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Feminist sports scholars characterize sport as a masculine domain wherein the 
ideology of male superiority and dominance is structurally and symbolically per-
petuated. Researchers similarly identify sports fan communities as exclusionary 
to women and sites for the reaffirmation of gendered hierarchies. The purpose 
of this project is to examine the gendered meanings of sports fandom. Using 
semistructured interviews with eleven women who identify as fans of sports at 
the institutional center, we find the narratives illustrate the complex ways women 
define themselves in to, or define themselves out of, dominant discourses of sports 
fandom. The third wave feminist sensibilities employed in our analysis, and in 
the narrative experiences of our participants, compel us to recognize and struggle 
with the seeming contradictions of women sports fans. By giving voice to women 
sports fans, we offer a feminist intervention into the exclusionary processes that 
marginalize women’s sports fans.

Les spécialistes féministes de l’étude du sport définissent le sport comme un 
domaine masculin au sein duquel l’idéologie de la supériorité et de la domination 
des hommes est perpétuée aux niveaux structurel et symbolique. Dans un même 
ordre d’idée, les chercheurs ont identifié que les communautés de fans de sports 
excluent les femmes et constituent des lieux de réaffirmation des hiérarchies de 
genre. Le but de ce projet est d’examiner les significations reliées au genre chez 
les fans de sports. Nous avons réalisé pour cela des entrevues semi-dirigées avec 
onze femmes qui se définissent comme des fans de sports et nous avons trouvé 
que leurs récits illustrent les façons complexes dont les femmes se définissent à 
l’intérieur de ces discours dominants du supportérisme sportif ou en opposition à 
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ces discours dominants. Les sensibilités de la troisième vague du féminisme qui 
ont été employées dans notre analyse et dans les expériences de nos participantes 
nous amènent à reconnaître les apparentes contradictions des femmes fans de sports 
et à jongler avec ces contradictions. En donnant une voix aux femmes fans de 
sports, nous offrons une intervention féministe au sein des processus d’exclusion 
qui marginalisent les femmes qui sont fans de sports.

In March 2012, on its web site Sports Illustrated published a gallery of pictures 
(since removed) titled, “NHL Puck Bunnies.” This pictorial depiction of women 
hockey fans claimed to pay tribute to the “passionate…league’s female fans (aka - 
Puck Bunnies)” (Harger, 2012). The response was swift. On social media women 
fans and feminist bloggers argued that the visual and discursive representations 
within the gallery and particularly the term, “puck bunny” was not a tribute but 
rather an insult to women hockey fans in particular, and women in general. As sports 
blogger Emma Harger (2012) lamented, “Most of the women I know explicitly 
hate the term because that’s the first insult men throw at women when the man’s 
goal is to tell the woman that she doesn’t belong in his clubhouse.” For Harger and 
other women sports fans, this was yet another example of their being trivialized 
and virtually dismissed in the world of sports, wherein such exclusionary practices 
frequently occur in what continues to be a cultural space to voice and celebrate 
deep-rooted misogyny.

Feminist sports scholars have long characterized sport as a masculine domain 
wherein the ideology of male superiority and dominance is perpetuated in what 
has traditionally been a homosocial male sphere (Bryson, 1994; Messner, 1988, 
2002; Willis, 1994). Scholars have similarly identified sports fan communities 
as exclusionary to women; bastions of male privilege; and, thereby, sites for the 
normalizing reproduction of gender hierarchies and power relations (Davis & 
Duncan, 2006; Hartmann, 2003; Hughson, 2000; Jones, 2008). This is particularly 
prevalent in sports that comprise what Messner (2002) refers to as the “institutional 
center” of sport. The institutional center is “thoroughly patriarchal and…tightly 
(often violently) controlled by heterosexual men (and by the corporations that profit 
from them)” (Messner, 2002, p. xx), and is the sporting location where the cultural 
and economic focus of broader society is routinely and predominantly directed. 
Within the U.S. context, sports that typically occupy the institutional center include 
football, baseball, and basketball, although within other national sporting contexts 
other practices clearly occupy a similarly central and hegemonic cultural location 
(such as hockey in Canada, and rugby union in New Zealand). Sports that occupy 
the institutional center are the spectator sports that are most popular in the United 
States, and therefore fans of these sports are most likely to come to mind when 
one envisions a sports fan. Furthermore, sports in the institutional center are more 
likely to exclude women from the elite levels of involvement that provide the core 
content for sport media broadcasts. In this way, and by its very cultural and com-
mercial significance, the “institutional center” of sport perpetuates hegemonic 
masculinity, both for those on the field and those watching in the stands, at home, 
or at sports bars (Messner, 2002).

In light of the above considerations, the purpose of this project is to identify, 
examine, and contextualize the gendered nature and meanings of sports fandom 
as they shape and impact women fans of the institutional center of sports. Using 
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qualitative interviews, the ways in which women engage with normative definitions 
of sports fandom are better understood. Our study focuses on four main questions: 
1) how do women define sports fandom, how are those definitions gendered, and 
in what ways do those definitions reaffirm and/or challenge hegemonic definitions 
of sports fandom? 2) how do definitions of fandom enable the inclusion and/or 
exclusion of others, and of women in particular? 3) how do women experience, 
articulate, and negotiate inclusion and/or exclusion as sports fans? 4) how are the 
above processes gendered, and to what extent do those processes reproduce the 
gendering of sports and sports fandom as masculine?

In addition to examining women sports fans negotiations of fandom, this study 
offers a feminist critique of the efforts by sport organizations and corporations to 
include women sport fans into sport communities. These efforts often rely upon 
stereotypically conventional gendered marketing practices that infantilize (pink 
sports equipment), hyperfeminize (football jerseys decorated with rhinestones), 
and hypersexualize (Victoria Secret’s “Pink” sports clothing line) women fans in 
ways that marginalizes and marks them as “Other.” Moreover, these presumably 
inclusive efforts are often produced, legitimated, and reaffirmed in the research 
on sports fans, particularly in the fields of sports psychology and sports market-
ing. We offer a feminist critique of this research in the section below. Next, we 
outline the theoretical and methodological frameworks for the study: third wave 
feminism, feminist standpoint theory, and narrative analysis. We then discuss the 
major themes that emerged from the qualitative interviews with women sport fans, 
analyzing not simply what the participants of the study said but also the processes 
of negotiation and meaning making embedded in the construction of narratives of 
lived experience. We conclude the paper with a call for feminist interventions in 
the ways in which gender and sport fandom is studied and understood, and offer 
alternatives to the study of women sport fans that do not reproduce the very cultures 
of difference that marginalize women fans.

Fandom, Sports, and Intersectional Hierarchies
Scholars note how the different cultural meanings and class status associated with 
“high culture” aficionados or connoisseurs, such as the opera, Shakespeare, or 
classical Bach, contrast with “low brow” fans of popular culture such as the televi-
sion show “Star Trek,” soap operas, rap music, or sports (Fiske, 1992; Hills, 2002; 
Jenson, 1992; Pearson, 2007). As Jenson (1992) explains, “if the object of desire is 
popular with the lower or middle class, relatively inexpensive and widely available, 
it is fandom… if it is popular with the wealthy and well-educated, expensive and 
rare, it is preference, interest or expertise” (p. 19). Further, not only are the distinc-
tions between connoisseurs of “high culture” with fans of “low/popular culture” 
classed, these distinctions are also gendered. Being an aficionado of high culture is 
associated with rationality and reason, whereas being a fan of popular culture “is 
deemed emotional (low class, uneducated), and therefore dangerous” (p. 21). This 
rationality/emotionality binary is based on essentialist notions of masculinity and 
femininity, where rationality is linked to masculinity, while emotionality is linked 
to femininity (Gilligan, 1982). Given the cultural value placed upon the masculine 
and the devaluing of the feminine, fandom of popular culture is thus marginalized, 
while appreciation of “high culture” is legitimated.
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It is important to note, however, that as a hierarchy exists between high and 
low culture, hierarchies also exist within fan communities and subcultures. Hier-
archies among fans have been noted in fandom literature, such as the negative 
judgment that the self-proclaimed “Smart to the business” wrestling fans (fans of 
wresting that understand the constructed and performative elements of matches) 
direct toward those fans termed the “Marks,” who are the “stereotypical ‘dupes’” 
(McBride & Bird, 2007, p. 169). Moreover, Hills (2002) and Fiske (1992) discuss 
the role that Bourdieu’s articulations of cultural, social, and symbolic capital play 
in privileging some fans, as well as ways of being a fan, over others. For example, 
fans with more knowledge of the object of fandom possess more cultural capital 
as fans, and are thus more respected.

