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On February 17, 2022, WNBA superstar Brittney Griner 
was detained in Russia for her alleged possession of cannabis 
oil. News of her detention overlapped with the 2022 Winter 
Olympics in Beijing, and then the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine, which 
commenced only one week later. Over 
the course of the year, Griner’s fate 
reflected the intersection of sports 
and politics in at least three ways. 
First, it spotlighted the ongoing 
geopolitical tensions between the 
United States and Russia, with many 
concluding that Vladimir Putin found 
Griner to be a useful pawn. Second, 
it amplified the “culture wars” within 
the United States, raising questions 
about the nation’s resolve to secure the 
safe release of a Black, openly queer 
woman. Third, it directed attention 
to the reason Griner was in Russia 
in the first place—that is, women 
professional athletes in the United 
States often find their most lucrative 
opportunities on foreign soil. Griner was finally released on 
December 8 in an exchange that allowed arms dealer Viktor 
Bout to return to Russia. Despite the good end-of-year news, 
the details of the release also exacerbated existing political 
tensions within the United States.

Brittney Griner’s story was bookended by two of the largest 
spectacles on the planet, beginning during the Winter 
Olympics and concluding during the FIFA Men’s World Cup. 

Few events could better encapsulate the 
convergence of politics and sports than 
the World Cup, and the list of issues 
is long. Critics balked at FIFA’s 2010 
decision to award the tournament to 
Qatar, a nation with little soccer tradition 
and a climate that made playing in the 
summer impossible. In the years after 
the announcement, the construction of 
stadium facilities relied on the exploitation 
of migrant laborers, thousands of 
whom have perished. By the time play 
commenced in 2022, attention turned 
to Qatar’s regressive policies toward 
women and the LGBTQ+ communities, 
symbolized by the stifling of any 
expression of solidarity with such groups. 

The oppressive summer heat in Qatar 
shifted the World Cup calendar to 

November and December, making it all but impossible for us 
to account for it substantively in this report. Moreover, our 
focus remains primarily on the United States. To be sure, the 
group play game between the United States and Iran evoked 
the legacy of a strained relationship between the two nations 

POLITICS IN SPORTS MEDIA IN 2022
Michael L. Butterworth, Natalie Brown-Devlin, and Jennifer McClearen

Above: U.S. Soccer Federation logo. 
Right: FIFA President Gianni Infantino flanked 
by Qatari Emir Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani and 
Russian President Vladimir Putin in 2018 Le
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In other words, the 
news for the NWSL, 
much as it is for 
other sports in the 
United States, is a 
variable and volatile 
mix of communities, 
identities, and 
representations, all of 
which show us sports’ 
ability to reflect and 
shape our politics.”

https://abcnews.go.com/US/timeline-brittney-griners-detention-russia-us-vows-secure/story?id=87925739
https://abcnews.go.com/US/timeline-brittney-griners-detention-russia-us-vows-secure/story?id=87925739
https://olympics.com/en/olympic-games/beijing-2022
https://olympics.com/en/olympic-games/beijing-2022
https://www.nytimes.com/news-event/ukraine-russia
https://www.msnbc.com/opinion/msnbc-opinion/brittney-griner-finally-free-vladimir-putins-pawn-rcna60769
https://www.msnbc.com/opinion/msnbc-opinion/brittney-griner-finally-free-vladimir-putins-pawn-rcna60769
https://www.newsweek.com/white-house-denies-brittney-griner-would-home-if-she-were-straight-man-1721936
https://www.newsweek.com/white-house-denies-brittney-griner-would-home-if-she-were-straight-man-1721936
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2022/07/02/sports/why-is-brittney-griner-russia-first-place-because-nba-does-not-do-enough-financially-help-wnba/
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2022/07/02/sports/why-is-brittney-griner-russia-first-place-because-nba-does-not-do-enough-financially-help-wnba/
https://abcnews.go.com/US/timeline-brittney-griners-detention-russia-us-vows-secure/story?id=87925739
https://abcnews.go.com/US/timeline-brittney-griners-detention-russia-us-vows-secure/story?id=87925739
https://firstandpen.com/brittney-griners-return-proves-politics-help-and-harm-black-women/
https://firstandpen.com/brittney-griners-return-proves-politics-help-and-harm-black-women/
https://www.fifa.com/fifaplus/en/tournaments/mens/worldcup/qatar2022
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2010/dec/02/world-cup-2022-qatar-winning-bid
https://www.theguardian.com/football/2010/dec/02/world-cup-2022-qatar-winning-bid
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2021/feb/23/revealed-migrant-worker-deaths-qatar-fifa-world-cup-2022
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2021/feb/23/revealed-migrant-worker-deaths-qatar-fifa-world-cup-2022
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/middle-east-and-north-africa/qatar/report-qatar/
https://www.espn.com/soccer/fifa-world-cup/story/4808018/world-cup-teams-abandon-onelove-armband-amid-fifa-row
https://www.espn.com/soccer/fifa-world-cup/story/4808018/world-cup-teams-abandon-onelove-armband-amid-fifa-row
https://www.cbssports.com/soccer/news/qatar-world-cup-2022-fifa-confirms-november-start-date-december-final/
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and spotlighted the unavoidable political terrain athletes must 
navigate on the global stage. Thus, even if the Men’s World 
Cup occupies little space within these pages, it nevertheless 
reminds us of the inseparability of politics and sports.

Back within the United States, soccer still provides an 
especially relevant context for situating our evaluation 
of sports and politics in 2022. Consider the National 
Women’s Soccer League (NWSL), a young organization both 
bolstering its prospects for long-term success and managing 
an ongoing scandal in which coaches and team leaders 
have engaged in or facilitated the abuse of athletes across 
the league. Following up on reports in 2021 of abusive 
behaviors from two coaches, about which we reported last 
year, former U.S. Attorney General Sally Yates produced 
a report in October 2022 detailing a stunning lack of 
protection of the NWSL’s players. As Yates described, “They 
did not institute the most basic of workplace protections. 
For most of the League’s history, there was no anti-
harassment policy, no anti-retaliation policy, and no anti-
fraternization policy. Nor were there independent reporting 
lines, coaching codes of conduct, or any guidelines regarding 
the due diligence necessary to hire a coach.”

The fallout from the Yates report has been wide ranging. 
NWSL Commissioner Lisa Baird had already resigned 
after the initial accusations were leveled in 2021. A year 
later, Merritt Paulson stepped down as the CEO of the 
Portland Thorns (and the MLS’s Timbers) and subsequently 
announced plans to sell the Thorns, the Board of Directors 
of the Chicago Red Stars removed chairman Arnim Whisler 
(who later announced his plans to sell his stake in the team), 
and the Orlando Pride fired head coach Amanda Cromwell. 
In December, the NWSL issued a report based on a joint 
investigation with the NWSL Players Association, confirming 
“widespread misconduct directed at NWSL players.” The full 
effects of these reports are likely to reverberate in the years 
to come, and star players such as Alex Morgan and Becky 
Sauerbrunn have led calls for more substantial consequences. 

The details of the Yates Report are troubling reminders that 
women in sports continue to face barriers and pressures that 
men do not experience in similarly systemic ways. More 
than being subjected to emotional and physical abuse, these 
athletes have been victimized by the lack of organizational 
resources and political capital required to facilitate their 

health and success. At the same time, however, the NWSL 
has forged ahead with resilience and some reason for 
optimism. The league appears sustainable in ways that 
previous professional soccer leagues in the United States 
have not been, evidenced by steady growth in attendance 
and television ratings. In Kansas City, the KC Current broke 
ground on a new downtown stadium, which will be the first 
stadium dedicated only to women’s soccer. And, just weeks 
after the release of the Yates Report, the NWSL championship 
game between Portland and Kansas City boasted the largest 
television audience in the league’s history. In other words, 
the news for the NWSL, much as it is for other sports in the 
United States, is a variable and volatile mix of communities, 
identities, and representations, all of which show us sports’ 
ability to reflect and shape our politics.

As with our inaugural report last year, we define politics 
broadly, focusing on the ways power and resources are 
acquired, distributed, and limited in and around sports in 
the United States. Thus, we are interested in both formal 
political contexts, such as elections and legislative debates, 
and the equally important deliberations concerning race, 
gender, sexuality, class, labor, economic development, 
the environment, and more. We also retain our focus on 
“mainstream sports media,” meaning that we are attending  
to electronic and broadcast outlets with the widest reach.  
For this report, we offer four sections:

1) Survey data that show how sports media consumers 
define and react to political content in sports.

2) Survey data that show how sports media consumers 
perceive leading sports media brands and their mix of 
sports and political content.

3) Content analysis of ESPN and Yahoo websites that 
reveal which political topics are most frequently featured 
in mainstream sports media.

4) Case study commentaries that provide critical 
evaluations of five stories featuring politics and sports.

Our research continues to identify a full spectrum of topics, 
issues, and controversies that define the relationship between 
politics and sports. We hope you will find them as engaging 
and thought-provoking as we have. ■

https://www.reuters.com/lifestyle/sports/fans-brace-politically-charged-us-iran-match-world-cup-2022-11-29/
https://utexas.app.box.com/s/bh28c03p7qa2baieo46cehefqlwopr7k
https://utexas.app.box.com/s/bh28c03p7qa2baieo46cehefqlwopr7k
https://defector.com/nwsl-report-reveals-systemic-abuse-institutional-failures/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/2022/10/11/merritt-paulson-steps-down-timbers-thorns-ceo-he-sell-next/10467545002/
https://theathletic.com/3956819/2022/12/01/nwsl-thorns-sale/
https://theathletic.com/3662332/2022/10/05/chicago-red-stars-remove-arnim-whisler-yates/
https://www.sportsbusinessjournal.com/Daily/Morning-Buzz/2022/12/06/red-stars-formally-for-sale.aspx#:~:text=NWSL%20Chicago%20Red%20Stars%20owner,team%22%20following%20the%20Yates%20report.
https://www.orlandosentinel.com/sports/orlando-pride-soccer/os-sp-orlando-pride-cromwell-fired-1011-20221010-mtpfep2okrhpjkfsqm5ttmtlpu-story.html
https://theathletic.com/4002142/2022/12/14/nwsl-pa-joint-investigation/
https://theathletic.com/4002142/2022/12/14/nwsl-pa-joint-investigation/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/sports/article/Alex-Morgan-calls-Portland-Thorns-response-to-17416312.php#:~:text=Morgan%20tweeted%20that%20the%20club's,their%20own%2C%E2%80%9D%20Morgan%20said.
https://en.as.com/soccer/becky-sauerbrunn-calls-for-removal-of-nwsl-owners-mentioned-in-yates-report-v/
https://en.as.com/soccer/becky-sauerbrunn-calls-for-removal-of-nwsl-owners-mentioned-in-yates-report-v/
https://www.proquest.com/openview/03ebb6ebf9443a9fbda1dfd69d388cf1/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750
https://www.kmbc.com/article/kansas-city-current-breaks-ground-on-new-stadium-berkley-riverfront-park/41550268
https://www.kmbc.com/article/kansas-city-current-breaks-ground-on-new-stadium-berkley-riverfront-park/41550268
https://theathletic.com/3751477/2022/11/01/nwsl-championship-viewership-record/
https://theathletic.com/3751477/2022/11/01/nwsl-championship-viewership-record/
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The primary purpose of this year’s survey was to gather 
data that delineates the topics seen in sports media that 
sports fans, themselves, perceive as also being political. 
Contextualizing how those who consume sports media 
perceive the intersection of sports and politics can help 
scholars unpack how fans understand and categorize certain 
high-profile sports stories. This data can also aid scholars 
in understanding sports fans’ perceptions of the extent to 
which sports and politics should mix, while uncovering key 
themes pertaining to the role that sports plays in the lives 
of various identity groups. Such examinations of audience 
perceptions can add to the ongoing debate 
about whether the two should mix, or 
whether they are, indeed, inseparable. 
Lastly, this data should aid scholars’ 
understanding of the layers of identity that 
fans possess, as these topics require them 
to navigate both their identity as a sports 
fan and their political identity, as well. 

