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Abstract

Media play a central role in how sports are represented and communicated to the public.  Sports are a profound part of American culture which reflect the ideals we embody.  The commercial influences which make the sports world a thriving industry play a significant role on how Americans regards sport.  The public relies upon the media to broadcast and translate sports; however, the effects of mediated sport influence our perception and the emphasis we attribute to sports.  This study examines sports media at a national level, with a focus on televised sports journalism.  An examination of ESPN programming inspects the following questions: What characteristics of news stories are frequently found in leading headlines?  How do media prolong the lifecycle of a story?  What role do athletes serve in the marketing of sports and sports journalism?  The findings reveal that sports coverage highlights controversies in order to create continuing stories which will make leading headlines.  In doing so, the public’s perception of sport is contingent upon the mediated representation of stories the media deem newsworthy.  
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Chapter 1.  Introduction

This research aims to examine how the sports media uses soap operatic reporting to increase spectatorship of American sports.  By exploring the role of the sports media in American culture, this researcher hopes to identify themes which characterize both national media and American cultural values and norms.  Sports cannot be analyzed solely on its function as a game; rather, the social and economic implications surrounding sports culture play key roles in understanding the relationship between American culture and sports media.     


Sports have played a central role in the lives of Americans since the early 20th century.  While many incorporate participatory sports into their lives, the increase in sports spectatorship has reached a new level due to mass media’s ability to place professional sports on the public’s agenda.  Media have the role of disseminating information to the public, but their ultimate goal is to draw viewers and maximize profits.  

The belief that media function as a reflection of society is subject to widespread debate, primarily because of the commercial significance surrounding the role of media in the marketplace.  The commercial nature of mass media has perpetuated the culture’s emphasis on sport by incorporating coverage of sports into everyday news.  The media’s ability to draw attention to sport is manifested by the competitive attitudes of many Americans.  By capitalizing upon the society’s emphasis on winners versus losers, the media are able to tailor their coverage of sport in a manner which captivates the audience.

Sports media at a national level has changed the public’s perception of sport; allegiance to one team was traditionally a product of locality and personal identity.  Although emphasis on local teams remains part of today’s sports culture, it is primarily highlighted in local news.  Fans are no longer limited to monitoring a local team; the invasiveness of media allows the public to follow sports at a national level.    

National media have broadened the scope of sports to include not only emphasis on a game, but also off-field controversies, commercialism, and the implications of professional sports on the lives of the public.  Because sports operate as a function of seasons, the media have developed a formulaic means of keeping viewers engaged.  The use of agenda-setting tells the public what stories are newsworthy, thus creating an artificial reality.  The visual nature of sports allows media to manipulate imagery.  Although a news story may not be particularly significant, images have the ability to captivate a viewer.  The emphasis on spectacle in American culture is one means the media implores to increase ratings.  Sports have an advantage because athletes are icons in our society; should a news story pertain to a star, the public is more inclined to pay attention, particularly if it is negative news.  

In order to understand how the media manipulates and perpetuates drama, sport must be explored as a phenomenon beyond its definition as a game.  Chapter 2 takes an in-depth approach to understanding the role professional sports play in American culture.  By exploring the appeal of sports, we may hope to comprehend the tactics implored by the national media to keep fans engaged.  Chapter 3 examines media’s role in the commodification of professional sports.  This literature review will examine media’s role as an intermediary, and the effects television have had on how sport is played and watched.  The dissemination of information by media will illustrate the public’s trends of consumption.  This exploration will identify characteristics of news stories which captivate an audience, thereby establishing a groundwork on which this study can continue.  The question of “newsworthiness” will be discussed, with particular attention paid to the concept of athletes as celebrity.

Chapter 4 takes a broad look at ESPN, the network which has become synonous with sports and sports journalism.  ESPN news programs, SportsCenter and Pardon the Interruption, are the focus of this research.  Chapter 5 details the methodology and quantitative findings of this study.  The primary method consists of the content-analysis of television programs from ESPN.  The ability to draw a correlation between the sports media’s leading headlines and continuing stories will focus on athletes and controversy.   

Chapter 6 provides both analysis and observations of sports media over a three month time frame.  Content-analysis focuses primarily upon a five week period of the 2005 NFL Playoffs and the ongoing stories such as the steroid controversy.  With particular attention paid to headlines and word-choice, this data offers a window into a news story’s priority and its life cycle.  Market research by outside parties is used to illustrate the network’s decision to promote a story and the numerous financial stakes at play.  Chapter 7 summarizes the research and outlines prospects for further research.      

Chapter 2.  Literature Review 
Media/Sport Complex

The scholarly study of sport’s relationship with the media has gained momentum in recent years.  Jhally uses the term sports/media production complex to describe the multiple interactions and implications which result from the presence of mediated sport in society
.  Wenner identifies the three core components of this complex as sports organizations, media organizations, and sports journalists.
  This transformation of sports results in a new form of product which is disseminated through multiple windows to the audience (consumer).  The manner that media present sports has ultimately resulted in a transformation of sport itself, both in the manner it is played and marketed, but more importantly, in the manner that the audience accepts mediated sport as reality.

Mediated sport’s primary function is one of representation.  Without media serving the role as an intermediary, sport alone could not have the dominant influence upon society which exists.  Wenner places the sports/media complex into a transacting system of communication in order to identify the interactions of the four systems: society, the production complex, mediated sport content, and the audience experience with that content.  The developing suprasytem “is the society that brings about a subsystem of sports media production organizations.  Through sports journalists, these organizations produce the content that serves as the basis for audience experience.”
 The vitality of sport is contingent upon media’s ability to create and sustain a positive audience experience.  Characteristics of the audience experience will be detailed further in this paper.   

Kinkema and Harris identify the following salient themes found in the study of mediated sport: 1) global, national, and local relations; 2) race relations; 3) gender relations; 4) commercialization; 5) winning; 6) drugs; and 7) violence.
 These themes recognize the majority of sociological issues addressed by media’s coverage of sport; however, they do not offer a clear characterization of the sports media complex as it exists today.  Perhaps the most salient of these themes, commercialization is consciously ignored by media outlets because it reveals the economic incentives which keep sport as an integral part of American life.  The ideal that media acts solely as a disseminator of news neglects to take into account the extreme degree that media create commodities for the sole purpose of reaching a large and distinct audience.  The commercialization of sport is “visible in commercials, corporate sponsorships, and media portrayals of sporting events and athletes.
”  To a degree, the sports world and business world operate in a symbiotic relationship, yet the influence of corporate incentives has clearly altered the makeup of professional sports today.  

Sports cannot exist as they do today without media in the same vein that media relies upon sport to bring in revenue, yet “the mass media industry appears to have more power to reshape or redefine sport, compared with sport organizations’ power to reshape or redefine mass communication.”
  Both professional sports organizations and media operate within the same construct of commercialism, but media have the ability to influence the extent and manner of sports’ consumption.  Sports organizations directly market their product by playing the games, but the indirect marketing for sports organizations by the media allows sport to survive and reach a mass audience.  The “media organizations...repackage and embellish the product as the lure for the audiences that advertisers seek to reach.”
  This mutually beneficial relationship allows sports organizations to gain revenue through television contracts which ultimately increase the attention the sport receives. The media have the rights to a product which is in high demand, and advertisers have a platform to reach a mass target audience.   

The media make sports events important through agenda-setting, which spawns genuine emotions at a personal level.  The agenda-setting theory purports that media shapes and filters reality, causing other issues to go unnoticed.  The dispute between the notion of reality and mediated reality is a philosophical question which does not have a definitive answer.  The causal relationship between media and public perception relies upon feedback from the public to the media.  The public’s reaction to a story may dictate the direction and lifecycle a story may take on; however, this theory must be carefully applied on a case-by-case basis.  The emotional involvement of fans contributes to the attention a sport may receive, yet the media ultimately determines the degree of involvement for the nation as a whole.  In order to maintain a captive audience, media must create an emotional attachment to either a team or player.  When a fan has an emotional stake, the context of the game has a definitive meaning for that fan. 
There is not a decisive formula for determining whether the media/sport relationship is exploitive or mutually beneficial for both media and professional sports.  Rather than examining this study from a “who wins” approach, this researcher aims to focus on the interactions between various forces which construct the makeup of mediated sports in America.  The relationship between spectator sports and the media have become entwined to the point that they are virtually inseparable. This interdisciplinary study does not attempt to isolate and inspect one particular force from the sports/media complex, although in order to appreciate the large role of sports in America, a degree of simplification is necessary.  
Sports as a Reflection of American Culture

The significance of sport in American culture can be assessed by weighing its ability to shift American cultural ideals.  The sports paradigm encompasses the idealistic notion of leisure in American culture as well as the consumer culture.  Koppett points out the double standards which exist between our ideological notion of sport and the way sport interacts within society.
  Although sport is thought of as a leisure activity, it has developed into a profession with high degrees of specialization.  Scholars believe that the power of the “sportsworld” is not visible to the majority of the public because we continue to think of sports simply as a form of entertainment.  This inability to understand the overarching implications of sport in American culture leads to the exploitation of the public and athletes.  Chandler takes an alternate perspective, indicating that we choose not to become entangled with the economic implications of sport because we want it to remain a leisurely form of entertainment.  By emphasizing the visual spectacle of sports, the media can effectively cater to fans without raising the cultural implications of sport on society.

Sport has been commodified to require the purchase of goods in order for it be participatory, or even to become a genuine fan.  Spectator sports are participatory in the fans’ perspective because they incorporate themselves as part of the game.  The advent of televised sports allowed a fan to maintain the feeling of participation although they are not physically present at the live event.    