These hierarchies constitute, and are constituted by, exclusions within fan 
communities. Exclusions in sport fan communities, in particular, are often informed 
by race, class, gender, and sexuality. As Crawford explained, one must possess the 
right “cultural ticket” (2004, p. 55) to conform to the norms of sports fan commu-
nities. If one is not of a similar race, class, or gender to what is thought to be the 
archetypal sports fan (which in most Global North cultures is white, heterosexual, 
male, and middle class), accessing sports fan communities often is a process of 
negotiating racism, sexism, classism, and homophobia embedded in both sports 
and within sports fan cultures. In addition, the socialization that occurs as sports 
fans learn the norms of their sports fan communities is often unavailable to those 
who are considered “outsiders”; thus, women encounter barriers to learning the 
behaviors, norms, and values of hegemonic forms of legitimate fandom. Moreover, 
the performative aspects of fandom are inaccessible to those considered “outsid-
ers.” In other words, those who are able to learn and enact conventional ways of 
being a fan are most accessible to those considered “insiders” in the culture. Thus, 
exclusions of marginalized identities are produced and reaffirmed.

In some cases gendered, raced, and classed exclusions in sports fan com-
munities can be overt, as racism, sexism, and homophobia in stadiums continues 
to be an unfortunate feature of game attendance (Hughson, 2000; Jones, 2008). 
However, more often exclusions are embedded within the cultural practice itself. 
For example, sports fandom is, at its core, consumption (Crawford, 2004) and 
thus a feminized cultural practice, as consumption is associated with femininity 
(McRobbie, 2009; Spigel, 1992). Thus, while men and women alike consume as 
sports fans (by attending games, watching sports events on television, following 
sports in the media, buying tickets to games, purchasing jerseys, baseball caps, or 
other sports paraphernalia) these consumption-based ways of being a fan are less 
valued forms of fandom in contrast to the productive, and therefore masculine, forms 
of fandom, such as producing podcasts, newsletters, or blogs (Crawford, 2004). 
As such, masculinity in ostensibly feminized consumption contexts, like sports 
fan cultures, occupies a tenuous relationship vis-à-vis the hegemonic masculinity 
enacted in participatory sports cultures. In other words, tensions exist between the 
masculinity necessary for legitimacy in sports fan communities, which is enacted 
within a feminized cultural practice (i.e., consuming sport as a fan, as opposed to 
producing sport as an athlete), and the hyper-masculinity that is enacted and cel-
ebrated in sports, especially those at the institutional center. As a result, negotiating 
and resolving these tensions around masculinity becomes a salient process for many 
sports fans, regardless of an individual fan’s gender identity.



26  Esmonde, Cooky and Andrews

Hierarchies of sports fandom and exclusionary practices extend beyond sports 
fan cultures and are reproduced in research literature on sports fandom. Social 
psychology and sports marketing researchers have often sought to identify, assess, 
and thereby corroborate the perceived differences between men and women as sports 
fans upon which their research paradigms are founded. When level of identification 
and amount of fan behaviors displayed are measured, men are usually found by the 
researchers to be the more ‘authentic’ fans (Dietz-Uhler, Harrick, End & Jacque-
motte, 2000; Gantz & Wenner, 1991; Wann, Waddill & Dunham, 2004). Similarly, 
qualitative sociological studies carried out in the UK have largely focused on men 
either as hooligans or as disenfranchised ‘traditional’ fans who are being replaced 
by ‘consumer’ fans. Dichotomies are often drawn between “new consumer” fans 
who “buy a large volume of merchandise” and “follow sport via the mass media” 
(Crawford, 2004, p. 33), and more traditional fans who presumably attend matches 
but do not consume excessively. Women are typically absent in this literature, or are 
positioned as consumer fans that, through consumption, contribute to the problems 
of modernization and globalization (Pope & Williams, 2011). It is important to 
note that the voices and experiences of women as fans have more recently come 
to the fore in sociology and sport management literature, often with a focus on 
the ways in which women are marginalized as sports fans (Crawford & Gosling, 
2004; Farrell, Fink & Fields, 2011; Jones, 2008; Markovits & Albertson, 2012; 
Pope & Williams, 2011).

Scholars note the challenges women experience in negotiating femininity 
and sports fandom, due to the fact that cultural definitions of femininity and the 
masculinized nature of hegemonic sports are often oppositional, rather than equally 
valued within sports cultures and contexts (Borer, 2009; Crawford, 2004; Gosling, 
2007). Borer (2009) explores this process of negotiation in his study of the Boston 
Red Sox and Fenway Park, wherein he found three main categories of women 
sports fans: the “tomboy fan,” the “accessory fan,” and the “pink-and-proud” fan 
(p. 2–3), based on whether these women reject femininity, embrace femininity, or 
accommodate femininity. Other studies find women negotiate the contradiction of 
being a woman and a sports fan becoming “honorary males” by adapting masculinist 
sports fan norms (Borer, 2009; Crolley & Long, 2001; Jones, 2008; Markovits & 
Albertson, 2012; Pope & Williams, 2011). Often these “honorary males” accept 
dominant definitions of fandom by criticizing women who fail to reaffirm the 
normative standards (i.e., masculine) of fan behavior (Jones, 2008; Markovits & 
Albertson, 2012). However, in other research, women fans call for a redefinition of 
fandom by dismissing sexist or homophobic fans at English Premier League matches 
as “not proper fans” (Jones, 2008; p. 523). In so doing, the participants in Jones’ 
study assert, “fandom and femininity are entirely compatible, whereas fandom and 
abusive masculinity are not” (p. 524). In this way, the study participants challenge 
sexism and homophobia in sports fan communities by reconciling the ostensibly 
contradictory relationship between femininity and sports fandom.

Using a third wave feminist theoretical framework (Budgeon, 2011; Snyder, 
2008), this project builds upon the literature by examining the ways in which sports 
fandom is articulated by self-identified women sports fans in the United States, 
many of whom are fans of men’s professional American football. Although recent 
marketing efforts by the NFL might lead one to assume there is more inclusivity of 
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women sports fans in traditionally male-identified and male-dominated sports cul-
tural spaces, and thus women sports fans are no longer marginalized, little research 
to date has explored how self-identified female fans of the American institutional 
center of sports understand themselves as sports fans. Furthermore, it is important 
to expand upon the work that has taken place in the UK and elsewhere to examine 
gendering of sports fandom in the United States, where women comprise almost 
half of fans of institutional center sports (LaVoi, 2009), which also may indicate 
the inclusion of women as sports fans in the United States. However, as Markovits 
and Albertson (2012) argued, women continue to be marginalized as sports fans 
despite their growing numbers, largely due to the cultural difference (in terms of 
accommodation by mainstream masculinist sensibilities) between female sport 
participation and fandom. As research on women’s presence in participatory cultures 
argues, the inclusion of marginalized groups within institutional or organizational 
structures of sports does not necessarily lead to shifts in the cultural discourses of 
female athleticism (Cooky, 2009; Messner, 2002); similarly, our study illustrates 
how women’s inclusion into the spaces of sports fan communities does not in itself 
shift hegemonic cultural discourses of sports fandom. Given that legitimacy as a 
sports fan is largely constituted through masculine discourse, as is the case with 
sports participation (Curry, 1991; Messner, 2002), we are interested in the extent 
to which the exclusion and/or marginalization of women and femininity occurs in 
fan cultures of the institutional center of sport, as it does in participatory sports 
cultures at the institutional center (Cooky & McDonald, 2005; Ezzell, 2009).

