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ABSTRACT 

Research examining source credibility in mass communication has demonstrated how a 

source’s gender and attractiveness can impact perceived credibility and, subsequently, 

how well messages are received.  This experiment extends these findings to the context 

of mediated sports by examining them in conjunction with athlete gender. Although 

source attractiveness and gender appear to have no influence, data gleaned from this 

experiment demonstrate that these relationships are actually dependent upon incongruity 

with athlete gender. A 2x2x2 between-subjects, fully-crossed experimental design with 

230 participants was utilized. Results indicate that sex of the reporter, level of 

attractiveness of the reporter, and athlete gender impact perceptions of credibility, such 

that, in terms of perceived credibility, reporters of the opposite sex of the athlete benefit 

most if they are viewed as unattractive. Results also indicate that reporters are perceived 

as more credible when interviewing male athletes as opposed to female athletes.  

Explanations are offered for these findings in addition to a discussion of the implications 

for academic investigation in source credibility and pragmatic directions that this study 

benefits. 

Key words: credibility, sports, sex, attractiveness, reporting 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 “The only thing that really bugs me about television’s coverage is those damn 

women they have down on the sidelines who don’t know what the hell they’re talking 

about” (“Women sportscasters bristle,” 2002). Andy Rooney’s disparaging comments are 

certainly not the first to express this sentiment. Former NFL coach, Bill Parcels, is also 

quoted as saying that female reporters “don’t know whether the ball is pumped or 

stuffed” (Kimball, 2001), not so subtly hinting at his belief that female sports reporters 

are inadequate for credible communication in this male domain.  

Such comments are most certainly in response to the increase of women working 

in the field of sports reporting. Klaffe (2003) noted this increase of female sportscasters, 

as Sports Illustrated reported 50 female sportscasters in 1991, whereas USA Today 

counted 127 ten years later. While Skerski (2006) demonstrated that though there is an 

obvious growth in quantity of female sports reporters, the perception of the hyper-

sexualized female sports reporters has served to undermine the way in which they are 

recognized as legitimate. For example, he cites as evidence erotic pictorials in FHM 

magazine featuring sports reporters Jill Barbarie and Lisa Guerrero. “Social systems 

dominated by masculinity, such as professional football, may incorporate the challenge of 

female participation by including women, without having to significantly alter the 

underlying masculine structure and value systems. This inclusion results in increased 

visibility – more women are sportscasters – but the underlying value systems remain 
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intact,” (Skerski, 2006,  p. 89). Thus, although empirical data verifies that women have 

become more common within the typically male-dominated domain of sports reporting, 

hegemonic masculinity is perpetuated by emphasis on appearance of female 

sportscasters. 

However, this emphasis comes at a potential cost: perceived credibility of these 

reporters.  Although researchers interested in studying female participation in sports 

journalism have begun to examine the impact of attractiveness, greater attention needs to 

be paid to how viewers perceive female sportscasters as credible sources of sports 

information, and attractive female sportscasters in particular.  

With the growth of television across America, potential for the news industry to 

grow and spread information has also evolved.  Although today’s newscasts are a far cry 

from some original broadcasts, the format is slower evolving than others.  The televised 

sports industry, for instance, has gone from covering an occasional popular sport with 

very few cameras, to all kinds of sports at many levels of competition with complicated 

camera equipment such as cable cameras and jibs.  In addition, the televised sports 

industry has branched out to form networks entirely concerned with sports.  There has, 

however, been an integration of traditional television news and sports coverage. 

The growth of interest in sports nationwide is undeniable.  Evidence can be seen 

in the allocation of sports stories within newspapers and other media outlets.  With the 

rise of interest in sports such as baseball, football, and basketball, it became increasingly 

valuable to merge news coverage with sports stories both in print and on television.  

Nowadays, sports reporters are commonplace at even the much smaller television news 
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stations.  However, a shift in thinking and in coverage occurred when Title IX was 

passed.  Title IX, the federal law guaranteeing females equal access to scholastic sports, 

has helped to increase growth in female athletics (Hardin et al., 2007). 

However, sports has traditionally been recognized as a masculine domain.  Debate 

continues for some as people question whether women are as strong, athletic, 

competitive, or simply as entertaining to watch in contact or non-contact sporting events.  

Nevertheless, there is simply no denying the increased role of women in all facets of 

organized sports.  This rise of women in sports poses an often overlooked conundrum.  

How ought the television news industry address hiring sports reporters?  Such decisions 

have import in terms of social responsibility, marketing, and competitive strategy.  

Should male reporters cover women’s sports?  Should female reporters cover male 

sports?  Should the sex of the reporter even be taken into consideration?  Are there 

implications for both the sports department of the news organization in addition to the 

news organization itself?  

