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distribution of media coverage between genders and sports. In doing
so, it assesses how these leagues have simultaneously challenged and
reinforced hegemonic cultural structures that shape leisure choice.
Quantitative newspaper content analysis from 2019 to 2023 produced
21,129 entries, equating to 8,690 pages of content. Logistic regression
revealed a modest rise in overall women’s sport coverage, driven by high-
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exhibited limited coverage growth. However, coverage is redistribut-
ing between women's professional leagues, with those aligned to cul-
turally dominant and historically male-oriented sports growing their
visibility. This shift exhibits leisure implications, as media hierarchies
shape societal perceptions of which sports are valued. The emergence
of new women'’s sport leagues thus presents a paradox: their growth
has created opportunities for women but done so by marginalizing
historically female-oriented sports.

1. Introduction

Coinciding with broader global movements toward gender equality, women’s sport has
experienced considerable growth over the past decade, marked by significant increases
in participation and commercial investment (Doyle et al, 2024). Australia has been at
the forefront of this development, inaugurating semiprofessional women’s sports leagues
in cricket, netball, Australian rules football, rugby league, and rugby union (2018) in the
past decade (Taylor et al., 2022). The establishment of these leagues has acted to legit-
imize sport as a valued leisure pursuit for women, fostering increased community and
recreational participation within such sports amongst women and girls. The rapid expan-
sion of Australia’s womens sport landscape, however, raises questions about how such
growth impacts existing power structures and the overall sports hierarchy, particularly
as most are situated within historically mainstream men’s sports (Richardson et al., 2025).

Media coverage is an area where this impact is particularly salient (Thomson et al,,
2023). These new leagues have provided women with newfound playing and exposure

CONTACT Hunter Fujak @ H.fujak@deakin.edu.au @ Deakin University, 221 Burwood Highway, Burwood, 3125
Australia

© 2025 The Author(s). Published with license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which this article has
been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.


http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6850-4294
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3911-397X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3946-5361
mailto:H.fujak@deakin.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2025.2577198
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01490400.2025.2577198&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-10-24
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 H. FUJAK ET AL.

opportunities that previously did not exist (Taylor et al., 2023), and also the potential
to redress deficiencies in media representation. This is particularly so given Cooky
et al. (2021) thirty-year longitudinal analysis of American media, which concluded
coverage of women’s sport to have “consistently remained dismally low” to 2019 (p.
366). A possible unintended consequence of these emergent leagues, however, may be
that historically male-oriented sports leverage the creation of women’s leagues to further
entrench their cultural and commercial dominance. That is, sports like Australian rules
football, rugby league, or cricket, which enjoy entrenched cultural dominance in Australia
(Fujak, 2021), could expand their position of influence and further marginalize histor-
ically smaller women’s participatory sports who particularly struggle for media coverage.

Thus, nascent professional women’s sport leagues such as the Australian Football
League Women’s (AFLW), National Rugby League Women’s (NRLW) and Women’s Big
Bash League (WBBL) intersect two discrete hegemonies from a sport media perspective.
First, their emergence is counter-hegemonic concerning the historically masculine
orientation of their sports (Taylor et al.,, 2022). Yet, these mainstream sports benefit
from media dominance in ways that reinforce their cultural hegemony, affording myriad
commercial advantages and influencing leisure choice over marginalized non-mainstream
sports. This is firstly so via a demonstration effect, which proposes that exposure to
elite sport, whether through live attendance or media consumption, may increase
individuals’ motivation to participate themselves (De Bosscher et al., 2013; Potwarka
& Leatherdale, 2016). Media plays a broader formative role in the development of
leisure identities by influencing the set of sports individuals perceive as culturally
valued and personally attainable (Beaton et al., 2009). The rise of these semiprofessional
competitions underpinned by athlete remuneration, also reshapes the incentive struc-
tures that may influence girls’ early sport participation preferences. This is of particular
concern for non-mainstream female-oriented sports who “risk becoming a pipeline...
for rival codes [sports] such as AFLW” (Elliott et al., 2023, p. 937).

The purpose of this study is to examine how coverage of new women’s leagues in
dominant sports challenges and reinforces sports media hegemonies. The central
empirical research question is: Has the advent and growth of new women’s sports
leagues impacted the distribution of media coverage between genders and across sports?
This study adopts agenda-setting as its theoretical framework, one of the most foun-
dational frameworks in communication studies (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2006). In the
sport context, the dominant application of agenda-setting has been to explore demo-
graphic representation within media coverage (Arth et al.,, 2022). This study’s objective
of exploring the intersection of demographic and sport coverage represents an important
advancement in this area of research. To do so, the study performs a content analysis
of digitized newspaper material from 2019 to 2023 published by Australia’s two dom-
inant media organizations. A review of relevant literature is now provided.

2, Literature review
2.1. Agenda Setting Theory

The central premise of Agenda Setting Theory (AST) is that media organizations have
the power to shape the public agenda by influencing which topics receive attention
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(McCombs et al., 2014). The theory is well-established, with a wide array of studies
showing media prominence shapes public perceptions (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2006).
This commenced from McCombs and Shaw (1972) seminal study of the 1968 U.S.
presidential election, which highlighted how media emphasis on certain issues shaped
voters’ perceptions of their importance. In health communication, AST has been used
to explain how the media influences public awareness of diseases and health policies,
and consequently shapes behavior and health decisions (Ogata Jones et al., 2006). It
has also been applied to explain how different types of organizations such as corpo-
rations, non-governmental bodies and public organizations are positioned differently
in the media, thus affecting their reputation and legitimacy (Wonneberger & Jacobs,
2017). Within sport, agenda setting also has the potential to have profound implica-
tions, with the potential to reinforce gender and cultural hierarchies in sport (Antunovic
& Bartoluci, 2023).