Results from this year’s survey revealed 
that fans do perceive topics that scholars 
would also identify as political in nature. 
Similar to the inauguaral report results, 
participants rated issues that directly 
involve politics (i.e., athletes running for 
office, athlete protest policies, coverage of a 
politician’s fandom, etc.) as highly political 
types of content. This year, the issue of 
transgender rights was, again, noted as a top-ranked political 
topic in sports, moving into the second overall spot. For 
participants who self-identified as Republicans, the issue of 
transgender rights in sports was named the most political 
topic, and for participants who self-identified as Democrats, 
current or former athletes running for public office was 
identified as the most political topic. 

Notably, the World Cup’s ranking increased substantially 
compared to the previous year’s findings. Since the World 
Cup occurred later in the year, it is likely that the movement 
in the rankings are also due to a recency bias, as participants 
were likely exposed to World Cup coverage around the time 
of data collection. This year, the World Cup and the Olympics 
were nearly tied in their ratings, perhaps signaling that 
participants do respond to the frequency of coverage and the 
amount of political content that accompanies these mega-
events during Olympic/World Cup years.

Respondents were also asked whether they felt participants 
should share their political beliefs publicly on sports media 

platforms. Overall, 59.4% of participants felt that athletes 
should not share their political beliefs on sports media 
platforms, a slight increase from last year’s results  
(n = 56.5%). Broken down by party affiliation, 79.75%  
(n = 84.66%) of Republicans felt athletes should not share 
their political beliefs and 57.83% (n = 67.57%) of Democrats 
felt that athletes should be able to share their political beliefs. 
When comparing this year’s responses to the previous year’s 
report, it is noticeable that these slight differences suggest a 
potential trend toward slightly less polarization pertaining to 
this topic. 

Lastly, participants were asked to 
identify the top sports moment that 
occurred during 2022 that they felt 
was also political. Perhaps participants’ 
answers to this question highlighted 
most prominently how frames from 
various political media can influence 
how we consume and contextualize 
events in the sports media, as well. Both 
those who self-identified as Republicans 
and those who self-identified as 
Democrats agreed that events such as 
the World Cup and WNBA star Brittney 
Griner’s arrest in Russia were the most 
frequently cited political sports events 
of 2022. 

However, those with differing party affiliations also 
highlighted events that showcased notable differences 
that could, potentially, point to larger political media 
influences. Perhaps surprisingly, U.S. Senate candidate 
Herschel Walker’s candidacy in the 2022 Georgia Senate 
race was highlighted by those who identified as Democrats; 
however, despite the fact that Walker ran as a Republican, 
his candidacy was not highlighted by our Republican 
participants. Lastly, those who self-identified as Republicans 
highlighted LeBron James as a leading topic that intersected 
sports and politics, echoing a perception that he did not 
speak about labor practices in China that contribute to the 
production of Nike products. This storyline was not echoed 
by participants who self-identified as Democrats. 

Overall, this survey begins to provide some longitudinal 
data pertaining to the ways sports fans perceive key topics 
covered on sports media, thereby, further defining how the 
intersection of sports and politics is perceived by sports 
media consumers. ■

INTRODUCING SURVEY 1: AUDIENCE PERCEPTIONS 
OF POLITICAL CONTENT IN SPORTS MEDIA
Natalie Brown-Devlin

A campaign sign in Georgia 
for U.S. Senate candidate 
Herschel Walker
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https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/jun/13/impossible-to-keep-politics-out-of-sport-just-as-it-should-be
https://moody.utexas.edu/centers/sports-communication-media/politics-sports-media
https://news.yahoo.com/cannot-allow-ourselves-forget-brittney-111126845.html
https://news.yahoo.com/cannot-allow-ourselves-forget-brittney-111126845.html
https://news.yahoo.com/cannot-allow-ourselves-forget-brittney-111126845.html
https://news.yahoo.com/cannot-allow-ourselves-forget-brittney-111126845.html
https://www.si.com/nba/heat/miami-news/how-the-media-reacted-to-lebron-james-questioning-their-jobs-amid-jerry-jones-photo
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SURVEY 1:  
DEMOGRAPHICS OF SAMPLE

In order to examine the intersection of sports media and politics, this first survey analyzed 
the extent to which sports media viewers find certain sports-related topics to be political. 
Researchers surveyed 471 participants from the United States who self-identified as sports fans, 
using Prolific panel service in November 2022. Participants reported consuming sports-related 
content for approximately 10.3 hours a week, and reported consuming live sports content for 
approximately 8.5 hours per week. The charts below highlight the demographics of the sample. 

Age Range Sample Gender Identity

Political Party Identification Sample Racial Identity

FPO

Natalie Brown-Devlin, Josh Anderson, Qinyan Gao, Mackenzie Pike, and Jingyue Tao
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2022 SPORTS FAN PERCEPTIONS OF 
POLITICAL SPORTS MEDIA CONTENT 
Study participants were asked to rate a list of topics on a scale of “1 = Not Political at All” 
to “7 = Very Political” to evaluate whether certain topics covered in sports media were political 
in nature. Results found that topics directly involving politics (i.e., athletes running for office, 
athlete protest policies, coverage of a politician’s fandom, etc.) were viewed as highly political 
content. Similar to last year, participants rated transgender rights as one of the most political 
topics currently in sports, a topic that continued to receive much attention in various state 
legislatures during the past year. The issue of transgender rights was rated as the most “political” 
issue by those who identified as Republicans. Participants continued to rate transgender rights 
and the overarching politics of gender quite differently as gender was rated as more politically 
neutral. However, the 2022 results showcase that featured international sporting mega-
events do influence participants’ ratings. In 2022, the World Cup was rated as being similarly 
political in nature as the Olympic Games, a difference from last year’s results, which saw the 
Olympics being rated much more “political” in nature than the World Cup. It seems that viewers 
do respond to the frequency of coverage in Olympic/World Cup years and acknowledge the 
political content that is on display during these mega-events once the events occurred.

Do You Believe the Following Topics Are “Political” In Nature?
(1 = Not Political at All; 7 = Very Political)

https://moody.utexas.edu/centers/sports-communication-media/politics-sports-media
https://www.npr.org/2022/11/28/1138396067/transgender-youth-bills-trans-sports
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Republicans’ Top Sports Moments 

Democrats’ Top Sports Moments 

When examining the data by party identification, results continued to show differences 
in perceptions of the playing of the national anthem and displays of military appreciation 
and support. As they did last year, Democrats (n = 5.02) rated the playing of the national 
anthem to be much more political in nature than Republicans (n = 3.6), and Democrats 
also rated displays of military appreciation and support (n = 5.19) to be much more 
political than Republicans (n = 3.91). This year, sports teams’ support of social causes 
moved into the Top 5 (previously 7) rankings of the most “political” issues of 2022.
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For this year’s report, participants were also asked an open-ended question to identify the top 
“sports moment” of the past year that they felt was political in nature. Participant responses 
were then used to form a word cloud to better understand the apparent frequency with 
which certain events were highlighted by sports fans. Word clouds were also generated 
based on political party identification to better understand how this key social identity 
variable potentially influences how participants rate certain events from 2022. Notably, both 
Republicans and Democrats agreed that the 2022 World Cup was the marquee event of the 
year that featured the intersection of sports and politics. The political nature of the World 
Cup was also frequently contextualized by participants alongside FIFA’s decision to hold the
event in Qatar, despite that nation’s history of human rights abuses. This context was more 
often cited by those affiliated with the Democrat Party. Both Republicans and Democrats 
also contextualized the political nature of the event by citing the issues with the World Cup 
preventing athletes from wearing rainbow armbands in support of the LGBTQ community.
Both Democrats and Republicans mentioned athletes kneeling during the national anthem 
as a top moment in sports, a moment that was more frequently cited by those who identified 
as Republicans. Notably, 2022 did not see many athletes kneel during the national anthem 
compared to previous years, yet it remained entrenched in fans’ minds as a key intersection of 
sports and politics. Also, both Republicans and Democrats cited the detainment of WNBA star
Brittney Griner in Russia and Kyrie Irving’s antisemitic comments as key events in 2022.

Some differences by party identification were observed in the events that were notable in 
participants’ recollection of the year in sports. For instance, those who self-identified as 
Democrats cited various events that involved the COVID-19 vaccine, including the NBA’s 
COVID-19 vaccine mandate and the vaccine hesitancy of several notable athletes, including 
Aaron Rodgers, Kyrie Irving, and Novak Djokovic. For Democrats, they also cited the U.S. 
Senate candidacy of former running back Herschel Walker as a key moment of 2022. 

Remarkably, despite the fact that Walker ran as a Republican, his candidacy was not mentioned 
frequently by participants who identified as Republicans. Lastly, Republicans also mentioned 
LeBron James and his perceived silence on labor issues in China. This issue was not cited 
by any participant who identified as a Democrat. Interestingly, these results do suggest 
that key narratives from political media that seemingly lean to a specific political ideology 
perhaps also influence sports fans’ perceptions of key sports-related stories, as well. 

https://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/qatars-tarnished-world-cup
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/qatars-tarnished-world-cup
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/23/sports/soccer/german-player-protest-armbands-world-cup.html
https://news.yahoo.com/cannot-allow-ourselves-forget-brittney-111126845.html
https://news.yahoo.com/cannot-allow-ourselves-forget-brittney-111126845.html
https://www.espn.com/nba/story/_/id/35061823/kyrie-irving-apologizes-deeply-questionable-sunday
https://www.cbssports.com/nba/news/nba-wont-have-covid-19-vaccine-mandate-for-2022-23-season-per-report
https://www.cbssports.com/nba/news/nba-wont-have-covid-19-vaccine-mandate-for-2022-23-season-per-report
https://www.espn.com/espn/story/_/id/33168664/survey-shows-fans-vary-how-think-kyrie-irving-aaron-rodgers-novak-djokovic-handled-covid-19-vaccination-status
https://www.cbsnews.com/live-updates/election-2022-georgia-senate-results-raphael-warnock-herschel-walker-2022-11-08
https://www.si.com/nba/heat/miami-news/how-the-media-reacted-to-lebron-james-questioning-their-jobs-amid-jerry-jones-photo
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ATHLETES AND SHARING OF 
POLITICAL BELIEFS
All participants were asked a binary yes/no question: “Do you think athletes should 
share their political beliefs publicly on sports media platforms?” Overall, a majority of 
the sample (n = 59.4%) replied that athletes should not share their political beliefs on 
sports media platforms, a slight increase from last year’s response (n = 56.5%). When 
examined by party identification, results reveal a clear distinction in the opinions of 
Republicans and Democrats on this issue. A resounding 79.75% of Republicans do 
not support athletes sharing their political beliefs, while 57.36% of Democrats do 
support athletes sharing their beliefs. A majority of those who identify as Independents 
(n= 59.83%) also do not support athletes sharing their political beliefs publicly. 