Theoretical Framework
This project is both informed by, and looks to extend, the theoretical assumptions 
and political underpinnings of third wave feminism. Of course, third wave feminism 
as both a theory and politics is contested, not only in how it is defined or what 
goals it attempts to realize, but to what extent, if at all, it exists, and whether it 
is sufficiently distinct from the second wave of feminism or is a useful metaphor 
for describing contemporary feminist thought, theory, and practice (Caudwell, 
2011; Heywood & Drake, 1997; Snyder, 2008). Some common threads, however, 
in both theory and practice can be articulated. Third wave feminism resists disci-
plinary boundaries and traditional theoretical frameworks, and instead synthesizes 
multiple and at times conflicting perspectives. Moreover, due to the influence of 
postmodernism and poststructuralism, third wave feminist theory seeks to decon-
struct dualisms, such as men/women, nature/culture, and public/private, with an 
emphasis on intersectional differences rather than equivalences (Arneil, 1999), and 
a multivocality that foregrounds “personal narratives that illustrate an intersectional 
and multiperspectival version of feminism” (Snyder, 2008; p. 175–76). Moreover, 
according to Budgeon (2011), “third wave feminism is motivated by the need to 
develop a feminist theory and politics that is able to honour the contradictions that 
constitute women’s identities; and achieving this necessitates embracing ambiguity 
while maintaining a commitment to work inclusively with those particular differ-
ences” (p. 5). With a third wave feminist framework, contradictions and tensions 
are embraced and examined to shed light on the lived messiness and contradictions 
for women in contemporary American culture (Heywood & Drake, 1997).
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Third wave feminist perspectives are relevant to the study of sports fandom 
as it is similarly characterized by contradictions and messiness; for example, sup-
porting a team with a player that has been arrested for domestic abuse or found 
guilty of using racial or homophobic slurs; a recognition of the economically 
exclusionary nature of sporting teams and events that are often and disingenuously 
framed as civic entities; or drawing on masculine discourses that exclude women. 
Moreover, some women sports fans, including those who experience exclusion, can 
be among the first to reaffirm hegemonic cultural practices and discourses (Jones, 
2008). At the same time, sports often operate as a cultural site wherein women are 
encouraged to take control of their bodies and to challenge gendered stereotypes 
by displaying power and strength, albeit within certain corporeal boundaries of 
acceptability of sporting female bodies (Heywood & Dworkin, 2003). Similar to 
the female athlete as cultural icon (Heywood & Dworkin, 2003), women sports 
fans have experienced a degree of inclusion within popular culture, particularly in 
advertising; for example, the NFL’s “Crucial Catch” marketing campaign address-
ing breast cancer awareness, the Chicago Bears 101 event which purports to teach 
women the fundamentals and basics of football, and the NFL’s partnership with 
Victoria Secret to design and sell NFL apparel for women. Inclusion is often read as 
empowerment, especially given, as Banet-Weiser (2004) argues, female empower-
ment in neoliberal capitalist societies is constituted in and through consumerism 
and visibility in media-created commercial venues. Yet, this is not to suggest that 
there is no connection to “real politics” (p. 137). We wish to extend this third wave 
feminist sensibility to the ways in which the inclusionary strategies through various 
aspects of consumer and sports culture produce particular versions of belonging 
and empowerment for women sports fans of the institutional center of sports. Yet, 
the inclusion of women in male-dominated spaces like sports is driven primarily 
by capitalist consumer culture (Heywood & Dworkin, 2003), thus representing a 
central paradox for women, both within participatory and fan sport spaces. Third 
wave feminism is useful in this respect as it allows for an examination of the con-
tradictions in the narratives of women sports fans without necessarily having to 
reconcile or resolve these contradictions.

Methodology and Methods

Feminist standpoint theory is used as the epistemological and methodological 
framework for this project. Feminist standpoint theory gives epistemic privilege to 
women, as it is through women’s subordination that they are better positioned to 
“see the social world of gender relations as socially and inequitably constructed” 
(Ramazanoglu & Holland, 2002). It should be noted, however, that standpoint 
theory does not assert that women are a unified group with common interests or 
necessarily shared experiences of oppression. For black feminist standpoint theorists 
like Collins (2000), gender is one of many power structures that shape experiences 
of domination and subordination within the matrix of domination. For standpoint 
theorists, primacy is placed upon both beginning knowledge production from the 
lives of oppressed/subordinated groups and giving voice to women, in part to 
address masculinist truth claims (Hartsock, 1987). Thus, one goal of this project 
is to empower women fans through giving voice to those experiences that have 
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been marginalized both within hegemonic sports fan cultures and, until recently, 
the research literature on sports fans.

While some have critiqued feminist standpoint theory, particularly as concep-
tualized by Hartsock (1987) who posited women have epistemic privilege, for an 
essentialist, universalist notion of womanhood, others assert the epistemological 
assumptions undergirding feminist standpoint theory can be aligned with third wave 
feminist perspectives, including postmodern feminism (Hirschmann, 2004). For 
these scholars, feminist standpoint theory is not universalist, nor does it suggest 
those whose standpoint is one of oppression have a vision of the world that will 
illuminate ‘the Truth.’ As Hirschmann (2004) explains:

As a way of seeing the world, redefining knowledge, reconceptualizing social 
relations, and renaming experience, standpoint theory provides a powerful 
methodology for understanding ‘reality’ as an ongoing process. That is, the 
adoption of a particular feminist standpoint allows us to gain a “less partial 
and perverse” understanding of the world; but that does not mean we have 
achieved “truth.” (p. 322).

The epistemic privileging of women’s experience is important when con-
sidering the way that women’s voices have been marginalized as sports fans, 
since women’s experiences are often not considered, and are even silenced, when 
researchers as well as other sports fans construct the authentic fan experience. In 
her writing on the epistemological use of experience within the discipline of history, 
Scott (1991) notes that questions about the constructed nature of experience, how 
difference is constituted, and how vision is structured through discourse are often 
absent. Following Scott, we wish to explore the constructed nature of experience, 
how the experience of sports fandom is not simply evidence of difference between 
men and women sport fans, rather we seek to understand the processes by which 
“difference is established, how it operates, how and in what ways it constitutes 
subjects who see and act in the world” (p. 777). For Scott, “it is not individuals who 
have experience but subjects who are constituted through experience.” (p. 779). 
Thus, we argue the subjectivity of being a sports fan for women is constituted by 
and through the experience of marginalization, a marginalization that is informed 
by the intersectional social locations women occupy as well as by the discursive 
formations of heteronormative femininity.

Women fans of professional sports from the “institutional center” of sport 
(Messner, 2002) were the focus of this study. According to Messner, the institu-
tional center of sport represents the commercialized, spectator sports most popular 
in the United States. Fans of these sports are most likely to come to mind when 
one considers who or what is a sports fan. Furthermore, due to the dominance 
of the power/performance model of sport at the institutional center (Coakley, 
2009) these sports are the most likely to exclude women and to celebrate hege-
monic masculinity for those on the field, as well as those who are watching in 
the stands or at home. It is also precisely these sports, which have a significant 
influence on shaping those sports outside the center (Messner, 2002), and thus 
offer an important cite for feminist examination and interventions. Moreover, we 
are interested in exploring the experiences of women sports fans of the institu-
tional center in part because of the efforts of professional leagues like the NFL, 
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which has traditionally been male-dominated and quite hostile toward women, to 
market to (and in doing so ostensibly include) women as sports fans. Given our 
theoretical interests, and following the call from Farrell, Fink, and Fields (2011) 
for researchers to “find women who receive enjoyment” (p. 199) watching sports, 
rather than studying women who simply watch sports with a significant other (as 
with previous research), we purposefully sampled women who frequent a sports 
bar to recruit participants who enjoy sports and self-identify as fans of sports at 
the institutional center.

After obtaining Institutional Review Board approval from the second author’s 
institution, participants were recruited from a neighborhood bar, “Second Street 
Tavern”, which is frequented by many sports fans in the local community. We 
received permission to recruit participants from Jack1, the owner of the bar, who 
also bartends. Second Street Tavern is best described as a small hole-in-the-wall bar 
in a midsize Midwest town with an intimate, laid-back atmosphere that facilitates 
meeting others. During major sports events, the bar reaches maximum capacity 
of about 50 or so patrons, most of whom are “regulars” and are at Second Street 
Tavern on a weekly or in some cases daily basis. It is also a hyper-masculine space 
(Wenner, 1998). For example, the menu (written by Jack) is openly disdainful of 
vegetarians and healthy food, and grown men are not permitted to cut their sand-
wiches in half (a rule which the first author had observed being enforced). The 
walls are adorned with sports paraphernalia of a nearby major metropolitan sports 
city, making Second Street Tavern the place to be if you want to a watch one of the 
major men’s professional teams of which this particular city is proud. Patrons of 
the bar are visibly white2, and seemingly in their thirties to fifties. During popular 
sports games, we estimate the gender ratio to be approximately 85–95% men. 
Despite the hyper-masculine atmosphere of Second Street Tavern, several women 
are considered “regulars” by Jack. These women will sit at the bar talking with 
Jack and other patrons about the game, often wearing a jersey or a T-shirt with the 
logo of their favorite sports team.