The ideological thought that sports reinforce sportsmanship overlooks the fundamental inclination of spectators, which is competition.  Good-spirited competition is possible and even seen at the professional level, however the media’s choice to illustrate the combative aspects of a game shift the focus, and in turn, our own perception of sport.  At the professional level, sport pits opposing forces against one another with an emphasis on winning and accumulating statistics.  The win-at-all-cost mentality frowned upon by some coaches at a youth level is contradicted by its emphasis in the professional world.       

Koppett writes that professional sports can no longer be looked upon as a game, but rather as a product.
  Like any product in a capitalistic society, marketing is an essential means to attain success.  In achieving brand recognition, sports utilize the media as a form of marketing.  In a similar fashion, sports media rely upon sport to sell their product and create awareness.  Sports fans are consumers of an entertainment product which evokes emotion.  These consumers are not purchasing the observation of physical actions, but rather the feelings evoked as consequences to these actions.  Feelings of euphoria, shame, victory, and defeat are all inherent characteristics of man which are evoked through sport.

The appeal of sport to the public is a phenomenon which traces back to ancient periods.  Sports are played within a set of rules and guidelines which offer a degree of coherence for the spectator.  Each game, regardless of sport, is played within the constraints of rules where the ultimate goal is to win.  Because a game can be regarded in terms of winning and losing, there is always a final outcome.  Sport, in contrast to other forms of entertainment, is measured according to achievement through statistics.  

It is incorrect to infer that because sports are “played,” they are merely a form of entertainment.  The importance of sport in American culture goes far beyond its quality as an entertainment form; an estimate reports that $213 billion was spent on sports in 1999
.  Sports viewing has become ritualized and incorporated into the framework of American culture; sports reflect the political, cultural, and economic values inherent in our society.  American culture looks to sports for more than a means of entertainment.  “The dominant values of American culture – nationalism, patriotism, individualism, teamwork, and the like – are readily evident in the text of mediated sport.”
  For many, sport symbolizes what it means to be an American.   
Sport as Myth  

Francis Keenan relates the historical roots of sport to religion.
  He insists that like religion, sport operates at a mythic level.  A successful team or player must follow an arduous path in order to attain success and fulfillment.  Only through struggle can one succeed and reach acclaim, both at a popular and spiritual level.  As the media frequently illustrates, a player’s or team’s success is placed in perspective only after reaching an ultimate goal, at which point their positive characteristics are highlighted and glorified.  In this sense, a player or team has a dualistic persona: one of myth, and one of the realities.  The media allow modern sports heroes to follow a distinct archetype which portray stars as more than human, much in the same vein that religious icons come to prominence.  By illustrating a pattern to success, media are enabled to create a formula which plays into the popular notion of an epic journey.  The mythical ideal in contemporary society is just that: an ideal perpetuated by the mediated representation of heroism.  Our comprehension of heroism is a construct of the media, “[where] members of society are separated from their heroes by time, space, and social class and therefore know their heroes only through stories, images, and other forms of information.”

The historical distinction between myth and religion is vague, allowing common threads to unite both aspects in the postmodern media world.  Mandelbaum links religion with the human tendency to seek distraction from the routine of life.  These external distractions are an opportunity for diversion and clarity in the form of “staged drama.”
   Media’s representation of a mythical journey can work a number of levels.  A game, season, or a player’s career can all be framed in a narrative manner which reinforces the notion of sport as a right of passage. 

Aspects of professional sport are often glorified because they are tradition.  The three dominant team sports in America – baseball, football, basketball – have an extensive history which places today’s games in a defined context.  The glorification of sport’s immortals, by both media and fans alike, enables modern games to receive widespread attention because they can be linked to heroes and sagas of the past.

Stars, Celebrities, and Heroes

Similarities between myth and media’s representation of sport reveal a shared emphasis on nostalgia in addition to the triumph of good over evil.  Any mythical journey deifies a character, stressing the ideological characteristics of the hero which distinguish them from normal members of society.  Sports journalism is an entertainment industry which uses the narrative of mythical journeys to present sports as an ongoing saga.  All myths highlight heroic characteristics of individuals in order to magnify the grandeur of triumph over obstacles.  The media follow a similar formula in their reporting of stars; in order to strike a nerve with the public, it is essential for media to emphasize and embellish the positive characteristics of a star.   While the positive characteristics of stars are glorified, negative characteristics and controversial stories can captivate an audience and assist in perpetuating a story’s lifecycle.   

The distinction between stars and heroes is subtle yet significant.  Whannel defines stardom as “a form of social production in which the professional ideologies and production practices of the media aim to win and hold our attention by linking sporting achievement and personality in ways which have resonances in popular common sense.”
  The most obvious influence which separates heroes from sports stars is capitalism; because the market system exploits qualities of an individual to maximize profits, the concepts of credibility and authenticity in the modern age should be second guessed.  The mediated environment of the sportsworld trivializes the concept of the hero.  Boorstin notes the distinction between hero and celebrity which the media chooses to ignore:
The celebrity is a person who is known for his well-knowness…The hero was distinguished by his achievement; the celebrity by his image or trademark.  The hero created himself; the celebrity is created by the media.  The hero is a big man [sic]; the celebrity is a big name.



Heroes serve as objects with dualistic purposes in the contemporary world: admiration and emulation
.  An athlete may be both a star and a hero, yet because of media’s role as translator, our capacity to deem an athlete a hero is limited.  Athletes embody positive characteristics which are easily magnified to the public through constant reinforcement.  In addition to a star’s athletic ability, media and advertisers alike emphasize an athlete’s work ethic, confidence, and desire to win in order to sell their product.  By associating an athlete with a proven track-record to a product or network, a viewer is likely to associate a product with the characteristics of a star athlete.  The athletes which are used to market products may not be the best at their particular sport; however, the media-hype surrounding a player makes them the ideal candidate to endorse a product which resonates with fans.   

The public’s perception of a star is a product of media representation.  Although most sports fans do not know professional athletes on a personal basis, the media creates a staged environment where stars’ personal characteristics are put on display for the masses.  In doing so, an artificial sense of “knowing” the star is created, thus perpetuating the media cycle to cover personal aspects of athletes.  The sense of intimacy between a television viewer and star athlete is referred to as a parasocial relationship
.        

The ability to keep a star in the public’s attention ensures the marketing ability of the star as a product.  Repeated media exposure of star athletes reinforces their status as dominant figureheads in sport, which allows advertisers and newsmakers to capitalize upon these athletes and market them as commodities.  While the concept of celebrity is relatively the same with sports stars and entertainers (actors, musicians, etc.), athletes have an inherent advantage because the public can view them as real people participating in unpredictable contests.
  The sense of authenticity resulting from fans’ visual observations has the ability to eclipse the notion that they are in fact viewing a mediated event.     

Statistics

Measures of success of and notoriety often come in the form of statistics.  The very nature of sport relies upon statistics to separate stars from average players, much in the same way that television ratings dictate the success of a sporting event.  Statistics offer a form of a validation for media coverage and the glorification of athletes.  The comparison of current statistics against those of the past place a player or team in a historical context: 

Team sports…are saturated with statistics, the quantitative measure of accomplishment, and the statistics of the games and seasons of years past are the records that make it possible to identify the individual players with the greatest achievements to their credit.
 

Heroes are the result of success and achievement, both at a team and individual level.  As organizational sports came to prominence in America, a focus on statistics became an indication that personal accolades could outshine the success of a team unit.  The emphasis on numbers can create the illusion of greatness because statistics are always examined in an historical context.  By comparing a player or team of the modern day to a player or team of the past, the media can draw connections between the existing situation to a mythic team or player of the past.  Doing so does not diminish the accomplishment of the historical event, but rather draws a parallel between the present and the nostalgic.  The saying “records are meant to be broken” is ironic because when a record is surpassed, the media represent it as a defiance of a historically unattainable goal.            


Statistics highlight personal and team success because they offer concrete evidence.  Numbers do not lie, however they can be analyzed from a framework which can skew our perception of reality.  This thesis will pay particular attention to the use of “discriminatory statistics,” which highlight a distinct aspect in order to create an illusion of success.  The emphasis on “if-then” scenarios used by broadcasters is an example of the media’s manipulation of our comprehension of an event.  These probability-based statistics overshadow on-field events by placing them in a historical context.  Viewers are conditioned to believe that “this could never happen,” so if and when it does happen, they feel as though they have witnessed a major historical event.     

The media focus on competitive individualism is evident in the reliance on statistics, but also in the manner which games are publicized as events which pit one athlete against another.     

Chapter 3.  The Commodification of Sport

Media’s ability to maintain a captive audience for sport cannot be overemphasized.  Often labeled “the opiate of the masses,” the nature of sports in America highlights success and recognizable personalities.  As this text repeatedly stresses, the production of sport is a cultural phenomenon clearly tied to the marketplace.  From one perspective, the prevalence of sport via media is a promotional tool employed by professional leagues to market their sport.  Sports media however, could not exist as it does without leagues’ consent to publicize their sports.  Because of the magnitude of both sport and media, this mutually beneficial relationship ultimately relies on the consumption of sports by fans.    

Corporate interactions within the world of sport work to maximize profits by reaching audiences, but in doing so some of the ideological values of competitive sport have been distorted.  Mediated sport, in the modern sense, drastically shifted the landscape of sports and what it meant to be a fan.  “The growth of television and sponsorship has constituted an economic force that has in turn generated a cultural transformation in an uneven and contradictory process that has affected different sports in different ways.”
   

