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Abstract 
This paper reviews existing research on female sportscasters in China, focusing on how gender, 
performance, and credibility intersect in their professional experiences. It explores the ongoing 
tension these women face between being visually appealing and being taken seriously as 
professionals. While Western theories like the “male gaze” and “gender performativity” help explain 
how female sportscasters are viewed and judged, the Chinese context adds unique cultural layers 
shaped by Confucian traditions, modern media markets, and evolving gender attitudes. The review 
highlights how these women are often caught in a double bind: they must look good to get noticed, 
but this same focus on appearance often undermines their credibility. By introducing the “Triangle of 
Contested Performance” framework, which connects media structures, cultural expectations, and 
individual strategies, the paper shows how this paradox is shaped by deeper systems rather than just 
personal bias. It also points out gaps in current research—especially the lack of studies on how class, 
region, or digital platforms affect these experiences. The review calls for future work that examines 
how younger, online-savvy audiences and female sportscasters navigate these challenges, not just by 
resisting, but by creatively adapting to them. In doing so, the paper offers a more nuanced 
understanding of female sportscasters—not simply as victims of sexism, but as active participants 
who constantly negotiate how they are seen and heard within a complex, changing media 
environment. 
 
Keywords: Female sportscasters; Gender politics; Media representation; Public gaze; Performance 
studies; China 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The growing visibility of female sportscasters on China’s media stage presents a compelling paradox. 
On one hand, their increasing presence signals a professional breakthrough in a traditionally male-
dominated field. On the other, it lays bare the complex and often contradictory operations of gender 
politics in contemporary visual culture. These women are not merely journalists; they are performers. 
Their bodies, voices, and carefully curated appearances constitute a visual text, making them a 
fascinating subject for analysis within the performing and visual arts. They must constantly navigate 
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a precarious path, balancing societal expectations for aesthetic appeal against the professional 
imperative for authoritative credibility. 

Scholarship addressing this phenomenon, while growing, remains fragmented across 
disciplines from media studies to sociology. Foundational Western theories certainly provide a critical 
starting point. Concepts such as the 'male gaze' (Mulvey, 1975) and 'gender performativity' (Butler, 
2005) offer powerful lenses to dissect the visual and symbolic dimensions of their on-screen roles. 
Indeed, a significant body of research confirms that female sportscasters confront substantial career 
barriers rooted in persistent stereotypes, where physical attractiveness is often prioritized over 
journalistic expertise, a phenomenon first identified decades ago (Ferri & Keller, 1986) and 
confirmed in more recent studies (Grubb & Billiot, 2010). 

However, importing these frameworks wholesale into the Chinese context proves problematic. 
Doing so risks overlooking crucial local specificities, from the unique state-market media ecology to 
the rapidly evolving gender attitudes among younger generations shaped by decades of unique social 
policy (Yang Juhua et al., 2014). Charting a more culturally attuned path for future inquiry, therefore, 
requires a systematic and integrated review—one that not only synthesizes existing knowledge but 
also critically assesses the limitations of prevailing theoretical frameworks. 

This article puts forward the argument that a comprehensive understanding of female 
sportscasters in China requires a tripartite analytical lens, one that examines the dialectical interplay 
between media representation (performance), audience perception (gaze), and professional identity 
(credibility). It is contended that while these media professionals operate within a field heavily 
structured by patriarchal norms and commercial logic, they simultaneously exercise considerable 
agency. Through a variety of strategic practices, they contest and actively reshape their professional 
roles. By weaving together international theories with localized observations, this review aims to 
move beyond a simplistic narrative of victimhood, illuminating instead the complex strategies of 
resistance and identity construction that define their experience. 

To develop this argument, the subsequent sections are structured as follows. The review first 
explores the foundational theories of gaze and performance that frame the analysis. It then delves into 
the central dichotomy of credibility versus attractiveness that permeates the literature. Following this, 
the discussion contextualizes these debates within the specificities of the Chinese media landscape 
and its evolving audience. The article culminates in a synthesis of these themes, identifying critical 
research gaps and proposing an integrated framework for future study in this vital area of Asian media 
and performance studies. 
 
 
Method of Review 
 
This article undertakes a systematic literature review to synthesize and critically evaluate the existing 
scholarship concerning female sportscasters, with a specific focus on the Chinese context. To ensure 
a broad and cross-cultural collection of relevant materials, a comprehensive search was conducted 
across major academic databases, including Scopus, Web of Science, and the China National 
Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI). The search strategy utilized a combination of keywords in both 
English (e.g., "female sportscaster," "gender politics," "media representation," "public gaze," 
"credibility," "China") and Chinese (e.g., 体育女主持, 性别政治, 媒体再现). 