Such questions become of obvious concern given the critical role of the source of 

information in mass communication contexts.  The source of information is an important 

variable in understanding how audience members receive information.  Likewise, the 

credibility of that source has implications not only for the source, but whom or what the 

source represents.  Thus, it is important to understand the credibility attributed to these 

sports reporters in order to better understand how audience members today perceive 

individuals as credible.  Many factors of credibility have been examined, including sex of 

the source as well as even the attractiveness, but no study to date has investigated how 
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the sex of the reporter, the level of attractiveness of the reporter, and the sex of the athlete 

covered work in conjunction with one another to impact perceptions of source credibility.   

Skerski (2006) explains how there has been hypermasculinity demonstrated in 

sports media with the pairing of certain petite female individuals who are highly 

aesthetically pleasing with large, muscular men. These images, she argues, have served to 

reinforce ideological messages about male strength as defined by muscle mass while 

females are deemed weaker.  

In an article from Sports Illustrated, Morse (2001) described the early entry of 

attractive females into the professional football arena: 

The year was 1972, and unbeknownst to anyone, a phenomenon had begun.  The 
Dallas Cowboys had just completed a successful season that included their second 
straight Super Bowl appearance.  Cowboys’ president and general manager Tex 
Schramm wanted to take advantage of the spotlight that the team was enjoying.  
He understood that football wasn't only about X's and O's; it was also about 
entertainment.  What better way to entertain men than with beautiful, dancing 
women in halter tops, short shorts and go-go boots?  
 
Such statements validate the claim that numerous entities composing the sports 

media complex use attractive individuals on television or to use attractive women in 

sporting events (cheerleaders, dancers, half-time performers, etc.), but could using 

attractive female reporters ultimately undermine the credibility of the source and 

organization she represents? 

In order to better understand how these variables interrelate, a 2 (sex of the 

reporter: male or female), by 2 (attractiveness of the reporter: high or low), by 2 (sex of 

the athlete: male or female), between-subjects, factorial design experiment was 

conducted.  The results of this study should have impacts on how television news 
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industry leaders go about selecting appropriate sports reporters covering a wide range of 

sports to audience members that, at least historically, have been males.   
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Source Credibility 

Source credibility has been identified and investigated for thousands of years.  

Aristotle and Isocrates analyzed how messages were delivered and how characteristics of 

the source impact perceptions of credibility (Benoit, 1984).  Explorations into the nature 

and determinants of credibility launched the contemporary study of media effects in the 

1950s (Hovland & Weiss, 1951; Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953).  Since then, many 

more studies have followed revealing the complex and multidimensional nature of the 

construct (Hong, 2006; Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; Infante et al., 1980; O’Keefe, 

2002; Schlenker, 1980). 

Given the vastness of this research, crafting broad generalizations are a challenge.  

Nonetheless, evidence suggests that expertise and trustworthiness serve as the primary 

dimensions of credibility (Hong, 2006; Infante, 1980; O’Keefe, 2002).  In addition to 

these two dimensions, source attractiveness, believability, likeability, similarity, 

dynamism, goodwill/caring, competence, and depth have been recognized as other factors 

impacting source credibility, although not necessarily components of the construct 

(Benoy, 1982; Davis, 2010; Eagly, Ashmore, Makhijani, & Longo, 1991; Hong, 2006; 

Hovland et al., 1953; Infante, 1980; O’Keefe, 2002; Patzer, 1983; Schlenker, 1980).  

Thus, credibility is not a universal judgment.  Instead, the salient dimensions that craft 
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perceived credibility are dependent upon context.  That is, the elements that influence 

perceived credibility in one situation may be less relevant in others.   

Finally, it is important to assert that credibility is not directly chosen by the 

information source, but indirectly assigned by the receiver.  Studies examining source 

credibility as a dependent variable began in the 1960s (e.g., Miller & Hewgill, 1964).  

That is, an individual does not choose his or her level of credibility; rather, the receiver of 

a message (intended or not) makes credibility judgments thereby determining the 

individual’s credibility.  That’s not to say that the source of the information has no 

control over this process.   The source of information sending the message can 

deliberately alter his or her attitude, characteristics, and behavior in order to try to 

increase others’ perceptions of his or her credibility.  Nonetheless, in the end, the receiver 

determines the credibility of the individual or organization by assigning judgment. 

 

Effects of Credibility 

The study of source credibility is integral to the field of mass communication 

because it can apply to almost every scenario in which messages are sent and received, 

impacting receiver response in a variety of ways.   Accordingly, communication 

researchers have explored the myriad factors influencing credibility and the impact that it 

has on message receivers.  In a seminal experiment, Hovland and Weiss (1951) employed 

eight different communicators presenting information on four different topics.  For each 

topic, the authors affected a factorial variation of credibility such that each story was 

presented using either a high or low credibility source for each. Their topics were 
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relevant and somewhat controversial as to engage respondents.  Here, they used 

credibility as an independent variable where information was more trustworthy if 

presented by Fortune magazine, for example, versus a female movie gossip columnist.  