Television
Even before television, sport was a form of public spectacle, but the commercial nature of television has redefined the meaning of sports as a marketable cultural centerpiece.  Sport as a form of spectacle was traditionally limited to the stadium or arena where a match was played; whereas, the spectacle with the most reach is a televised event.  

Television broadcasts of sporting events spawned the advent of televised sports journalism, thus creating a culture where sports are perceived as news; many traditional news outlets include sports news in the leading headlines. The transformation of sport for success in the marketplace is a clear indication of the various power systems at work in the sports world.  By the turn of the 20th century sports received popular attention in print journalism, and by the 1920’s many newspapers had their own section devoted to sports
.  Clearly, today’s dominant media organizations could not maintain a vast audience without incorporating sports news into the daily cycle.  The culture of sports in America and the desire for distraction have enabled media to capitalize on a shared interest of citizens.   

Throughout the 20th century, emerging mediums have altered not only modes of communication, but also the social framework in distinct ways.  Although televised sports have been commonplace since the 1950’s, the magnitude of sponsorship and advertising has reached new peaks.  Sporting events, stadiums, and even the ownership of professional teams have such prominence in the modern sports world because of the exposure television ensures.  Television cannot take the entire blame for the exploitation of sport; in a capitalistic economy, it was only a matter of time before corporations adapted to find new venues for marketing.  It was television however, which made the moving image commonplace as a form of communication in homes around the nation.

Television has undoubtedly restructured how sports in America are viewed, followed, and played.  The nature of television ensures that the broadcast of a game is a form of spectacle in which drama and excitement can be manipulated by production techniques.  While sports networks such as ESPN serve as a middleman in the communication process, they must takes conscious strides to ensure that drama is incorporated within its reporting.  Televised sport has been accused of misrepresenting reality in order to control audience experience and maximize profits.  Chandler takes a less cynical stance, writing “that the TV industry has not…changed the essence of the sports televised, nor their conduct, although it has enormously enlarged the sporting audience.”
  The public’s perception of sport is contingent upon media’s ability to shape the way sports are digested and incorporated into their being.  

The success of televised sport is ultimately determined by a program’s rating.  Advertisers and sponsors rely upon a program’s ratings to dictate whether it is worthwhile to market their product.  Barnett notes, “Ratings now constitute the currency and life-blood of American commercial television, the only means of evaluating performance in markets where stations compete for the same sources of funding.”
  The amount of market research which networks, leagues, and advertisers employ to ensure they are reaching as many viewers as possible is astounding.  Advertisers covet the sports market because its demographic is primarily a male audience with similar consumption tendencies. 

The Mediated Event
The argument that what a viewer sees at home is authentic and real does not take into account the rigorous editorial process undertaken by a producer.  The camera replicates the actual psychical events for the viewer, but the viewer does not have the luxury of choosing what camera shots they do see.  Perhaps a more appropriate way to consider the broadcast of sporting events is to approach it as a means of translation.  Every event has alternate manners which it can be understood.  Television does not necessarily tell the viewer how to think about what they see; rather, through production practices, the event is framed in a digestible fashion.  By minimizing the amount of clutter and confusion, a television broadcast presents sport in a coherent form. 

Production practices dictate a viewer’s experience, and in essence, communicate one form of reality to a mass audience.  Barnett stresses the influence of television production tactics on fan experience, “The television viewer is a prisoner to sports producers, directors and commentators, with sound and vision subject both to technological and to resource limitations as well as to the whims of one person in a control van.”
   

The viewing experience of a fan watching a game on television is usually drastically different from that of a fan that is at the event.  Due to the number of cameras at a sporting event, television can capture multiple events as they happen simultaneously.  Cameras enable varying perspectives, whereas a fan in attendance sees the game from one location.  Instant replay gives television audiences an opportunity to see a play from multiple angles and at varying speeds.  Plays can be dissected and analyzed to a degree that is unachievable for a fan at an event.  Replays also play a role in filling time voids between plays which could result in a viewer losing attention.  Extending the visual drama ensures that the viewers eyes and concentration remain on the screen.  Some may argue that television attempts to make up for the lack of “the live experience”, but it is clear that viewers have grown accustom and comfortable to the format of sports on television. 

Because of the diverse demographics and mixture of viewing patterns, it is impossible to generalize on sports viewers as a whole.  From what a viewer is given via a broadcast, it is up to them to place their observations into context.  In the same way a game is translated for the viewer, a viewer has a degree of authority in their own translation of a game.  Sports viewing can occur at number of levels.  Wenner and Gantz outline five dimensions which describe the various degrees of engagement: 1) fanship - the thrill of victory; 2) learning – the acquisition of information; 3) release – viewing as a means of relaxation; 4) companionship – a means of socializing; and 5) filler – a means to pass time.
  Each dimension of viewing is not mutually exclusive of the others, although the strongest motives for watching sports involve concepts of a game’s resolution and identification with athletes and coaches.
       

Although sports are real in the sense that they are unpredicted contests with real people, the broadcast and representation of sport is packaged for a television audience.  John Alt writes on the changes in sport brought about by television:
The form of the spectacle – commodity rationalization – comes to envelop the structure of sports performance, shaping, changing, and altering the game to meet market and technical criteria…Packaging the game, altering the rules and action, is undertaken to create special effects, usually in the form of visual-audial images…In the extreme, the spectacle form reduces sport to its most banal and sensational elements as standards of excellence are repressed by commercial norms.

Sport as a Narrative

In keeping with the theme of sport as a form of contemporary myth, it is essential to note the structure of televised sports.  Games are broadcast in a narrative form, which enables a broadcaster to engage viewers by emphasizing various storylines.  The narrative approach to sports journalism allows media to extend the life of a news story regardless of whether there is in fact notable news.  The ability to present news in a form of storytelling is a tactful way to maintain viewers’ attention.  A dedicated fan will keep up to date on any and all stories relating to their personal interest.  The continuation of a story raises anticipation for a sporting event, which arguably results in additional satisfaction for the viewer.   

  The marketing of sports through television can be seen “largely in terms of stars and narratives: the media narratives the events of sport, transforming them into stories with stars and characters; heroes and villains.”
  The star system created by media makes a narrative approach acceptable in sports broadcasts and journalism.  Each game, season, or career has plots which center on an athlete.  By having multiple storylines, media can manipulate the viewing experience if aspects of a game do not meet expectations.  

Maintaining a captive audience relies on the constant reinforcement of tension.  Baseball and football games are fragmented into downs and innings, often with lengthy time intervals between each play.  It is a broadcaster’s responsibility to stress the significance of each play in terms of who wins a contest.  By embellishing drama, commentators can add to a viewer’s appeal by strengthened the feeling of shared experience.  Although it is a broadcaster’s job to describe events as the play out, it is equally important that they engage the audience by adding flare and opinion to their commentary.

Sports journalism, which is the primary focus of this research, also utilizes a narrative approach in its representation of sport.  From a seasonal approach, the narrative is an ongoing story which never quite has a resolution.  Each year there is a champion, yet media is able to perpetuate a season’s lifecycle but addressing player movement, drafts, training camp reports, and what to look for in an upcoming season.  Within each of these themes, journalists are able to extrapolate stories which will continue to make headlines for extended periods of time.  The breadth of sports journalism allows newsmakers to develop stories directed at a distinct audience.  The practice has become so effective that from season to season, there is a well-defined framework on what stories will be reported, and even created.    

Chapter 4.  ESPN
This research aims to inspect the use of soap operatic reporting in sports journalism, primarily televised sports.  ESPN has unquestionably altered and expanded sports programming in America.  As the self proclaimed “Worldwide Leader in Sports,” ESPN has tactfully created an empire and effectively branded itself to become synonymous with sports.  The proliferation of soap operatic coverage is evident in ESPN’s reporting.  

Today, ESPN boasts a number of various channels including ESPN2, ESPNEWS, ESPN Classic, ESPN Deportes, ESPN Extra, ESPN Today, and the newly created ESPN U.  In addition its various cable channels, ESPN has asserted itself as a brand through ESPN.com, ESPN the Magazine, ESPN Radio, ESPN Zone restaurants, and has even created a series of ESPN video games.  ESPN media reaches an estimated 90 million people per week.
  In 2003, domestic revenues from the combined networks were approximately $3.7 billion, with $1.4 billion in profits.  The power of ESPN branding also has a global presence, with 43 national and international outlets.    

At the time of its inception, ESPN struggled to find enough content to fill an entire day as well as keeping its viewers engaged and dedicated.  The emphasis on sports in traditional media was a gradual process; sports would receive between 3-5 minutes on a local newscast, but it was not until the 1970’s that some newspapers began dedicating an entire section to sports.  As sports became fused into the channel of major news headlines, it became clear that sports were no longer simply a leisurely activity on the fringes of culture.

Prior to ESPN, sports programming was primarily a product of broadcast networks ABC, CBS, and NBC.  Cable television was still in its early stages of evolution when ESPN founder, Bill Rasmussen, had an idea for a 24 hour network dedicated to sports.  National coverage of sports was a novel concept, as most sports news was localized or limited to print journalism.  Fans were exposed to games and highlights of not only teams, but sports with which they were not familiar.  As viewership increased, so too did the attention ESPN was receiving from networks and leagues.    