The selection process prioritized peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, and book 
chapters published between the 1970s—a period marked by the rise of second-wave feminism and 
critical media theory—and early 2024. This temporal scope was chosen to facilitate an examination 
of both foundational theories and contemporary debates. Literature was ultimately included based on 
its direct relevance to one of three core thematic areas: the theoretical underpinnings of gender and 
media, empirical studies on the professional experiences and credibility of female sportscasters, or 
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analyses of the unique socio-cultural and media landscape in China. Non-scholarly sources, such as 
popular news reports and blog posts, were excluded to maintain the review's academic rigor. 
 
 
The Performance of Gender on Screen: A Thematic Review 
The following review is organized into four thematic sections, each exploring a crucial dimension of 
the female sportscaster’s on-screen presence. It begins by establishing the foundational theoretical 
concepts of gaze and performativity that inform the analysis. The review then moves to synthesize 
the literature on the central professional conflict between credibility and attractiveness. Subsequently, 
these debates are situated within the specific cultural nuances of the Chinese context, before finally 
examining the transformative role of the audience and new media. Throughout, the concept of 
‘performance’ will serve as the central organizing principle, framing the sportscaster as an active 
agent navigating a complex web of structural, cultural, and interactive pressures. 
 
Theorizing the Gaze: Foundational Concepts in Visual Analysis 
The on-screen presence of the female sportscaster cannot be adequately understood merely as a 
journalistic function; it is, more fundamentally, a complex visual and cultural performance 
demanding a robust theoretical framework. This framework, developed over decades of feminist and 
media scholarship, is essential for decoding the intricate layers of gender politics at play. Central to 
this critical endeavor is the potent concept of the 'gaze.' While often used colloquially, its analytical 
power was crystallized by Laura Mulvey (Mulvey, 1975) in her seminal work on cinematic pleasure. 
Mulvey’s theory of the 'male gaze' dissects how mainstream narrative film is intrinsically structured 
around a masculine, heterosexual perspective, shaping the very grammar of visual storytelling. Within 
this cinematic paradigm, the male protagonist becomes the active bearer of the look and the agent of 
the narrative, while the female character is frequently fragmented, fetishized, and positioned as a 
passive spectacle—an erotic object for both the characters within the story and the spectator in the 
audience. This is not a benign act of looking but a profound mechanism of power that reinforces 
patriarchal hierarchies. When transposed to the hyper-masculine arena of sports media, this theory 
provides a powerful, if unsettling, initial lens. It helps explain the persistent tendency, as noted in 
studies of Chinese sports media, to frame female sportscasters in ways that prioritize aesthetic 
qualities—their clothing, body shape, and conventional attractiveness—over their professional voice 
and analytical expertise, thereby reifying existing gendered power relations, a dynamic observed for 
decades in Western feminist media critique (Van Zoonen, 2002) and starkly confirmed in recent 
studies of Chinese sports media (Peng et al., 2022; Zhou et al., 2023). The camera's selective focus 
and lingering shots thus become political acts, shaping public perception before a single word is 
spoken. 

While Mulvey’s framework powerfully illuminates external power structures, John Berger’s 
(Berger, 2018) earlier reflections on European art history offer a crucial, complementary insight, 
extending the gaze beyond the screen and into the fabric of social consciousness. His famous dictum, 
"men act and women appear" (p. 47), points to a fundamental asymmetry in social existence that long 
predates modern media. Berger’s most critical contribution, however, was his articulation of how this 
external observation becomes internalized by women, who learn to survey themselves constantly 
through the eyes of an imagined male spectator. This creates what he termed a "split consciousness": 
a schism between the inner self as an acting subject (the surveyor) and the external self as a 
perpetually monitored object (the surveyed). For a female sportscaster, this translates into an immense 
and often invisible form of emotional and aesthetic labor. The pressure to manage her on-screen 
persona is relentless, a disciplinary practice that, as scholars of the body have noted, is a highly 
effective form of self-governance (Debra L. Gimlin, 2002). This internal pressure is further 
compounded by external industry demands that often explicitly link a woman’s career longevity to 
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her youthful appearance, creating a well-documented 'age ceiling' that their male counterparts rarely 
face (Engstrom & Ferri, 1998). 