Sharing beliefs by political party
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Participants were also asked why they did or did not feel athletes should share their 
beliefs publicly on sports media platforms. Their open-ended responses were used to 
generate two word clouds by party identification. The word cloud generated from Democrats’ 
responses featured keywords such as “right,” “able,” “believe,” and “free,” which highlights the 
fact that they were, generally, more supportive of athletes using their platforms to express 
their thoughts on political subjects. As one Democratic participant stated, “These people 
are human beings who put their bodies on the line for our entertainment. Who are we to 
tell them when and how they should speak up? That being said, actions have consequences 
and if there is backlash due to their opinion, they should be prepared to handle it.” 

 
The word cloud generated from Republicans’ responses featured keywords, such as  
“game,” “play,” “opinions,” and “enjoy,” which highlights the fact that they generally 
preferred that athletes separate their personal beliefs from the playing of the sport, 
preferring that political beliefs and sports remain separate for game enjoyment purposes. 
One Republican participant stated, “A large majority of fans just want to enjoy the game 
and not be lectured to or be made to watch a political campaign speech etc. Sports fans 
like me just want to be entertained by the game and focus on the sport itself.”

Republicans’ Responses 

Democrats’ Responses 
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VIEWER PERCEPTIONS OF THE OVERLAP 
BETWEEN POLITICS AND SPORTS MEDIA 
Participants were also asked another open-ended question that requested that they 
reflect on what is good and/or bad about politics and sports mixing. In order to examine 
responses, two word clouds were generated that highlight the most frequently used 
terms in participants’ responses. One word cloud was generated for sports fans who 
identified as Republicans and another for sports fans who identified as Democrats. 

The word cloud generated from Democratic participants’ responses featured keywords 
such as “platform,” “important,” “influence,” and “support.” Also, the keyword “good” was 
used more frequently than “bad,” highlighting that Democrats were more likely to view 
the mixing of sports and politics more positively. For instance, one Democratic participant 
stated, “I think what is good of this is that athletes, who have a very large platform, are able 
to advocate for what they believe is right. This can highlight social and political issues that 
may have grassroots support, but not high-level attention. At the same time, this platform 
can be abused, and lead to poor outcomes if athletes are advocating for dangerous ideas.”

Democrats’ Responses 



SECOND ANNUAL POLITICS IN SPORTS MEDIA REPORT  |   12

Republicans’ Responses 

The word cloud generated from Republican participants’ responses featured keywords such as 
“game,” “entertainment,” “away,” and “escape,” highlighting that Republicans tended to prefer 
a separation between sports and political content. Also, Republicans generally contextualized 
their answer with the keyword “bad” more frequently than “good,” highlighting the idea 
that they generally view the mixing of sports and politics more negatively than Democrats. 
Republican participants frequently cited sports providing them with a sense of escapism from 
the weighty issues of politics. For instance, one Republican participant stated, “I think it is very 
bad, sports was a place we could all come together and cheer for our favorite team now even 
that is divided. I feel sports was a place to escape from real world problems and now it’s just 
another place I have to deal with it. Keep sports out of politics. If an athlete was to support a 
cause do it on their own time, call a press conference and support all you want off the field.”
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Bookended by two key mega-sporting events, 2022 
opened with the Olympic Games in Beijing, ended with 
the World Cup in Qatar, and featured a plethora of gripping 
headlines in the interim. From WNBA star Brittney Griner’s 
arrest, detainment, and release in Russia to former Heisman 
Trophy winning running back Herschel Walker running for 
a U.S. Senate seat in Georgia, the intersection of sports and 
politics certainly commanded sports media’s headlines. How 
each leading sports brand covers such stories can influence 
audiences’ perceptions of the brand, itself, as was seen in our 
inaugural report.

For sports media brands, many argue that the intersection  
of sports and politics is an unavoidable, inseparable pairing.  
As Dr. Muqtedar Khan, professor from the University of 
Delaware surmised, “Politics is as much a part of sports as 
it is a part of life.” Perhaps no year signaled the importance 
of this paring for sports media outlets more than a year that 
was marked by two, large, international sporting events, as 
the connection between international sports and nationalism 
has been well documented by scholars. Coverage included 
Olympic skier Eileen Gu switching her country affiliation 
from the U.S. to China for the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics 
and FIFA outlawing European teams from wearing armbands 
as a sign of support for the LGBTQ community during a World 
Cup hosted by a country that deems homosexuality illegal. 

Given the stories outlined above, perhaps it is not surprising 
that sports coverage often incidentally exposes audiences to 
political content in their coverage, as the two are undoubtedly 
linked. Yet, how sports media brands cover these topics 
can have large influences on how their overall brands are 
perceived by audiences. As noted in last year’s report, perhaps 
no other sports media brand has endured as much ire and 
accusations of bias as ESPN. Yet, scholars have also noticed 
that while a sports media brand can be impacted, one’s feeling 
toward the brand might not actually influence their media 
consumption habits. Peterson and Muñoz (2022) examined 
audience perceptions of ESPN, finding that exposure 
to political media influenced sports media consumers’ 
perceptions of the top sports media brand. However, the 
authors noted that despite having politicized attitudes about 
the company, participants did not necessarily watch ESPN 
less often, as those who are motivated to watch sports will 
continue to tune in. 

While ESPN clearly has received significant attention 
elsewhere, this report seeks to provide more thorough analysis 
of the sports media landscape by conducting an annual 
analysis of six top sports media brands: ESPN, NBC Sports, 
CBS Sports, FOX Sports, Yahoo Sports, and Bleacher Report. 

Results showed that trends observed from the prior year’s 
report largely continued, as ESPN continued to be ranked 
highest in terms of the journalistic ideals of Credibility, 
Accuracy, and Trustworthiness by the overall sample. 
Notably, these rankings do appear to be influenced by one’s 
political party affiliation, as those participants who self-
identified as Republicans rated Fox Sports highest in terms  
of Credibility, Accuracy, and Trustworthiness. 

Participants continued to rank most sports networks fairly 
neutrally in terms of their perceived bias, naming Fox 
Sports as the most “biased” sports media brand, a result 
driven primarily by those who self-identified as Democrats 
or Independents. Participants also continued to perceive 
FOX Sports as the most “Conservative” sports media brand; 
however, this year, participants rated ESPN (rather than NBC 
Sports) as the most “Liberal” sports media brand. Overall, 
these results continue to provide insight into how layers 
of one’s identity, namely political and sports affiliations, 
influence overall media perceptions. ■

INTRODUCING SURVEY 2: AUDIENCE 
PERCEPTIONS OF SPORTS MEDIA BRANDS 
Natalie Brown-Devlin

Team USA is introduced at the Opening Ceremony 
of the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics.
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https://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/sports/beijing-winter-olympics/2022-winter-olympics-recap-revisit-the-biggest-ups-and-downs-of-beijing/2817867/
https://theathletic.com/3979829/2022/12/08/migrant-worker-death-qatar-2022/
https://www.cnn.com/2022/12/12/us/brittney-griner-us-arrival-monday/index.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/12/06/herschel-walker-senate/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/12/06/herschel-walker-senate/
https://utexas.app.box.com/s/wfdx2a3rm5plpeuivr14dk36wmv428af
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2021/jun/13/impossible-to-keep-politics-out-of-sport-just-as-it-should-be
https://www.sportanddev.org/en/article/news/why-sport-always-political
https://www.sportanddev.org/en/article/news/why-sport-always-political
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15205436.2013.822519?casa_token=8DfQOuq8FJQAAAAA%3APC_Yyzt6Uych7aqRe53bVCyX3wCuro5s9NHp_Q5Rx-aG5KDqEJNTqslIAXG7qkG_60d6p37n_n3fGg
https://www.espn.com/olympics/story/_/id/33160624/olympics-2022-freeski-star-eileen-gu-delicate-balancing-act-china-us
https://time.com/6235503/one-love-armband-qatar-world-cup/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10714421.2020.1853491?journalCode=gcrv20
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2167479517739835
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10584609.2022.2039979
https://utexas.app.box.com/s/wfdx2a3rm5plpeuivr14dk36wmv428af
https://utexas.app.box.com/s/wfdx2a3rm5plpeuivr14dk36wmv428af
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SURVEY 2:  
DEMOGRAPHICS OF SAMPLE 

In order to measure sports fans’ perceptions of top sports media brands, researchers 
surveyed 447 participants from the United States who self-identified as sports fans, using 
Prolific panel service in November 2022. Participants reported consuming sports-related 
content for approximately 11.55 hours a week, and reported consuming live sports content for 
approximately 9.60 hours per week. The charts below highlight the demographics of the sample. 

Age Range

Racial Identification

Gender Identity Labels

Political Party Identification

Natalie Brown-Devlin, Josh Anderson, Qinyan Gao, Mackenzie Pike, and Jingyue Tao



SECOND ANNUAL POLITICS IN SPORTS MEDIA REPORT  |   15

VIEWERS’ EVALUATIONS OF SPORTS MEDIA
Participants also evaluated six top sports media brands (ESPN, Fox Sports, Bleacher Report, 
CBS Sports, NBC Sports, and Yahoo Sports) in terms of their perceived credibility, accuracy, and 
trustworthiness. Overall, participants continued to rate ESPN the highest in terms of credibility 
(n = 5.37), accuracy (n = 5.28), and trustworthiness (n = 5.08). When examining the evaluations by 
political party, results followed trends similar to last year’s results, as Republicans tended to be more 
favorable of Fox Sports, ranking it highest in terms of credibility (n = 5.33), accuracy (n = 5.25), and 
trustworthiness (n = 4.98). Democrats and Independents ranked ESPN highest in all three areas.