2.2. Hegemonic masculinity in sport media

Researchers have long documented the media’s prioritization of men’s sport and the
limited exposure of womens sport (Bruce, 2015). Hegemonic masculinity, defined as
a societal pattern that idealizes stereotypically male traits as the masculine cultural
ideal, is a long-standing feature of the sport industry’s culture and social structures
(McGinnis et al., 2008). Hegemonic masculinity is evident in the disproportionate
media attention given to men’s sports leagues and events (Kian et al., 2008; Pavlidis,
2020). This reinforcement through media coverage serves to normalize the notion that
sports are inherently for men (Cooky et al., 2013). Within a leisure constraints frame-
work, such coverage patterns can be understood as a structural barrier to women’s
participation, whereby the absence or marginalization of women’s sport in media limits
public awareness and reduces its perceived accessibility (Crawford & Godbey, 1987;
Jackson, 200 5). Such framing not only determines which sports are granted legitimacy
(O’Brien et al., 2025) but also influences how potential participants construct their
leisure identities, shaping feelings of self-expression, belonging, and alignment with
dominant cultural narratives (Kim et al., 2025).

Although the majority of scholarship on gender representation in sport media has
been situated within broadcast media, analogous patterns are evident in print journal-
ism (English et al., 2019). In the Australian context, North’s (2012) analysis of major
mastheads found that women’s sport comprised only 9% of total sports coverage as
of 2010, underscoring the persistence of gendered hierarchies in news selection.
Similarly, English et al’s. (2019) content analysis of Super Netball coverage during its
inaugural season (2017) revealed that, despite the league’s elite status, reporting often
reinforced traditional gender norms and occupied a markedly smaller proportion of
newspaper sport sections compared to men’s competitions. International evidence
reflects a comparable imbalance, with men’s sport frequently exceeding 80-90% of total
print coverage (Godoy-Pressland, 2014). As enduring agenda-setting institutions that
influence both public discourse and the priorities of other media formats, newspapers
thus provide a critical site for examining whether the advent of women’s competitions
in historically male-oriented sports has altered long-standing representational patterns.
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Despite historical patterns of gendered coverage, research suggests that the sport
media landscape has been shifting in some contexts. Studies indicate that women
received more coverage than men on the USAs NBC network during the 2018 Winter
Olympics (Billings & Angelini, 2019). Similarly, during NBC’s 62h of prime-time
coverage of the 2020 Summer Olympic Games, women accounted for 57.95% of
on-screen time (Arth et al., 2022). This increase in visibility marked the culmination
of nearly two decades of gradual progress in NBC’s coverage of women at Olympic
competition (Billings & Angelini, 2019). In Australia, Seven Network devoted nearly
equal clock-time to male and female athletes at the 2016 Summer Olympic Games
(Xu et al, 2019), while its coverage of the 2018 Commonwealth Games was also
well-balanced at 51.7% for men and 48.3% for women (Scott et al., 2023). Major events
like the FIFA Women’s World Cup have similarly attracted unprecedented media atten-
tion, breaking viewership records and prompting expanded coverage from media outlets
in England (Pope et al., 2024).

However, these surges in coverage are often temporary, with interest in women’s
sports tending to recede once high-profile quadrennial events conclude (Petty & Pope,
2019). Moreover, this growth has not been universal, with research reporting persistent
male-dominated coverage of the 2020 Olympic Games in Hungary, Croatia, and Slovenia
(Antunovic & Bartoluci, 2023). There are also fluctuations between tournaments. For
instance, despite Australia’s Seven Network providing near-equal coverage at the 2016
Summer Olympic Games and 2018 Commonwealth Games, its coverage of the 2018
Winter Olympics skewed 68.81% toward men in terms of clock time (Scott et al,
2022). Hence, the journey toward equitable media coverage does not appear wholly
linear, and is dependent on the success of female athletes at any given tournament
(Billings & Angelini, 2019). Moreover, it has been argued that mega-events such as
the Olympics constitute distinct global rituals that warrant separate analytic treatment
because, they re-order usual hierarchies (including gender) through policy mechanisms
(Choi et al., 2020).

Whereas the Olympic movement may reflect a unique case in advancing women’s
sport visibility, historically male-oriented sports have in recent years undergone a
marked shift toward gender equality, propelled by global gender equity movements
and strategic investment in female competitions. Internationally, sports such as women’s
football have achieved unprecedented visibility; for instance, the 2023 FIFA Women’s
World Cup attracted over two billion global viewers nearly doubling the previous
edition (1.12 billion) (Euromonitor International, 2023). Meanwhile, England’s Women’s
Super League secured a landmark broadcast deal in 2024 valued at approximately £65
million over five years (Garry, 2024). In North America, the Women’s National
Basketball Association (WNBA) reported its highest average attendance in 13 years in
the 2023 season, alongside record television viewership and a 21% rise in social media
engagement (WNBA, 2023).