This intense focus on the body as a site of social discipline builds directly upon Simone de 
Beauvoir's  foundational argument that femininity is a social, not a biological, destiny (Simone De 
Beauvoir, 2011). The body is thus a canvas upon which cultural scripts of gender are inscribed, 
policed, and performed. The work of scholars like Debra Gimlin further illuminates this through the 
concept of "body work"—the myriad practices, from diet to cosmetics, through which women labor 
to align their physical selves with dominant cultural ideals of beauty (Debra L. Gimlin, 2002). This 
theoretical lens is essential for understanding the structural pressure on female sportscasters to 
conform to a narrow, often 'thin-ideal' standard, a phenomenon empirically documented in studies of 
body image perception across cultures (Mills et al., 2012). Conforming to this ideal becomes a tacit 
prerequisite for on-screen visibility, creating a cruel paradox explored in sportscasting research: the 
very aesthetic capital that grants her access to the public stage may simultaneously undermine her 
professional authority, framing her as decorative rather than substantive and feeding into critiques of 
her credibility (Mudrick et al., 2018). The visually pleasing body can, in this logic, become a liability 
in the quest for intellectual recognition. 

The preceding theories, however, can risk casting women as passive subjects of overwhelming 
structures. It is Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity that offers a more dynamic framework, 
one that reintroduces the possibility of agency amidst constraint (Butler, 2005). Butler moves beyond 
the idea of the body as a passive surface, proposing instead that gender is an active, ongoing 
'performance' constituted through the stylized repetition of acts, gestures, and bodily comportments. 
Crucially, Butler insists this is not a singular, theatrical choice but a compulsory, ritualized practice 
through which one does gender rather than simply is a gender. This creates a theoretical tension: if 
the performance is compulsory, where does agency lie? Butler locates it in the possibility of "gender 
trouble"—the potential for subversive performances that expose the constructed and contingent 
nature of gender norms. The role of the female sportscaster provides a potent site for such analysis. 
Her professional life is a series of repeated performances under pressure to conform. Yet precisely 
because gender is a performance, it is never perfectly stable. Every broadcast is an opportunity not 
just for citation of norms but for re-citation, for a subtle reworking of the script. A confident analytical 
assertion, a strategic use of technical jargon typically associated with male expertise, or a direct, well-
timed interruption of a male colleague can function as micro-practices of resistance. These are not 
grand acts of rebellion, but tactical maneuvers that challenge the very norms the performance is 
expected to uphold. 

In synthesis, these theories provide a powerful, multi-layered toolkit for the present review. 
Mulvey and Berger offer the critical language to deconstruct the visual politics of objectification and 
discipline. De Beauvoir and Gimlin ground this analysis in the material reality of the female body 
and its attendant labors. Finally, Butler provides the crucial framework for understanding the potential 
for agency and resistance within these very constraints, allowing for an analysis that acknowledges 
both structural power and individual strategic action. It is through the critical interplay of these 
concepts—gaze, body, and performance—that a nuanced understanding of the female sportscaster’s 
experience can begin to emerge. 
 
The Contested Stage: Credibility versus Attractiveness in Sportscasting Performance 
The theoretical frameworks of gaze and performance find their most potent and often painful real-
world expression on the contested stage of professional sportscasting. Here, female practitioners must 
perpetually negotiate a deeply entrenched dichotomy: credibility versus attractiveness. This is not 
merely an abstract tension; an extensive body of literature demonstrates it to be a structuring principle 
of their professional lives, shaping everything from hiring practices to audience reception and career 
advancement. This section synthesizes decades of research to argue that this binary is a direct 
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manifestation of pervasive gender stereotypes, systematically undermining a woman’s professional 
authority. This process forces her into a constant, exhausting performance of legitimation which, in 
a cruel irony, often reinforces the very biases she seeks to overcome, creating a near-inescapable 
professional paradox. 
 
Act I: The Judgment at the Gates – The Structural Deficit of Credibility 
At the very heart of this struggle lies the thorny issue of credibility. For a female sportscaster, 
credibility is not an assumed professional attribute based on skill and knowledge, but a contested 
status that must first be wrested from a culture predisposed to doubt her. The foundational problem, 
as identified in literature, is not individual prejudice but a structural sex bias, where sports expertise 
itself is culturally and pervasively coded as masculine. Etling and Young's pivotal research (Etling & 
Young, 2007), which found that audiences perceive female sportscasters as inherently less 
authoritative, demonstrates that this skepticism is a default setting within the viewership, irrespective 
of a broadcaster's actual on-air performance. This creates what Heather Toro (Toro, 2005) astutely 
identified as a pervasive "sex stereotype" in public opinion, a sentiment empirically supported by the 
work of Ordman and Zillmann (Ordman & Zillmann, 1994), who showed that media consumers 
reflexively and often unconsciously associate the voice of sports expertise with men. 

