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ABSTRACT

The objective of this study was to explore the representation of women as high-performance athletes. The methodology was
based on semiotics applied to digital media environments, specifically on the approach due to its focus on compositional
meaning. In this case, the research focused on digital media, particularly the official Facebook page of the National Commission
for Physical Culture and Sport of Mexico, during the month of September 2025. A total of 161 posts, manually coded and
organized into a database, enabled a systematic analysis of digital discourse. The following variables were considered: individual
or team sports, award ceremonies, static poses, and athletic action. The findings indicated that the images and framing portray
women in passive shots or static poses. Female athletes receive greater media attention, but the visual compositions continue
to reinforce a heteronormative narrative. This discrepancy between the number of posts and the quality of representation was a
significant finding for understanding gender dynamics. These results have implications for policymakers, stakeholders, and social
media platforms, shaping public narratives.

Keywords: digital media, gender, social media, women in sports

RESUMEN

El objetivo de este estudio fue explorar la representacion de la imagen de la mujer como atleta de alto rendimiento. La
metodologia se basod en la semidtica aplicada a entornos de medios digitales, especificamente en el enfoque del significado
compositivo. En este caso, la investigacion se basé en los medios digitales, en particular en la pagina oficial de Facebook de la
Comisién Nacional de Cultura Fisica y Deporte de México, durante el mes de septiembre de 2025. Un total de 161 publicaciones,
codificadas manualmente y organizadas en una base de datos, permitieron un andlisis sistematico del discurso digital. Se
consideraron las siguientes variables: deportes individuales o colectivos, ceremonias de premiacion, poses estaticas y accion
deportiva. Los hallazgos indicaron que las imagenes y el encuadre retratan a las mujeres en tomas pasivas o poses estaticas.
Las atletas reciben mayor atencion mediatica, pero las composiciones visuales siguen validando un lenguaje heteronormativo.
Esta discrepancia entre el niumero de publicaciones y la calidad de la representacion fue un hallazgo significativo para
comprender la dinamica de género. Estos resultados impactan a los responsables politicos, las partes interesadas y las redes
sociales, dando forma a las narrativas publicas.

Palabras clave: comunicacion digital, género, muijeres en el deporte, redes sociales
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1. INTRODUCTION

Historically, sport has been a space of male development and socialization in which women's participation has
been relegated to peripheral or spectator roles. The exclusion of women from sport has ancient and brutal roots.
Historical accounts describe a binary system. In classical antiquity, married women were forbidden to attend the
Olympic competitions under penalty of death, while unmarried women were allowed to attend only as segregated
spectators, positioned on the other side of the river, across from the main stadium (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven,
2012).

Two millennia later, women's participation expanded, but with a caveat. Women of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries were encouraged to take up recreational sports such as horseback riding and badminton,
carefully separated from men's competitive sports, which monopolized prestige and resources. This pattern
revealed a consistent strategy, as women were excluded from sporting spaces or, when their participation became
inevitable, they were confined to roles and activities regarded as subordinate.

However, significant gaps remain in understanding how these processes operate in specific institutional
contexts. Scholars have paid little attention to the digital communication practices of the National Commission for
Physical Culture and Sport (CONADE), despite its crucial role in the promotion, regulation, and institutional
dissemination of physical activity and sport at the national level. To date, no rigorous study has analyzed the patterns
through which female athletes are represented on CONADE's official social media channels, particularly on
Facebook. This is a platform through which the institution constructs and disseminates its narratives about national
sport and athletic excellence.

This topic is important given the growing visibility of women's sport in Mexico and, consequently, the
promising impact of state public policies aimed at women's participation in sport. The research therefore sought to
reveal the influence of the female image in CONADE's communication on Facebook during September 2025, in
order to identify patterns and analyze the implications for gender equality in Mexican sport.

