research question: How is the
commitment of the Olympic movement to gender equality
and women’s empowerment reflected in NOCs’ social media
communication? Loyalty to the Olympic movement and its
values seemed to be vital to set a fair agenda in the content
production. Social-structural or organizational characteristics,
as well as individual or ideological variables, may influence
producers’ framing of an issue at the media level (Scheufele,
1999). During the interviews with the NOCs’ media personnel,
it became clear that this is the case. Organizational and personal
dedication to gender equality was the key aspect. In this regard,
it can be argued that the increased women’s visibility in the social
media is influenced by the IOC’s gender equality policies and
organizational context of the Olympic movement.

On the other hand, the cultural context did not influence the
production or opinions on gender equality. Despite the different
nations in this study, the same attitudes were identified in the
interviews and female athletes were fairly represented in all the
analyzed accounts. This can be explained by the commitment of
the NOCs and their personnel to the IOC and Olympic values.
While the European cultural context did not have an influence
on the amount of content dedicated to female and male athletes,
it affects female’s involvement in sport in general. Professional
sportswomen’s participation and success is heavily associated
with national gender regimes and women’s higher empowerment
in a society is reflected in elite sport participation (Meier et al.,
2021). Therefore, more localized initiatives to promote gender
equality in sport and society are needed. For future studies, more
culturally diverse sample would be beneficial as it can provide an
understanding of what role ethnicity and race play.

Despite the positive findings within the Olympic movement,
outside of the period of major sport events, sportswomen’s
coverage in news media drops to minimum as one of the
respondents mentioned:

“Very impressive figure is that only 4 per cent of the media
coverage is dedicated to women in sport. And this is a very sad
figure, and we should ask ourselves many questions about why it
happens? I think the IOC is committed to this cause.”

The IOC’s initiative to increase women’s participation and
consequently opportunity to succeed is essential as this is
mirrored in media coverage. Despite the claimed balanced
participation in the Tokyo Olympics (Tokyo IOC, 2020), there
are still sports and events that differ for female and male athletes.
For example, men’s football started with 16 teams while the
women’s tournament had only 12 teams. Similarly, ice hockey
will feature 12 men’s teams but only 10 women’s teams in
the upcoming Winter Olympics. Differences also remain in
individual sports, for example men’s longest cross-country skiing
event is 50 km while women compete on a 30 km long track. This
results in shorter events which can sway the gender distribution
of the coverage.

CONCLUSION

The objective of this study was to explore the context of
Olympic content production and gender distribution. The
analysis showed that all three National Olympic Committees
offered fair amount of content of female athletes corresponding
with their participation and performances. Interviews with
the media personnel showed convergence with the content
analysis. The set fair coverage was a result of the personal
and organizational commitment of the Olympic movement
to gender equality and women’s empowerment. This is an
important finding for the theoretical perspectives of framing,
agenda setting and gatekeeping as well as for the IOC and
other media producers who wish to improve coverage of female
athletes, as it provides an explanation of the contradictory
results in many other studies of the Olympic coverage and
gender distribution. It also serves as evidence supporting
the anticipation that disruptions of the persisting narratives
will come from media forms other than sports news or
live sport (Bruce, 2013). Social media and other alternative
digital spaces might have the power to shift the existing
cultural and media discourses (Bruce, 2013; Peeters et al.,
2019).

The scope of this study is limited because of its nature
as a case study. To expand, the sample consists of diverse
demographics, however, it is limited to Europe and countries
with fair attitudes toward gender equality. Therefore, only
“natural generalizabity” can be considered (Blaikie and Priest,
2019). Furthermore, this research analyzed gender distribution
in social media posts only quantitatively. Future research should
examine social media content through qualitative media analysis
as well as to explore how is such content and its framing
interpreted by the consumers. Especially, since Smith Clavio
and Lang (Smith et al., 2021) identified the effects of visual
framing of athletes on social media. Such studies would help
us to better understand the framing effects of ambivalent
gender portrayal and the importance of gender equality in
sports media.

Despite these limitations, this study contributes to the
understanding how social media frames are constructed
in the Olympic movement and revealed the influence of
gatekeepers in the agenda setting. The implications for further
research are that more studies on social media coverage
and gender distribution are needed. We can deduce from
this study that to improve gender equality in news media,
institutional change would be required as well as local initiatives
to promote gender equality in society. Media gatekeepers
play an important part in it as they have the power to
influence the audience’s view of social reality by imposing their
own perceptions on their media content (Xu and Billings,
2021).
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