Credibility by Political Party 
(1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree)

Accuracy by Political Party 
(1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree)

Trustworthiness by Political Party 
(1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree) 
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VIEWER EVALUATIONS OF SPORTS 
MEDIA POLITICAL CONTENT
Participants also rated six top sports media brands (ESPN, Fox Sports, Bleacher Report,  
CBS Sports, NBC Sports, and Yahoo Sports) in terms of their perception of politically biased 
content, political leanings, and the frequency with which they feature political content. 
Participants were asked to evaluate whether each sports media brand was biased in their 
reporting (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree). Consistent with last year’s results, 
participants continued to score each media network rather neutrally, with participants rating 
most media brands around the scale’s neutral midpoint. When examining perceptions of bias 
according to participants’ party identification, Democrats still rated Fox Sports as the most biased 
(n = 4.41) and Republicans rated ESPN as the most biased (n = 4.31). 

Bias by Party 
(1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree)

Political Leaning 
(1 = Very Liberal; 7 = Very Conservative)

Participants also rated each sports media brand in terms of their perception of the brands’ 
political leaning, with 1 = Very Liberal and 7 = Very Conservative. Overall, Fox Sports was rated 
as the most Conservative-leaning brand (n = 4.99) and this year, ESPN replaced NBC Sports as 
the most Liberal-leaning brand (n = 3.30). 
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Participants also rated each sports media brand in terms of their perception of the 
frequency with which they feature political content. Overall, participants, again, scored each 
media brand rather neutrally, with most media brands being rated around the scale’s neutral 
midpoint. ESPN was rated as having the highest perceived political content frequency (n =3.82), 
however, there was minimal observed difference in participants’ ratings of this measure. 

Political Content Frequency 
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Sports and Politics Mix 
(1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree)

SHOULD POLITICS AND SPORTS MIX? 
Participants rated their level of agreement with a series of statements intended to evaluate 
their perceptions of the intersection of sports media and politics, with 1 = Strongly disagree 
and 7 = Strongly agree. Results showed that, overall, Republicans were strongly in favor of 
sports and politics not mixing (n = 5.73), compared to Democrats (n = 3.71). Democrats (n = 
4.94) rated the idea of athletes speaking about politics more highly than Republicans (n = 3.19). 
Republicans were not supportive of sports media covering athlete/coach protests, whether the 
protest occurred during a game (n = 2.77) or outside of a game/event (n = 2.63). Republicans 
also rated the idea of sports teams prohibiting athletes from engaging with political content 
(n = 4.39) more highly than Democrats (n = 2.90). All participants, regardless of political 
party identification, seemed generally unsupportive of sports media covering athletes or 
coaches engaging in the overt, political act of endorsing a particular political candidate. 
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content 
analysis 
of sports 
media 
coverage
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After the completion of the inaugural report, it was 
clear that for subsequent years, an additional component 
was needed to truly unpack the connection between politics 
and sports: a content analysis of sports media coverage. 
While the survey methodology allows for the understanding 
of how audiences perceive the connection between sports 
media and political content, a content analysis helps reveal 
how frequently political content is featured on sports media 
websites. 

Overall, results showed that the connection between sports 
and politics is, perhaps, inseparable in sports media coverage, 
as ESPN featured political stories on their homepage 91 out 
of the overall 114 days (n = 79.8%) included in our analysis 
timeframe, and Yahoo Sports featured political stories on 
their homepage 96 days out of the overall 114 days (n = 
84.2%) included in our analysis timeframe. These results 
suggest that the vast majority of days will feature some 
level of political content on these respective sports media 
websites. This result supports previous work that highlights 
that sports media viewers are incidentally exposed to
political content through the sports media. 

While results also seemed to show that both ESPN and Yahoo 
featured content that was political in nature similarly in 
frequency, the content topics they featured displayed some key 
differences between the two sports media brands. First, stories 
covering the development and controversy surrounding the 
LIV Golf Tour ranked, overall, as a top 3 story of 2022. This 
ranking was largely driven by Yahoo Sports’ coverage, as the 
website featured a story about the LIV Golf Tour for 29 days 
of the analysis timeframe, and ESPN featured a story about 
the LIV Golf Tour for only 14 days of the analysis timeframe. 
Perhaps important to note here is that in 2022, the PGA Tour 
entered into a new 9-year agreement that would broadcast 
their PGA Tour Live on ESPN’s ESPN+ streaming service.
Thus, ESPN would appear to have little motivation to provide 
frequent coverage to a potential rival to the PGA Tour. 

Once the actual content on these sports websites was 
analyzed, it provided compelling context through which we 
can reanalyze the survey results. Overall, results showed that 

topics participants ranked fairly low in terms of their political 
nature primarily drove ESPN’s coverage. ESPN’s coverage was 
much more driven by articles pertaining to the business of 
sports, including sports team hiring practices, athlete contract 
negotiations, etc. Conversely, Yahoo Sports featured stories 
that participants deemed highly political more frequently 
than ESPN. Yahoo Sports showcased headlines pertaining to 
race, athlete advocacy, athlete protest policies, and corruption 
more frequently than ESPN.

Content analysis results also provided additional context 
through which we can analyze and interpret the qualitative 
survey data, as well. The Yahoo Sports homepage included 
stories related to the playing of the national anthem on only 
two days of our analysis timeframe and ESPN did not feature 
any headlines related to the playing of the national anthem. 
This result provides remarkable context given that word 
cloud results from Survey 1 visualized that participants 
continue to perceive national anthem protests to be salient 
when asked to consider the intersection between sports 
and politics. Clearly, the salience that exists in participants’ 
minds persists regardless of a lack of media coverage. Other 
stories participants frequently recounted in survey data such 
as the World Cup, the Olympics, and Brittney Griner’s arrest, 

INTRODUCING A SPORTS MEDIA CONTENT ANALYSIS: 
DOES THE FREQUENCY OF POLITICAL CONTENT 
ALIGN WITH AUDIENCE PERCEPTIONS? 
Natalie Brown-Devlin

U.S. Flag at the University of Nebraska’s 
Red-White Spring Game in April 2022
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https://utexas.app.box.com/s/wfdx2a3rm5plpeuivr14dk36wmv428af
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10714421.2020.1853491?journalCode=gcrv20
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10714421.2020.1853491?journalCode=gcrv20
https://golfweek.usatoday.com/2022/07/15/espn-plus-subscription-price-going-up-pga-tour-live/
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CONTENT ANALYSIS 

In order to examine the political content featured by two top sports media brands, ESPN and  
Yahoo Sports, researchers content analyzed all headlines highlighted on the brands’ homepages.  
A random date generator was used to derive a sample of 114 dates from January 1, 2022 to  
December 11, 2022. The list of dates that were utilized for analysis is included in an Appendix A.  
After obtaining the dates, researchers utilized the Wayback Machine to capture the homepage of both 
ESPN.com and sports.yahoo.com for each respective date. Given that the Wayback Machine captures 
multiple versions of websites each day, researchers captured the first version that was logged after noon. 

Researchers utilized the political content topics featured from Survey 1 to develop a codebook 
for analysis. This allowed researchers to determine the frequency of which sports media brands 
covered the topics participants perceived as “highly political” on their homepages. Each topic was 
coded with a binary “present” or “not present” code, which would tell researchers that the topic 
was, indeed, included on the homepage in some form on that respective day. It is important to note 
that the analysis was conducted to denote the presence or absence of a given topic on each day and 
a total frequency count of stories that may have been featured with that topic was not tallied. 

Overall, results determined that Yahoo 
Sports featured political stories on their 
homepage 96 days out of the overall 
114 days examined (n = 84.2%) and 
ESPN featured political stories on their 
homepage 91 out of the overall 114 days 
examined (n = 79.8%). As such, Yahoo 
Sports included slightly more political 
content during the course of the year. 

Political Story Included on Homepage 

Logos for ESPN and Yahoo Sports
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Natalie Brown-Devlin, Josh Anderson, Qinyan Gao, Mackenzie Pike, and Jingyue Tao

https://utexas.box.com/shared/static/ble29f8plu6r7u70g6h7h5rfi8phwibe.png
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The researchers also analyzed the data by month for both Yahoo Sports and ESPN, determining 
that, for the most part, the two websites mirror one another’s editorial decisions, as the trend 
lines appear quite similar, overall. Both websites saw a peak in political content in March, with 
Yahoo featuring political stories on their homepage 12 days and ESPN featuring political stories 
for 11 days. March likely saw a higher frequency, as the month included many athlete contract 
negotiations in various sports. One month, in particular, saw a very different trend in the 
coverage of topics related to sports and politics: October. Yahoo Sports covered topics that were 
political in nature for 10 days of the analysis period and ESPN covered topics that were political 
in nature for only 5. Interestingly, while the two websites generally seemed to trend quite 
similarly in overall coverage of political topics, the topics covered varied widely, as Yahoo Sports 
led with stories that featured topics of race and the LIV Golf Tour. ESPN, on the other hand, 
featured stories mostly related to athlete contract negotiations and sports team hiring practices. 
Notably, when combined with results from Survey 1, Yahoo Sports seemed to feature stories 
that were deemed highly political by participants in the results from Survey 1 more frequently 
than ESPN, as they featured issues related to race, athlete advocacy, athlete protest policies, 
and corruption more frequently than ESPN. A table that highlights the frequency with which 
each topic was covered by ESPN and Yahoo Sports by month is also provided in Appendix B. 

Political Story Included on Homepage 

https://utexas.box.com/shared/static/nl2fjak29bnmbig3zac0go7a2c8tby97.png


SECOND ANNUAL POLITICS IN SPORTS MEDIA REPORT  |   23

Next, we examined the frequency of dates in which certain topics were featured on either homepage. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, the topic featured most often on both websites included “Coverage of 
International Sports,” which included stories on the World Cup, Olympics, and other international 
sporting events. Next, the topic of sports team hiring practices was the second most frequently featured 
topic on both websites. This topic included any hiring change related to coaching staff, athletes, etc., 
and was understandably a topic frequently covered by the sports media. The third most frequently 
covered topic, overall, was the LIV Golf Tour, driven primarily by Yahoo Sports’ coverage. 

Note, the following items were included in coding analysis, but were found not to be featured on either 
website during the year: “Advertising during sporting events,” “Dallas Cowboys partnership with Black Rifle 
Coffee Company,” “Military appreciation,” “Politician’s attendance at a sporting event,” “Sports team support 
of charities,” “sports reporter bias,” and “sustainability policies.” Thus, they were removed from analysis charts 
to conserve space. A monthly breakdown of the topics included on each website is included in Appendix B. 

Results showcased that the World Cup received more coverage in 2022 than the Olympics, which 
is understandable given that the event occurred later in the year. When broken down by month, it 
is clear that coverage of the World Cup also included qualifying matches and other team and event-
related news leading up to the event. When examining coverage of all international sporting events, it’s, 
again, clear that the Olympics and World Cup drove the headlines for 2022. (Note: Due to publication 
timelines, the entire month of December was unable to be included for analysis, which likely explains 
the November to December decrease despite the fact that the World Cup was still occurring). 