The researchers discovered that audience members quickly forgot information coming 

from sources they deemed untrustworthy.  This suggests that credibility impacts the 

longevity of information retained coming from certain sources.  Their results also suggest 

that over time individuals disassociate sources and their information presented.  Finally, 

they noted that individuals tend to remember lies longer than truths.  In addition to these 

illuminating findings, the study’s design also cast the mold for much of the systematic 

exploration of credibility that followed by affecting factorial variation of source elements 

to observe changes in reader response. 

In the half century since Hovland and Weiss’s (1951) study on source credibility 

in communication, countless studies have investigated a gamut of conditions, factors, and 

characteristics at play in credibility perception.  Yoon’s (2005) study on source 

credibility illustrates this point, as he demonstrated that source credibility is positively 

associated with audience members’ perceptions of quality toward a news broadcast.  

Thus, the more credible a broadcaster appeared to be, the higher quality the broadcast 

stories and the subsequent newscast itself appeared to audience members.  The 

implications of this for contemporary broadcasters is clear, as increased credibility could 

translate to greater viewership numbers and overall perceptions of the news station, in 

turn increasing the value of advertisements which could increase revenue to the 

organization. 
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Determinants of Credibility 

 This study focuses on three particularly salient dimensions or determinants of 

source credibility: source attractiveness, sex, and perceived competence.  Regarding 

attractiveness, research has demonstrated that attractive sources are generally perceived 

as more credible than unattractive sources (Patzer, 1983), although as we will note later, 

this relationship is not absolute (e.g., Davis & Krawczyk, 2010).  Studies have 

demonstrated that attractive individuals are perceived as trustworthy, socially competent, 

intellectually competent, and better adjusted than unattractive sources (Benoy, 1982; 

Eagly, Asmore, Makhijani, & Longo, 1991; Patzer, 1983). 

 Miller’s (1970) results indicated that the benefits on credibility due to source 

attractiveness could be explained by a sense of internal locus of control ascribed to the 

source. That is, message recipients are likely to perceive a physically attractive source as 

an individual that is not easily influenced or manipulated by others.  As such, this 

perceived imperceptibility to influence translates to higher faith in the person as a source 

of information.  Likewise, he recognized that this sense of independence in thinking and 

personal convictions touted the qualities necessary for high perceptions of source 

credibility.  

 

Sex and Credibility 

 In addition to attractiveness as a factor of source credibility, the sex of the source 

has also been shown to impact perceived credibility, largely based on paternalistic biases 

that persist in Western society.  In one study by Weibel et al. (2008), male newscasters 
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were seen as more credible than female newscasters, a relationship supported by 

subsequent study (e.g., Brann & Himes, 2010).  This relationship has been observed in 

other media as well.  For example, Armstrong and McAdams (2009) reported that men 

are perceived as more credible than women generally on weblogs.  The authors suggest 

that this may be due to traditional male heuristics tied to expertise in journalism.  Again, 

the researchers pointed to psychology studies where schemas are used to help create 

short-cuts in information processing, and that gender is a common heuristic used to 

evaluate information (Armstrong & Nelson, 2005; Eagly & Steffen, 1984; Fiske et al., 

1999; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; Hastie & Park, 1986).  Such heuristics privilege males 

over females, leading to higher credibility perceptions. 

With respect to competence, its relationship with perceived credibility is intuitive.   

Ample studies have indicated that competence and expertise are dimensions of credibility 

(Benoy, 1982; Davis, 2010; Eagly, Ashmore, Makhijani, & Longo, 1991; Hong, 2006; 

Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953; Patzer, 1983; Schlenker, 1980).  Hong (2005) 

recognized that competence and expertise aided in perceptions of credibility.  A 

communicator’s competence in a given domain then impacts the credibility assigned to 

that person.  For example, Keene and Cummins (2009) performed a study demonstrating 

the importance of past experience in shaping perceived credibility in sports broadcasting.  

Specifically, their experiment tested how experience in the sport he or she was reporting 

on impacted how credible he or she was perceived when reporting on that sport.   As 

expected, this study demonstrated that those individuals with more experience in the 

sport he or she was reporting on were perceived as more credible than those journalists 
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with less experience participating in the sport.  Perhaps an even more interesting finding 

was that this experience also increased overall enjoyment of the game. 

 

Gender in Sports 

 Although attractiveness, competence, and gender as determinants of credibility 

may have more global relevance, they are uniquely salient in the context of mediated 

sports.  Gender issues in sports have been examined from a variety of epistemological 

and methodological perspectives.  Such studies have spanned both quantitative and 

qualitative explorations of the nature of representation and biases present in coverage of 

female athletes (e.g., Allen, 2003; Hardin & Shain, 2005), biases in the sheer amount of 

representation (Billings & Eastman, 2000), the role of women in sports reporting (Hardin 

& Shain, 2005), and more. 