Australian sport was an early responder to this this broader shift, establishing the
Women’s Big Bash League (2015), AFL Women’s (2017), the NRL Women’s Premiership
(2018), and Super W rugby union (2018) as semiprofessional competitions over the
past decade (Taylor et al., 2022). These competitions have since achieved various
commercial and participatory milestones. The AFLW achieved a domestic record
attendance of 53,034 at their 2019 Grand Final, as did the NRLW in 2025 (26,022)
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and the WBBL in 2021 (15,511). Meanwhile the WBBL grew its television viewership
46% year over year in the 2022-23 season, whilst the NRLW achieved a milestone 1
million viewers for several telecasts in 2024 that exceeds the typical television audience
of most male Australian sport leagues (Snape, 2024). Moreover, the establishment of
the AFLW has coincided with a near doubling of women’s and girls’ participation in
Australian football, rising from approximately 318,000 in 2017 to over 600,000 by 2021
(AFL, 2022). Over the same period, women and girls have been the fastest-growing
segment in rugby league participation since the NRLW’s establishment, most recently
increasing by 15% nationwide in 2024 (National Rugby League [NRL], 2025).

Collectively, these leagues have created visible pathways that have broadened the
cultural presence of women’s sport within mainstream sporting hierarchies. Their
footprint has also expanded markedly, with the combined number of AFLW, WBBL,
and NRLW fixtures nearly doubling from 104 in 2019 to 206 by 2023 (see Table 1).
Given that newspapers remain an enduring agenda-setting platform and mirror many
of the gendered patterns found in broadcast sport media, they offer a critical context
for assessing whether the rise and growth women’s competitions has translated into
shifts in coverage (English et al., 2023). Therefore, considering these societal and media
shifts, alongside the empirical growth observed within Australia, the following hypoth-
esis is proposed:

H1: Womens sport will achieve growth in its proportion of coverage within Australian
printed newspaper media over the period 2019 to 2023.

The growth and professionalization of women’s sports leagues may also be contrib-
uting to deconstructing entrenched hegemonic masculinity in Australian sports media.
Over the past decade, Australia has witnessed the introduction and expansion of
women’s leagues across various sports, as concisely summarized in Table 1 (Taylor
et al,, 2022). While this study henceforth refers to professional women’s leagues, it is
vital to acknowledge that each such women’s league is uniquely placed along the pro-
fessionalization and commercialization continuum, reflecting divergent resourcing and
starting points (O’Brien et al., 2025; Thomson et al., 2023). These leagues have not

Table 1. Overview of Australian women’s professional leagues and their growth.

League name and First In ‘Ol Teams Teams Games Year Games
abbreviation Sport season variable Year 1 2023 1 2023
Women'’s National Basketball 1981 No 9 8 61 92
Basketball
League (WNBL)
Super Netball® Netball 1997 No 8 8 59 60
A-League Women's  Soccer 2008 No 8 12 41 139
Women'’s Big Bash ~ Cricket 2015 Yes 8 8 59 59
League (WBBL)
Australian Football  Australian Rules 2017 No 8 19 29 99
League Women'’s Football
(AFLW)
Super Rugby Rugby Union 2018 No 5 6 1 18
Women'’s
National Rugby Rugby League 2018 Yes 4 12 7 48
League Women'’s
(NRLW)

Note: @While the Super Netball tournament commenced in 2017, netball has had a recurring semiprofessional compe-
tition since 1997. Three of eight Super Netball teams have existed in a consistent form since 1997.
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only provided platforms for female athletes to showcase their talents but have also
attracted substantial fan engagement and commercial investment (Taylor et al., 2023).
These developments have led to more scheduled events, higher levels of competition,
and increased marketability (Doyle et al., 2024). Consequently, the introduction and
success of these leagues have potentially contributed to an increase in media coverage
devoted to professional women’s sports in Australia, with the second proposed
hypothesis:

H2: Professional women’s sport leagues will account for a growing proportion of total
women’s sport coverage within Australian printed newspaper media over the period
2019-2023.

2.3. Cultural oligarchies in sport media

In addition to reinforcing a structure of hegemonic masculinity, previous research
demonstrates that agenda setting in sports media can lead to favoritism in coverage
toward certain sports, leagues and teams (Fortunato, 2008). Studies show that media
coverage of international events such as the Olympics skews toward sports aligned
with historical achievement and national pride, leading to a self-fulfilling cycle of
dominance (Antunovic & Bartoluci, 2023). Even on digital media platforms such as
X, where there is theoretically more space for diverse representation, established dom-
inant sports continue to capture the vast majority of attention (Frederick et al., 2015).
This observation mirrors broader observations that early optimism that digitalization
would democratize culture through long tail effects have not materialized (Pilati et al,,
2025). In the music industry/genre for instance, whereas the top 1% of musicians
generated 71% of industry revenue in 2000, this was estimated to have reached 90%
of streaming revenue by 2020 (Hesmondhalgh, 2021).

Empirical literature indicates that the media’s prioritization of particular sports
reinforces a narrow view of which sports hold value (Rowe, 2003). This form of agenda
setting contributes to perpetuating “cultural oligarchies” in sport, explaining how a
select few sports achieve cultural and media dominance while drastically overshadowing
others (Dwyer et al., 2016). Notable examples of cultural oligarchies include the “big
four” professional sports in the USA of American football, basketball, baseball and ice
hockey (Jang et al., 2020). Soccer represents a dominant cultural oligarchy in Europe
(Parrish & Nauright, 2014). Rugby league, cricket and Australian rules football con-
stitute cultural oligarchies in Australia, although distinct between the north-east (rugby
league and cricket) and south-west of Australia (Australian rules football and cricket)
(Fujak, 2021; Phillips & Hutchins, 1998).