Political Story Included on Homepage by Month 

https://utexas.box.com/shared/static/nl2fjak29bnmbig3zac0go7a2c8tby97.png


SECOND ANNUAL POLITICS IN SPORTS MEDIA REPORT  |   24

World Cup Story Frequency

International Sports Stories by Month
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As previously mentioned, the coverage around the development of the LIV Golf Tour was ranked 
in the top 3 overall in terms of coverage frequency. When broken down by month, it is clear that 
the coverage was consistently driven by Yahoo Sports, rather than ESPN. Perhaps important 
to note is that the PGA Tour does maintain a relationship with ESPN, as the tour entered into 
a 9-year deal with ESPN in 2022 to move PGA Tour Live to the ESPN+ streaming platform. 

LIV Golf Stories by Month

https://golfweek.usatoday.com/2022/07/15/espn-plus-subscription-price-going-up-pga-tour-live/
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Survey data and content analysis of politics in American 
sports provide us with a broad picture of the political pulse of 
2022. To add nuance and depth to some of the report’s other 
findings, we round out the report with a series of five case 
studies that allow us to delve into a few of the stories that 
have bubbled to the surface of public discourse this year.

The authors of the case studies use the critical tradition of 
academic research to investigate political, economic, and 
social power in sports. Each author recognizes that sports are 
a microcosm of the larger political ecosystem and that it is 
important to understand the nuance and specificities of these 
cases in depth. According to sports scholar Daniel Grano, 
context is important because any study focusing on a specific 
object or problem, like the stereotype of Black athletes as 
criminals, must consider the “larger relations between social 
forces” impacting that stereotype. In the case of the Black 
criminal stereotype, this might include “racial pseudosciences, 
mass imprisonment, reality TV, policing, drug politics, [and] 
league disciplinary structures.”

Each case study analyzes the use, abuse, or challenge of power 
in various sports media and cultural contexts. Because, as 
media scholar Douglas Kellner puts it, “media spectacles 
demonstrate who has power and who is powerless, who is 
allowed to exercise force and violence, and who is not.” Power 
can be understood in a number of intersecting ways, including 
social, political, economic, legal, hard, and soft, and so on. 

The first two case studies examine how financial deals 
impact the politics of the multi-billion-dollar global sports 
industry. In their essay, “Branding Coffee and Conservative 

 
INTRODUCING THE CRITICAL CASE STUDIES 
Jennifer McClearen 

The case studies in 
this year’s report each 
interrogate how sports have 
become a battleground for 
political power struggles 
over issues of ideological 
importance that continue 
to influence the identities, 
communities, and material 
conditions of our lives.”

Message in opposition of the 2022 Winter Olympics in Beijing, China
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https://pages.gseis.ucla.edu/faculty/kellner/essays/culturalstudiesmulticulturalism.pdf
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Politics with the Dallas Cowboys,” Michael Butterworth 
and Olivia Gellar analyze the NFL team’s partnership with 
Black Rifle Coffee Company (BRCC), a business that openly 
aligns itself with conservative politics like MAGA, white 
male victimhood, and gun rights activism. The partnership 
between the NFL and BRCC, according to Butterworth and 
Gellar, is an example of the larger trend of businesses taking 
political positions through their brand messaging. But the 
authors express concern about the Dallas team’s financial ties 
to a company that sells an “AK-47 Espresso” in the aftermath 
of a mass shooting at a Texas elementary school.

“Sportswashing and the LIV Golf Tour,” a case study by 
Kathryn Hartzell, scrutinizes how soft power—i.e., coercion 
rather than force—operates at the global nexus of politics and 
business. She discusses how Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment 
Fund bankrolled the creation of a new professional golf tour 

as an example of sportswashing. Sportswashing refers to 
the practice of governments investing in sporting events 
such as LIV in order to boost their countries’ international 
standing, no matter the cost. Hartzell’s essay contends that 
sportswashing is notorious for concealing human rights 
abuse and cautions us to question how these business-
government partnerships operate.

The majority of the case studies look at coercive power 
rather than forceful power. The essay on Brittney Griner’s 
wrongful detention in Russia, on the other hand, also 
discusses hard power, which refers to military intervention 
or police force. In the “The Underwhelming Coverage of 
#FreeBrittenyGriner,” Lily Kunda and I show how the WNBA 
player is both a pawn in global politics and a victim of an 
apathetic American public that has done little to demand 
her release. Hard power can be used to physically imprison 
someone, but the Griner essay also argues that social power 
influences the American media’s decision that a Black, queer 
sportswoman’s freedom is not worthy of coverage or concern. 

Michael Butterworth also analyzes the power of national 
identity on the global stage in his case study, “Eileen Gu and 
American Exceptionalism in China.” The freestyle skier made 
waves at the 2022 Winter Olympics in Beijing by winning 
three gold medals while representing China rather than the 
United States. Butterworth argues that Gu was chastised in 
the American media because she posed a threat to America’s 
global dominance. American exceptionalism seeks to 
preserve the soft power of the United States’ influence in 
global culture and sports, which explains why American 
media were quick to criticize Gu’s decision to represent China 
rather than the United States. 

The final case study investigates the role of the American 
judicial system in the struggle for dominance between 
conservative and progressive politics. “Sports and Religion 
Intersect at the Supreme Court,” by Nathaniel Repay, 
considers the case of a high school coach who was suspended 
by a local school board for publicly praying at football games. 
Instead of citing the principle of separation of church and 
state, the conservative-leaning Supreme Court ruled that 
the coach’s suspension was unjust because it violated his 
religious freedom. Repay contends that sports is another 
social space where the competing political tensions between 
the separation of church and state and religious freedom 
jockey for power. 

The case studies in this year’s report each interrogate how 
sports have become a battleground for political power 
struggles over issues of ideological importance that continue 
to influence the identities, communities, and material 
conditions of our lives. ■

Tennis legend Serena Williams competes in her 
final match, at the 2022 U.S. Open in New York.
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On July 5, 2022, the Dallas Cowboys announced 
a corporate partnership with the Black Rifle Coffee 
Company (BRCC). Evoking the patriotic sentiments of 
the Independence Day holiday, team owner Jerry Jones 
praised the opportunity to support the company’s mission: 
“another veteran employed, another first-responder 
receiving support, or another community event to help 
adaptive military athletes thrive in the civilian world.” The 
Cowboys’ Twitter feed followed with a 30-second video 
introducing the partnership, posting, “#CowboysNation, 
please welcome America’s Coffee to America’s Team.” The 
Cowboys are among sports’ most visible brands and there 
is a well-established synergy between the National Football 
League and the United States military, so the partnership 
with a “mission-driven premium coffee company founded to 
support veterans, active-duty military, and first responders” 
might seem obvious. Yet, this corporate partnership depends 
on promoting values that purportedly correspond with 
sports’ claim to “unity” without questioning the symbolic 
choices that actually mask or undermine those values.

BRCC is not merely a pro-veteran caffeine-provider; it is a 
self-consciously political brand, built on the premise that 
one’s choice in coffee roaster might correspond with one’s 

political worldview. BRCC was founded by veteran Evan 
Hafer in 2014 as a counter to the ubiquitous Starbucks. 
More than offering an alternative roast, Hafer presented an 
alternative lifestyle. In contrast to the “implicitly liberal, 
urban, cosmopolitan and mildly pretentious” Seattle-based 
chain, Black Rifle appeals to the “blue-collar, above-average 
income, some college-educated, some self-made type people.” 
As the The New York Times Magazine describes, “The 
company billed itself as pro-military, pro-law enforcement 
and ‘anti-hipster.’ Early customers could download a 
shooting target from the company’s Facebook page that 
featured a bowtied man with a handlebar mustache. Its early 
coffees included the Silencer Smooth roast and the AK-47 
Espresso blend.”

The Black Rifle lifestyle overlaps with other contemporary 
opportunities for consumers to “play soldier.” In the past 
twenty years, as sports leagues like the NFL have promoted 
spectacular displays of militarism, citizens have sought 
other ways to experience the military vicariously: whether it 
is the “battlefield playground” of lifestyle sports, the “solider 
in all of us” in war-themed video games, or the “affective 
participation” made possible through “military chic” fashion 
choices, American consumers can simulate and wear a 

BRANDING COFFEE AND CONSERVATIVE 
POLITICS WITH THE DALLAS COWBOYS
Michael L. Butterworth and Olivia S. Gellar

AT&T Stadium in Arlington, Texas
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https://www.cnbc.com/2022/07/07/dallas-cowboys-criticized-for-partnership-with-gun-themed-coffee-company-.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/07/07/dallas-cowboys-criticized-for-partnership-with-gun-themed-coffee-company-.html
https://www.dallasnews.com/sports/cowboys/2022/07/05/dallas-cowboys-called-tone-deaf-after-announcing-partnership-with-black-rifle-coffee/
https://www.dallasnews.com/sports/cowboys/2022/07/05/dallas-cowboys-called-tone-deaf-after-announcing-partnership-with-black-rifle-coffee/
https://twitter.com/dallascowboys/status/1544335299597070336
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0193723513515889
https://www.blackriflecoffee.com/pages/brcc-press-release-travis-pastrana
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/14/magazine/black-rifle-coffee-company.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/14/magazine/black-rifle-coffee-company.html
https://academic.oup.com/edited-volume/44432/chapter-abstract/375504993?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.routledge.com/Militainment-Inc-War-Media-and-Popular-Culture/Stahl/p/book/9780415999786
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EZ4bW4qD3b8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EZ4bW4qD3b8
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10570314.2018.1536802?casa_token=RHasYjAXvY8AAAAA%3AvTbmsG4uqBERpQyBTMjYXj_aSYzT1naKLDj7dnKLJJVDRcpioOa16bIWeWLSnrBzh7QVcKWK9DA
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military identity not as a form of service but as an aesthetic 
expression. In the case of BRCC, 15 percent of their annual 
sales come from merchandise, much of it bearing the “Stars 
and Stripes” and conspicuous images of guns.

Similar to how the rise of the Starbucks lifestyle coincided 
with substantial cultural and economic shifts in the 1980s 
and 1990s, BRCC appears responsive to contemporary 
cultural and economic instability, and its founders were 
all too eager to take sides in the “culture wars” if it meant 
they could affirm the military and build a lucrative brand 
at the same time. Although Hafer did reject any support 
for Kyle Rittenhouse, who had been photographed wearing 
a Black Rifle t-shirt, and Eric Munchel, who wore a Black 
Rifle baseball cap during the January 6 insurrection, he 
otherwise seems mystified that anyone might accuse him of 
stoking the flames of white, male victimhood. Yet, Hafer has 
mocked Starbucks for hiring Syrian refugees, gladly appears 
with the talking heads of Fox News, and actively aligned 
his company’s brand with Trump and MAGA. It “endorsed 
Trump’s Muslim ban and bought Google ads based on 
searches for ‘Covfefe,’” and has won public endorsements 
from Sean Hannity and Donald Trump Jr. And yet the 
owners appear unwilling to acknowledge a relationship 
between the violent imagery glorified by BRCC and the 
actual violence committed in the name of their shared 
political commitments.