Consider as one example the numerous studies demonstrating a consistent bias in 

televised coverage for men’s versus women’s sports (Billings, 2008; Billings & Eastman, 

2000; Eastman & Billings, 2000; Huffman, Tuggle, & Rosengard, 2004; Kian, Mondello,  

& Vincent, 2009).   For example, research has shown that more than 80% of collegiate 

sports broadcasts are of male athletics, whereas more than 40% of college athletes are 

women (Huffman, Tuggle, & Rosengard, 2004).  Likewise, Eastman and Billings (2000) 

demonstrated that CNN and ESPN both have an unequal amount of coverage of women’s 

sports compared to coverage of men’s sports.  Although they reported that ESPN’s ratio 

of men’s sports coverage to women’s sports coverage was more proportionate to reality, 

their data revealed both ESPN and CNN gave more attention to men’s sporting events 
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and news.  Kian, Mondello, and Vincent (2009) reported that during March Madness—

where women’s collegiate athletics were considered high in newsworthiness—38% of 

ESPN’s basketball coverage was of women’s sports, and CBS Sportsline’s coverage 

contained only 6% of its stories covering women’s sports.  Finally, this bias has also been 

repeatedly reflected in coverage of men’s versus women’s events at the Olympic Games 

(Billings, 2008; Billings & Eastman, 2000). 

One explanation scholars have tendered for this consistent bias is that media 

content reflects viewer demand.  That is, networks are producing what an audience wants 

to see: male athletic competition.  As an unintended byproduct, content producers are 

arguably perpetuating a bias that overshadows the potential publicity of female athletic 

events and competitions. Many studies have gone as far as to suggest that the media is 

shaping public perceptions regarding gender participation in sports (Daddario, 1994; 

1997; Eastman & Billings, 1999; Halbut & Latimer, 1994; Higgs & Weiller, 1999; 

Toohey, 1997; Tuggle & Owen, 1999).  These studies suggest that rather than simply 

presenting current practices or normative gender balances, biased coverage instead 

promotes the current (and thus likely continued) male sports reporter dominance. 

 

Sexes and Sports Journalism 

This preoccupation with gender is a natural byproduct of the increased presence 

of women in organized sports resulting after Title IX.  Sports has long been viewed as a 

male domain (Hardin & Shain, 2005), and female participation in sports has challenged 

this historic bias.   However, some have observed that female journalists entering the 
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field simply do not find sports reporting an appealing avenue for their careers (Strong, 

2007).  Male dominance in sports journalism continues to serve as a form of hegemonic 

control that is also present in sports journalism textbooks (Hardin, Dodd, & Lauffer, 

2006). 

Nonetheless, studies have shown that just as women have become more prevalent 

on the fields of organized sports, they have likewise made inroads into sports journalism 

(Davis & Krawczyk, 1984; Rubarth, 1992; Sheffer & Schultz, 2007).  This could be the 

result of a deliberate emphasis on the part of content producers to hire underrepresented 

groups, such as women in sports reporting to correct for demonstrated disparity.  

However, this could also be the result of a strategic marketing decision to capitalize on 

attractive female reporters as a means of luring viewers in a competitive sports media 

landscape (Nitz et al., 2007).  

 

Gender, Competence, and Credibility 

Competence as a component of source credibility is of interest here due to this 

historic gender bias and increased presence of women in organized sort.  The relationship 

between gender, competence, and credibility may be explained by gender schema theory 

(Bem, 1981).   According to the theory, individuals depend on schematic processing by 

using sex typing in order to quickly digest information.   

Gender schema theory proposes that the phenomenon of sex typing derives, in 
part, from gender-based schematic processing – a generalized readiness to process 
information on the basis of the sex-linked associations that constitute the gender 
schema.  In particular, the theory proposes that sex typing results from the fact 
that the self-concept itself is assimilated in the gender schema. (Bem, 1981) 
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Thus, gender schema theory is likely to describe the phenomenon that occurs 

when associating male versus female sports reporters with certain levels of credibility.  

Individuals will use sex typing to more quickly process information and assign issue 

importance. By this perspective, males would be privileged as sources of sports-related 

information due to the assumption that sports are a masculine domain where males have 

greater familiarity and knowledge of the subject.  As previously noted, research has 

demonstrated the role of past experience in crafting perceived credibility (Keene & 

Cummins, 2009).  However, that study failed to incorporate gender as a salient source 

variable, instead controlling for gender by employing only male sportscasters. 

Scholars have amassed a small but consistent body of research examining the role 

of gender in perceived credibility, both within and beyond mediated sports.   As 

previously noted, research examining credibility and sex in the broader context of 

journalism in general has demonstrated males are rated as more credible sources of 

information (Armstrong & Adams, 2009; Brann & Himes, 2011; Weibel et al., 2009).  

Within the more specific arena of sports reporting, this gender bias is likewise evident 

both in terms of the number of male versus female reporters (Hardin & Shain, 2005), as 

well in studies examining the perceived credibility of male versus female reporters.  In 

order to test the presence of a gender bias in perceived credibility, Ordman and Zillmann 

(1994) conducted an experiment where participants read sports stories that manipulated 

the sex of the reporter and the sex of the athlete. In their study, gymnastics was the sport 

for the female athletes, whereas basketball was the sport in which male athletes were 

involved.  Their results showed that female reporters were perceived as generally less 
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competent.  However, the use of differing sports for male versus female athletes 

introduces a possible confound.  Arguably, a more internally valid comparison would 

hold the specific sport constant so that congruence between athlete and reporter can be 

examined without unnecessary variations in stimulus design.  