From an agenda-setting perspective, the media’s reinforcement of cultural oligarchies
is both commercially-driven and ideologically-loaded. Media organizations tend to
focus on sports that generate higher revenues and align with prevailing cultural nar-
ratives (Dwyer et al., 2016). Commercially, some sports, such as American football in
the USA, attract larger audiences and more advertising revenue, making them finan-
cially lucrative for media outlets to showcase in primetime slots (Fortunato, 2008).
Cultural oligarchies may also emerge because some media organizations directly invest
in sports media, creating vested interests to co-promote particular content over others
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(Saks & Yanity, 2016). Ideologically, sports that occupy the cultural oligarchy typically
embody notions of nationalism, masculinity and competitive excellence, resonating
with societal values and expectations (Mauro, 2020). The medias selective emphasis
upon cultural oligarchy sports reflects its role as a gatekeeper (English et al., 2023),
which limits diversity in athletic representation and narrows the public’s perception
of which sports hold cultural and societal value (Antunovic & Bartoluci, 2023).

Thus the advent and growth of women’s professional leagues situated within his-
torically male-oriented sports, may risk further embedding entrenched cultural hege-
monies (Phillips & Hutchins, 1998). Whilst such growth has generally been lauded,
Elliott et al. (2023) note the consequence to concentrating oligarchic power: “many
girls and young females are being influenced by new media narratives and increasing
opportunities to play male-dominated sports, which are becoming the preferred choice
for some females who previously played other, typically female-dominated sports”
(2023, p. 921). Netball is the primary example of a traditionally female-oriented sport
that has been popular in Australia (Booth & Leeds, 2013; Litchfield & Elliott, 2021).
Given the growth in women’s leagues aligned to culturally oligarchic sports, the third
proposed hypotheses is as follows:

H3: Sports situated within the existing cultural oligarchy will have increased their relative
share of total Australian printed newspaper coverage between 2019 and 2023.

3. Method
3.1. Research design and data collection

The study employs a quantitative content analysis to investigate structural trends in
newspaper media coverage. Content analysis is a systematic method for coding and
interpreting textual and visual data, allowing for an objective quantification of media
content (Krippendorff, 2018). This research design is appropriate for addressing the
research question as it enables the identification of patterns and shifts in media rep-
resentation over time, providing empirical data to test the proposed hypotheses (English
et al., 2023; Riffe et al., 2023). Examining these newspapers therefore provides a lens
not only on sport coverage itself, but also on the broader processes of agenda-setting
that operates within Australia’s most influential newsrooms (North, 2012).
Acknowledging that “media” is increasingly fragmented, the content analysis is
performed upon print media. Whilst print media is in structural decline, a majority
(51%) of the Australian population aged 14+ were still reached on a monthly basis
by Australian newspapers in 2024 (Roy Morgan, 2025). This proportion grows to 56%
amongst those aged 34+, whilst both Australian men (53%) and women (50%) are
similarly inclined to consume print media. A feature of the Australian media landscape
is strong media concentration, with News Corporation and Nine Entertainment col-
lectively holding an 82% readership share and 89% revenue share of the print media
market in 2020 (GetUp, 2021). This concentration extends to other media platforms,
with these two conglomerates holding a 61% and 35% share of revenue within the
television and commercial radio sectors respectively. Such market power spanning
multiple platforms affords these organizations immense agenda-setting powers (McCombs
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& Shaw, 1972). Thus, whilst acknowledging the analysis to be delimited to newspaper
coverage of two media organizations, given the presence of both intense market con-
centration and strong cross-media ownership, we submit our analysis to be a reliable
proxy for Australian media.

The content analysis is specifically performed on these two organization’s flagship
newspapers, The Daily Telegraph (News Corporation) and the Sydney Morning Herald
(Nine Entertainment), which held a daily readership of 575,000 and 477,00 respectively
in 2024 (Roy Morgan, 2025). This study period spanned January 2019 to December
2023 and analyzed digitized replicas of physical newspaper print editions, through
archives “SMH Library Edition” and “Newsbank.” Physical newspapers feature inherent
spatial constraints that distinguishes the medium from the ubiquity of digital content
(English et al., 2023). Such constraint necessitates editorial decision making that results
in the prioritization of coverage, which influences public perceptions of content salience
(McCombs & Shaw, 1972).

Purposive sampling was employed (Thomas, 2022), resulting in the analysis of 560
Saturday editions across the two newspapers. The Saturday edition was selected as it
includes extended sport sections that cover both upcoming weekend fixtures and ret-
rospectives of the week’s activities. Data collection included all sports articles related
to professional, elite or community sport from all sections of the newspapers, producing
a comprehensive dataset of 21,129 data entries, equating to nearly 8,690 pages of total
sport content. It is pertinent to acknowledge, however, that despite the significant
volume of data captured, delimiting the analysis to Saturday editions may limit the
generalizability of the findings.

3.2. Data coding and analysis

Each newspaper page was manually reviewed by the researchers to identify sports-related
articles, then coded within Microsoft Excel. Coded details included the newspaper
name, date of publication, page number, the type of sport covered (e.g. rugby league,
cricket, soccer), focus area (on-field performance, sports business [financial aspects,
sponsorships], athlete biographies, athlete controversies [scandals, disciplinary actions]
among others). The primary gender focus of the article was determined based on the
main subject, classified as male, female, both, or not applicable. We quantified the
size of each article by measuring its column width and depth.

Whilst data from 2020 was coded and included in initial analysis, as will be further
detailed within the results section, it was determined to exclude 2020 data from the
final analysis due to the anomalous impact of Covid-19 upon sport competitions and
its media coverage. This resulted in a main final sample of 17,343 entries equating to
7,216 pages of content. Coding was performed by two members of the research team.
To ensure reliability and validity, the code frame was co-developed using sample data,
with precise operational definitions established for each category designed to limit
ambiguity and prevent subjective interpretation.