This article was structured around three axes. The first focused on advances in gender studies in order to
compare and document the discursive and visual means through which official communication reproduces or
challenges gender inequalities in sport. Second, it explored communication through language and visual
representation, which serve not only as an informative instrument but also as a mechanism for legitimizing official
social narratives. Finally, it sought to enrich research on sport in Mexico by contributing empirical evidence on the
symbolic value attributed to women's sporting practice in state discourse, and by offering analytical perspectives
that should be taken into account when designing and evaluating gender policies in sport.
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The institutional visibility of women in sport must be understood within the framework of broader
transformations in public communication. Government media outlets no longer operate through traditional channels;
instead, they turn to social media to disseminate their content. In this context, Facebook acts both as a
dissemination channel and as a symbolic medium through which institutional priorities are made visible. The
selection of images and captions helps define which athletes are considered representative of national sporting
SUCCesS.

From a communication standpoint, institutional social media differ from commercial sports media because
they convey a public message. Whereas commercial organizations prioritize audience ratings, government
institutions are expected to promote inclusion and diversity. Consequently, the representations published by public
sports organizations have a normative dimension. In other words, they inform citizens about sport and convey
implicit values about who belongs in sport and under what conditions recognition is granted.

In the Mexican context, female athletes have achieved increasing success in recent decades in disciplines
such as archery, tackwondo, athletics, diving, and artistic swimming. These athletes have contributed to greater
public visibility and have fostered debate on gender equality in sport. However, increased participation does not
automatically eliminate symbolic inequality. Media representation continues to function as a key mechanism through
which gender hierarchies can be generated, despite advances in institutional policies.

For this reason, the analysis of CONADE's digital posts offers an opportunity to examine whether
institutional narratives reflect changes in the representation of female athletes or whether traditional gender
frameworks continue to determine visual and textual representations. Understanding these dynamics is important,
since institutional communication helps shape public perceptions of sporting legitimacy, influencing future
generations of athletes who view these representations as models of success.

2. RESEARCH METHOD

Gender representation in the media is the result of ideological decisions that determine which narratives, bodies,
and practices acquire public visibility. Women therefore face a second layer of bias. The first originates in the
institution that produces the message, and the second is encoded in Facebook's logic. Since it is the algorithms
that decide which posts achieve greater reach, the gender hierarchies embedded in institutional communication
are not only transmitted but amplified, as the very systems intended to distribute visibility selectively determine who
is visible.

The algorithm is based on the assumption that users do not have the same relationship
with all of their friends. Some friends therefore count more than others. The friends who
count more are those with whom a user interacts frequently or at a more intimate level. For
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example, by communicating with a friend through chat rather than on the wall. (Bucher,
2012, p. 1168)

This process intensifies in institutional contexts such as government sports bodies. Within this framework,
digital communication becomes a privileged space where these decisions materialize on a daily basis, contributing
to the reproduction or eventual transformation of dominant gender orders. CONADE's digital communication thus
functions as a decisive space for gender representation, one that reflects and reinforces institutional values
regarding the representation of female athletes. This study used three fundamental analytical axes to examine
female representation in CONADE's institutional communication: a) theories of gender representation in digital
media; b) feminist perspectives on the media; and c) previous studies on women's visibility in institutional sporting
contexts.

2.1. Gender representation in digital media

Opinions and discourses in the media are not free from influences or systemic patterns. CONADE's
Facebook page is no exception. Images, photographs, and written language are used to represent ideological
positions. In that sense, they are created to validate certain points of view over other expressions. This research
brought to light the stance CONADE is adopting. Along those lines, this study was necessary in order to distinguish
between representation and message. This distinction had important analytical consequences, since it shifted the
focus beyond quantifying female presence toward an understanding of the interpretive frameworks that structure
that presence. It is through the systematic and continuous recording of the corpus, and by drawing on semiotics
as a methodological tool, that the signifying operations embedded in institutional visual discourse can be made
legible.

Social multimodal semiotics extends this framework by arguing that every visual representation
simultaneously integrates three metafunctions: the representational (what is depicted), the interactive (what
relational position the image constructs between the represented participant and the viewer), and the compositional
(how visual elements are organized within the space of the image) (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). This framework
proved useful for analyzing content published on platforms such as Facebook, where the image, the caption, and
the interactive affordances operate as an integrated semiotic system. In the case of institutional sports photography,
the bodies, poses, framings, and accompanying texts together constitute a coherent signifying system whose
grammar can be decoded systematically. The central question of this study is therefore what performative roles are
assigned to female athletes within CONADE's institutional visual narrative, and with what representational
consequences.
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2.2. The digital space as a regime of gender visibility

The concept of the culture of connectivity is used to describe how platforms such as Facebook transform
social communication by introducing logics of quantification (likes, shares, comments) that determine what content
organizations produce and how they produce it (Van Dijck, 2013). The logic underlying this calculation bears on the
discursive formation of gender. In this sense, certain body types or sporting disciplines appear in the posts, which
shapes algorithmic pressures that influence the reproduction of normative body schemas and affects considerations
of equity.