Based on current research regarding gender roles in source credibility in 

journalism and sports reporting specifically (Armstrong & Adams, 2009; Brann & 

Himes, 2011; Weibel et al., 2009; Hardin & Shain, 2005; Ordman & Zillman,1994), the 

following hypothesis is proposed: 

H1: Gender of the reporter will have a main effect on credibility such that male 

sports reporters will be perceived as more credible than female sports reporters. 

 

Congruence as a Mediator 

The study of congruence in the fields of advertising, psychology, and marketing 

has been well documented (Osgood & Tannenbaum, 1955; Oakes & North, 2011; 

Nienstedt, Huber, & Seelmann, 2012; Fleck & Quester, 2007; Feiereisen, Broderick, & 

Douglas, 2009). These studies focus, however, on how individuals viewing ads may be 

impacted by how congruent they see themselves with a person or object in an 

advertisement. It is logical that there might be similar effects in sports media between 

how two actors in a mediated message relate to one another; in this case, the gender of a 

reporter and an athlete.  

Indeed, this relationship between gender, competence, and credibility may be 

mediated by congruence between athlete gender and reporter gender.  To return to the 
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logic of gender schema theory, it suggests that in the case of female athletics, female 

reporters should be privileged as sources of information.  Thus, the following hypothesis 

is presented for this study: 

H2: Reporter and athlete gender will interact to influence perceived credibility 

such that credibility will be highest when reporter gender is congruent with athlete 

gender and lowest when it is incongruent with athlete gender. 

 

Attractiveness, Gender, and Credibility 

In addition to competence, attractiveness is particularly salient in the context of 

sports journalism.   Although females have gained in prominence in the world of sports 

reporting (e.g., Beck & Bosshart, 2003), many female sports reporters have become 

notable not solely for their journalistic skills but for their appearance (Skerski, 2006; Nitz 

et al., 2007; Clavio & Eagleman, 2011).  Research has shown that television news places 

a considerable emphasis on the appearance of female newscasters (Allen, 2003; Engstrom 

& Ferri, 1998; 2000; Ferri & Keller 1986; Rakow & Kranich, 1991).  Furthermore, 

judgments of an individual’s attractiveness, likeability, trustworthiness, competence, and 

aggressiveness are made almost instantaneously (Willis & Todorov, 2006).  The 

importance of attractiveness becomes clear in light of past studies that have found that 

attractive individuals are perceived as trustworthy, socially competent, intellectually 

competent, and better adjusted than unattractive people (Benoy, 1982; Eagly, Ashmore, 

Makhijani, & Longo, 1991; Patzer 1983).  This would seemingly suggest that television 

producers would benefit from more attractive reporters.   However, more recent evidence 
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of the role of attractiveness in sports journalism illustrates how this may not necessarily 

be the case. 

Davis and Krawczyk (2010) recognized a direct relationship between both 

competence and expertness with attractiveness, stating, “If the only qualities media 

sources desire are competence and expertness, then the more attractive a female is, the 

better candidate she would be for the position, making highly attractive females the best 

candidates,” (p.16).  However the authors later caution against using highly attractive 

females as they will be perceived as less trustworthy and less dynamic. This is to say, 

highly attractive sportscasters will increase in some aspects of credibility, but will overall 

be perceived as, “being less credible, facilitating some potential ‘blow-back’ loss of 

credibility to the medium source” (p.16).  

Given the conflicting data regarding the impact of attractiveness on perceived 

credibility (Benoy, 1982; Eagly, Ashmore, Makhijani, & Longo, 1991; Patzer 1983; 

Davis & Krawczyk, 2010) the following research question and hypothesis is presented: 

RQ1: In terms of perceived credibility, is there a significant main effect between 

attractive sports reporters versus unattractive sports reporters?  

H3: Reporter attractiveness and gender will interact to shape perceived credibility 

such that male reporters will benefit from increased attractiveness while female 

reporters will benefit from increased unattractiveness. 
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Attractiveness and Congruity between Reporter and Athlete 

 Clearly, further exploration of the role of attractiveness in the perception of 

credibility in the context of mediated sports reporting is warranted, especially in light of 

evidence demonstrating that attractiveness impacts perceptions of source credibility (e.g., 

Benoy, 1982). Although insightful, findings reported by Davis and Krawczyk (2010) 

failed to acknowledge the potential role of congruity between reporter and athlete gender.  

As previously noted, congruity should be important, as females would logically be more 

knowledgeable regarding female athletics.  However, source attractiveness could also be 

salient. 