The study’s raw data was inputted to SPSS 29, with code frames established for
categorical variables. Further data transformations were performed in aid of testing
the proposed hypotheses. First, the grouping of Australia’s seven professional women’s
sport leagues (see Table 1) under the computed variable “WSL.” Second, the grouping
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of rugby league and cricket as a cultural oligarchy (“Oli”) encompassing total coverage
of all genders. This oligarchy cluster reflects that the coded newspapers are circulated
within Sydney, part of the north-eastern Australia where rugby league and cricket are
dominant sports (Fujak, 2021).

Logistic regression was selected as the primary analytical method due to the binary
nature of the dependent variables across all three hypotheses. The method is well-suited
for examining change over time and across newspapers, as it allows for the estimation
of odds ratios that quantify the direction and magnitude of associations between pre-
dictor variables and the likelihood of coverage (Hosmer et al., 2013). While categorical
data can present challenges in statistical modeling, logistic regression offers a “blend
of two very different statistical traditions” that is particularly adept at handling such
data through dummy coding (Menard, 2010, p. 1). Furthermore, logistic regression
offers a more robust analytical framework than alternative methods such as chi-square
tests, not only identifying associations but accounting for multiple predictors simulta-
neously, controlling for potential confounders, and evaluation of interaction effects
(Hosmer et al., 2013). Notably whilst logistic regression can be sensitive to imbalanced
datasets as is the case here, the large overall sample size (n=21,129) ensures robust
estimation of coefficients across all levels. For each hypothesis, a main effects and
interaction effect model was fitted.

4, Results
4.1. Macro trends in women’s sport coverage

A descriptive analysis was first performed to probe the data, revealing that the pro-
portion of coverage dedicated to women’s sport grew discernibly over the period.
Relative to men’s coverage (excluding non-gendered), women’s sport exhibited propor-
tional growth from 10.3% in 2019 to 15.3% in 2023. The onset of Covid-19 proved
anomalous, with the Daily Telegraph’s and Sydney Morning Herald’s cumulative annual
sport coverage declining 16% and 37% respectively in 2020 relative to 2019 levels.
Coverage of women’s sport also declined in 2020 (9.5%), disrupting an otherwise steady
upward trajectory. Thus, given the anomalous nature of 2020, it is excluded from
analysis for the remainder of the results. An overview of the variables and their
descriptive statistics is provided in Table 2.

To formally test Hypothesis 1, two binary logistic regression models were fitted to
predict the likelihood of coverage being dedicated to women’s sports. The first a main
effects model with predictors Year and Paper, and the second including an interaction
term (see Table 3). The main effects model showed a significant improvement over
the null model (Omnibus Test of Model Coefficients, x* = 49.377, p < .001), though
the pseudo R-squared values indicate modest explanatory power (Cox & Snell R? =
0.003, Nagelkerke R* = 0.006), not uncommon in such models. In the main effects
model, the coefficient for Year (B=0.083, SE = 0.017, p < .001, Exp(B) = 1.087, 95%
CI [1.051, 1.124]) suggests that each successive year is associated with an 8.7% increase
in the odds of coverage being dedicated to women’s sports. The coefficient for Paper
(B=0.299, SE = 0.053, p < .001, Exp(B) = 1.348, 95% CI [1.215, 1.496]) indicates a
34.8% higher likelihood of coverage in the Sydney Morning Herald compared to the
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Table 2. Overview and measurements of the variables and descriptive statistics (excluding 2020).

Variable Description and measurement Mean Std.

Paper Daily Telegraph (62.77%), Sydney Morning Herald (37.23%) 0.37 0.48
(range 0-1)

Year 2019 (30.62%), 2021 (22.74%), 2022 (22.79%), 2023 (23.84%) 1.40 1.16
(range 0-4).

Gender Female (9.31%), male (61.71%) mixed (1.68%), non-gendered 0.09 0.29
(27.30%) (range 0-1, with Female = 1)

WSL Content devoted to women'’s professional sport leagues 0.02 0.14

Oli Content inside or outside the cultural oligarchy; inside the 0.36 0.48

oligarchy (cricket or rugby league) (36.01%), outside the
oligarchy (all else) (63.99%) (range 0-1).

Table 3. Logistic regression output for Hypothesis 1.

Model Predictor B SE Wald p-Value Exp(B) 95% Cl Exp(B)
Main Year 0.083 0.017 234 <.001 1.087 [1.051, 1.124]
Main Paper 0.299 0.053 31.6 <.001 1.348 [1.215, 1.496]
Interaction Year 0.172 0.053 10.4 .001 1.187 [1.069, 1.318]
Interaction Paper 123.572 70.235 3.1 .079 - -

Interaction Y*P —-0.061 0.035 3.1 .079 0.941 [0.879, 1.007]

Daily Telegraph. The interaction model slightly improved model fit (x* = 52.463, p <
.001), although its overall explanatory power remained limited. The interaction between
Year and Paper (B=-0.061, SE = 0.035, p=.079, Exp(B) = 0.941, 95% CI [0.879, 1.007])
was not statistically significant, nor was the main effect of Paper (B=123.572, SE =
70.235, p=.079). Thus, the main effects model provides the most stable interpretation,
supporting Hypothesis 1 by indicating a consistent increase in women’s sports coverage
over time.

4.2. Coverage of professional women’s sport leagues

To address Hypothesis 2, binary logistic regression was applied to the subset of women’s
coverage (n=1,623) to predict WSL classification. The main effects model was statis-
tically significant (x3(2) = 19.061, p < .001), indicating that the predictors as a whole
contributed meaningfully to distinguishing WSL classifications (see Table 4). However,
only Paper emerged as a significant predictor (B=-0.553, SE = 0.129, p < .001, Exp(B)
= 0.575, 95% CI [0.446, 0.741]), indicating that articles in the Sydney Morning Herald
(coded as 2) were 42.5% less likely to be classified as WSL compared to articles
in the Daily Telegraph. Year was not a significant predictor (B=-0.012, SE = 0.041,
p = .775).