BRCC’s unapologetic support for guns and conservative 
politics prompted criticism of the partnership with the 
Cowboys, given that the announcement came only one 
day after a mass shooting at a suburban Chicago Fourth 

of July parade and only weeks after the tragedy at Robb 
Elementary School in Uvalde, Texas. Dallas was derided for 
being careless in its endorsement of a company enthusiastic 
enough about guns to name its products “AK-47 Espresso 
Blend” and “Murdered Out Coffee Roast.” We agree this is 
troubling but find it more concerning that BRCC’s expressed 
values place it in tension with the presumed communal 
values of sports. 

On the one hand, it may appear that the Cowboys are 
applying their standards differently: five years ago, in 
response to player protests on behalf of racial justice, 
they (and the NFL) defaulted to universal claims about 
“unity”; with respect to Black Rifle Coffee, there has been 
no expressed interest in unifying the fan base, only an 
endorsement of the company’s pro-veteran mission. On the 
other hand, both cases reveal the same underlying logic 
that celebrates vague notions of “patriotism” and ambiguous 
commitments to conservative politics. 

In 2017, responding to coffee machine manufacturer Keurig 
pulling its advertising from Sean Hannity’s program on Fox, 
Hafer boasted, “If you love the United States, if you love 
the Constitution and you love the American war fighter, 
I’m the f---ing coffee you need to be drinking. If you don’t, 
there’s plenty of other options.” Those options may be, 
from BRCC’s perspective, bastions of “progressive, loutish 
intolerance,” but they’re actually considerably more inclusive 
and welcoming to a wide range of customers. If the Dallas 
Cowboys were as interested in that inclusivity as they are 
in caricaturized symbols of patriotism, perhaps they truly 
could facilitate the “unity” worthy of “America’s Team.” ■

One product from veteran-owned 
Black Rifle Coffee Company
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BRCC is not merely a pro-
veteran caffeine provider; 
it is a self-consciously 
political brand, built on 
the premise that one’s 
choice in coffee roaster 
might correspond with 
one’s political worldview.”  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/02773940209391238
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jun/13/everything-you-wanted-to-know-about-the-culture-wars-but-were-afraid-to-ask
https://ohiostatepress.org/books/titles/9780814214329.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/veteran-owned-black-rifle-coffee-company-stands-up-for-small-businesses-and-america-while-disgusted-by-starbucks-propaganda-300402198.html
https://www.foxnews.com/media/black-rifle-coffee-company-responds-critics-partnership-dallas-cowboys-caused-stir
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/14/magazine/black-rifle-coffee-company.html
https://www.dallasnews.com/sports/cowboys/2022/07/05/dallas-cowboys-called-tone-deaf-after-announcing-partnership-with-black-rifle-coffee/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2167479519900160?casa_token=TWZPir5SQa4AAAAA%3ARQw0UGZjyOONL3wBgfmO-mLkHoClW4DCKw3eQ1L2nbUF4Q26TLXAi_gmiS0aZOL6L9krttHSPGc
https://apnews.com/article/b1526f3723a84bd692fecd1034ab45fd
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In 2022, a new professional golf tour challenged the 
Professional Golfers’ Association’s (PGA) monopoly position 
by offering competitive payouts for players and a more 
television friendly tournament model. Funded by Saudi 
Arabia’s Public Investment Fund (PIF), The LIV Golf Tour’s 
aggressive recruitment of established players, such as Phil 
Mickelson, as well as the staging of two tournaments at 
Trump properties, set off a furor amongst stakeholders within 
golf, sports media, and politics. 

Journalists, pundits, and organizations for 
family members of 9/11 victims widely 
criticized the tour for “sportswashing” 
Saudi Arabia’s image. The regime's poor 
human rights record, anti-LGBTQ+ 
policies, restrictive laws on women, 
and most infamously, the assassination 
of journalist Jamal Khashoggi, rocked 
the longstanding bilateral relationship 
with the United States. However, 
focusing solely on the press discourses 
surrounding Saudi Arabia and LIV 
overlooks the systems and relationships 
that international tournaments like LIV 
help to foster. Only calling out athletes 
and public figures for their ethical 
positions actually limits criticism to 
visibility politics rather than addressing 
larger structures that enable human 
rights abuses.

"Sportswashing" describes political 
leaders who invest heavily in sports 
competitions and athletic spectacles to generate positive 
press and boost their global status. Although often applied to 
autocratic regimes, Jules Boykoff emphasizes that democratic 
countries also rely on these practices. LIV fosters prestige 
for Saudi Arabia and ties into the government’s Vision 2030 
initiative to transform the nation into a world leader in 
entertainment. Saudi Arabia's foray into media and sports 
industries aims to follow in the footsteps of cities like Dubai, 
which have become playgrounds for the rich and famous. 

Legitimization is not only the goal of Saudi Arabia. President 
Donald Trump, a famous golfer and owner of numerous 
clubs worldwide, hosted LIV events to boost his reputation 
and political relevance. Aligning with LIV also gave Trump 
the opportunity to spite the PGA, which had refrained from 
hosting any tournaments at his properties—a slight that 

reportedly infuriated the former president. At Trump's event in 
New Jersey, ex-Navy Seals parachuted down while holding an 
American flag. This continued a symbolic link between Trump, 
the U.S. military, and sports that characterized his presidency. 

Simon Chadwick and other scholars have questioned the 
relationship between sportswashing and soft power, the 
ability to influence others through attraction rather than 
coercion. They argue that the sponsorship of sporting events 

by authoritarian governments fails to induce amnesia and 
may be used to advocate for humanitarian reform. Indeed, the 
participants and hosts of 2022 LIV events were repeatedly 
asked about Saudi Arabia's human rights record. 

Throughout the summer of 2022, the press asked LIV golfers 
about their knowledge of gay rights in Saudi Arabia. LIV also 
failed to inspire a great deal of support from golf fans. At the 
third event held at the Trump National Golf Club in New 
Jersey, a heckler yelled at Phil Mickelson, “Do it for the Saudi 
Royal Family.” The press also highlighted Donald Trump’s 
participation in the event and resurfaced criticisms of his 
close relationship with Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, 
his refusal to back U.S. intelligence reports on the murder of 
Khassoggi, and the $2 billion investment by PIF into Trump’s 
son-in-law Jared Kushner’s hedge fund.

SPORTSWASHING AND THE LIV GOLF TOUR
Kathryn Hartzell
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Phil Mickelson at the LIV Golf Tournament at the 
Trump National Golf Club in Bedminster, New Jersey

https://theathletic.com/3351771/2022/06/06/liv-golf-pga-tour-faq/
https://theathletic.com/3435280/2022/07/27/liv-golf-saudi-arabia-pga-tour/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/06/13/sports/golf/golf-liv-pga-saudi.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/2022/07/27/live-golf-trump-national-bedminster/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/cia-concludes-saudi-crown-prince-ordered-jamal-khashoggis-assassination/2018/11/16/98c89fe6-e9b2-11e8-a939-9469f1166f9d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/cia-concludes-saudi-crown-prince-ordered-jamal-khashoggis-assassination/2018/11/16/98c89fe6-e9b2-11e8-a939-9469f1166f9d_story.html
https://journals.humankinetics.com/view/journals/ssj/39/4/article-p342.xml
https://www.vision2030.gov.sa/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/sports/2022/07/27/live-golf-trump-national-bedminster/
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2022/jul/29/liv-golf-bedminster-first-round-donald-trump
https://theathletic.com/3435280/2022/07/27/liv-golf-saudi-arabia-pga-tour/
https://www.policyforum.net/sport-washing-soft-power-and-scrubbing-the-stains/
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Soft_Power/hTBxIMnpMloC?hl=en
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/27/sports/golf/liv-golfers-pga.html
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2022/jul/29/liv-golf-bedminster-first-round-donald-trump
https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2022/jul/29/liv-golf-bedminster-first-round-donald-trump
https://www.sportingnews.com/us/golf/news/liv-golf-donald-trump-bedminster-course-pga-championship/gyne9nnglks0w19rbdmovja2
https://www.sportingnews.com/us/golf/news/liv-golf-donald-trump-bedminster-course-pga-championship/gyne9nnglks0w19rbdmovja2


SECOND ANNUAL POLITICS IN SPORTS MEDIA REPORT  |   32

However, it is too early to determine if these failures to 
gain traction, as well as the negative reaction to athletes 
joining the new tournaments, mean that the project will 
fail. Moreover, focusing on the visibility of the event and 
public perceptions misses “below the radar” sportswashing. 
Tournaments like LIV build relationships and networks 
among numerous stakeholders in the public and private 
sectors, which can serve to bolster international clout and 
power—both soft and hard.

The global capitalist economy creates sites of interconnection 
for people who move between public and private sectors, 
relying on relationships to build economic, social, and 
cultural power. 

Sports diplomacy scholars describe how stakeholders in 
international competitions participate in diplomacy to further 
national interests. The most promising relationship has been 
between LIV and Donald Trump, as this opened doors to 
government officials and media allies like Tucker Carlson. In 
addition, LIV’s ties to the Republican Party extend to LIV’s 
media advisor, Ari Fleischer, a former George W. Bush  
press secretary. 

Less built up at this point are LIV’s ties to the commercial 
sector as many sponsors have dropped LIV players and 
avoided the league. However, should LIV be able to shift 
the narrative, its contracts with golfers make it clear that 
LIV gets final say in any brands their golfers wear across all 

competitions. Then, sponsors must establish connections 
with LIV itself if they want to keep working with athletes 
who are under contract. Altogether, LIV embeds Saudi 
Arabian officials within a larger network of political and 
commercial power in the United States and vice versa.

Finally, the goals of sportswashing must be understood 
in terms of hard power. International sporting events 
foster diplomatic ties that facilitate military intervention. 
In 2022, the United States approved the sale of $3 billion 
of “defensive” missiles to Saudi Arabia, a country that is 
actively bombing Yemen. The decision reversed Biden 
administration pledges to cut military aid due to the 
humanitarian crisis. The United States justifies this aid 
by saying Saudi Arabia is an important partner and ally 
against regional threats. Saudi Arabian investment in sports 
like golf supports this argument. Sportswashing is not 
uncontested or unresisted, but its harms extend below and 
beyond the spectacle it produces. ■

Donald Trump at the 
LIV Golf Tournament 
at the Trump National 
Golf Club in Bedminster, 
New Jersey
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LIV embeds Saudi Arabian officials 
within a larger network of political 
and commercial power in the United 
States and vice versa.”

https://www.washingtonpost.com/made-by-history/2022/10/14/liv-sportswashing-golf-dominican-republic/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09592296.2014.873613
https://deadline.com/2022/08/tucker-carlson-911-families-saudi-arabia-liv-golf-greg-norman-1235083712/
https://www.prweek.com/article/1789327/liv-golf-hires-fleischer-communications
https://www.forbes.com/sites/dereksaul/2022/06/10/these-golf-sponsors-have-and-havent-dropped-saudi-backed-liv-players/?sh=2947427eb656
https://www.wsj.com/articles/liv-golf-pga-tour-contract-11660744567
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/u-s-approves-massive-arms-sale-to-saudi-arabia-united-arab-emirates-to-counter-iran
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-29319423
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“Free Brittney Griner” became the rallying cry for 
WNBA players and fans alike after the news of her arrest 
surfaced on March 5, 2022. The 31-year-old center for the 
Phoenix Mercury was being held in custody in Moscow, 
Russia, on charges of possessing cannabis oil. Griner was in 
Russia to play for one of their professional basketball teams 
during the Mercury’s offseason. By the time The New York 
Times first broke the news, the WNBA All-Star had already 
been detained for more than two weeks. 