Using purposive sampling (Babbie & Benaquisto, 2010), semistructured inter-
views were conducted with women who self-identified as highly committed fans 
of sports located at the institutional center. Recruitment of participants occurred 
during televised men’s professional football, basketball, and hockey games, with 
the exception of one participant.3 The first author approached women who either 
appeared to be intently watching a game, those who were cheering during the 
game, or those who were wearing team gear or clothing. In other words, women 
were approached by the first author if they appeared to exhibit the performative 
practices that are culturally normative of highly-identified sports fans. Several 
participants were also women Jack had identified as regulars. Since participants 
were recruited from a hyper-masculine space (the Second Street Tavern) that was 
predominantly male, recruiting women for in-depth interviews resulted in a small 
number of potential participants, particularly given the refusal of some women to 
self-identify as sports fans (a criteria for participation in the study). Overall, eleven 
women were recruited, between the ages of 22 and 65. All participants identified 
as white, middle-class, and college-educated or completing a college degree.4 (see 
Appendix).

The interview guide included five main questions pertaining to their activities 
as a sports fan, societal as well as individual definitions of sports fandom, feelings 
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of inclusion and exclusion as a sports fan, and stereotypes of women sports fans. 
All interviews were conducted in person by the first author on a university campus, 
with the exception of one interview, which was conducted over the phone because 
the participant had recently moved to another state. Interviews were between 35 
and 80 minutes and were transcribed verbatim.

In line with our theoretical and epistemological framework, the participants’ 
interviews were engaged, understood, and subsequently theorized as narratives. 
According to Chase (2005), narrative inquiry is characterized by five distinct ana-
lytic lenses. First, narratives are treated as “a distinct form of discourse,” (p. 656) 
where the participant retrospectively makes meaning of their experience. Second, 
narratives are a “verbal action” (p. 657) that is accomplishing a goal, whether it is 
to explain, defend, or to challenge or reaffirm hegemonic assumptions and/or power 
relations. Third, narratives are understood as shared in a context that enables and 
constrains how experiences can be interpreted. In other words, the construction 
of the self, and of reality, is shaped by “the narrator’s community, local setting, 
organizational and social memberships, and cultural and historical location” (p. 
657). Fourth, narratives are “socially situated interactive performances” (p. 657) 
that differ based on who the performance is for, when the performance occurs, and 
where the performance occurs. The interview is a constructed social situation. Thus, 
remarks made by participants, and the interviewer’s interaction with the participant, 
may differ than that of another context. Finally, those who use narrative inquiry 
must also “view themselves as narrators as they develop interpretations and find 
ways in which to present or publish their ideas about the narratives they studied” (p. 
657). In sum, we were interested in how the participants understood and articulated 
their own realities as narratives rather than achieving a narrative realism to reveal 
a singular and inalienable “truth” about their reality.

Related to the notion in narrative inquiry that contextual factors enable and/
or constrain how experiences are constructed and interpreted, Anderson and Jack 
(1998) have similarly argued that the language marginalized groups use to articulate 
their experiences is constrained by what discourses are available. They recommend 
that researchers look for what they described as:

“moral language,” such as “should” and “ought” that “allow us to examine the 
relationship between self-concept and cultural norms, between what we value 
and what others value, between how we are told to act and how we feel about 
ourselves when we do or do not act in that way” (p. 166).

Moreover, researchers follow the “logic of the narrative,” which they described 
as “the internal consistency or contradictions in the person’s statements about recur-
ring themes and the way these themes relate to each other… [to] understand the 
assumptions and beliefs that inform the logic and guide the woman’s interpretation 
of her experience” (p. 168). These processes of articulation were explored in the 
analysis of the interviews, which we turn to in the following section.

Defining In and Defining Out
Understanding the process of defining what normative practices and discursive 
articulations constitute a sports fan is important, as definitions delineate who is 
included and who is excluded. While fandom can be defined multiple and conflicting 
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ways (Crawford, 2004; Gray, Sandvoss & Harrington, 2007; Hills, 2002), how 
women sports fans negotiate their self-definitions with hegemonic definitions of 
sports fandom was explored in the interviews.

Two important themes emerged which illustrate the role that the participants’ 
self-definitions of sports fandom played in their experiences and how those 
definitions both reaffirmed and challenged the institutional center of sport and the 
associated gender norms of sports fandom. We refer to these themes as “defining 
in” and “defining out.” “Defining in” and “defining out” can be understood with a 
Venn diagram, where one circle represents a person’s definition of sports fandom, 
and the other circle represents their own identity. The overlap of these two circles 
represents when a portion of fan’s identity coincides with her definition of a sports 
fan’s identity–this is “defining in”. All participants engaged in this process to vary-
ing degrees. This was expected since participants were initially recruited based on 
their self-identification as a sports fan. Of particular interest, however, was that 
despite all participants self-identifying as sports fans in the initial recruitment, some 
participants defined themselves out as sports fans during the interviews. Defining 
out refers to when a sports fan’s self-expressed identity does not align with how 
she defines the identity of the archetypal sports fan. If a fan’s definition of the 
archetypal sports fan completely coincides with their own identity, both circles 
will entirely overlap. If a person does not identify as a sports fan at all, the two 
circles remain separate. This explanation does not, however, imply that all fans have 
clear definitions of what is considered to be a sports fan and what is not; broader 
and more inclusive definitions of sports fandom are more likely to coincide with 
a person’s fan identity (figure 1).

Some of the participants defined themselves out as sports fans by articulat-
ing a definition, identity, or image of a sports fan that they believed they did not 
embody. For example, Rebecca explained that she is “not like a huge sports fan” 
because she is “not very competitive to begin with,” as she saw competitiveness an 
important feature of sports fandom. When explaining what she sees as being a “true 
fan” (her term), Jennifer also explained the ways she differed from a true fan (this 
was without prompting from the interviewer). For Jennifer a true fan should have 
season tickets, be a lifelong fan, know the history of the team, have memorabilia 
around their house, and feel devastated when their team loses. Her definition of 
fandom was stringent and clearly difficult for many to achieve.

Some of the participants who defined themselves out did so in ways that 
were normatively gendered. Juliet was very aware of the gendering of sports 
fandom. When asked to describe the “perfect fan,” she very purposefully and 
emphatically used the pronoun “he” in her description, and often compared 
herself to the “middle-aged male” fan as the standard of fandom that she did not 
fit, yet aspired to. For Rebecca, society’s vision of a sports fan is “a middle-aged 
fat man with no shirt on and body paint and hot dogs all over himself [laughs]” 
(emphasis added). Sarah had a similar explanation of what the “biggest” sports 
fan looks like:

You see that guy, the big guy that’s always like, face painted, head dress on, 
just probably drunk, you know, they’ve been there since two tailgating the day 
before, and they have front row seats to every game, you know? As a hockey 
fan, they’re, you know, on the glass, every game; you know, by the penalty 
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box, something like that. And it’s just like, they’re there, decked out in like, 
they’re ready to fight anybody that has anything bad to say about their team. 
… They’re just loud and they’re obnoxious …They know everything about 
the team, no matter if it was 20 years before they were born or 15 years from 
now, they’re going to know what’s going on. (emphasis added)

For these participants, the “biggest” sports fan as they understood it, and/or 
how they think others understood it, is a man. If sports fandom is both implicitly 
and explicitly gendered so as to exclude women, it is not surprising that so many 
of the participants defined themselves out. The ways sports fans are described by 
Rebecca and Sarah (using words like “fat,” “hot dogs,” “drunk,” “ready to fight,” 
“obnoxious”) is constructed upon notions of grotesque masculinity. Grotesque 
masculinity is constructed as a dualism, in opposition to classical masculinity 
(Morgan, 1993 as cited in Buchbinder 2012). For Morgan, grotesque masculinity 
is a gendered embodiment that is lacking in control, undisciplined, disobedient/
noncompliant. Grotesque masculinity exists in opposition to classical masculinity, 
a gendered embodiment that is in control, disciplined, and obedient/compliant. 
Buchbinder (2012) argues the characteristics of grotesque masculinity are associ-
ated with femininity. Thus, what constitutes the normative definitions of a sports 
fan rely upon a type of masculinity that aligns with conventional understandings 
of femininity and is therefore oppositional to hegemonic masculinity.