In the second model, an interaction term was introduced to test whether the effect
of Year on WSL classification was moderated by Paper. This model was statistically
significant (x*(3) = 33.895, p < .001) and demonstrated an adequate fit, as indicated
by a non-significant Hosmer-Lemeshow test (x*(6) = 11.904, p = .064). In this inter-
action model, all predictors, including the interaction term, were significant. Year
positively predicted WSL classification (B=0.443, SE = 0.127, p < .001, Exp(B) = 1.557,
95% CI [1.215, 1.996]), suggesting that each successive year was associated with a
55.7% increase in the odds of WSL classification. The effect of Paper was also signif-
icant (B=662.059, SE = 173.906, p < .001, Exp(B) =~ 3.38¢287), indicating a substantial
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Table 4. Logistic regression output for Hypothesis 2.

Model Predictor B SE Wald p-Value Exp(B) 95% Cl Exp(B)
Main Year -0.012 0.041 0.082 775 0.988 [0.912, 1.071]
Main Paper —-0.553 0.129 18.286 <.001 0.575 [0.446, 0.741]
Interaction Year 0.443 0.127 12.198 <.001 1.557 [1.215, 1.996]
Interaction Paper 662.059 173.906 14.493 <001 >1000 -

Interaction Y *P -0.328 0.086 14516 <.001 0.72 [0.609, 0.853]

Table 5. Top 20 women'’s sport sub-themes (pages of coverage).

Sports category 2019 2021 2022 2023 Total Share (%)
Soccer-Int/WC 22.8 5.0 3.4 753 106.5 16.81
Tennis-Match 239 30.2 335 12.4 100.0 15.77
Netball-Super Netball 8.2 9.2 8.5 10.5 36.4 5.75
League-NRLW 4.2 1.4 15.5 13.9 35.0 5.52
Cricket-WBBL 83 45 5.1 3.1 21.1 333
Cricket-Int/WC 4.7 25 9.4 4.5 21.1 3.32
Netball-Int/WC 7.8 14 43 3.7 17.2 2.72
AFL-AFLW 43 34 4.6 4.6 16.9 2.66
Swimming-Biography - 12.2 1.4 2.6 16.2 2.56
Soccer-Biography 29 35 4.0 5.8 16.2 2.55
League-State of Origin 6.6 23 1.9 2.2 13.0 2.05
Swimming-Match 53 0.1 1.1 3.9 10.4 1.64
Netball-Sport Business 0.2 1.8 3.8 2.0 7.7 1.22
Surfing- Match 0.9 1.6 3.6 1.6 7.6 1.20
Athletics-Olympics - 7.5 - - 7.0 1.11
Soccer-Wleague 4.0 0.7 - 1.9 6.6 1.04
Soccer-Controversy 24 0.7 - 3.1 6.1 0.96
Golf- Match 1.6 0.1 25 1.7 59 0.93
Swimming-AC 4.5 0.3 - 0.6 5.4 0.85
Rugby Union-Sevens 1.8 - 1.9 1.6 5.3 0.83
Total 142.5 150.3 156.2 184.8 633.9 72.82

Notes: “Int/WC” = International or World Cup coverage. “AC” = Athlete Controversy

difference in classification likelihood between publications. Importantly, the interaction
term for Year x Paper was significant (B=-0.328, SE = 0.086, p < .001, Exp(B) =
0.720, 95% CI [0.609, 0.853]), suggesting that the influence of Year on WSL classifi-
cation varied by publication.

These results indicate that Year alone does not significantly predict WSL classifica-
tion, given the proportion of coverage toward WSL has increased in one publication
(the Daily Telegraph), but decreased in the other (Sydney Morning Herald). Thus
Hypothesis 2 cannot be accepted, as the impact of new leagues on women’s sports
coverage varies by publication.

Table 5 provides a descriptive summary of the top 20 sport themes within women’s
coverage over the analysis period, providing practical insights into the distribution of
women’s sport coverage across both sports and dimensions. The impact of Australia
co-hosting the 2023 FIFA Women’s World Cup is apparent, with coverage of women’s
international soccer 230% larger in 2023 than the corresponding 2019 World Cup year.
Hosting the FIFA Women’s World Cup was a singular driver of overall growth in
women’s sport coverage in 2023. Had coverage of women’s international soccer in 2023
been equivalent to 2019, aggregate coverage of women’s sport in 2023 would have in
fact declined 15.3% from 2022 levels. While WSL coverage grew little in aggregate
over the period, the relative intragroup shifts in coverage are revealing. Whereas Super
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Netball received nearly twice (+93%) the coverage of the NRLW in 2019, by 2023,
Super Netball had received 25% less coverage than the NRLW.