As ESPN continued to evolve and bring in more viewers, it became clear that the 24 hour sports phenomenon was not simply a fad.  ABC’s purchase of 15 percent of ESPN in 1984 was a sign of the media synergies to come.  Later that year, ABC purchased the remaining stake of ESPN before selling 20 percent of its share to Nabsico.  The 1996 purchase of ABC by Disney served as an indication of media consolidation and the cross-platform style of media we currently see today.  ESPN and ABC continue to serve as promotional devices for each network, and a degree of standardization can be seem between the two.  Although operating under Disney has potential problems for ESPN, the economic backing from its parent company has allowed ESPN to venture forward and stay ahead of competition.        

Although the evolution of ESPN is important in understanding its status in today’s market, it is equally important to focus on what ESPN symbolizes for sports in America.  ESPN’s ability to captivate an audience through a “sports as entertainment” concept eclipses the bottom line that sports are a driving force in our economy.  Because sports programming offers advertisers an avenue to reach a distinct audience, ESPN has an upper-hand in negotiating contracts with its sponsors.  ESPN has been the most expensive cable network for providers, and annually commands the highest advertising rates for sponsors.
  According to Ed Erhardt, president of sales and marketing, 40 percent of advertising deals are multimedia packages which run on the combined ESPN/ABC sports programming.
  In 1998, ESPN reached an estimated 70 percent of American homes, broadcasting more than 8,000 hours of sports each year.
  

Both NFL and NCAA football are programming which Disney relies upon to bring in high ratings.  ABC has consistently dominated television’s Monday primetime spot with “Monday Night Football.”  ESPN’s “Sunday Night Football” games were the top seven ad-supported cable programs in 2004, and the program has been cable television’s highest-rated series every year since it began in 1987.
  ESPN pays $600 million per year for the rights to Sunday Night Football.  In April 2005, the NFL negotiated a new contract resulting in ESPN’s rights to Monday Night Football, while Sunday Night Football will move to ABC starting in 2006.  Sunday Night Football ESPN programming is packed with various football related programs not only during the season, but throughout the year.  In addition to Sunday Night Football, NFL related news coverage includes NFL Primetime, Sunday NFL Countdown, Monday Night Countdown, Edge NFL Matchup, and ESPN2’s NFL2Night.  Although teams only play one game a week, ESPN has managed to create a subsystem of news dedicated solely to the NFL.  By owning the rights to the NFL Draft, ESPN can extend its coverage of both NCAA and NFL football throughout the year.  

In addition to television contracts with individual leagues, ESPN/ABC own a number of events including the Bowl Championship Series, ESPY Awards, X Games, ACC-Big 10 Challenge, Jimmy V Challenge, Bowl Week, and X games.  By owning the rights to these events, ESPN controls a large cut of high-rated programs for collegiate athletics.  ESPN can effectively market these programs on its network by giving these games priority in its news coverage.  By creating a demand for a product exclusively owned by ESPN, viewers are inclined to watch these programs because they have been framed as significant games.  These pseudo-events may not have significance in terms of sports news, yet ESPN continues to create programming enjoyable for the dedicated sports fan.  

The capacity of ESPN to affect the level of interest for a sport benefits both the sport and ESPN the network.  When it began televising early rounds of the NCAA men’s basketball tournament in the 1980’s, it had a vested interest in amplifying its appeal.  ESPN’s promotion of the tournament played a large part in establishing the popularity it continues to receive today.  ESPN college basketball guru, Dick Vitale, credits the network with the degree of parity seen in college basketball today.
  The visual element of television has a perfect fit with sports, as ESPN has effectively demonstrated by focusing on the highlight.  Although somewhat dependent on the sport, players often showcase their athleticism in hopes of making a highlight reel.   

In the same vein that ESPN has changed how games are played; it has also forced its competitors to adjust their approach to sports journalism.  Don Skwar, sports editor for the Boston Globe, explains how ESPN dictates coverage of sports: 

They bring so much to people before and after the event, plus analysis and in-depth stuff.  ESPN has also changed the way young readers have been exposed to sports.  Highlights are critical to them, and as a result we have something called Plays of the Game now.  We also do other things in our coverage that maybe we would not have done before, and it is because of ESPN and its influence.

Fans who seek sports information on a national level favor ESPN over local news.  ESPN has an established framework and vast staff covering a range of issues across the nation.  Quite simply, sports news agencies that do not have such an equipped news gathering apparatus cannot compete with ESPN.  

Although ESPN has evolved into an empire since its birth in 1979, for the most part it has maintained its basic philosophy of presenting a mixture of sports programming and news in a form digestible to the sports fan.  Today’s ESPN has adjusted to meet expectations of viewers and to compete with potential competitors, a factor which some critics attribute to the need to reach a younger demographic.  Critics have accused ESPN of moving away from the sport’s content it once delivered, citing a movement toward style and pace at the expense of substance.

The self-promotion and glorification of ESPN has included many pseudo-events over the years.  The highly-promoted 20,000th episode of SportsCenter in 1998 became the most viewed newscast in American history.
  Recent years have seen an introduction of ESPN produced movies and television series such as Playmakers, 3: The Dale Earnhardt Story, and the fictional poker-related series, Tilt.  It is unclear whether ESPN is partly responsible for the poker phenomenon currently sweeping the nation, but poker tournaments can be found on ESPN channels every day.  Clearly, ESPN has put more emphasis on the “E” (entertainment) in order to reach new demographics.  The increase in “reality TV” prompted ESPN to design contests such as Dream Job, which is heavily promoted and runs during primetime.  Senior VP Ron Semiao has defended the changes in ESPN’s programming, noting that by producing more of its content, the network can control its costs.
   
SportsCenter 
ESPN’s trademark program, SportsCenter, draws an estimated 5.5 million viewers on a daily basis.
  Known to fans as “The Big Show,” SportsCenter is considered the centerpiece for sports news.  Launched on September 9, 1979, SportsCenter has grown into a cultural phenomenon for the sports fan.  New episodes air at 6 p.m. and 11 p.m. in addition to the morning episodes which run consecutively for up to six hours.  The repeated broadcasting of episodes ensures that viewers tuning in to ESPN in the morning will see SportsCenter.  

Similar to most ESPN programming, SportsCenter primarily attracts a young male audience.  84.7 percent of morning viewers are male, with 72.9 percent of viewers between the ages of 18-49.
  The median household income of its viewers is approximately $58,000, providing advertisers with a demographic which is willing to spend money.
    

The format of SportsCenter addresses stories on a newsworthy basis rather than a sport-by-sport approach.  Significant news stories appear first on each episode in the same manner that non-sports outlets present their news.  A more detailed analysis of SportsCenter’s format will be discussed in Chapter 6.

By relying upon the visual nature of sports, ESPN developed a formula that allowed nonstop coverage of sports regardless of actual news.  The birth of sports highlights aims to take a visually-stimulating clip to: a) illustrate the most significant plays of the game; b) highlight athleticism; c) place the game in context; or, d) provide a visual for the viewer while a broadcaster remarks upon the game.  Regardless of which of these uses is implored in a broadcast, the primary effect is to keep viewers engaged.  By translating a three-hour game into a one minute montage with music overlay, television media can effectively tell a story.  The fast pace clips can potentially give the impression that a game was more exciting and spectacular than it actually was.  This capsulated form of content maximizes the visual while minimizing the amount of time it takes to cover a particular game.  In the same regard, these clips fuel emotion for fans in a culture with a diminishing attention span.  Fans have been conditioned into viewing sports as a series of highlights which may not reflect reality.            

The visual nature of sports is what makes televised sports make it an effective mode of communication.  Highlights are the lifeblood of SportsCenter; they keep eyes on the screen and allow viewers to see athleticism at its finest.  SportsCenter devotes a portion of its program to “Top Plays,” a segment dedicated to the top ten plays from the day’s games.  Throughout the program, plays are “nominated” to make the list; by emphasizing individual plays, more attention is granted to individual athletes rather than team play or results.  Sunday’s SportsCenter has an extended highlight reel of fast-paced clips edited with a popular music overlay.  This “Ultimate Highlight,” like many other segments on SportsCenter, is sponsored by an advertiser.  Sports journalism must be able to provide information, but at the same time it must remain entertaining.  SportsCenter has the unique ability of compressing a story into key moments while maintaining its narrative approach.  The emphasis on highlights enables sports media to create its own representation of sport by choosing the visuals which are widely recognizable among fans.   The opening trailer for each episode of SportsCenter contains a fast-paced series of clips outlining what the program will include.  These clips routinely showcase marquee name athletes and pose a question to the fan, both of which will be addressed during the program.  Whether or not these highlights represent news is irrelevant; they provide the program with a means to glorify the spectacular nature of sports.   

The prevalence of star athletes making appearances and granting interviews with ESPN reinforces SportsCenter’s place at the top of the sports media food chain.  SportsCenter ads, which are a staple and fan favorite of the program, routinely feature guest appearances by athletes.   The impression that ESPN has a close relationship with athletes gives fans an added feeling of knowing stars at a personal level.  The anchors of SportsCenter are widely recognized and have become stars in their own right.  Catch phrases and witty banter are staples of the program; women’s basketball star Rebecca Lobo explains the attraction of the show, “They make the uneventful seem eventful and the ordinary, extraordinary.  They not only report the scores and show the highlights, but bring fun to watching any sport.”
 