We read this articulation of fandom as an illustration of the “logic of the nar-
rative,” (Anderson & Jack, 1998) as the participants challenge their outsider status 
as sports fans. While the participants were acknowledging being outsiders to this 
definition of sports fandom, they were simultaneously situating this understand-
ing of fandom, of which they are excluded, as undesirable or grotesque. These 
articulations of sports fandom highlight the unrestrained and emotional aspects 
of sports fandom, which are considered feminine. We argue that the exclusion of 
women from sports fan communities functions to obscure the feminized nature of 
fandom —if women enact similar forms of unrestrained emotionality, the femi-
nized aspects of sports fandom, which are rendered invisible through the hyper-
masculine, heterosexual cultural spaces and practices of sports fandom, are made 
hyper-visible. Women sports fans must negotiate this paradoxical terrain, and do 
so through defining themselves out.

Despite the grotesque masculinity articulated by the participants, masculin-
ity was frequently associated with more culturally desirable ways of being a fan, 
which was evident in the participants’ discussions of knowledge and sports fandom. 
As Juliet succinctly discussed when explaining the gap between her current level 
of sports knowledge and where she wants it to be, “My goal is to talk like a boy 
more.” Men were routinely described as possessing more knowledge of sports than 
women, including the participants. Some felt that the standards of knowledge for 
women are lower than they are for men. According to Juliet, “As far as girls go, 
I have a lot of knowledge about the ins and outs, but I can’t compete on the level 
of guys my age who have had stats drilled into them since age five, you know?” 
Jennifer echoed this perspective: “So I think, it’s not that I know a lot about it, but 
I know enough that, um, maybe I’ll say it like this: I know more than I think some 
typical females who watch the game, I guess.” For Jennifer, “typical females” are 
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women without knowledge of the “mechanics” of the game because women tend 
not to play the sports in the institutional center, specifically football and hockey. 
In sum, sports knowledge was gendered masculine.

Often the relationship that women sports fans have with men is contested. While 
many women become fans through their relationships with family members and 
friends, often male, some women expressed skepticism regarding the legitimacy of 
these women as sports fans, and thus defined these women out as sports fans. Take, 
for example, Roberta’s dismissal of the sports fan identity of coworker’s girlfriend:

K: I know that you’re aware of these stereotypes because you mentioned a ton of 
them. What do you think about them?

R: They suck [laughs]. It’s not fun but they’re true. I’ve seen it. As you were list-
ing them, I thought of someone I work with who’s a really annoying Blackhawks 
fan, and his girlfriend claims to be a Blackhawks fan because of him, so it’s all 
really annoying.

Alanna similarly dismissed women who are “just faking it to impress a guy,” 
specifically women where “it’s not really their favourite thing, but they’ll go and 
watch the game because he likes it.” Rebecca, on the other hand, readily admitted 
that being a sports fan “probably all derived from the men in [her] life,” specifi-
cally her father, brother, and boyfriend. Based on Roberta and Alanna’s narratives, 
Rebecca is excluded from being identified as a sports fan. The dismissal of people 
who are interested in sports because of a romantic partner, which is apparently 
an unacceptable reason to be a sports fan, is primarily directed toward women in 
heterosexual relationships, as sports fandom is positioned as something that men 
possess and share with heterosexual women, not the other way around.

Put simply, fandom is tightly policed to prevent illegitimate fans from gaining 
full acceptance into sports cultures. What is thought to be illegitimate, however, is 
that associated with heteronormative femininity. In this case, women are believed 
to be a fan because of a heterosexual partner, rather than for “legitimate” reasons 
such as having grown up as a fan of the sports team because a parent brought her 
to games. Thus, women fans are perceived to be lacking in legitimacy or authen-
ticity. Conversely, given the strong linkage of fandom and masculinity, men are 
conferred legitimate status as fans based simply based on their gender alone. Yet, 
many are socialized as young boys into sports fandom through a father or male 
relative (Farrell, Fink & Fields, 2011). The dynamics of marginalizing women in 
sports fans cultures are such that similar processes of becoming a fan (through a 
male relative or significant other) are deemed illegitimate for women, yet legiti-
mate for men. One reason for this, we argue, stems from a resistance to women 
entering male-dominated cultures. Women’s presence as fans confers a degree of 
agency to consume sports. This is in stark contrast to the subject positions women 
have typically occupied in hegemonic sports cultures–as objects of male sports 
fans’ consumption (e.g., cheerleaders or sexualized/fetishized female athletes). 
Furthermore, when heteronormative sexuality becomes an accepted or legitimate 
reason for a woman being a sports fan, this produces a visibility to the ever-present 
sexuality and homoeroticism in sports (Crawford & Gosling, 2004; Gosling, 2007). 
We discuss these issues in the following section.
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Stereotypes of Women Sports Fans
Participants were read and asked to discuss a list of stereotypes of women sports 
fans, such as: women are only interested in sports because of a boyfriend or a 
husband (or to find a boyfriend or a husband); women are only interested in sports 
because they find the players to be attractive; and, women are not very knowledge-
able, committed, or dedicated as sports fans. In the narratives of their experiences, 
the participants both challenged and upheld hegemonic understandings of sports 
fandom that valorise masculinity and devalue femininity.

One way that the participants challenged stereotypes was through expressing 
frustration with the persistence of the stereotypes, as did most of the participants. 
For example, the heteronormative and trivializing stereotype that reduces female 
fans’ interest in sport to (hetero)sexual desire was a source of ire for the participants. 
Roberta expressed frustration that she does not “get credit in [her] hockey jersey,” 
explaining that people often assume that she is only wearing a jersey because she 
is in love with the players. For Sarah, women are particularly susceptible to the 
suspicion that they wear a jersey without “earning” it:

You know, they don’t, you know when you see somebody walking out in a 
jersey, you’re like, do they really like that team or was that on sale? And I feel 
like people think that about women. … “Oh, she might like that sport but she 
doesn’t really like it.” . . . That she doesn’t know what she’s talking about . . . 
Like, they don’t believe you. . . . some people have to see it to believe it, I think.

Due to a pervasive heteronormativity, along with the assumption that men are 
more likely to be sports fans than women, the meanings associated with a person 
wearing a jersey often differ depending on the perceived gender of the person. A 
man wearing a jersey is typically perceived as showing his team pride, whereas 
a woman might be suspected of wearing a jersey given her sexual attraction to 
players rather than due to a supposedly more legitimate display of sports fan iden-
tity. While we argue that sports fans should not be disparaged for being sexually 
attracted to athletes, it should be noted that this attraction is devalued in dominant 
sports fan cultures, and is thus perceived as a negative stereotype by many women 
sports fans of this study.

In other ways, some participants reproduced the very stereotypes to which 
they had been subject. For example, Sarah said that she did not think that women 
sports fans are as “intense” as men, and that more women might be baseball fans 
“‘cause the pants they [baseball players] wear.” Others’ initial reaction to the listing 
of the stereotypes was to explain how they do not apply to them as an individual; 
thus, distancing themselves as individuals but not women as a collective, from the 
stereotype, which reaffirms the stereotype. For example, when asked about women 
sports fan stereotypes, Alanna discussed the popularity of New England Patriots 
quarterback Tom Brady, and explained how she does not find him to be attractive 
because of his “terrible attitude.” By distancing herself from the stereotype that 
women are attracted to athletes, Tom Brady in particular, Alanna was upholding 
the belief that not only do other women fit the stereotype, and furthermore, that it 
is undesirable to do so.

While some of the participants felt that the stereotypes of women sports fans 
exist because they are true, what exactly it meant if a stereotype was true was not 
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uniform among those participants. For Alanna, Jennifer, and Roberta, if a woman 
is not knowledgeable or is attracted to athletes, she is not a true fan. Jennifer said 
that the stereotype that women are not very knowledgeable about sports is “unfor-
tunately” true for the most part, and that she only knows “two or three female 
friends, who love sports like I do.” On the other hand, Sidney and Lindsey felt 
that not having a great deal of knowledge or becoming a fan because of a partner 
does not make someone a less dedicated fan; if they like watching the sport, they 
can be a fan. In this way, Sidney and Lindsey were challenging the basis of the 
stereotypes—that one is not a true sports fan if they engage in certain stigmatized 
behaviors—rather than simply challenging the validity of the stereotypes.