This cultural predisposition is not accidental; it is actively produced and relentlessly 
reinforced by media institutions themselves. In their influential analysis of the "televised sports 
manhood formula," Messner and his colleagues meticulously documented how mediated sports 
content systematically places women in visually and structurally subordinate roles (Messner et al., 
2000). They are overwhelmingly cast as sideline reporters, panel moderators, or hosts of human-
interest segments—roles that functionally position them as conduits for simple information or 
emotional narrative, rather than as sources of critical analysis. This institutionalized role segregation 
starves them of the very on-air opportunities needed to build and perform intellectual authority in the 
eyes of the public. The audience is thus conditioned, through decades of repetitive viewing, to see 
women asking the questions and men providing the definitive answers. 

Therefore, when a woman dares to step into a role of ultimate textual authority, such as that 
of a play-by-play commentator, she directly confronts this deeply ingrained expectation. The research 
by Luisi et al. is particularly telling: in their experimental study (Luisi et al., 2020), female play-by-
play announcers were judged not only as less credible but also as less "interesting" than their male 
counterparts. This suggests the audience's discomfort stems from a violation of a strongly held 
gendered script. This potential for "backlash," as theorized by Rudman and Fairchild (Rudman & 
Fairchild, 2004), means that a woman's performance of competence can paradoxically trigger 
negative evaluation for being 'out of place'. Ultimately, as Mudrick et al. quantified, a viewer’s 
endorsement of broader sexist attitudes directly predicts a lowered credibility rating (Mudrick et al., 
2016). A woman entering this field thus faces a "judgment at the gates," a structural and cultural trial 
where her gender itself becomes the first and most formidable hurdle in her performance of a 
professional self. 
 
Act II: The Paradox of the Stage – commodification as a Faustian Bargain 
Unable to easily win on the grounds of pure expertise, she is often pushed onto a different, more 
treacherous terrain. Forced to continually perform against a tide of skepticism regarding her expertise, 
the female sportscaster is often nudged by the industry onto a second, more treacherous stage: the 
performance of physical appearance. Here, she is confronted with a profound professional paradox 
that can be understood as a kind of Faustian bargain. In a commercialized media landscape saturated 
by the visual logic of the 'male gaze', her conventional attractiveness is frequently transformed into a 
primary asset, a form of bodily capital that can serve as a crucial entry ticket into a highly competitive 
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field (Clavio & Eagleman, 2011). She leverages her appearance to gain a foothold, to simply be seen. 
However, the very terms of this bargain are corrosively self-defeating, as the successful performance 
of aesthetic appeal often works to actively undermine her professional credibility. 

This cruel paradox is laid bare in Hahn and Cummins' striking research (Hahn & Cummins, 
2014), which found that female reporters were, ironically, perceived as more credible when audiences 
rated them as less physically attractive. This finding exposes a deeply ingrained and gender-specific 
cognitive shortcut within audience psychology: the performances of beauty and intellect are treated 
as a zero-sum game only for women. A male sportscaster is rarely, if ever, considered "too handsome 
to be smart." This creates a no-win scenario for his female counterpart: to get on the stage, she must 
often embody beauty; yet to be truly believed on that stage, she must seemingly disavow it, a demand 
that is both impossible and absurd. 

This objectification is not merely psychological; eye-tracking research has made it a visceral, 
physiological reality. Cummins et al. starkly demonstrated that viewers' gazes—the tangible 
mechanism of the gaze—dwelled significantly longer on the bodies of female reporters compared to 
their faces or any on-screen information (Cummins et al., 2018). Her body becomes the primary text 
for consumption, her professional discourse relegated to the status of subtext. The devastating 
consequence of this is the internalization of the gaze, forcing her into a state of heightened bodily 
self-surveillance as powerfully theorized by Berger (Berger, 2018). Her performance is no longer just 
about journalism; it becomes an exhausting, continuous act of aesthetic self-management, a form of 
labor that detracts from her core mission and ultimately reinforces her symbolic relegation from 
"expert" to "spectacle." 
 
Act III: The Cage of a Career – The Closing Walls of Role and Age 
This vicious cycle—where a calculated performance of attractiveness is required for access but 
punished with skepticism—inevitably coalesces into the tangible, structural career barriers that form 
a professional cage. Within this construct, every element of her professional identity is circumscribed. 
The very language of the industry, as Eastman and Billings meticulously documented, operates as the 
first wall of this cage (Eastman & Billings, 2000). Its vocabulary and discursive frames are saturated 
with masculine assumptions, subtly but consistently marginalizing female voices as peripheral or 
secondary. This linguistic exclusion creates a suffocating environment, making it structurally arduous 
for women to seize narrative authority. 