Pardon the Interruption 
Pardon the Interruption (PTI) is a discussion based program which addresses the day’s “hot topics.”  Washington Post columnists and resident hosts, Tony Kornheiser and Mike Wilbon, debate ten to fifteen of the most noteworthy stories in the sports world on each program.  ESPN describes the show “as devoted exclusively to sports opinions and headline issues.”
  The opinionated hosts are both knowledgeable and witty, offering viewers a glimpse into the world of professional sports fanatics.  The layout of the program provides a static sidebar which lists the topics to be discussed on that particular day.  The segments prior to the first commercial are the focus of this study, as they are prioritized according to most significant sports story at the time.  Due to the hosts’ existing relationships within the sports world and the notoriety of the program itself, PTI has the luxury of daily interviews with players, coaches, owners, and journalists in a segment titled “Five Good Minutes.”  PTI is the highest rated of the many ESPN programs which take a deliberative form to sports journalism; commentators are forced to take a stance on a number of issues while justifying their stance in a witty and informative manner.      
Journalists as Intermediaries

In order to examine ESPN’s use of soap operatic reporting, it is essential to understand the role of the reporter.  It is the responsibility of the sports journalist to “define, interpret, and evaluate notions of success and failure not only for sports fans but for the larger American society as well.”
  Regardless of whether fans consciously recognize the role of sports journalism, it is the reporter who “gives the game on the field human significance…The sports reporter mediates the world; he assigns responsibilities, puts the game into dramatic form, and searches for controversies and hidden meanings.”
  The content analysis of PTI and SportsCenter indicate that a significant portion of news is reported as a controversy. 

Both SportsCenter and PTI use formats where commentators take a side on a news story.  The confrontational design mirrors that of sports, where two opposing forces are pitted against one another.  It is the commentator’s job to stir up controversy and provoke the opponent.  In doing so, fans are also likely to formulate an opinion.  This method tactfully incorporates the fan into the discussion, and can increase the anticipation and enjoyment of a game.    

Sport has the ability to evoke the best and worst of peoples’ emotions.  The emotional experience varies from one fan to another; however television offers a feeling of shared experience among its viewers.  SportsCenter and PTI fans from around the nation who are passionate about sports, however, it also results in fans understanding sports from one perspective – ESPN’s perspective.     

ESPN offers familiarity to athletes and fans alike, creating not only a bond between viewers and athletes, but also between viewers and the network.  ESPN anchor Chris Berman acknowledges that fans are responsible for his network’s success:

Sports fans are the most loyal people we know. Loyal to their team, or town, or alma mater.  Loyal to their favorite players, or particular sports.  Did we mention knowledgeable? In time, they have become loyal to ESPN, and it’s that relationship that we ‘old-timers’ cherish the most.
  
Today, ESPN stands as the foremost sports authority in American media.  Its strategic method of branding mimics that of any successful product created for mass consumption.  News consumers are conditioned to receive news in a particular format with attention to drama, statistics, and controversy.  A story’s prevalence on SportsCenter can dictate how much attention that story will receive from its competitors.  To a large extent, SportsCenter commands the sports news cycle and determines what fans are discussing.  While critics of ESPN may say that their method of coverage is manipulative and undermines our interpretation of sport, the undeniable truth is that it has worked and will continue to work as long as there is a dedicated fan base. 
Chapter 5.  Methodology

This research attempts to gain an understanding of the sports/media production complex with an emphasis on televised sports journalism.  The interactions between professional sports and sports journalism will be examined in a context which encompasses and affects American culture.  This research poses the following hypotheses:

H1: Sports media use soap operatic reporting to extend the life cycle of news stories and create artificial hype surrounding a sporting event or story.

H2: A high percentage of leading stories on PTI will involve controversies.

H3: Sports media rely upon marketable athletes to sell news as a product.

Sports media influence the hype surrounding a game or sports related story.  In doing so, the level of attention surrounding sport is increased and results in added spectatorship among Americans.  The media dictate the level that a game or story will be significant to our culture, regardless of the actual implications of sport itself.  In doing so, the attention sport receives are an indication of societal issues and the priorities of American culture and its market.  The media construct their news stories based on feedback received from American culture in order to capitalize on the framework of the marketplace. The notion of sports as a soap-opera originates with the media, yet the culture’s response to a story results in feedback which perpetuates the process, resulting in additional attention a story may receive. (See Figure 5.1)
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Figure 5.1:  Sports/Media Interaction and Effects 

In attempting to draw a correlation between the sports media and spectatorship, it is essential to operationalize the general themes of this research from a broad perspective.  The sports media is a distinct genre of media; however it cannot be separated from the principle that it is the manner in which the public receives news.  The culture of sports in America is in part a product of the media, yet it is necessary to examine the cultural norms which allow sport to play such a central role to many in American society.

In order to examine sports media’s use of soap operatic reporting, it is imperative to examine the existing framework of televised sports journalism.  Content analysis of ESPN programs was employed as the primary means of data collection.  Particular emphasis was placed on the types of news stories addressed in these programs.  By examining the nature of stories, this researcher aims to find commonalities in news reporting and presentation.  The following elements of news stories are the primary focus of this study: athletes, coaches, teams, controversy, continuing stories, and new stories.  

Operational definitions for athletes, coaches, and teams are static and not subject to interpretation.  If a news story contains information on an athlete, coach, or team and is relevant to the story itself, the story is coded to include those aspects.  The primary purpose of this coding scheme is to determine what aspects of a story are most likely to be found in controversial news stories.  Controversy is defined as “a dispute where there is strong disagreement.”
  For the purpose of this research, controversy is regarded as news stories which include difference of opinion, actions outside the norms of acceptable behavior (from both a societal and athletic perspective), and the story’s capacity to captivate an audience.  Because the framework of PTI discusses topics in an opinionated form, the ability to distinguish which stories are in fact controversies are a product of the elements of the story.  Although argument is a characteristic of controversies, in order to determine if a story is a controversy, it must be viewed within the context of its ability to generate further discussion on the issue.  The distinction between a continuing story and a new story is contingent on whether a topic has information which distinguishes itself from an existing story.  A continuing story builds upon existing news to elaborate and include relevant information, while a new story does not have a relevant foundation of news to build upon.  Continuing stories can include controversies (i.e. steroids) or event (i.e. Super Bowl), yet they are not exclusively coded as continuing if they apply to an ongoing event.  The trained coders were familiar with continuing stories and could analyze stories accordingly.  In measuring these definitions, consistency and the ability to assess the context of a story within a larger news cycle are essential.  

Each episode of PTI was observed with a focus on the top three topics addressed on each program.  These stories typically discuss the most noteworthy news of the day, as each segment runs between 90 and 150 seconds.  Each story was coded for the operational definitions listed above, which was then analyzed using SPSS to compute frequencies.  Cross tabulation was used to determine relationships between variables, with significance calculated using Pearson’s Chi-Square test.

As stated previously, research consisted of content analysis of two ESPN programs: SportsCenter and Pardon the Interruption (PTI).  Both programs were selected for content analysis due to their distinct formats and large viewership.  It is crucial to mention that both programs were chosen because they are televised nationally.  

Daily episodes of the 8 a.m. SportsCenter were coded from January 10th to February 11th.  In total, 30 episodes in a 33 day span were selected for analysis (three episodes were missed due to technical difficulties).  Each hour-long program averages approximately 43 minutes of content excluding commercials; Mondays’ extended SportsCenter runs 90 minutes in length, with an approximate average of 66 minutes of content excluding commercials.  Episodes of PTI, which typically air five days a week at 5:30 p.m., were coded from January 10th to March 18th.  The thirty-minute program averages 23 minutes of content excluding commercials.  The analysis portion of this research totaled approximately 40 hours of non-commercial ESPN content.

Intercoder reliability was calculated using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).  Taub was used as the reliability coefficient for the 42 episodes of PTI examined. The second coder coded 9 episodes, representing 21.4% of all viewed episodes by the researcher.  Taub was used as the reliability statistic because the coded data are binary.  Using Kendall’s Taub method, athlete and controversy had the same intercoder reliability coefficient of taub  = .928, with a significance of p = .000.  The relationship was highly reliable and did not occur by chance.    The remaining concepts produced the following results: coach taub = .755; team taub = .714; continuing story taub = .648; and new story, taub = .642.  All coefficients are significant at p = .000.  Continuing story and new story received a lower coefficient due to differences in the coders’ observation of the NCAA men’s basketball tournament.  Episodes of PTI were coded the two days following the release of seedings in the tournament bracket.  The researcher considers stories on the rankings as a continued event, while the intercoder deemed these new stories.   
SportsCenter was observed as a supplement to the quantified data obtained from PTI.  The format of SportsCenter made it difficult to quantify news stories for a number of reasons: 1) the areas of coverage varied due to the sports in session; 2) the same story could be covered multiple times throughout a program in various formats; 3) game highlights and news stories are different forms of news which are not always mutually exclusive; and 4) the combination of informational news coverage and opinion pieces make it difficult to determine if a segment is news or commentary.  Although quantifiable data were not collected from SportsCenter, the program was observed to establish which topics continued from day-to-day in the news cycle.  Particular attention was paid to the emphasis on stars, with concentration on the visual elements of coverage.    

As mentioned in Chapter 4, ESPN would not exist as it does today without the dominant success of SportsCenter.  Because of the programs consistently high ratings, this show will be observed in order to establish which stories make headlines.  By noting what stories received the most attention, additional observations will follow the life cycle of a story and the means they are manipulated by media.  Pardon the Interruption was selected due its ratings, but more importantly because of the manner in which sports topics are covered.  
      
Findings
PTI was selected for the quantitative analysis because the show’s structure facilitated content coding.  The following results (Table 5.1) detail characteristics observed in the leading headline and top three headlines of PTI.  The frequencies are represented as percentages in order to establish the most dominant aspects found in headline news.        