When asked if any of the stereotypes of women sports fans applied to them, 
attraction to players was by far the most common one discussed and the stereotype 
that produced the widest array of responses. Alanna, Roberta, and Sarah denied 
attraction to players entirely, stating that it did not play any role in their fandom. 
Roberta was particularly adamant that this stereotype did not apply to her:

R: Well, I definitely don’t watch them for the hot guys. I don’t even think about 
them like that. I mean, even if somebody that I thought was drop-dead gorgeous, 
if he played the game of hockey it wouldn’t even cross my mind to think that he 
was cute. It just doesn’t—my brain is just hardwired that way. …

K: Do you think it’s important to not think the players are hot as a fan?

R: I guess it doesn’t really matter if you think they’re hot as long as you don’t let 
it get in your way (…). If you are very knowledgeable about the game and you 
love the team regardless and you happen to think one of them is hot, then you can’t 
help how you feel.

For Roberta, it is acceptable if a fan is attracted to a player, but only if they 
“are very knowledgeable about the game” and “love the team regardless.” Beth, 
Lindsey, Jennifer, Sidney, and Haley acknowledged that they are somewhat attracted 
to athletes, but added that this had no influence on whether they watch sports. As 
Sidney explained,

I mean, it’s nice being able to see, you know, guys on the team who are hot, 
you know, it’s a bonus. It’s an added bonus. But I don’t think I would watch 
any less if they weren’t on the team, you know? Its kind of like, “Ooh, well 
this is even better now.”

Jennifer agreed: “Well, I guess [the quarterback] is [cute], but this is what he 
does on the field, you know, which is ten times more important to me.” For these 
participants, sexuality did not seem to be a very important component of their 
sports fandom, as they claimed that it did not influence their decision to be sports 
fans or impact how they watch sports. But unlike the participants who completely 
dismissed any attraction to athletes, these participants admitted that it did play a 
marginal role by enhancing their enjoyment of a game that they already have an 
interest in. Given the ways women fans are excluded from sports cultures, it is 
understandable that some women fans may wish to downplay the significance of 
sexuality in shaping their experiences as fans, as it is considered an illegitimate 
practice as a fan to be attracted to athletes.
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Some were more ambivalent about this aspect of their fandom. Both Michelle 
and Juliet admitted that they had not been shy about expressing their opinions on 
the appearance of athletes. Michelle stated that she did not think that her attraction 
to players should in any way take away from who she is as a fan:

I feel like I’m living the definition of what it means to be an actual sports fan, 
female, male, whatever, doesn’t matter. But, you know, I do all the things you’re 
supposed to, right, as a sports fan—I wear the stuff, I buy the stuff, I dedicate 
the time, my moods go up and down with it, I’m excited—you know, all these 
things that come along with it…For something like, I think, you know, A.J. 
Pierzynski is hot, you know, to kind of disqualify… or somehow cheapen my 
sports fandom just really irritates me.

While Michelle justifies her attraction to players by listing off her other fan 
“credentials,” she challenges the idea that attraction to players could “cheapen” or 
disqualify her fandom. Thus, this process of negotiation of the stereotypes allowed 
her to define herself in as a sports fan. In contrast, when asked if any of the stereo-
types of women sports fans applied to her, Juliet responded:

I’m guilty of that. …I am not so secretly in love with Aaron Rodgers. He is my 
lust object [laughs] and I make constant comments about him during games. 
…I’m doing nothing to help [laughs] female sports fans from that regard 
because all I do for three hours when watching [them] is talk about how, you 
know, I want [the quarterback] in my bed or whatever [laughs].

Both Michelle and Juliet are using moral language (Anderson & Jack, 1998); 
Michelle when she discussed “all the things you’re supposed to” do as a fan, and 
Juliet when admitting that she is “guilty” of lusting after the quarterback of her 
football team, implying that it is not appropriate and that she is “doing nothing 
to help female sports fans” by reproducing the stereotype about women sports 
fans. When Juliet was asked if she had any idea why attraction to players might 
be so stigmatized, she responded, “Sports is supposed to be pure and asexual. 
It’s supposed to be about the love of the game, not the love of Aaron Rodgers’ 
eyes.” She positioned attraction to players as adulterating what is supposed to be 
“pure and asexual,” and in the process defined herself out as a fan. As Crawford 
and Gosling (2004) observed, “the aggressive nature of many male-dominated 
sports helps both dissolve male (homoerotic) fears and ensure that the male/
female object/subject gaze is never truly reversed” (p. 488–9). As such, sports 
are discursively constituted as de-sexualized spaces. One need not look further 
than the sideline cheerleaders or scantily-clad women who are tasked with shov-
eling snow at hockey games to see that sexuality is always present in sport, but 
it seems that only men’s heterosexuality, which is simultaneously invisible and 
hyper-visible, is acceptable. This serves to exclude women sports fans like Juliet, 
and erases the highly erotic aspects of athleticism while upholding sports as a 
masculine space. Furthermore, this hyper-sexualization of women displaces the 
homoerotic tension that men experience in the act of consuming sport as fans, 
wherein the male gaze directed at men, not women (Crawford & Gosling, 2004; 
Gosling, 2007).
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Gendered Inclusion and Exclusion 
of Women as Sports Fans

Participants discussed how being a woman impacted how they were perceived as 
a sports fan. Despite the prevailing perspective that being a woman had a negative 
impact on how they were perceived as a sports fan, only three participants (Rebecca, 
Jennifer, and Juliet) listed gender as the reason they had been excluded in sports 
fan cultures. Rebecca responded:

Uh, sometimes going to [Second Street Tavern], you know, when we’ll be in a 
group of people that we just met or whatever, and you know, people don’t talk 
to me, they talk to my boyfriend. … And I don’t always know how to answer 
sports questions, but it’s just the fact that people always talk to my boyfriend 
who is a man, who is a sports fan, as opposed to a girl.

Some of the participants narrated incidents of exclusion that were not gender-
based, such as cheering for a different team other than the local team, or watching 
a sport of which they are not a fan. Michelle, Beth, Lindsey, and Haley stated that 
they did not feel excluded as a woman from sports fan cultures. Haley, for example, 
explained that she watches sports with people that she knows well and who respect 
her as a fan: “They know that I’m a sports fan, and that’s just how it is.”

Interestingly, of those eight participants who said they had not experienced 
being excluded as women, all discussed an interaction where they were excluded 
or marginalized because of their gender. Roberta, when asked if she had any frus-
trating experiences because she is a woman, explained:

R: I mean, not really anything big in particular. Not any bad experiences. I mean, 
I’ve been called, like, vulgar names at away games, like, demeaning to women, 
but I don’t think he meant it. He might have meant it ‘cause I’m a girl, but I don’t 
think so. I think he was just mad that his team was losing.

K: Like, what kinds of stuff?

R: Um, he called a blonde-headed C-word.

At the same time, later in the interview Roberta explained, “Sports really 
bring people together, so I think as long as you are—like the sport, you know 
what’s going on, then people will like you [laughs].” Anderson and Jack (1998) 
note that an inconsistency between prevailing ideologies and the experiences of the 
oppressed result in inconsistencies in the “logic of the narrative” of interviewees. 
In this case, Roberta invoked the very common belief that sports “bring people 
together,” moments after sharing a story where she was subject to gendered slurs 
at a hockey game. Others’ underestimation of their commitment, knowledge, or 
ability to look past a player’s appearance was discussed by each of the participants, 
such as Jennifer, who said that men had made accusations to her such as, “You just 
like the cute quarterback, right?” Despite these interactions, many participants did 
not articulate a narrative of exclusion as women sports fans, illustrating how the 
logic of the narrative (Anderson & Jack, 1998) informs the ways in which the par-
ticipants negotiate these seeming contradictions in their experiences as sports fans.
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When discussing how they negotiated moments/interactions of exclusion or 
being underestimated, over half the participants invoked the logic of individual-
ism. For these participants, not only was dealing with exclusion the responsibility 
of individuals themselves but exclusion itself was thought to be perpetrated by a 
few “bad seeds” who are overly judgmental, rather than by a society that devalues 
femininity and associates hyper-masculinity with sport. Rebecca said, “Um, gener-
ally it [exclusion] doesn’t really bother me. You know, people can think what they 
want about you, but it just, you know, I’ve got a good support system.” Alanna 
spoke of how she was “feisty” in the past when her knowledge as a sports fan was 
questioned, but over time she has taken the approach of “If he’s going to think 
that, whatever.” According to Lindsey, “everyone gets stereotyped to a point at 
some point in their life. I mean, I think the whole point of it is still being who you 
are and proving them wrong.” All of these participants disapproved of stereotyp-
ing, but saw it as a product of individuals (usually men) that only has an impact 
if individuals allow it, similar to how people in oppressed groups are expected to 
individually overcome hardships in neoliberal societies. Rebecca, Juliet, and Lind-
sey acknowledged that stereotypes and gendered forms of exclusion are linked to 
broader issues of gender oppression, such as employment discrimination. However, 
they minimized issues pertaining to sports fandom as less important than issues, 
such as Michelle’s contention that employment discrimination is a more important 
issue than discrimination among sports fans.