The second wall is role confinement. The very backlash she risks for performing competence 
incentivizes her to retreat into roles deemed "safer" or more "appropriate" for her gender (Rudman & 
Fairchild, 2004). This institutional pressure reinforces the damaging cultural image, identified by 
Painter and Ferrucci (Painter & Ferrucci, 2012), of the female journalist as inherently "ineffective" 
and "weak." This leads to the stark disparity in career trajectories identified by Engstrom and Ferri 
(Engstrom & Ferri, 2000): men’s careers advance on the solid ground of professional networks and 
demonstrated skill, while women’s are built on the fragile, ever-depreciating asset of their physical 
appearance. The performance of a professional self is thus systematically subordinated to the 
performance of a gendered, aesthetic self. 

The final and most unforgiving wall of this cage is age. It operates with a brutal, gendered 
asymmetry. For male broadcasters, age often enhances authority, a key component of the "televised 
sports manhood formula" where experience equates to wisdom (Messner et al., 2000). For women, 
however, the industry's relentless demand for a youthful female presence transforms age into a career-
ending liability. This creates what Alesia memorably termed the "dilemma of the 40s," a professional 
cliff-edge that is not a vague fear but a lived reality (T. Alesia, 2002). Through their interviews with 
veteran broadcasters, Grubb and Billiot, revealed a pervasive anxiety about being replaced by a 
younger model, compelling women to prioritize a performed "attractiveness" simply to prolong their 
professional existence (Grubb & Billiot, 2010). The Caged Bird, the ultimate paradox was perfectly 
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articulated in a later study by Mudrick and his colleagues (Mudrick et al., 2018): a female 
broadcaster's competence could be dismissed if she was perceived as "too young", while her entire 
career was nullified when she was deemed "too old." In the end, her professional stage is revealed to 
be not a career path, but a tightrope walk over a calendar, with the gaze below waiting, and perhaps 
even hoping, for her to fall. Thereby completing a cycle of structural determinism that only profound 
intervention can hope to break. 
 
The Asian Context: Cultural Nuances in the Chinese Media Landscape 
While the conceptual frameworks of the gaze and the paradox of credibility offer a universally 
relevant lens, their specific manifestations are profoundly shaped by local culture and history. The 
preceding analysis, largely built on scholarship from Western contexts, requires significant 
contextualization to accurately capture the experience of female sportscasters in China. The Chinese 
media landscape presents a unique stage, one defined by the complex, ongoing collision between 
deep-seated patriarchal traditions, the lingering legacies of state socialism, and the hyper-charged 
forces of market-driven modernization. This section argues that it is within this crucible of competing 
ideologies—a dynamic interplay of what can be termed the 'enduring traditional script' and the 
'emergent modern subjectivity'—that a distinct form of gender politics and female professional 
identity is forged, one that defies simplistic categorization and challenges Western-centric theoretical 
assumptions. 

The first engine of this dynamic, the enduring traditional script, is rooted in Confucian 
patriarchy and its long history of prescribing rigid gender roles. Although decades of revolutionary 
social change dismantled its formal structures, its values persist as cultural resonance, subtly shaping 
societal expectations. This is not about overt subjugation but about a lingering preference for 
'feminine' qualities such as agreeableness, aesthetic grace, and emotional attunement in public-facing 
women. This cultural residue helps explain why audiences and producers might unconsciously expect 
female sportscasters to excel in providing "human interest" narratives rather than hard-hitting analysis, 
reinforcing a supportive role. This implicit script is further reinforced by contemporary state discourse 
emphasizing a "harmonious society," where confrontational female behavior can be tacitly coded as 
disruptive. Moreover, the deep-rooted expectation of female domestic responsibility continues to 
complicate women’s career trajectories and public roles, placing upon them a unique 'double burden' 
that goes beyond work-life balance into the realm of fulfilling deeply ingrained cultural duties (Ye & 
Zhao, 2018). 