To date, extant research falls short in exploring the relationship between gender of 

a sports reporter, attractiveness of a sports reporter, and perceptions of credibility.  This is 

especially true when holding the sport constant (male and female athletes playing the 

same sport, such as basketball; cf. Ordman & Zillmann, 1994) and taking into 

consideration the gender of the athlete.  Thus, to examine the interrelationship between 

the three variables in this study, the following research question is presented: 

RQ2: In terms of perceived credibility, is the relationship between reporter 

attractiveness and reporter gender moderated by a main effect of athlete gender? 
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CHAPTER III 

METHOD 

 

Design and Independent Variables  

To address the hypothesis and research questions, a 2 X 2 X 2 (Athlete Sex [male, 

female] x Reporter Sex [male, female] x Level of Attractiveness [low, high]) fully 

crossed, between-subjects experimental design was conducted.  In addition, two 

exemplars were employed at each level of reporter gender and attractiveness, and two 

different stories were also created as experimental stimuli to verify observed results were 

not anomalies based on characteristics of one unique stimulus.  However, because these 

are methodological controls, they were not included in the statistical analysis.  

 The first two variables, sex of athlete and sex of reporter, were operationalized by 

manipulating the images used in the stimuli to depict distinctly male or distinctly female 

individuals.  The nature of these variables is such that no manipulation check was 

necessary. 

The third independent variable, level of attractiveness, was conceptually defined 

as the degree to which an individual was considered to be visually pleasing, delightful, or 

alluring regarding physical features.  This was operationalized using a pre-test of 20 

potential candidates (10 males and 10 females) found through an Internet search engine. 

Candidate headshots were professionally edited and similarly framed before 

implementing the pre-test.  In the pretest, respondents rated individuals using a single-

item measure of attractiveness on a 0 to 10 Likert-type scale. Candidate images were 
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viewed in one of two random orders to control for presentation order effects.  Based on 

pre-test results, two males were used as the highly attractive male reporters (M = 7.00, SD 

= 1.57; M = 8.00, SD = 1.36), two females as the highly attractive female reporters (M = 

9.00, SD = .96; M = 7.50, SD = 1.16), two males as the unattractive male reporters (M = 

2.43, SD = 1.60; M = 2.21, SD = 1.63), and two females as the unattractive female (M = 

2.50, SD = 1.61; M = 2.71, SD = 1.49). Repeated-measures ANOVA verified the success 

of the manipulation [F (1, 13) = 141.33, p < .001, η2
p = .92]. 

 

Dependent Variables 

The study gauged the impact of these independent variables on participants’ 

perceptions of source credibility.  Participants responded to several questions after the 

article designed to evaluate their perceptions of the reporter’s credibility. Items were 

adapted from Ohanian’s (1990) credibility scale, which he reports to include three 

dimensions: trustworthiness, expertise, and attractiveness.  In this study, participants were 

asked to respond to an 11-point response scale to indicate how well a series of adjectives 

described the article’s author (0 = not at all, 10 =  very much).  Principle components 

analysis with varimax rotation suggested a two-factor solution based on these data.  The 

first factor, labeled credible (Eigenvalue = 7.80) explained 55.73% of the variance and 

consisted of ten items: experienced, sincere, skilled, dependable, knowledgeable, honest, 

expert, qualified, reliable, and trustworthy).  Reliability analysis indicated high internal 

consistency (α = .96).  The second factor, labeled attractive (Eigen value = 2.69) 

consisted of four items: attractive, sexy, classy, and handsome/beautiful.  Again, 
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responses were highly consistent (α = .91).  One item, elegant, was deleted from the 

measure due to a high cross loading on both factors. Information regarding respondent’s 

demographics, sports consumption, and general sports fanship (Wann, 2002) were 

collected as well. 

 

Participants 

Initial approval was given for the exempt study to be conducted by the Texas 

Tech University Institutional Review Board.  A convenience sample of 230 

undergraduate students enrolled in mass communications classes at a large Southwestern 

university were recruited for the study.  Students were given extra credit toward the grade 

in the courses with which they participated in the study.  Subjects participated in the 

experiment at the beginning of their class after the principle investigator prefaced the 

study, explained their rights, and ensured a quiet and respectful environment.  

 

Stimuli 

Stimuli were constructed for this study and consisted of a single-page magazine 

article featuring a question and answer interview with an athlete after a successful game 

and/or season (see Appendix). Stimuli were printed in full color for subjects to view.  

Participants were told the article was selected from an alumni magazine at a small private 

college in the Northeastern United States increase believability while controlling for pre-

existing dispositional affiliations with the team. Photographs used in the article contained 

shots of the reporter (a single headshot, placed in the upper left) and the athlete (in action 
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during a game, placed in the lower right). The two-column layout of the articles was 

consistent across conditions.  Stories included images of the reporter in the story (highly 

attractive female, unattractive female, highly attractive male, or unattractive male) with 

an athlete (male or female) who plays collegiate basketball.  This study, then, used both 

male and female athletes on a small university basketball team. 