By and large, all but two participants said that they felt accepted, respected, and 
valued as sports fans. Most participants spoke of the joys of feeling part of a group 
that is cheering on the same team and the connection that they felt with strangers 
who cheer for the same teams. Their narratives of inclusion may be attributed to 
what Roberta described as sport’s tendency to bring people together. There may 
be ample experiential evidence to counter this belief, evidence certainly abounds 
in the participants’ experiences, but this depoliticizing belief of sport’s power to 
unite seemed to be openly embraced by the participants (Hartmann, 2000).

Discussion
To say that women sports fans are excluded would oversimplify the narratives 
of their experiences as sports fans. Our findings suggest that women sports fans 
are not exclusively or categorically included or excluded, rather the narratives of 
experiences of inclusion and exclusion are shaped by contradiction and influenced 
by myriad sociocultural factors. Kenny’s (2000) concept of the “insider-Other” is 
useful here in situating the participants’ positions as members of sports fan com-
munities. Similar to Collins’ notion of the “outsider-within” standpoint that Black 
women occupy in dominant white institutions, Kenny argues that the suburban 
white and middle-class girls of her study are “insider-Others,” as their white and 
middle class status confers “insider status” while their social location as young 
women situates them simultaneously as “Others” (p. 3). Likewise, most (if not all) 
of the participants are “insider-Others” as sports fans. Most participants exhibit 
hegemonic sports fan behaviors such as possessing knowledge about sports, talk-
ing to others about sports and attending games, and their acceptance as fans, albeit 
tentative, can be in part attributed to their social locations as white and middle-class. 
Thus, participants’ inclusion as sports fans is shaped by their race and class, which 
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affords access to leisure time necessary to watch sports events at a sports bar, as 
well as confers race and sexuality-based privilege to feel safe and comfortable in the 
space, as Second Street tavern is located in a predominantly white community that 
is frequently the site of racist incidents and where everyday homophobia is sadly 
all too common. However, this “insider” status simultaneously operates alongside 
the “othering” of women sports fans. Women are “Others” because what it means 
to be a legitimate sports fan, particularly a fan of sports at the institutional center, is 
to be a man, particularly one who conforms to the hegemonic masculinized aspects 
of sporting cultures. In this respect, women fans in the hegemonically masculine-
identified, male-dominated culture of sports are “Others.” Thus, the intersections 
of race, class, gender, and sexuality produce the “insider-Other” location in which 
the women participants occupy in the fan cultures. As our findings demonstrate, 
gender profoundly shapes the narratives of how women sports fans are understood 
and the extent to which they are included in sports communities, as well as the 
extent to which they envision themselves as sports fans5.

As the findings illustrate, sports fandom is defined in multiple and contradictory 
ways that are negotiated and struggled over. Fandom is produced and contested by 
both fans and scholars alike (Crawford, 2004; Fiske, 1992; Hills, 2002). As Fiske 
(1992) notes, “fans may argue about what characteristics allow someone to cross 
it [a line between fandom and non-fandom] and become a true fan, but they are 
clearly agreed on the existence of a line” (p. 35). Drawing on Coakley’s (2009) 
concept of sports as contested activities where “there are no timeless and universal 
agreements about meaning, purpose and organization” (p. 10), in this paper we 
suggest that sports fandom should be conceptualized similarly as an assembly of 
diverse and contested activities. There are no uniformly agreed upon meanings or 
purposes of sport fandom. Moreover, there is a “struggle over whose ideas about 
sports will become generally accepted by others in a group or society” (Coakley, 
2009, emphasis in original), and as we demonstrate, struggles over what constitutes 
sports fandom. While the contested nature of fandom has been noted in fan studies 
literature (Gray, Sandvoss & Harrington, 2007; Hills, 2002), our goal was to expand 
upon this discussion by demonstrating the contradictory and conflicting ways that 
fandom is defined by those who participate in sports fan cultures. Certainly there 
are similarities between fans of scripted entertainment texts such as Dr. Who and 
Sherlock and fans of less-scripted sports competitions. For example, women can be 
stigmatized as an illegitimate Sherlock fan if they are attracted (or simply perceived 
to be) to Benedict Cumberbatch just as easily as they can be treated as an illegiti-
mate sports fan if they are attracted to Aaron Rodgers or Tom Brady. However, we 
argue that a key distinction resides in the hyper-masculine culture of sports, which 
is in contrast to the relatively feminized spaces of many sites of popular entertain-
ment culture (Spigel, 1992; McRobbie, 2009) wherein women’s sexual attraction 
to actors, musicians, and entertainers is more readily accepted as a part of being a 
fan of popular entertainment culture (Ehrenreich, Hess, & Jacobs, 1992). Thus, the 
findings from this research on women sports fans offer an important contribution 
to the field of fandom studies.

Furthermore, when acknowledging the multiple and contested meanings associ-
ated with sports fandom, it is important not to abstractly individualize those mean-
ings as if they are developed outside a social context. Power is central in inclusionary 
and exclusionary processes in sports fan communities. In our conceptualization 
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of sports fandom as contested activities, we draw upon Foucauldian theorization 
of power to recognize that in the process of struggle over whose ideas regarding 
sport become accepted by society, power is not concentrated solely within dominant 
groups but is diffuse throughout society and is productive of gender hierarchies 
and relations that are often reproduced and normalized in a multitude of cultural 
practices, including sports (Foucault 1978).

Despite the multiple meanings and definitions of sports fandom articulated 
by the participants, sports fans choose from a particular set of discourses when 
constructing narratives of those meanings and definitions. It is important to analyze 
how and why it is that some meanings, purposes, and organizations of sports fandom 
are more valued than others. As Coakley pointed out, “the definition of sports in 
any particular context usually represents the ideas and interests of some people 
more than others” (p. 11). As the participants’ narratives illustrate, definitions of 
sports fandom and the dynamics of inclusion and exclusion in sports fan cultures 
are profoundly gendered. The ways of being a fan that seem to be most reviled in 
our culture are strongly associated with femininity and women.

For the participants of this study, contradictions arose in how they negotiated 
their own identities as sports fans with how they defined sports fandom, particularly 
when dominant cultural constructions of sports fandom are coded masculine. Given 
the multiple meanings that can be associated with sports fandom, we expected that 
more women sports fans would have a vested interest in challenging sexist stereotypes, 
or that they would develop more flexible definitions of sports fandom, as it is through 
gendered discourse that women sports fans are excluded. Yet, the participants who 
acknowledged that femininity and sports were not diametrically opposed challenged 
the binaries of masculinity/femininity and athleticism/weakness. However, in other 
ways, these binaries were upheld when the participants drew on hegemonic masculine 
discourses to explain their sports fandom. As an individual strategy, we can partially 
sympathize with this impulse; when femininity is devalued and masculinity is valo-
rised (Connell, 1987), putting down other women and identifying with masculinity (or 
aspiring to identify with masculinity) can be a way for women to empower themselves, 
unfortunately often at the expense of other women. However, accommodating and 
upholding sexism within sports fan communities will not only prevent other women 
from being accepted and respected, it also requires that one’s continued inclusion be 
contingent upon one’s ability to prove legitimacy as a fan in the very same ways that 
operate as forms of exclusion and oppression for women sports fans.