Juxtaposed against this is the second, arguably more powerful engine: the rise of a new, highly 
educated, and assertive female subjectivity. This modern identity was collaboratively forged by 
pivotal historical forces. The state's post-Mao promotion of universal education has been a 
cornerstone. Rigorous research by Du, Xiao, and Zhao empirically demonstrates a direct causal link 
between increased schooling and more egalitarian gender-role attitudes, a liberalizing effect 
especially potent among women and urban dwellers (Du et al., 2021). Their work quantifies education 
not just as a tool for knowledge acquisition but as a fundamental force for reshaping social norms 
from within. This educational empowerment was synergistically amplified by the unprecedented 
socio-economic consequences of the single-child policy. For an entire generation of urban women, 
being an "only daughter" meant receiving the concentrated educational investment and familial 
aspirations previously reserved almost exclusively for sons (Liu, 2014), cultivating an identity 
defined by professional ambition. The sociological theory of "cohort replacement," as articulated by 
Shu and Zhu in the context of China, provides a powerful explanation for the velocity of this shift 
(Shu & Zhu, 2012). As these younger, more liberal cohorts, armed with educational capital, enter 
society and the workforce, they actively displace older, more conservative value systems, bringing 
with them a powerful demand for intellectual recognition and gender equality. 
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These two competing forces create a landscape of profound internal contradiction, further 
complicated by China’s own vast regional diversity. Significant disparities in gender attitudes persist 
between urbanized, coastal areas and more traditional, rural inland regions, where male prejudice and 
conservative values remain markedly stronger (Huang Jianzhong & Zhao Huilin, 2016). Evidence 
from large-scale national surveys, such as those analyzed by Zheng Zhenzhen on the social status of 
Chinese women, confirms this "uneven transition." Her findings reveal that younger, "post-80s" 
migrant women—a group traditionally at the intersection of geographical and gender 
marginalization—now hold values dramatically different from older generations, closely aligning 
with those of their urban-born peers. This vast and non-uniform spectrum of gender ideologies means 
a national broadcaster's on-screen performance must navigate a deeply fragmented viewership, 
making any singular portrayal of femininity a perilous and highly strategic act of cultural negotiation. 

In this unique dialectical space, the performance of 'femininity' by a female sportscaster 
becomes polysemic, or multi-vocal. For a traditionalist segment of the audience, it might be a 
welcome and reassuring conformity. For the performer herself and her urban peers, as suggested by 
both Martin's (Martin, 2018) research on overseas students and Liu's (Liu, 2014) on urban youth, it 
could be a knowing performance of modern consumer identity, individuality, and self-enjoyment. 
This complexity is powerfully expressed through China's unique "digital feminism" on social media 
platforms. As observed by Chang et al. (Chang et al., 2018), it often eschews direct confrontation, 
adopting instead a strategically savvy posture—resolute but peaceable, modern but culturally 
intelligent. Consequently, this intricate landscape demands a critical re-evaluation of Western 
theoretical assumptions. To interpret these strategic, 'soft' performances solely as a concession to 
patriarchy risks a profound misreading. They might more accurately represent a sophisticated form 
of tactical maneuvering, a culturally honed intelligence for navigating immense structural pressures 
while subtly advancing a modern professional identity. 
 
The Role of the Audience: Reception and New Media Dynamics 
The contested stage upon which the female sportscaster performs is ultimately defined by its most 
critical, and most dynamic, participant: the audience. Classical media theories often conceived of 
viewers as a homogenous mass, passively absorbing ideological messages from powerful media 
institutions. However, this model was decisively challenged by a paradigm shift in media studies. 
The first wave of this shift came from Stuart Hall's foundational encoding/decoding framework, 
which repositioned the audience as active interpreters (Hall, 2007). Hall argued that while media texts 
have a "preferred reading" that forwards a dominant ideology, viewers can leverage their own cultural 
backgrounds to produce negotiated or even oppositional readings, thus becoming agents in the co-
creation of meaning. Building upon this, the 'Uses and Gratifications' theory then asked a 
fundamentally different question: not what media does to people, but what people do with 
media (Katz, Blumer, & Gurevitch, 1973). This approach revealed audiences to be goal-directed 
participants, selectively consuming content to satisfy a complex web of cognitive, affective, and 
social needs. Together, these theories paint a picture of a proactive, fragmented, and demanding 
audience, providing the necessary lens to understand both the persistent gender differentiations in 
sports media consumption and the profoundly transformative impact of new media. 

A substantial body of literature confirms that the consumption of sports media is a deeply 
gendered practice, driven by divergent gratifications. Research consistently illustrates that male 
audiences tend to engage with sports as a primary, continuous source of what can be termed group 
identity and competitive knowledge. Their satisfaction is often derived from the immersion in live, 
full-game broadcasts, the mastery of tactics and statistics, and the social bonding rituals tied to a 
specific team (Billings, 2012). In stark contrast, female viewership has long been characterized as 
more event-driven and relationally motivated, seeking empathetic connection and narrative 
identification. Their engagement is frequently linked to broader cultural narratives, such as national 
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pride during mega-events like the Olympics, or a connection to the personal journeys of star athletes, 
especially women (Sargent, 2003; Wensing & Bruce, 2003). To cater to this, media producers have 
often relied on 'gendered framing', using more storytelling and less technical analysis, a practice that, 
while inclusive, can inadvertently reinforce the stereotype that women are only interested in the 'soft' 
side of sports. 