Reporter names in the story were given one gender neutral name, Taylor, as well 

as a gender neutral athlete name, Alex.  Because research has demonstrated that 

consistency across designs are both important and feasible (Seiter et al., 2010), the 

positioning, framing, posture, race, and general age of the reporters was consistent across 

the articles, and the placement of the photos within the article was consistent.  The 

reporter’s image appeared in the upper-left corner of the article, near the title (as an 

author’s image might in a blog or online newspaper column), while the image of the 

athlete playing basketball appeared at the bottom-right corner of the article, toward the 

end.  Thus, the only variations between the articles were the individuals (reporter and 

athlete) in the article.   

 

Procedure 

Data were collected in large group sessions, with randomization of assignment 

achieved by placing packets in a random order.  An initial explanation about the 

participants’ rights as well as a general explanation of the study was given. Students then 

began the study all at once.  Upon the completion of the study by the last participant in 

the group, the students were debriefed, and the subjects were thanked for their time.  
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Participants in this study received extra credit for the course from which they were 

recruited. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

 

 As an additional manipulation check, a between-subjects ANOVA was conducted 

with source level attractiveness serving as the fixed factor, and the attractive rating 

gleaned from the dependent measures used as the dependent variable. That test verified 

the experimental manipulation [F (1, 228) = 48.83, p < .001, η2
p = .18).  Reporters in the 

high attractiveness condition were (M = 5.43, SD = 2.51) were rated significantly higher 

than those in the low attractiveness condition (M = 3.39, SD = 1.86). Table 1 (see below) 

contains the means and standard deviations for the perceptions of credibility (ranked on a 

0 to 10 Likert-type scale) assigned to the sports reporters. 

 

Table 1 

Table of Means and Standard Deviations of Credibility Perceptions for Sports Reporters 

 
 Attractive Unattractive 
 
Athlete Male Reporter Female Reporter Male Reporter Female Reporter 

 
Male M = 6.68, SD = 1.48 M = 6.08, SD = 1.56 M = 6.32, SD = 1.92 M = 6.86, SD 
= 1.55 
 
Female M = 5.56, SD = 1.73 M = 5.94, SD = 1.85 M = 6.32, SD = 1.52 M = 5.88, SD 
= 1.75 
 

 
 
 

Texas Tech University, Dustin Hahn, August 2012 
 

24

 



 

 Investigation into H1 revealed that there was not significant relationship between 

reporter gender and athlete gender [F (1, 222) = .00, p = .99, η2
p = .00]. Thus, the 

hypothesis was not supported.  However, the study did demonstrate that athlete gender 

played a significant role in impacting perceptions of credibility [F (1, 222) = 6.40, p = 

.01, η2
p = .03] such that reporters, regardless of his/her gender or level of attractiveness, 

who were reporting on male athletes were perceived as more credible than those 

reporting on female athletes. An explanation for this phenomenon is presented in the 

discussion.  

In response to H2, the analysis failed to find the predicted interaction between 

reporter gender X level of attractiveness [F (1, 222) = .00, p > .05].  Again, the 

hypothesis was not supported. 

However, in response to RQ2, a significant three-way interaction between 

reporter gender X level of attractiveness X athlete gender indicated that the predicted 

relationship between reporter attractiveness and gender is moderated by congruity with 

athlete gender [F (1, 222) = 4.85, p = .03, η2
p = .02]. That is, for male athletes, 

unattractive female reporters were perceived as most credible, and attractive female 

reporters were perceived as the least credible whereas males benefitted slightly from 

increased attractiveness (see below). Likewise, for female athletes, unattractive male 

reporters were perceived as most credible while attractive male reporters were perceived 

as the least credible (see List of Figures). There was little change in perceptions of 

credibility for female reporters with female athletes.  
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Figure 1: Perceived Credibility of Reporters with Male Athletes 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2: Perceived Credibility of Reporters with Female Athletes 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

 Thus, this study sought to illuminate the impact attractiveness of the reporter has 

on perceived credibility of both male and female reporters while taking into account the 

role of congruity between reporter and athlete gender. The controlled experiment allowed 

for significant causal relationships to be identified. 

Results failed to support predicted relationships between reporter attractiveness 

and gender, as well as reporter gender and athlete gender.  Instead, the data indicated that 

all three variables are of importance when crafting perceived credibility. Whereas 

credibility increased with attractiveness for male reporters when interviewing male 

athletes, an inverse relationship was observed for female reporters in the same scenario. 

That is, unattractive females were rated as more credible than attractive females.  In fact, 

unattractive females were evaluated as most credible, whereas attractive female reporters 

were the least credible (see List of Figures). 

Likewise, attractiveness seemed to play an integral role in perceptions of 

credibility for male reporters when interviewing female athletes. When reporting on 

female athletes, unattractive male reporters yielded the highest credibility rating, and 

attractive males yielded the lowest (see List of Figures). 