	Characteristics
	Leading Headline
	Top 3 Headlines

	Athletes
	   63.9%
	   56.3%

	Coaches
	16.7
	42.1

	Teams
	47.2
	50.8

	Controversy
	47.2
	42.1

	Continuing Story
	50.0
	54.0

	Terrell Owens
	16.7
	12.7

	Randy Moss
	11.1
	7.1

	Steroids
	8.3
	7.9


Table 5.1:  Characteristics of Leading Headline and Top 3 Headlines (Frequencies as percentages)

As anticipated, athletes received the most attention in the leading headline, while coaches and teams received a less significant amount of coverage.  The top three headlines reveal a marked increase in the attention paid to coaches and teams compared with coverage in the leading headline.  Half of the segments observed were continuing stories, an indication that headlines maintain the narrative approach to extending a story’s lifecycle.  While controversies were a characteristic in 47.2% of leading stories, there was a slight decrease in their prominence among the top three headlines.     

Athletes Terrell Owens and Randy Moss were included in this data set due to their prominence in headlines.  Steroids played a significant role as a continuing story during the observed period; however, it was examined as a topic of controversy rather than isolating individual players involved with the steroid issue.
For the purpose of this study, controversies are the primary measurement used to evaluate soap operatic characteristics of reporting.  Table 5.2 provides results which indicate the prevalence of athletes in stories reported as controversy.  

	
	Lead Story
	Top 3 Headlines

	Athletes
	   82.4%
	   73.6%

	Continuing
	64.7
	64.2


Table 5.2:  Characteristics of Controversy Stories (Cross-Tabulation as percentages)

Of the 23 lead stories involving athletes, 14 dealt with controversies; more specifically, of the 17 lead stories involving controversy, 14 directly related to athletes.   Of the 71 stories involving athletes in the top three headlines, 39 dealt with controversies; more specifically, of the 53 stories involving controversies, 39 directly related to athletes.  The data suggests that controversies are most likely to involve athletes in top headlines, particularly in the lead story.  These findings are significant at the p < .05 level (Pearson’s Chi Square).   

Continuing stories are examined according to their frequency in stories reported as controversy.  Of the 18 lead stories which were observed as continuing, 11 dealt with controversies; whereas, of the 17 stories involving controversy, 11 were characterized as continuing stories.  Of the 68 continuing stories observed in the top three headlines, half were controversies; whereas, of the 53 controversies, 34 were continuing stories.  For continuing stories, controversies remained a consistent characteristic in the lead story and top three headlines.  For the lead story, the findings approached statistical significance at p = .95 (Pearson’s Chi Square).  The top three headlines were statistically significant at p < .001, indicating that there is almost 100% certainty that the relationship did not occur by chance.

Limitations
Attempting to compare local sports news with national news is impractical and outside the scope of this research.  Due to time and access limitations, a comprehensive examination of all sports media outlets was unfeasible.  This research examines a short period of news coverage in order to gain insight into the practices of sports reporting.  The conclusions do not seek to infer that all news outlets employ the same tactics in their reporting, although it does seek to find characteristics of stories which receive the most media attention.  Due to the stalemate over labor negotiations between owners and players of the National Hockey League (NHL), professional hockey received minimal coverage from ESPN.  As a result, SportsCenter faced the task of accounting for time which normally would have been devoted to hockey.     
A significant amount of information was collected from ESPN.com, however due to time constraints this data could not be analyzed in conjunction with ESPN’s televised news.  This research would ideally focus on sports coverage over a longer period of time, which would allow continuing stories to be followed through a more complete life cycle.  A longer period of study would also allow the researcher to observe varying practices in coverage from sport-to-sport and season-to-season.    

Chapter 6.  Analysis and Observations
The Ongoing Narrative
In examining the means of sports media to construct stories and maintain an audience, it is clear that sports are most effectively covered from a narrative approach.  By placing emphasis on each game played throughout a season, media are creating a story which ultimately leads to a final game.  Harris and Kinkema note, “One of the reasons that sport narratives are so successful is that closure to the story is often incomplete.”
  In essence, the narrative technique used by media mirrors that of a soap-opera.  While multiple storylines exist at one time, the stars/athletes are the pivotal characters which advance the plot.  All storylines eventually lead to a conclusion or finale, but the story is never quite complete.  

“When real drama is lacking, there can be an irresistible urge to invent it, to contrive a fierce competitive battle in order to heighten artificially a program’s entertainment value.”
  Because the avid sports fan is constantly keeping up with current news, media must keep a constant flow of information.  ESPN’s Anne Marie Jeffords discusses her role in pursuing stories, “On a day with no news, we just start making calls.  We try to remember stories we can follow up.”
  By seeking out new storylines, media can effectively manipulate the duration of a story and its prominence to make headlines.

Select Cases

The quantitative data analyzed from PTI reveals information on what types of stories receive most attention in sports headlines.  A qualitative analysis of SportsCenter was conducted as a supplement to this data, but also to gain an understanding of how news is presented to the fan.  During the period of observation, particular attention was paid to the NFL playoffs and the steroid controversy.  Because it is impractical to list all of the continuing stories observed during this research, a number of examples are used to illustrate media’s manipulation of controversies and selected star appeal.

Baseball’s Greatest Rivalry

It is common practice for ESPN to use SportsCenter to advertise games which will be broadcast on the network.  The New York Yankees rivalry with the Boston Red Sox has deep historical roots and is widely considered the greatest rivalry in sports.  Nearly three months prior to the start of the baseball season, media had begun to set the stage for the season opener between the two clubs.  The “Sunday Conversation” interview with Boston pitcher Curt Schilling on Janurary 13th directed attention to the opening day match-up against former teammate Randy Johnson.  Throughout the segment, ESPN plugged its April 3 broadcast of the contest. Linda Cohn’s lead-in to the story dramatized the event, “As teammates in Arizona they slayed the evil-empire back in 2001, winning the World Series.  Four years later they’re on enemy sides.  Randy Johnson is one of them now.” 
 

Although this example does not fit the operational definition of a controversy, it sets the stage for potential drama when the two sides meet.  There were, however, examples where ESPN coverage attempted to create a controversy in hopes of promoting the rivalry.  A leading headline on PTI discussed trash-talking between the two clubs in which a Red Sox player referred to the New York’s Alex Rodriguez as “a clown.”
  The focus on trash-talking fuels media’s tendency to create and draw out controversy in an entertaining manner; a PTI segment prompted the question of who would win in a street fight between “A-Rod and Schill.”  Kornheiser lamented on the rivalry, “But what’s right with the world, is when the Yanks and the Sox hate each other.  That is a good thing.”
  Contrary to much of PTI’s coverage, Wilbon later responded to the Yankee versus Red Sox hype, “I have problem with this entire Red Sox verus A-Rod deal.  It just seems media created.”
  Wilbon’s comment reveals the conflict of interests reporters face; coverage should be newsworthy, but it must also be news marketable to the public.

ESPN’s Super Bowl Coverage

In the weeks prior to Super Bowl XXXIX between the New England Patriots and Philadelphia Eagles, SportsCenter had already laid out the potential storylines, “By this time next week the Pats will either be back-to-back champs, or the Eagles will be celebrating their first NFL title since 1960.”
  The two week gap between the Conference Championship games and the Super Bowl enabled media to create various storylines and increase the anticipation for the main event.  SportsCenter dedicated the majority of each episode during this period to the Super Bowl, primarily to the stars who would be competing.

Commentary on SportsCenter was frequent and often repetitious, although ESPN crafted means to keep the information stimulating.  Many of SportsCenter’s commentators during the NFL playoffs were high profile NFL veterans such as Ron Jaworski, Steve Young, and Michael Irwin.  Although these players do not have backgrounds in sports journalism, networks are eager to have big name athletes providing commentary.  “[The] ‘entertainmentization’ of sports has paralleled the rise of the celebrity sportscaster.  A quick dose of celebrity is found in importation of the ex-jock with marquee value into the broadcast booth.”
  By incorporating athletes into a program, fans are more apt to tune in because of their proven track record on the field.  A sense of nostalgia is integrated with this presentation of news, and offers fans an opportunity to see athletes interacting in a comical manner.  Regardless of whether these veterans bring valuable insight into the discussion, their visual presence warrants fans’ attention.     

SportsCenter uses news segments throughout episodes in attempts to extend the same NFL news in various formats.  Segments such as Inside the Huddle, Mort Report, Chain Reaction, Two-Minute Drill, 4 Downs, Toss Up, and Breakdown simply present the same information but in a different formats.  By addressing the same topics in each segment, SportsCenter constructs a frame which gives viewers the impression that those are the most noteworthy issues.     

The leading headlines prior to the game revolved around Philadelphia’s All-Pro wide receiver Terrell Owens, who had torn his ACL late in the regular season.  At the time of the injury, reports were that he would miss the rest of the season.  “TO,” as media typically refer to him, is known for his dominant athletic ability, outlandish celebrations, and outwardly vocal opinions.  He has consistently dominated NFL headlines for over a year, and he ensures that media coverage will remain entertaining.  His guaranteed win over the Falcons in the NFC Championship was the leading story on January 19th, although he wasn’t playing in the game.  

The big question leading up to the Super Bowl was whether or not Owens would play.  Each day, SportsCenter offered an injury report on TO, added by commentary from doctors, teammates, and an assortment of journalists.  The constant attention given to Owen’s status enabled media to create continuing stories which branched off of his injury status.  Although there was never any significant breaking news on his status, commentary could be supplemented by video of TO’s catches and celebrations.  Keeping with the sports drama that is ESPN, the official announcement that he would play was taken as breaking-news on all ESPN networks, although coverage had made it quite clear that he would play days prior to the announcement.  Teammate and fellow wide receiver, Fred Mitchell, expressed his disgust with the TO hype, “It’s kind of like a soap-opera right now.  Every little thing, people want to talk about TO.”
  ESPN tactfully took Mitchell’s comments and created its own mini-drama discussing possible turmoil within the Eagle’s team.  