The advent of new media and social platforms has profoundly reshaped this landscape, 
operating as a revolutionary force that represents both a rupture with the past and a continuity of its 
deepest biases. The rupture is one of decentralized production and consumption. Digital platforms 
like Weibo and Douyin offer unprecedented opportunities for female sportscasters to circumvent 
traditional broadcast gatekeepers (Hutchins & Rowe, 2012). They can now perform a more 
multifaceted professional identity, building a personal brand through specialized content and direct 
audience interaction. 

However, a more insidious continuity of patriarchal power persists. The interactive 
architecture that promises emancipation also creates a digital panopticon of unmediated and often 
virulent public scrutiny. The 'male gaze' does not disappear; it evolves into a real-time, participatory 
gaze, weaponized in comment sections and direct messages. As documented by Finneman and 
Jenkins, these platforms become conduits for a relentless torrent of sexist harassment and body-
shaming(Finneman & Jenkins, 2018). This exposes female broadcasters to a new form of precarious, 
unpaid digital labor: the work of constantly managing their online persona, deflecting attacks, and 
performing emotional resilience, all while trying to maintain their professional authority. This digital 
stage, therefore, does not dismantle the old paradoxes; it extends and amplifies them in a boundless, 
24/7 cycle of performance and judgment. 

In conclusion, a full understanding of the contemporary female sportscaster's experience is 
impossible without grappling with the active, gendered, and digitally mediated role of the audience. 
A dynamic feedback loop now inextricably links audience metrics to production strategies. While 
much of the existing literature observes these phenomena in a Western context, it simultaneously 
reveals a critical, urgent blind spot. How, precisely, are younger, digitally-native audiences in non-
Western contexts like China—itself a unique crucible of tradition and hyper-modernity—negotiating 
this complex terrain? Are they merely reproducing globalized patterns of digital misogyny, or are 
they pioneering new, resistive spectatorial practices that challenge dominant paradigms? Answering 
these questions requires granular, qualitative research that goes beyond broad trends and listens 
directly to their voices. It is a research agenda imperative for a truly global understanding of media, 
gender, and power in the 21st century. 
 
Discussion: Bridging Gaps and Proposing a New Path 
A systematic review of the scholarship on female sportscasters in China reveals a field rich with 
empirical findings yet lacking a genuinely integrative theoretical synthesis. While discrete bodies of 
literature expertly detail the mechanics of the gaze (Mulvey, 1975), the minutiae of professional 
credibility (Etling & Young, 2007), and the nuances of Chinese gender attitudes (Koo et al., 2020), 
they often remain in parallel, descriptive tracks. The central contribution of this review, therefore, is 
not merely to summarize, but to critically synthesize these disparate streams. This paper argues that 
the fundamental challenges faced by female sportscasters—particularly the pervasive credibility-
attractiveness paradox—are not isolated phenomena. Instead, they should be understood as 
a structural symptom produced by the dynamic and often antagonistic interplay between industrial 
power, cultural schemas, and agentic response. This section aims to unpack this interplay by 
proposing a new framework and charting a clear path for future research. 

To capture this complex dynamic, this article proposes an integrative model: the 'Triangle of 
Contested Performance.' At one vertex of this triangle is the Media-Industrial Structure, a powerful 
force field comprising the profit-driven logic of commercial broadcasting, institutionalized biases in 
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role assignment (Messner et al., 2000), and the technological architecture of media platforms. This 
structural pole dictates the material conditions of performance. At the second vertex lies the Socio-
Cultural Script, the deeply embedded, often contradictory, set of norms that include both enduring 
patriarchal expectations of femininity and the emergent, powerful demands for female competence 
driven by China’s unique developmental path. This cultural pole shapes 
the legibility and reception of a performance. The final vertex represents Individual and Collective 
Agency, encompassing the female sportscaster’s own strategic performance choices (Butler, 1993), 
her resistance tactics, and the increasingly influential voice of a digitally mediated audience. The 
professional identity of the female sportscaster is forged in the volatile center of this triangle, 
constantly negotiated in a state of tension. Their paradoxical situation arises because satisfying the 
demands of one vertex often leads to a penalty from another (a loss of professional credibility within 
the industry), a dynamic previous literature often described but didn't structurally explain. 