The causes for this relationship are purely speculative, but intuitive post hoc 

explanations are possible.  One possible explanation for this is that media consumers 

have been conditioned to see attractive reporters in the news. Likewise, congruity theory 
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and gender schema theory would suggest that there are cognitive connections made 

between athlete and reporter and their relatedness and role with one another (i.e., a 

female would be most knowledgeable of female athletics). However, one could argue that 

study participants noted that the unattractive sources were counter to expectations of 

typical reporters.  Furthermore, incongruity of the reporter and athlete gender further 

challenged expectations. That is, because expectations are likely already conditioned into 

viewers that reporters are attractive and/or have close connections with a sport (perhaps 

even a former professional athlete him/herself) that an individual not capable of having 

experience in the sport (for instance, a man playing women’s basketball) and not being 

traditionally attractive must need to compensate for these short coming with their 

expertise and trustworthiness or credibility. In short, incongruent reporters must “know 

his or her stuff.”  

 Another unexpected and unhypothesized finding was the overall effect of athlete 

gender on perceived credibility.  The presence of male athletes in a sports reporter’s 

interview increased the reporter’s credibility, despite the identical nature of story content 

across athlete gender.  Given the research expounding upon the traditional connections 

individuals have with sports being a male dominated domain, it is possible that the mere 

presence of a female athlete struck viewers as almost disingenuous.  Thus, this research 

reveals that even elements only loosely associated with a source (such as the interviewee) 

may have impacts on perceptions of credibility attributed to the source.  
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Implications 

 This research goes a long way in demonstrating the need for expansion in media 

credibility research.  Sports media in particular presents challenges for research in 

credibility given its history and gender role associations.  This study demonstrates how 

perceptions of credibility in the interrelationship of a reporter’s level of attractiveness and 

a reporter’s gender are moderated by the athlete’s gender.  Thus, it is important to 

recognize the dependency of these variables on one another in credibility perceptions in 

sports reporting.  

 News stations and sports media in general should take these results into 

consideration when seeking to determine how credible one’s sports reporters are likely 

perceived.  Being an experiment, the generalization of these results using specific 

magazine-like content should be treated with caution.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

 Though this experiment adds crucial information to credibility research, it is not 

without its limitations.  First, this experiment used a magazine-like article with a larger 

than normal reporter/author image placed plainly in the upper-left corner of the printed 

page.  This made the depiction of the reporter clear, but lacked certain ecologically valid 

traits.  Future studies should consider using stimuli that utilizes video and audio.  

However, because attractiveness is largely a visual cue, single images in print media were 

warranted.   
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 Future research could also benefit from a more qualitative approach.  This would 

allow researchers the opportunity to explore what people think of reporters more broadly 

and why.  Also, as with any study using university students as respondents, there is some 

question as to the validity of the data. Though the reliability has been statistically 

demonstrated, there is the potential that students could be tempted to respond to 

questionnaire material in a way that would appear reliable but might not be valid. Thus, it 

would be wise to replicate this study using a variety of demographics for participants in a 

more controlled setting in order to build upon these results.  

 Finally, another potential follow up to this study could include a change in story 

type.  It is more common for female sportscasters to report feature-type stories as 

opposed to play-by-play.  This context would allow for gender role schemas to be more 

salient.  Thus, this study controlled for this confound by employing the feature-style 

question-and-answer format.  However, future studies could employ stories that introduce 

factorial variation of story type. 
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APPENDIX A
 

 SAMPLE STIMULUS 
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APPENDIX B 
 

QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
 
 

Below you will see a list of words. Circle the number that reflects how much you 
think each word describes the reporter for the story. Please do not look back at the article 
at this point. For each word describing the reporter, let 0 represent “not at all,” and let 10 
represent “very much.”  

1.  Experienced 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
2.  Sincere 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
3.  Skilled 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
4.  Dependable 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
5.  Knowledgeable 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
6.  Honest 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
7.  Expert 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
8.  Qualified 
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 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
9.  Reliable 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
10.  Trustworthy 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
11.  Elegant 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
12.  Attractive 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
13.  Sexy 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
14.  Classy 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
15.  Handsome/Beautiful 
 
 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
         not at all                  very much 
 
 
On average, how many sporting events do you attend per month? __________ 

On average, how many hours of actual sports do you watch per week? _________ 

On average, how many hours of sports-related programming (like SportsCenter) do you 

watch per week? ___________ 
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On average, how many hours do you spend per week playing sports, either in an 

organized league, or just for fun: __________________ 

 

For the remaining questions, please indicate your agreement with the following questions 

by circling the number that best represents how you feel: 

 

My friends see me as a sports fan. 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
  strongly disagree              strongly agree 
 

My life would be less enjoyable if I were not allowed to follow sports. 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
  strongly disagree              strongly agree 
 

I consider myself to be a sports fan. 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
  strongly disagree              strongly agree 
 

I believe that watching sports is the most enjoyable form of entertainment. 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
  strongly disagree              strongly agree 
 

Being a sport fan is very important to me. 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
  strongly disagree              strongly agree 
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Demographics 

1. Age ________ 

2. Gender:  

a. Male 

b. Female 

3. Ethnicity: 

a. African-American 

b. Caucasian 

c. Hispanic 

d. Asian 

e. Other (Please Specify): ________________________________________ 
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