4.3. Oligarchies and women’s sport

An examination of the longitudinal concentration of “oligarchy” sports coverage, defined
here as coverage of rugby league and cricket, replicated the methodology of prior
sections. The main effects model demonstrated limited explanatory power, as indicated
by a low pseudo R-squared, a log-likelihood of —11392, and an Akaike Information
Criterion (AIC) of 22790.61. These metrics suggest that the model had minimal ability
to predict oligarchy sports coverage based on Year and Paper alone. Parameter estimates
from the main effects model revealed no statistically significant effects for either Year
(estimate = 0.0004, p=.966) or Paper (estimate=-0.0291, p=.377) on the likelihood
of oligarchy sports coverage, suggesting that changes in year or newspaper type did
not affect coverage of these sports. Additionally, the intercept was non-significant
(estimate=—1.41, p=.946), further indicating the model’s limited predictive strength.
The interaction model showed minimal improvement, with the same log-likelihood
value (—11392). In this model, the interaction term for Year x Paper was not statistically
significant (estimate = 0.0231, p=.274), nor the main effects for Year (estimate=-0.0315,
p=.309) and Paper (estimate=-46.651, p=.274), or model intercept (estimate = 63.03,
p=.313). Overall, both the main effects and interaction models provide no evidence
of significant trends in oligarchy sports coverage over time or by newspaper type.
Hypothesis 3 is thus rejected, and for conciseness, the model is not presented in table
form here. This suggests that newspaper coverage of oligarchy sports has remained
stable across the study period, despite the growth in women’s sports coverage confirmed
by Hypothesis 1.

5. Discussion

The past decade has witnessed transformational change within the professional sport
industry such that women’s sport appears to have commenced a seemingly accelerated
emergence into the sporting mainstream in both global and localized contexts (Thomson
et al., 2023). Where the corpus of literature has widely observed historically slow
progress in the development and coverage of women’s sport (Bruce, 2015; Cooky et al.,
2013, 2021), there has been more recent causes for optimism (O’Brien et al., 2025;
Pope et al., 2024). Given recent developments, the study’s purpose has been to examine
whether they have translated into structural change in the composition of newspaper
print coverage across both gender and sport hegemonies. In doing so, the study
responds to the call of Thomson et al. (2023) to methodologically diversify the explo-
ration of women’s sport beyond qualitative underpinnings.

In validating Hypothesis 1, the study offers empirical evidence that women’s sport
coverage has achieved significant print media growth during a culturally seminal period
for women’s equality (Pope et al., 2024). The nature and degree of this growth in our
selected newspapers was nuanced however, given proportional growth to 15.3% in
2023 could be interpreted as moderate given the broader cultural context during the
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time period. Australia’s leading sport associations have celebrated and publicized their
respective achievements in developing women’s sport over the period (Richardson
et al., 2025), with this study bridging the measurement gap between perceptions of
progress and empirical reality in media representation in Australia (Scott et al., 2022,
2023). Bridging this gap is vital, firstly given societal expectations of progress in gen-
dered representation and secondly to hold media accountable in their influential
capacity as agenda setters (Arth et al., 2022).

The rejection of Hypothesis 2 confirmed that the overall growth in women’s sport
coverage was derived from non-recurring sport events rather than emergent professional
women’s sport leagues. While this finding is consistent with prior works (e.g. Petty &
Pope, 2019), it was anticipated that the more recent and rapid establishment of many
professional women’s leagues could produce a meaningful shift in coverage distribution.
However, gendered structural inequality remains, whereby women’s sport continues to
rely on major events for increased coverage. Table 5 illustrates that without the likely
anomalous 2023 “Matilda effect” (i.e. the surge in coverage driven by Australia’s national
football team success), coverage of women’s sports would have otherwise declined from
2022 levels.

The “Matilda Effect” might be expected to create structural change or a short-term
halo (O’Brien et al.,, 2025), yet WBBL and NRLW coverage showed no such boost
post-World Cup (Table 5). Hence preliminary evidence suggests the Matildas’ media
effect may be short-lived, echoing English coverage of the 2015 FIFA Women’s World
Cup, where interest surged during the tournament but fell sharply afterwards (Petty
& Pope, 2019). By contrast, the incapacity of emergent women’s professional sport
leagues to grow their coverage demonstrates continued structurally embedded agenda
setting constraints. The NRLW represents somewhat of an exception, achieving coverage
growth of 231% from 2019 to 2023, the competition’s fixtures expanded by 586% over
this time-period.

Rejection of Hypothesis 3 confirmed that the NRLW and WBBL had not contributed
to further embedding the cultural oligarchies that rugby league and cricket have long
held over sport news coverage in north-eastern Australia (Phillips & Hutchins, 1998).
However, in the NRLW’s case, which most singularly sits at the intersection of a his-
torically male-oriented team sport and a cultural oligarchy, nuance is required. While
NRIW coverage was not of sufficient volume to meaningfully advance rugby league’s
overall cultural oligarchy, its share of coverage amongst the seven professional women’s
leagues ascended from 14.0% in 2019 to 40.5% in 2023. Thus, although the NRLW’s
growth is only beginning to impact the dominant masculine hegemony within rugby
league, in doing so, the NRLW displaced the incumbent female-oriented Super Netball
as coverage leader in only its fifth year of existence (Elliott et al., 2023).

The NRLW’s identified (and since continued) growth reveals rich theoretically
intersectional implications not apparent from singular examinations of masculine
hegemony (Kian et al., 2008) and cultural oligarchies (Dwyer et al., 2016) in isolation.
Novel here is that the intersecting hegemonies exhibit inverse polarizations, in that
leagues such as the NRLW and AFLW are simultaneously reinforcing a cultural hege-
mony whilst deconstructing a gender hegemony. Viewed through an intersectional lens,
such leagues may therefore be capable of exhibiting negative dimensions that belies
the celebratory narratives that often underpin women’s sport (Elliott et al., 2023). This
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critical insight aligns to a growing concern that scholarship of women’s sport has not
been sufficiently critical or complex, best articulated by Richardson et al. (2025, p. 2):
“We need to move beyond celebratory discourses of gain, achievement, and progress
to critically consider the current state of girls and women’s sport as a “complicated,
non-linear, non-universal success story.”