The third wave feminist moment where the blurring of gender binaries is 
increasingly prevalent informs the participants’ perspectives on sports fandom. At 
the same time, this blurring of binaries is constrained by postfeminist sensibilities 
(Heywood & Drake, 1997; Kinser, 2004; Snyder, 2008). For those embracing a 
postfeminist sensibility it is assumed that gender equality has been achieved; thus, 
those who continue to advocate for feminist goals or who believe that sexism 
continues to oppress women are stigmatized (McRobbie, 2009). Related to this 
postfeminist sensibility is the culture of neoliberalism informing the participants’ 
“logic of the narrative,” (Anderson & Jack, 1998) which we argue contributed to 
the participants’ individualized understandings of sports fan inclusion and exclu-
sion. Neoliberalism is characterized by an “individualizing culture of surveillance, 
accountability, and resentment” (Silk & Andrews, 2012; p. 6). While all of the 
women were conscious of the fact that being a woman sports fan had negatively 
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impacted how they were perceived, very few challenged the root of that exclusion: 
the ways in which sports fandom was gendered masculine. Most did not articulate 
narratives of exclusion as sports fans because of their gender. When this exclusion 
(perhaps by another name) was acknowledged, their approach to negotiating that 
exclusion was largely through the lens of individualism; it is their own individual 
responsibility to either not let sexism in sports fan communities bother them, or to 
better conform to those communities, rather than advocate for the elimination of 
masculinist discourse from sports fan communities.

The importance of feeling part of a community was emphasized by most of 
the participants in this study, as well as in previous research (see: Crolley & Long, 
2001; Pope, 2010, 2013). However, it is clear that the concept of the collective has 
limits, and belonging in the community of sports fans is not bestowed to all fans 
equally. The individualized nature of sports fandom that was articulated by the 
participants, where becoming the type of fan that experiences inclusion in sports 
fan communities is the responsibility of the individual and failure to be included is 
equally attributed to individuals as opposed to larger issues of discrimination, offers 
important insights on how neoliberal discourse shapes the ways in which women 
sports fans of this study articulate their experiences of inclusion and exclusion in 
dominant sport fan cultures.

Conclusion
As the Sports Illustrated “puck bunny” controversy illustrated, the assumption that 
all women are sexually attracted to players is problematic; however, we argue that 
it is similarly problematic to entirely erase sexual desire as a component of sports 
fandom. Put simply, it is possible to both love the game and Aaron Rodgers’ eyes. 
Third wave feminist sensibilities recognize the simultaneous empowering and 
disempowering potential of a female gaze that sexualizes male athletes, as our 
analysis has shown. Moreover, it is important not to associate heteronormative 
femininity with all women sports fans, as we wish to challenge heteronormativity 
within sports and the wider culture. The findings demonstrate there is no ‘woman-
centric’ way of being a fan; women do not form a distinct group of fans with shared 
interests, practices, or desires. Any libratory approach to studying sports fandom 
must avoid working from this assumption, as categorical understandings of gender 
(Hall, 1996) ignore the overlap between women and men as fans and reproduce a 
false notion of mutually exclusive difference, which has been characteristic of past 
research on women’s sports fans.

It is important to note that in our call for social change and advocacy, we do 
not posit that the strategies of sports organizations or the narratives of the women 
sports fans of this study, that often rely upon conventional notions of femininity 
and heteronormativity, are not legitimate. Instead, we argue that it is the gender 
essentializing nature of these strategies and practices, which reaffirm the gender 
binary, that is problematic and what we wish to interrogate. Within the existing 
gender binary in sports, the hierarchical valuing of ways of being a fan privileges 
hegemonic masculinity, particularly within the cultures of the institutional center of 
sport. As such, femininity and those who enact emphasized femininity are devalued 
and inherently viewed as “Other.” Through this hierarchical gender binary, women 
are not legitimate sport fans due to the prevailing belief that women cannot properly 
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understand the rules of the game; that their (presumably heterosexual) interest in 
men will always exceed or impair their appreciation for sport; and, that femininity 
and sport are diametrically opposed. The dominant ideology for women athletes 
and women sports fans is the same: that women and sports are anathema to one 
another. The same beliefs that have historically justified women’s exclusion from 
sport (i.e., that femininity indicates subordination and insignificance) undergird 
the marginalization of women in society (Willis, 1994). Challenging these beliefs 
can help to dismantle the barriers to social equality not only for athletes but for 
nonathletes as well. These feminist projects are inseparable from one another.

And while the processes for inclusion and exclusion are paralleled in participa-
tory and fan cultures/spaces for women, the strategies that might address the exclu-
sionary practices encountered by women are not entirely paralleled. For example, 
instituting or changing policies such that there is more participatory inclusion of 
marginalized groups (e.g., Title IX) cannot be implemented in fan cultures given 
the lack institutional or structural organization and oversight. Importantly, fan 
cultures are frequently enabled and sustained through consumer-based practices, 
and as such capitalist marketing imperatives are central to enacting and embodying 
fandom. This raises an important question regarding how to create a social justice 
model (Travers, 2008; Messner, 2002) within sport fan cultures given the ways in 
which sports fans are not simply fans, but a key target market highly valued by 
corporations, advertisers, and professional sports leagues like the NFL. The third 
wave feminist sensibilities employed in our analysis, and in the narrative experi-
ences of our participants, compel us to recognize and struggle with the seeming 
contradictions of the NFL’s efforts toward inclusion of women fans that enjoy 
the game. Ultimately, in the context of a neoliberal, white, supremacist, capitalist 
marketplace, and given sports fandom’s reliance upon consumption, it is difficult 
to envision a sports fandom that does not reproduce inequality. Given this reality, 
as third wave feminist scholars, it is also important to acknowledge the contradic-
tions that arise from the pleasurable aspects of sports fan cultures.

While gender equality for athletes is an important goal that has been much 
discussed in the field of sociology of sport, we argue that gender equality among 
sports fans is an important part of this goal. We advocate for the continued work by 
feminist scholars and women’s sports advocates for social change in participatory 
spaces/cultures and in sports fan cultures, as these cultures are mutually constitutive 
of one another, and changes in one inform changes in the other. We view this paper 
as an intervention in the dominant narratives and discourses on gender and sports 
fandom that are reproduced in some sports fan literature as well as in dominant 
culture. By giving voice to and arguing for the legitimacy of sports fan identities 
that have classically been marginalized and silenced, we hope to contribute to 
creating a more inclusive understanding of sports fandom.

Notes
1 All names used are pseudonyms, and geographical locations are not named (establishments 
or cities) to protect the identities and confidentiality of participants and gatekeepers.

2. We recognize the problematic nature of determining race solely upon skin color; however, 
nearly 90% of residents in the community where the bar is located are white, according to 2010 
U.S. Census data.
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3. This participant was introduced to the first author by a colleague. She is similar to the other 
participants in that she frequents sports bars, including Second Street Tavern, is a fan of sports 
at the institutional center of sport, and considers herself to be a committed sports fan.

4. Demographic information collected during the interview was based on self-identification. 
While information regarding the participants’ sexuality was not collected in the demographic 
information, ten participants mentioned a boyfriend or a husband or discussed sexual attraction 
to male athletes during the interview.

5. This study examined the gendered ideologies associated with sports fandom, but it is important 
to address in future scholarship the ways in which sports fandom is shaped by racial ideologies. 
Drawing on an intersectional framework (Crenshaw, 1991), it is important to use caution when 
extending the conclusions from my interviews with these particular white, middle-class and hetero-
sexual participants to other women in other positions in the matrix of domination (Collins, 2000).
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Appendix  Demographics of Participants

Name◊ Age Race*
Socioeconomic 
Status*

Favorite Teams/
Sports Region

Michelle 38 White Middle-class Chicago Bears, White 
Sox, Bulls, college sports

Midwest

Rebecca 24 White Middle-class Hockey, football, 
Chicago sports

Midwest

Beth 65 White Middle-class Chicago Bears, college 
sports

Southwest

Alanna 33 White Middle-class Indianapolis Colts, 
college sports

Midwest

Juliet 32 White Middle-class Kansas University 
basketball, NFL team her 
cousin plays for

Midwest

Lindsey 27 White Middle-class Chicago Bears, St. Louis 
Cardinals, college sports

Midwest

Jennifer 39 White Upper-middle-
class

Indianapolis Colts, 
Chicago Cubs, sons’ 
teams

Midwest

Sidney 28 White Middle-class Houston Texans, 
Rockets, Boston Red Sox

Southwest

Roberta 22 White Middle-class Vancouver Canucks, 
Chicago Wolves, 
Chicago White Sox

Midwest

Sarah 23 White Middle-class Chicago Blackhawks, 
Cubs, Indianapolis Colts, 
volleyball

Midwest

Haley 23 White Middle-class Indianapolis Colts, 
Chicago Blackhawks, 
USA women’s soccer, 
college sports

Midwest

* Based on participant’s self-definitions

◊ All names used are pseudonyms
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