Many took to Twitter to share their outrage at the delayed 
media coverage. One user shared, “#BrittneyGriner has been 
in Russian custody for almost THREE WEEKS and we’re 
JUST hearing about it?! … the only reason she’s over there is 
because America doesn’t give af about women athletes—let 
alone Black AND Queer women athletes,” as #BrittneyGriner 
and #FreeBrittneyGriner began to trend online. The 
underwhelming coverage of Griner’s detention by the nation’s 
leading news outlets exemplifies how the lives of Black queer 
sportswomen continue to be devalued in the United States. 

As news of her arrest broke, the WNBA responded, “Brittney 
Griner has the WNBA’s full support,” but shared few details. 
The next major headline surfaced much later on July 4, when 
Griner’s representatives published a handwritten note from 
Griner to President Joe Biden. “I still have so much good to 
do with my freedom that you can help restore,” she wrote in 
the letter, pleading with him to mediate her release. Griner 
continued, “I miss my wife! I miss my family! I miss my 
teammates! It kills me to know they are suffering so much 
right now.” When the letter was made public, White House 
representatives said they were making every effort to secure 
her release. 

The United States had acted faster and more successfully to free 
male celebrities in legal trouble abroad. Examples include rapper 
A$AP Rocky, who was arrested in Sweden in 2019, basketball 
player LiAngelo Ball, who was detained in China in 2017, and 
swimmer Ryan Lochte, who was charged by Brazilian police 
during the 2016 Olympics. Griner, on the other hand, was 
sentenced to 9 years in a prison colony southeast of Moscow 
where inmates reportedly work 16-hour days. 

THE UNDERWHELMING COVERAGE  
OF #FREEBRITTNEYGRINER
Lily Kunda and Jennifer McClearen

Brittney Griner in 
action in 2019Lo
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https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/05/sports/basketball/russia-brittney-griner.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/05/sports/basketball/russia-brittney-griner.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/05/sports/basketball/russia-brittney-griner.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/05/sports/basketball/russia-brittney-griner.html
https://twitter.com/KellyeComms/status/1500156804801744897
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-entertainment-sports-moscow-brittney-griner-7b2cfe5f9726c8620251e85ad5aa6bc9
https://www.cnn.com/2022/07/04/politics/brittney-griner-letter-biden-white-house/index.html
https://www.espn.com/wnba/story/_/id/34877115/brittney-griner-russia-drug-case-line-prison-trial-moreug-case-line-prison-trial-more
https://www.espn.com/wnba/story/_/id/34877115/brittney-griner-russia-drug-case-line-prison-trial-moreug-case-line-prison-trial-more
https://thehill.com/homenews/administration/455950-trump-tells-rapper-aap-rocky-to-get-home-asap-after-release-in-sweden/
https://bleacherreport.com/articles/2749091-liangelo-ball-says-ucla-told-him-to-thank-donald-trump-for-release-after-arrest
https://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/olympics/2021/07/08/ryan-lochte-charges-dropped-2016-olympics-incident-brazil/7907171002/
https://www.thenation.com/article/society/brittney-griner-prison-conditions-russia/
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President Joe Biden meets with Cherelle Griner, after securing Brittney Griner’s release.
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The underwhelming 
coverage of Griner’s 
detention by the 
nation’s leading news 
outlets exemplifies how 
the lives of Black queer 
sportswomen continue 
to be devalued in the 
United States.”

Despite also being ensnared in a complex web of 
international relations, Griner’s identities as a queer, Black 
sportswoman are at the heart of this controversy. Racism, 
sexism, and homophobia all have an impact on how the 
media, the government, and the public view her. News 
stories about white women in danger receive more media 
attention than stories about Black women or other women of 
color in danger. Griner is no exception. The American press 
was slow to report her arrest and largely ignored the story 
during her detention.

Some may argue that Griner was at fault for her arrest or 
that she wasn’t in grave danger. But as Patricia Hill Collins 
demonstrates, Black women are more often portrayed 
as dangerous and deserving of punishment than white 
women. The unfair treatment of Griner is an example of how 
“ideological justification” is at the heart of “race, class, gender, 
and sexuality oppressions,” according to Hill Collins. 

The prison where Griner was serving her sentence is 
reportedly notorious for mistreating Black and queer 
prisoners, but that fact failed to generate any real outrage 
in mainstream news or public discourse. Phoenix Mercury 
coach, Vanessa Nygaard agrees the lack of urgency to bring 
Griner home stems from her identity as a queer Black woman. 
“If it was LeBron, he’d be home, right? [The fact that she’s still 
detained is] a statement about the value of women,” Nygaard 
said. “It’s a statement about the value of a Black person. It’s a 
statement about the value of a gay person.” 

But LeBron James is also unlikely to face a situation like 
Griner’s because NBA players are not compelled to play 

abroad like WNBA players. According to NPR, NBA 
players make 44 times what WNBA players earn and as a 
result, almost half of WNBA players play for foreign teams 
during the offseason. Griner’s most recent WNBA contract 
guaranteed her $221,450 for the 2021-2022 season; 
meanwhile, she was earning around $1.5 million per year 
playing professionally in Russia during the WNBA offseason. 

There are several factors leading to these stark pay disparities 
that converge at the intersection of Griner’s identities. 
Namely, female athletes are ignored and underrepresented 
in mainstream sports media, which is reflected in their 
pay. Jessica Luther and Kavitha Davidson point out that the 
presumption “that women athletes deserve less attention, 
lower salaries, and fewer endorsement deals” is justified by 
sexist beliefs about women’s biological inferiority as athletes. 

On December 8, 2022, the Biden administration announced 
that it had successfully negotiated Griner’s release. The U.S. 
government exchanged her freedom for that of a Russian 
arms dealer known as the “merchant of death,” but was unable 
to also free another American citizen detained in Russia. 

Initial reactions in conservative news circles and Twitter 
feeds focused on the worth of Griner’s freedom in 
comparison to her still detained white compatriot, as well as 
the perceived costs of releasing an arms dealer. Even as some 
media coverage celebrated Griner’s release and focused on the 
joy felt by her family and teammates, the continued devaluing 
of her life in comparison to a white male prisoner and a 
defunct arms dealer speaks volumes about the value of Black 
queer sportswomen in America. ■

https://www.houstonpublicmedia.org/articles/shows/houston-matters/2022/08/05/430079/international-politics-professor-discusses-griners-imprisonment-in-russia-chances-of-return-to-u-s/
https://www.newyorker.com/news/q-and-a/the-long-american-history-of-missing-white-woman-syndrome
https://www.newyorker.com/news/q-and-a/the-long-american-history-of-missing-white-woman-syndrome
https://books.google.com/books/about/Black_Feminist_Thought.html?id=WMGTAgAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=kp_read_button&hl=en&newbks=1&newbks_redir=0#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.thenation.com/article/society/brittney-griner-prison-conditions-russia/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/wnba/2022/07/05/mercury-vanessa-nygaard-brittney-griner-lebron-james/7813812001/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/sports/wnba/2022/07/05/mercury-vanessa-nygaard-brittney-griner-lebron-james/7813812001/
https://www.npr.org/2022/04/14/1092677483/brittney-griner-russia-detention-wnba-nba-pay-gap
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-business-sports-europe-sue-bird-b634587c62d9bdc61b4c596fd37c5a86
https://sports.yahoo.com/wnba-stars-shun-russia-millions-amid-brittney-griners-detention-ukraine-invasion-215630226.html#:~:text=There%2C%20she'll%20earn%20a,earns%20in%20Russia%2C%20per%20AP.
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/786162
https://utpress.utexas.edu/9781477313138/
https://www.cnn.com/2022/12/08/politics/paul-whelan-cnn-interview-brittney-griner/index.html
https://www.foxnews.com/media/biden-slammed-swapping-russian-merchant-death-wnbas-griner-most-lopsided-trade-history
https://twitter.com/bennyjohnson/status/1600858803313983489?s=51&t=MUPUPUL0jrHbfK2KmQr9xg
https://twitter.com/bennyjohnson/status/1600858803313983489?s=51&t=MUPUPUL0jrHbfK2KmQr9xg
https://www.politico.com/news/magazine/2022/07/08/brittney-griner-russia-viktor-bout-00044556
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On the eve of the 2022 Winter Games, The New York 
Times writer John Branch declared freestyle skier Eileen Gu 
to be “the most interesting athlete at the Olympics. She’s 18, 
a dominant skier and budding super model, an American 
competing for China, with a reasonable chance at three gold 
medals.” A California native, Gu competed for her mother’s 
native country in order to “globally spread the sport I love to 
kids, especially girls.” She went on to win two gold medals and 
a silver, was featured prominently by NBC, and became the 
subject of social media commentary in both the United States 
and China.

Although NPR hailed her as “the breakout star of these 
Winter Olympics,” not everyone was enamored with Gu. 
She was far from the first athlete to compete under another 
nation’s flag, yet her to decision to honor her Chinese heritage 
clearly rankled observers suspicious of China’s politics. 
Such concerns reflected historical patterns of Sinophobia 
in the United States as well as a contemporary surge in 

anti-Chinese sentiments in the wake of the coronavirus 
pandemic, especially as they were articulated by President 
Donald Trump. In addition, criticism of Gu relied on the 
hyper-nationalism commonly associated with the Olympic 
Games and a sense that Gu’s embrace of global citizenship was 
appropriate only to the extent that it could confirm the United 
States’ global dominance.

The negative reactions came from varied sources. Sports 
Illustrated’s Michael Rosenberg declared, “Gu got her gold 
medal and China got its pawn.” HBO’s Bill Maher queried, 
“Is that cool now, to choose to represent a totalitarian police 
state over America?” And former Democratic Senator Claire 
McCaskill tweeted, “I don’t get it… I think it is wrong for an 
American to compete for China.”

Much of the strongest criticism came from political 
conservatives. After admonishing Gu to “pick a side,” former 
United Nations Ambassador Nikki Haley insisted, “China is 
the one that gave us COVID… China is the one committing 
human rights abuses.” Republican Representative Madison 
Cawthorn claimed an athlete’s “citizenship should be 
revoked” for competing for another nation. Fox host Tucker 
Carlson called her decision “dumb” and worthy of “collective 
revulsion.” Fellow Fox commentator Will Cain used Gu as 
a representative of a larger problem, suggesting American 
companies “already turned their back on the United States of 
America in exchange for Chinese riches, and that’s why she’s 
a symbol. You want to look at something to be really upset 
about—it’s not the ungrateful child of America. It’s the corrupt 
and weak corporations of America.”