One such manifestation of a lack of complexity pertains to the expression “women’s
sports” itself, which has become a synecdoche within scholarship (and society at
large) whereby all women’s sport has been bundled into a collective (Taylor et al.,
2023). In practice, the continued commercialization and professionalization of women’s
sport properties not only challenges male hegemonies (Pope et al., 2024) but also
produces competition for the spoils of such hegemonic deconstruction (Elliott et al.,
2023). This will inevitably produce winners and losers in the commercial and cultural
domains, reflecting Richardson et al. (2025) observation that success will be
non-universal. This study has begun to demonstrate this effect with reference to the
NRLW, which achieved the leading print coverage amongst womens leagues in its
fifth year of existence.

Such intragender competition between professional women’s sport leagues has prac-
tical implications for leisure choices, given that the agenda-setting function of editorial
decision-making determines the visibility of women’s sports and, consequently, influ-
ences participation at the community level (De Bosscher et al, 2013; Potwarka &
Leatherdale, 2016). Media exposure can operate as both a catalyst and constraint to
leisure, by shaping the perceived set of viable activities from which individuals select
their leisure engagements and repertoires (Lee et al., 2020; Crawford & Godbey, 1987).
The shifting distribution of coverage observed in this study suggests that some women’s
sports are more likely to benefit from such catalytic effects, while others face deepening
structural media invisibility that limits their capacity to attract participants (English
et al., 2019). Critically, those positioned to benefit are aligned with traditionally main-
stream, male-oriented sports.

This asymmetric distribution of media attention contributes to reshaping the cultural
place of women’s sport as a leisure identity, which is shaped by the ways individuals
see themselves in relation to valued leisure activities (Beaton et al., 2009). Increased
coverage of women participating in traditionally masculine sports expands the symbolic
boundaries of what is considered culturally appropriate or aspirational for women and
girls (Richardson et al., 2025; Taylor et al., 2022). Such shifts may disrupt entrenched
gender norms in leisure behavior, recalibrating notions of legitimacy in women’s sport
toward activities that align with historically masculinized sport models (O’Brien et al,,
2025), and offering new avenues for self-expression and belonging (Kim et al.,; 2025).
Notably, empirical evidence has already emerged of a participation boom among women
and girls within such sports (AFL, 2022; NRL, 2024).

For historically female-oriented sports such as netball or gymnastics, reallocated
and reduced media visibility deepens a preexisting structural constraint that impacts
leisure participation via a diminished capacity to attract and retain participants
(Crawford & Godbey, 1987; Jackson, 2005). This is particularly significant for youth,
whose early sport socialization often shapes lifelong participation trajectories (Elliott
et al., 2023). As women’s leagues in historically male-oriented sports such as the
NRLW and AFLW expand in profile and resources, they increasingly compete with
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these sports for players, volunteers, sponsorship, and public attention. The result is
a leisure landscape in which the benefits of increased professionalization and media
exposure are disproportionately concentrated among a subset of sports with the cul-
tural and commercial capital to convert visibility into sustained participation growth
(Beaton et al., 2009; Elliott et al., 2023). Thus, while the advent of women’s profes-
sional leagues in traditionally male-orientated sports has been institutionally framed
as creating new opportunities for women and girls (Taylor et al., 2022), it simulta-
neously risks eroding historically female-oriented sports spaces within the leisure
landscape (Elliott et al., 2023).

Addressing these dynamics requires recognizing that media coverage is not simply
a meritocratic outcome of sport popularity, but a structuring force that actively shapes
the composition of leisure opportunities available to the public (Beaton et al., 2009;
Crawford & Godbey, 1987). Without targeted strategies, such as deliberate promotion
of underrepresented sports, cross-sport collaboration, and linking major event exposure
to participation initiatives across multiple sports, the expansion of women’s professional
leagues risks reinforcing a leisure hierarchy dominated by a narrow set of culturally
privileged sports (Elliott et al., 2023; Richardson et al., 2025). Ensuring diversity in
leisure provision will be critical to preserving an inclusive and pluralistic sporting
culture, capable of meeting the varied needs, preferences, and identities of women and
girls (Jackson, 2005; Taylor et al., 2022).

6. Conclusion

This study sought to examine Australian sport media coverage via an analysis of
Australia’s two largest newspapers, in response to the hosting of several major women’s
sporting events and the establishment of professional women’s leagues within histori-
cally male-oriented sports. Utilizing agenda-setting as a theoretical framework (McCombs
et al., 2014), the analysis highlights that while women’s sports have gained modest
increases in print media attention, this growth remains primarily event-driven, as seen
in the impact of major events like the 2023 FIFA Womens World Cup (Pope et al,
2024). Regular coverage for domestic professional women’s leagues, however, has not
kept pace with their expansion, indicating structural biases in sports media coverage
remains.

Moreover, the findings reveal an emerging dynamic of competition between women’s
leagues, with certain leagues such as the NRLW beginning to dominate coverage over
historically established women’s leagues like Super Netball (Elliott et al., 2023; Taylor
et al., 2022). This intragender competition, coupled with the lack of a consistent “halo
effect” from successful events like the World Cup, suggests that women’s leagues are
not uniformly benefiting from increases in media exposure (Taylor et al., 2023). Instead,
select leagues may be displacing others in terms of visibility and public engagement.
The study underscores the implications of these trends on leisure choices, given the
media’s role in shaping public perceptions and, consequently, the sports people follow
and participate in (De Bosscher et al., 2013; Elliott et al., 2023). While much optimism
surrounds women’s sports, the findings suggest that challenges remain in translating
on-field growth into enduring media coverage as is necessary for the longer term
success of women’s sports.
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