When viewed through this integrative model, several critical gaps in the literature and fruitful 
directions for future inquiry become starkly apparent. The first and most profound is a 
systematic neglect of intersectionality. The existing scholarship, both Western and Chinese, 
overwhelmingly treats 'female sportscasters' as a monolithic category. This epistemological 
simplification is a critical failure. As Crenshaw's foundational work on intersectionality illustrates, 
gender does not operate in a vacuum (Crenshaw, 1989); it is co-constructed with other axes of identity 
such as class, regional origin (urban vs. rural), and ethnicity, creating qualitatively different 
experiences of marginalization. This gap is so critical because a singular focus on gender risks 
misattributing all barriers to sexism alone, while ignoring how class privilege might grant some 
women easier access or how regional stereotypes might create additional hurdles for others. Future 
research must, therefore, explicitly adopt an intersectional lens to explore the compounded challenges 
and divergent strategies of women at these various social locations. 

Secondly, much of the research remains implicitly tethered to television as the primary 
platform, creating a significant gap in understanding today's platform-specific performance dynamics. 
The interactive, algorithm-driven world of platforms like Douyin or Weibo is not merely another 
channel; it constitutes an entirely new performing stage with its own rules, audiences, and pressures. 
The demands of constant self-branding, the precariousness of algorithmic visibility, and the intense 
emotional and digital labor of real-time community management add layers of complexity to the 
female sportscaster’s work that remain seriously under-theorized. These matters due to these 
platforms actively reshape the 'Triangle of Contested Performance' itself—for example, audience 
agency is amplified, yet the industrial structure (via algorithms) can enforce even more rigid, 
engagement-driven standards of femininity. Longitudinal studies that ethnographically track 
careers across these platforms are essential to grasp this new reality. 

Finally, and perhaps most critically for a global academic dialogue, this review reveals 
a theoretical gap concerning the conceptualization of non-Western agency. Western feminist media 
theory has, with good reason, often privileged overt, confrontational forms of political resistance as 
the gold standard of agency. However, as the discussion of the Chinese context suggests, this may 
not be the only, or indeed the most effective, mode of action. The subtle, culturally intelligent, and 
often 'soft' negotiation tactics employed by Chinese women can be easily misread by established 
theoretical lenses as mere complicity or false consciousness. There is a pressing need for more 
research that seriously theorizes these forms of 'tactical maneuvering,' not as a sign of failed 
resistance but as a sophisticated and often highly effective mode for navigating restrictive power 
structures. Developing such a theoretical vocabulary is crucial because failing to do so not only 
patronize the subjects of study but also perpetuates a form of theoretical imperialism, where only 
Western-style resistance is recognized as valid. Enriching our understanding of a globally more 
inclusive feminist media practice depends on it. 
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Conclusion 
 
This critical review has systematically synthesized and analyzed the extensive body of literature 
surrounding female sportscasters in China, arguing that their professional experiences can only be 
fully understood through an integrative framework attentive to the interplay of media structures, 
cultural scripts, and individual agency. By charting this complex terrain, this paper moves beyond a 
simplistic narrative of oppression to reveal a more nuanced story of constant negotiation, strategic 
performance, and contested professional identity. 

The analysis presented herein crystallizes several key findings. First, the professional lives of 
female sportscasters are fundamentally shaped by the pervasive 'credibility versus attractiveness' 
paradox, a structural condition built upon decades of gendered stereotypes. Second, this universal 
tension acquires profound complexity within the Chinese context, where patriarchal echoes collide 
with an emergent, assertive female subjectivity. Finally, the rise of new media has transformed this 
contested stage into a dynamic feedback loop, presenting both new avenues for empowerment and 
new vectors for harassment. 

By proposing the ‘Triangle of Contested Performance’ as a new analytical model, this review 
offers a contribution not only by synthesizing a fragmented field, but also by providing a more holistic 
tool for future study. Scholarship must move towards an intersectional approach, moving beyond 
gender as a monolithic category to explore its interplay with class and geography. It must 
also embrace platform-specific analyses, undertaking longitudinal and ethnographic research to 
understand the new forms of digital labor and agency unfolding on constantly evolving platforms. 
Most critically, the field requires a more sophisticated theorization of non-Western agency, 
recognizing and valuing the tactical, culturally specific forms of negotiation that challenge simplistic 
models of resistance. 

Ultimately, the ongoing struggles and strategic maneuvers of female sportscasters in China 
are more than just an industry-specific issue. They represent a crucial microcosm, a visual and public 
frontline where the broader societal tensions surrounding gender, tradition, and modernity in 
contemporary Asia are being visibly fought, negotiated, and incrementally redefined, one broadcast 
at a time. Pursuing this research agenda is not just an academic exercise; it is essential for a truly 
global and nuanced understanding of media and feminist practice in the 21st century. 
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