The responses to Eileen Gu can be understood in terms of 
“American exceptionalism,” a myth that upholds the idea that 
the United States has been chosen by God to be the world’s 
model of freedom and 
peace. On the one hand, 
Gu embodies the best 
of the myth—i.e., she is 
the daughter of a single 
mother who immigrated 
from China, a symbol of 
global multiculturalism, 
and an inspiration to 
young girls on at least 
two continents. On the 
other hand, the wave of 
critical comments made 

EILEEN GU AND AMERICAN  
EXCEPTIONALISM IN CHINA
Michael L. Butterworth

The wave of critical 
comments made it clear 
Gu’s talents were to be 
celebrated only if they 
were in service to the 
United States.”

Eileen Gu at the 2022 Time 100 Gala in New York
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https://twitter.com/JohnBranchNYT/status/1489274300544733188
https://people.com/sports/beijing-olympics-american-raised-athlete-eileen-gu-competing-for-china-to-encourage-chinese-skiers-especially-girls/
https://www.npr.org/2022/02/19/1081941277/eileen-gu-mikaela-shiffrin-kamila-valieva-women-stars-of-beijing-olympics
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/sports/olympics/article-nationality-controversy-follows-us-born-chinese-skier-eileen-gu-but/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-56218684
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-56218684
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15205436.2013.822519
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15205436.2013.822519
https://www.si.com/olympics/2022/02/08/eileen-gu-big-air-gold-medal-china-citizenship-status
https://www.theepochtimes.com/bill-maher-slams-us-born-eileen-gu-for-representing-a-totalitarian-police-state-over-america-in-olympics_4291671.html
https://twitter.com/clairecmc/status/1490904301249519616?lang=en
https://twitter.com/clairecmc/status/1490904301249519616?lang=en
https://nypost.com/2022/02/16/nikki-haley-slams-olympic-skier-eileen-gu-for-not-picking-a-side-between-china-us/
https://twitter.com/CawthornforNC/status/1490477700603170819?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1490477700603170819%7Ctwgr%5E2c5a3ee4adb77aa30396ec8f0e576ad3b20bef8b%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.queerty.com%2Fmadison-cawthorn-posts-super-dumb-tweet-olympics-20220209
https://twitter.com/CawthornforNC/status/1490477700603170819?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1490477700603170819%7Ctwgr%5E2c5a3ee4adb77aa30396ec8f0e576ad3b20bef8b%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.queerty.com%2Fmadison-cawthorn-posts-super-dumb-tweet-olympics-20220209
https://www.reuters.com/lifestyle/sports/fanfare-controversy-swirls-around-chinas-gu-eve-debut-2022-02-06/
https://www.reuters.com/lifestyle/sports/fanfare-controversy-swirls-around-chinas-gu-eve-debut-2022-02-06/
https://www.foxnews.com/media/eileen-gu-ski-us-china-corruption-citizenship
https://www.pewresearch.org/2006/05/09/the-problem-of-american-exceptionalism/
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/eileen-gu-explores-malleable-identity-214700645.html
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/eileen-gu-explores-malleable-identity-214700645.html
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it clear Gu’s talents were to be celebrated only if they were in 
service to the United States.

In many ways, U.S. media coverage of the Olympics bears 
the traces of the Cold War, as it remains reliant on simplified 
geopolitical narratives of “good” vs. “evil” that align athletic 
success with national virtue. Such framing situates Olympic 
triumphs for the United States as evidence of American 
exceptionalism, thus equating national supremacy with 
athletic victories. Gu’s performance in Beijing was indeed 
dominant, but the glory assigned to her three medals went 
to China. As if anticipating such an outcome, fellow freestyle 
skier Jen Hudak lamented of Gu’s decision not to compete for 
the United States, “It would be nice to see the medals going 
to America.” If one were to wonder how Gu’s decision would 
have been received had she not been an elite competitor, the 
example of Zhu Li provides clarification. Li also was born in 
California and chose to compete in 2022 for China in Ladies 
Figure Skating. Her 27th-place finish was anticipated, and 
the lack of medal expectations was accompanied by little 
attention to her national status. Thus, Gu’s greatest offense 

was not the choice to compete for China in and of itself, but 
that she denied her native country the “symbolic boasting” 
attributed to U.S. Olympic heroes.

In some ways, the hostility directed toward Gu is consistent 
with the symbolic uses of the Olympic Games in the post-
war era. Yet, given the anti-China rhetoric commonplace in 
the United States since 2020 and the recent destabilization 
of American political culture, it is important to understand 
these responses in the context of contemporary politics. 
Conservative politicians and commentators, in particular, 
appear invested in using athletes to serve ideological 
purposes and are quick to demonize them when those 
athletes fail to uphold an arbitrary vision of American 
exceptionalism. Rather than seeing Gu as a model of global 
citizenship facilitated by the nation’s democratic values, 
her refusal to perform as an “American” is viewed as selfish, 
immature, and/or unpatriotic. In the middle of an Olympic 
Games widely criticized for providing China with a global 
platform, Gu’s critics remind us that American nationalism is 
no less political and, potentially, problematic. ■

Eileen Gu at the 2022 Winter Olympics
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Despite a number of other important cases being decided, 
a controversial case about prayer on a high school football field 
took center stage for part of the 2022 Supreme Court term. 

In Kennedy v. Bremerton School District, the Supreme Court 
ruled by a 6-3 majority that Joseph Kennedy, a former high 
school football coach, had been unjustly suspended by a local 
school board in Washington state. The Bremerton school 
board had asked Kennedy to stop praying on the 50-yard line 
of his football field following games. 

In a decision that significantly expands the role of religion 
in public life, the Supreme Court advances what scholars 
have called the “theistnormative” reign in United States 
culture. The ruling promotes Christianity as the “norm” while 
discrediting or concealing other religious beliefs and atheism. 
The case received widespread attention across political 
and sports media, and the ruling demonstrates that sports 
continue to be a way for many Americans to make sense of 
larger social issues, such as discussions about free speech and 
the place of religion in public life.

Beginning in 2008, Coach Joseph Kennedy of Bremerton 
High School regularly knelt to pray on the 50-yard line 
following football games. In what had started as a private 
practice, Kennedy soon found himself joined on the field by 
members of his team, and eventually the practice grew to 
include players from the opposing team, other coaches, and 
even spectators. One student reported feeling “compelled 
to participate” in the spectacle, as dozens of students knelt 
around Kennedy while he held a football helmet high and 
prayed after each game. Finally, the school board asked 
Kennedy to hold his prayers after students had left or in an 
alternate location.

In response, Kennedy went on a media blitz, including an 
appearance on “Good Morning America” where he declared 
he had made a “commitment with God.” Many in the media, 
particularly conservative and Christian publications, 
painted Kennedy as a man being persecuted for his faith. The 
Bremerton School District argued that because Kennedy was 
acting in his capacity as a public high school coach, leading 
Christian prayers opened the school district to potential 
lawsuits regarding the “Establishment Clause” of the First 

SPORTS AND RELIGION INTERSECT  
AT THE SUPREME COURT
Nathaniel R. Repay 
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Image of prayer in front of the United States Supreme Court building in Washington, D.C.

https://www.oyez.org/cases/2021/21-418
https://www.espn.com/espn/story/_/id/33783970/how-unknown-high-school-football-coach-landed-center-supreme-court-religious-liberty-case
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/supreme-court/supreme-court-hear-appeal-high-school-coach-forced-out-over-n1287549
https://www.vox.com/2022/6/27/23184848/supreme-court-kennedy-bremerton-school-football-coach-prayer-neil-gorsuch
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NKlMAf2qBvY&feature=youtu.be
https://www.christianpost.com/news/high-school-coach-bullied-into-dropping-prayer-at-football-games.html
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Tim Tebow “Tebowing” at an NFL game in 2012

Amendment of the Constitution, which enshrines the 
separation of church and state. Eventually, his contract was 
not renewed, and Kennedy left his position. He sued the 
department for violating his freedom of speech and religion. 
The lower courts affirmed the school district’s choice and 
ruled that the district was justified. The Supreme Court 
disagreed, with Justice Neil Gorsuch writing for the majority 
that the district’s practices demonstrated “hostility to religion” 
and that they had been wrong to suspend the practice.

The world of sports is no stranger to overt religious 
displays, from individual athletes giving the sign of the 
cross or pointing heavenward after a big play, to the famous 
“Tebowing” gesture, and even church-sanctioned faith nights 
at various sporting events. While these are individual choices 
or privately sponsored events, the act of prayer by a public 
high school teacher with strong influence over his young 
players raises a distinct issue.

By deciding in Kennedy’s favor, the Supreme Court 
advances the notion of theistnormativist legislation, 
which scholar Kristina Lee defines as “government-
endorsed policies, rituals, and symbols that encourage 
people to view themselves as a theistic collective.” Justice 
Gorsuch's consistent characterization of Kennedy's 
prayers as “private,” despite the public spectacle, advances 
theistnormative legislation through the Court. As Lee 
suggests, “when strategically employed, [theistnormative 
legislation] can simultaneously be framed as inclusive 
of most theistic religions while also being presented as 
specifically Christian.” Indeed, many celebrated Kennedy’s 
prayers and viewed the decision as advancing religious 
freedom. But we can easily imagine that if a Muslim coach 
had set up a prayer mat, faced Mecca, and offered the  
Salah from the football field, the response would not have 
been as positive.

As critical scholars of sports have long suggested, 
sports are constitutive of value systems and serve as 
“ritual performances of identity.” Sports tell us who we 
are and affirm that identity over and over. The specific 

attention paid to Kennedy v. Bremerton School District 
shows us that one of those values is a collective Christian 
identity, one that not all Americans actually belong to but 
which continues to be endorsed and reinforced as the norm. 
American sports at all levels exhibit theistnormativity, the 
subtly but persistently coercive push toward Christianity. 

Finally, sports help us make sense of the world. Complex 
debates about freedom of speech or the place of religion in 
public life are common; in fact, the Supreme Court decided 
cases involving the right to religious practice on death row 
and funding for religious schools in the same term. However, 
the case involving the high school football coach warrants 
attention because the complexities are presented in a familiar 
setting with characters we can picture in small towns across 
the United States. Regardless of how one feels about the 
decision in Kennedy v. Bremerton School District, it shows us 
the continued and intimate relationship between sports and 
religion and reemphasizes the role of sports in public life as a 
way of seeing and understanding broader social issues. ■

If a Muslim coach had set up a 
prayer mat, faced Mecca, and 
offered the Salah from the football 
field, their response would not have 
been as positive.”
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00335630.2011.585170
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https://www.deseret.com/faith/2022/7/12/23191736/a-brief-guide-to-the-supreme-courts-latest-religion-rulings-abortion-school-prayer
https://www.nbcnews.com/think/opinion/supreme-court-maine-ruling-funding-religious-schools-tamp-culture-wars-rcna34547
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