ESPN anchor Stuart Scott opened an episode of SportsCenter, saying, “There is no way possible that Terrell Owens should be on a football field cutting sharply, but Monday – there he was.”
  The dialogue suggested that Owens defied natural science by being able to run; Owens told reporters what they wanted to hear, “If you don’t believe in miracles, just wait til Sunday.”
  Chris Berman reinforced TO’s miraculous recovery, “We’re not doctors…but if anyone can come back, it’s Terrell Owens.”
  Owen’s denied grandstanding for attention, and attributed the emphasis on him to the media.  While this may have been the case, the media attention surrounding Owens further elevated his status as a star.     

Tony Kornheiser explained his own awareness of the “media circus around Terrell Owens”, yet he contributed to the hype on a daily basis, “A columnist has to come up with something in the middle of the week when there’s no news.  All of this is just feeding the reader’s appetite.”
  The day prior to the Super Bowl, Terrell Owens name was mentioned 24 times in a single episode of SportsCenter; comparatively, the day following the Super Bowl he was mentioned 25 times.  When media reinforce a name to such a high degree, it essentially leads to increased star power and recognition by fans.   

Prior to New England winning its third Super Bowl in four years, ESPN established early in the season that should they win in 2004, they would become a dynasty.  Sports dynasties can be classified by their dominance in a sport during a particular era.  The nostalgic ideology behind football dynasties can be seen in ESPN’s references to the Pittsburgh Steelers of the 1970’s, the San Francisco 49er’s of the 1980’s, and the Dallas Cowboys of the 1990’s.  These teams have been ingrained in the memory of sports fans, with praise directed to legendary coaches and the quarterbacks who anchor each squad.  

As media coverage reinforced, the 2004 Patriots fit the mold for a dynasty team if they could win one more Super Bowl.  When asked about the better Super Bowl story, Tony Kornheiser responded:
Unless the Eagles get a winning touchdown pass to Terrell Owens…I think the Patriots are the better story because it establishes the dynasty and makes them the first great team of the 21st century.  And it puts Belichick and Brady in the Hall of Fame.
 

The emphasis on New England’s winning tradition was represented by the use of statistics on a regular basis.  SportsCenter used an overwhelming amount of statistics which asserted the Patriot’s dominance, including: New England’s 30-2 record in last 32 games; 20 straight wins at home; Belichick’s 13-0 record when racing opposing quarterbacks a second time; and Tom Brady’s perfect 9-0 playoff record.  Because these statistics highlighted the Patriot’s affinity for winning, the saturation of these stats enabled SportsCenter to discuss New England’s place in history.  Commentary repeatedly stressed that the Patriots were “one Super Bowl win away from being a dynasty.”
  After winning their third Super Bowl in four years, Brady answered the dynasty question with modesty, “We don’t self-proclaim ourselves as anything.”
  ESPN however, did not hesitate to proclaim the Patriots as a dynasty; on the SportsCenter following their win, New England was referred to as a dynasty 27 times.  

Patriot’s coach Bill Belichick was heralded throughout the playoffs for his “coaching genius,” and was compared to the likes of coaching legend Vince Lombardi.
   Upon defeating the Pittsburgh Steelers in the AFC Championship, SportsCenter repeatedly reinforced Belichick’s statistical feat of nine straight postseason wins, which tied him with Lombardi.  In the two weeks prior to the Super Bowl, this stat appeared on every episode of SportsCenter.  A segment on PTI prompted the question if Belichick was the “best coach in history.”
  

Over the past four years, the success of New England quarterback Tom Brady has elevated him from a sports star into a cultural icon.  In addition to leading his team to three Super Bowls in four years, he receives media attention because of his good-looks and embodiment of cultural ideals.  ESPN coverage of Brady emphasizes his modest persona and praises his leadership qualities on and off the field.  

Sports Illustrated writer, Gary Smith, comments on the appeal of modest athletes, “It’s a communal craving, a public aching for a superstar free of anger and arrogance and obsession with self.”
  While ESPN reinforces the humble nature of Tom Brady, their coverage continually compares him to Hall of Fame quarterbacks.  Even before the Super Bowl, a SportsCenter promotion raised the question, “Is Brady already better than Montana?”
  Analysts have turned Brady into an iconic figure by using expressions such as “the legend of Tom Brady.”
 By stressing that Brady “never makes a mistake and wins every game,”
 media have created an aura around the quarterback which adds to his mythical character.

Marketable Stars 

Broadcasters and commentators use various techniques to create an association between fans and athletes.  One common technique is to create nicknames for players.  For example, Lebron James was elevated to star status while still a high school athlete.  In his two years in the NBA, he has been proclaimed “The Second Coming,” a title which infers he is going to be one of the greatest to ever play the game.  He has received an assortment of other nicknames, including, “The Chosen One,” “The Masked Man,” “King James,” and “Bron-Bron.” He has even been referred to as “Jordanesque.”  While the use of nicknames may be seen as unjournalistic, sports journalism (primarily television journalism), is a form of entertainment which relies upon fans’ emotional involvement with stars. 

The media hype surrounding Lebron James before his entry in the NBA has been validated by his overwhelming success in his first two seasons.  The sheer marketing power of James can be seen by his ability to sell out arenas, a point capitalized upon by both the NBA and ESPN.  As a fan favorite, Lebron has become a staple for promoting SportsCenter and a wide range of products.  While his skills and athletic ability are excellent, Lebron’s “ascension” to greatness is a product of media hype.  Throughout the season, PTI and SportsCenter regularly discussed his chances of being named the leagues’ MVP.  SportsCenter repeatedly emphasizes his young age, although the dialogue used by commentators often give the impression he was a seasoned veteran.  ESPN NBA analyst Tim Legler, said “Lebron continues to build an incredible legacy…and [adds] to his aura.”
  The media’s comparison of James to Michael Jordan has resulted in elevated expectations for Lebron, a comparison which will follow him throughout his career.   

As long as sports remain a central piece of American culture, public fascination with stars will continue to prompt media to showcase athletes on a pedestal.  Representations of stars are packaged not by a reflection of who they are, but the characteristics which fans expect them to embody.  Media effectively select how the fan sees a player, because “surface appearance dominates over substance, sport stars become more like the characters of a soap opera – no more or less real.”
 The desire to know an athlete off the field is a product of the athlete’s visibility and reinforcement through media.  When stars such as Owens and James are kept in the public eye, any information pertaining to them will be digested by consumers because of media’s ability to construct stories as newsworthy.   


SportsCenter’s evolution and changes in format reveal the need to adapt in order to meet consumer demands.  “Media sports production personnel employ a set of ‘media sports news values’ constituted within the determining pressures and limits of a capitalist consumer culture.  These production ‘values’ tend to express dominant ideological tendencies in capitalistic societies.”
  The media created star system has been emphasized throughout this paper in order to demonstrate how news is packaged and sold as a product through various channels.  Coverage of the NFL playoffs repeatedly focused on players’ actions which did not necessarily have direct significance on the outcome of a game. 
NFL end zone celebrations have been a staple of football for many decades.  In recent years, the flamboyant actions of Terrell Owens and the many choreographed team celebrations prompted the NFL to create a more stringent policy.  Excessive celebration result in the penalization of a team and more drastic penalties can result in fines levied against players.  While the NFL condemns these actions, citing “unsportsmanlike conduct,” the attention they receive by media can serve as justification for a player.  Because of the repetition of visual clips assured by television, sports media actually encourage “the prevalence…of trademark modes of celebration – signature poses.”
  

The excessive commentary following Randy Moss’s simulated moon celebration against the Green Bay Packers reinforced the idea that it was in fact news.  Moss’s track record of poor behavior coupled with his pure talent gave ESPN an ideal opportunity to conceive a story.  SportsCenter produced a segment which followed Moss’s numerous antics throughout his career.
  Five of Moss’s previous incidents were replayed and edited with music overlay.  In doing so, ESPN reinforced his “bad-boy” image and set the stage for the next Randy Moss event.  Later in the week, SportsCenter replayed Moss’s moon five times in a single episode before segueing into coverage of the Vikings/Eagles match-up.   

ESPN anchor and Sportscenter icon Dan Patrick notes that the emphasis on flamboyant visuals has adverse effects and undermines sportsmanship:
We show too many dunks, we show gratuitous violence, we show end zone celebrations.  I think that what it does is, it gives a child growing up the wrong impression of what it takes to be great.  We do show wonderful things.  We show you the way the game is meant to be played.  But somehow we you a little too much kind of on the periphery that doesn’t need to be there.  I think we’ve changed what people look for and what they value in sports.  Some of that’s good, some of it’s bad.
 

Repeated exposure to excessive celebrations and showboating can affect the psyche of the fan, altering what they look for in sports.  ESPN’s use of these types of highlights has conditioned viewers to regard theatrics as the true essence of sports.  In doing so, ESPN is at the mercy of the fans who demand flare and style over noteworthy news.  

Steroids

Performance enhancing drugs have been widely available for the past 40 to 50 years, leading athletes to indulge in illicit use in what is known as “positive deviance.”
  “Users are not morally bankrupt, but are rather among the most dedicated and committed athletes in sports.  They over-conform to the ethic of sport that suggests they must be willing to take risks, ignore pain, and do anything in order to be successful and, ultimately, continue to perform.”
  

While the steroid issue has received attention for some time, media’s role in escalating fan and even government awareness reached a high point in the spring of 2005.  Baseball received the majority of coverage because of the ongoing saga which involved BALCO and high profile stars such as Barry Bonds and Jason Giambi.    

The irony remains that media are the force which elevate players to stardom, yet when the opportunity presents itself, they condemn the actions of athletes.  American fans like high-scoring games filled with homeruns and the pursuit of historical records.  The homerun race between Mark McGwire and Sammy Sosa in 1999 was the center of media attention, and it unquestionably helped reassert baseball’s appeal to the public.  The situation provided baseball and sports media with a highly marketable topic, one which could be followed throughout the course of the season.  Years later, the media successfully recreated the drama when Barry Bonds surpassed McGwire’s record.  In 2005, Bonds and McGwire continue to make headlines, although now for their alleged steroid use.  

Although the relationship between sports journalism and professional sports is beneficial for both parties, media have the power to direct negative attention to professional leagues.  Clearly, MLB has had a great deal of difficulty with its public relations due to the ongoing steroid scandal.  Government involvement caused a media stir in March when Congress subpoenaed player records and called star athletes to testify.  In an interview with ESPN.com, U.S. Senator and avid sports fan John McCain explained the role of government involvement, “The only thing you can do is focus public opinion on it.”
  The utilization of media to effectively frame an issue such as steroids serves the public interest by bringing a cultural problem to the forefront of discussion.

Because “sports media generally refuse to discuss the topic of media ethics,”
 there has been a tendency to deny responsibility and place the blame on athletes.  Throughout the course of this study, there have been instances where athletes do not hesitate to express their disdain with the media.  Under the constant eye of the media, Barry Bonds attributed his lack of energy to the media’s “witch-hunt” over his use of steroids.  Although Bonds is subject to media scrutiny because of his high-profile persona, there is widespread debate regarding athlete’s right to privacy.   
Even as the media have given the steroid issue a great deal of attention, the bottom line is that fans admire athletes because of their talent.  Bonds is a shining example of an athlete with dualistic personalities; one of stardom, the other of controversy.  Washington Post columnist Kathryn Jay writes, “We no longer expect our athletes to be saints, but we still put their physical abilities on a pedestal.”
  If there is any truth to the notion that sports mirror American culture, then the steroid problem can be explained by our tendency to do whatever is necessary to get ahead of the competition.  The steroid issue has been deemed “a cloud over baseball;” however, if professional sports manage to get a grasp on these problems, sports can potentially serve as a positive example for other societal problems.    

History and Nostalgia
The use of history in sports reporting allows fans to place a game into a larger historical context.  Because of the manner in which media deify teams and players of the past, a fan’s perception of current events may be viewed at as historically significant.  Our comprehension of past events can be distorted due to “modes of news and sports presentation [which] have an influence on the representation of history.”
  

SportsCenter routinely airs highlights of plays which have been ingrained in the American psyche.  Clips such as “The Miracle on Ice,” “The Immaculate Reception,” and the countless Michael Jordan buzzer-beaters are shown on a regular basis.  Because these clips are widely recognizable (even for younger generations), they offer a sense of attachment which unite past and present.  “It is hard…for moments to emerge as iconic without the close up and its endless replication across media.”
     

Because sports are an achievement-based form of entertainment, the glorification of teams and athletes highlight the mythical qualities which our culture embraces.  “For those players who acquired reputations for producing the goods in decisive situations – whether home runs, goals, or touchdowns – their feats became legendary, and the men themselves were constructed as larger than life characters.”
       

Media Reflexivity 
Following the Randy Moss moon antics, ESPN commentators were quick to condemn his actions, yet the clips were replayed to an extraordinary degree.  Wilbon opened the January 14th PTI, “Please tell me this is the last day we’re going to talk about Randy Moss’s backside.”
  Moss’s flamboyant and brazen response to the NFL fine received notable airplay, as it enabled the media to continue talking about the story.  Kornheiser and Wilbon commented on the unfortunate appeal of Moss
:

Wilbon: It’s because…we make such a big deal, that it’s been conversation for an entire stupid week.  This guy should’ve been ignored many more times than he has.

Kornheiser: You know that people like this – who are this good in sports – are never ignored when they say anything.  That’s the business we have chosen.

Future hall-of-fame quarterback Troy Aikman of Fox Sports elaborated on the contradictions between attracting an audience and promoting sportsmanship:
I really think that as a network, the execs have to take a harder look at it.  Because a lot of the behaviors that are repulsive to people and the things that are said following those actions are the very things as networks – not just Fox, but all the other networks included – are the same things that they promote in order to sell their television shows.

The NBA received a tremendous blow on November 19th when a brawl erupted between fans and players during a game in Detroit.  While ESPN has an obligation to cover the incident, the replays aired on a continual basis.  There was an adequate amount of commentary on the matter, however, when coupled with continuous clips of players fighting, the stunning visuals takes precedence over any noteworthy discussion.  Pistons GM and future hall-of-famer, Joe Dumars, did not hesitate to express his displeasure with ESPN’s coverage:
We can talk about the value of sportsmanship on one hand, and on the other hand, the leading shots, highlights…you see every night are the outrageous and unsportsmanlike.  So I think there is a double standard here.  On the one hand, we complain about it, on the other hand it’s the first thing you see every night.

Although ESPN’s coverage of the incident diminished over time, in the months following when there were developments in the prosecution cases against players, the clips were again replayed and used to advertise episodes of SportsCenter.  Good journalism requires that such significant events be covered and interpreted, but in the absence of significant information, the visuals do little but serve as spectacle.

Accusations that media have sensationalized sport direct attention to the exploitation of stars and preponderance of controversial stories.  Sport has historically been successful throughout history because it is a spectacle; the commercialization of the sports world has merely been a product of media’s ability to capitalize on the consumption practices of Americans.   

Chandler notes that it is media’s role to keep the public engaged by promoting aspects of sport which resonate with the audience:
The “success” or “failure” of a sport on television thus depends not simply on the sport’s structure, but on the significance the viewing public attaches to it, its cultural symbolism, the core values its viewers share, and the habits of attention they have acquired in growing up as members of a particular cultural group.  If a sport is to be watched consistently on TV it must matter; it must be more than a game.  The roots of such experience lie deep.

The success of professional sports and its permeation into American culture is a product of tactful marketing employed by media.  Sports fans have been conditioned to think of sport as a significant element in their lives; media simply reinforce this notion and add to fans’ insatiable hunger to be part of the game.   

Chapter 7.  Conclusion

The pervasiveness of professional sports is an integral part of American culture.  As a reflection of society, sports promote many positive ideals, but they also serve as a sign of the capitalistic incentives which promote competition and consumption.  Media’s role in promoting professional sports cannot be overstated; the public relies upon media to broadcast and interpret sports at a national level.  Because media have a vested stake in maintaining a captive audience, it is necessary to highlight the dramatic and visual aspects of sports.    

The sports/media production complex is a framework for understanding the many interactions between media, professional sports, and fans --- all of which are united by the driving forces of commercialism.  It is unclear whether the relationship between leagues and media favor one party more than the other; however, maintaining a relationship is imperative for the success of both.  The multiple synergies which exist within the sportsworld have the power to dictate our own perception of sport; therefore it is imperative that the public not let media manipulation overshadow the notion of sport as entertainment.   

Although this research focused solely on ESPN’s representation of sports, the findings shed light on the characteristics of stories found in leading headlines and media’s ability to create a story.  The emphasis on controversies enables media to extend the life cycle of news stories and keep the narrative approach of journalism as storytelling.  Media have transformed athletes into celebrities by personalizing them for the audience, thus creating an association between the fan and athletes.  The vested interest we have in stars facilitates media’s ability to create drama and hype.  The constant reinforcement of star athletes alters our perception of what we look for in sports, and the manner in which it is understood.    
Television has undoubtedly altered the way professional sports are marketed, consumed, and arguably - played.  Media’s focus on the visual is a perfect fit with sports, which is a visual form of entertainment.  Mass media have broadened the reach of sport by allowing games and reports to be broadcast nationally.  ESPN capitalized on the movement to national coverage by exposing fans to new teams and leagues which were traditionally out of reach.  The breadth of ESPN coverage serves as an effective marketing device for leagues, which rely upon television to broadcast and emphasize the importance of each game.     

The narrative approach to sports reporting enables media to develop new aspects of a story in order to prolong its life cycle.  Many inherent characteristics of sports journalism parallel that of a soap opera: stars, controversy, and the serial drama which never quite has an ultimate resolution.  Each season is a story within itself, which contains numerous narratives on teams, players, individual games, and records.  Sports fan are dedicated enthusiasts which will consume news as it is reported regardless of a story’s newsworthiness.     

While research examining the sports/media production complex continues to break new ground, there is a deficiency in the amount of content analysis regarding sports journalism.  The Internet has widened the scope and availability of news, as well as promoting sports in innovative fashions such as fantasy sports.  By providing resources to incorporate fans into the world of professional sports, media will develop new interactive strategies to maintain its consumer base.  Future research should examine fan identity in an online environment, as well as whether the Internet has created an environment conducive to sports journalism outside the realm of big media.

The level of a fan’s dedication and involvement in sports is ultimately their own decision; however, media are a key component in dictating the prevalence of sports in American culture.  As long as fans remained engaged and enthusiastic about professional sports, the commercial forces behind mediated sport will continue to dictate how sports are consumed.  
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