In this sense, communication on Facebook, as it concerns CONADE's digital community, cannot be studied
merely as the expression of a pre-existing government policy. It is understood as a response to the affordances of
the interface and to the orientation of the logic of quantitative governance. From the perspective of participatory
culture (Jenkins, 2006), the Facebook community is not a passive audience. Users produce secondary messages
that reinforce, oppose, or negotiate representational posts. For this study, the comments, reactions, and use of
emoticons on CONADE's posts create a window for a critical reading of the construction of meaning revealed in
the digital space.

Facebook becomes a space for displaying personalized configurations in specific formats and for interaction
with institutional messages that carry implications for gender representation. As an example of the attention
economy, this framework of overabundant messages competes by using visual elements as a resource to influence
perceptions of what an athlete's body should look like and what is expected of it. To explain this, Gill (2007)
developed the concept of postfeminist subjectivity, in which women, in a contemporary setting, present themselves
as agents of their own objectification value through sexualization as a sign of power.

This dynamic is not new, as entertainment and marketing media convey an underlying logic according to
which equity is free of power structures. The fact that CONADE displays a greater presence (28% compared with
20% of posts featuring men) may be perceived as a balancing form of representation in qualitative terms. Fairclough
(2003) identified three interrelated dimensions of discourse: the text (linguistic-semiotic dimension), discursive
practice (production, distribution, and consumption of texts), and social practice (broader institutional and
ideological context).

2.3. Feminist perspectives on the representation of sport in the media

Feminist media studies demonstrated that visibility cannot be regarded as an adequate indicator of gender
equality. Women may appear frequently in media content while at the same time occupying subordinate positions.
Consequently, the analysis of representation requires attention to narrative roles and to discursive context.
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Kane (1988) determined that media coverage of sport showed systematic differences in the way male and
female athletes were represented. Men tended to be portrayed with an emphasis on their athletic skills and
performances, whereas women were frequently associated with their physical appearance and emotional
dimensions. These patterns of representation helped reinforce prejudices about the secondary status of female
athletes.

Sport functions as a social institution in which gender identities are actively constructed and negotiated
(Dolance & Messner, 2002). Media representations play a fundamental role in this process, as they offer the public
recurring visual models of masculinity and femininity. Through repetition, these representations become normalized
and contribute to the maintenance of broader social differences. Consequently, institutional sports communication
cannot be understood as politically neutral; it participates in the construction of gendered meanings that shape
public perceptions of sporting legitimacy.

These feminist perspectives are useful for interpreting institutional communication, since government
organizations often present themselves as promoters of equality while operating within broader cultural structures
that continue to privilege masculine norms. Analyzing the visual and discursive decisions made by public sports
institutions allows researchers to determine whether official narratives challenge or reproduce established
conventions.

2.4. Articulating the framework: semiotics, gender, and institution

The integration of the three theoretical axes developed above (digital gender representation, feminist media
studies, and visibility in institutional contexts) makes it possible to build a coherent analytical framework for the study
of CONADE's communication on Facebook during September 2025. This framework was structured around three
organizing concepts: representation as a signifying practice that produces (rather than reflects) the social world;
gender as a performative construction that the media help to stabilize or destabilize; and the institution as a space
of tension between the reproduction of dominant norms and the possibility of transformation.

Structural-social semiotics provides the methodological tools for analyzing how these processes materialize
in concrete texts. Accordingly, the analysis examined what actantial roles the bodies of women and men occupied
in the visual narratives; what representational, interactive, and compositional metafunctions operate in institutional
photographs and videos; and how verbal and visual semiotic systems are articulated with one another or contradict
each other in the construction of meanings about gender in Mexican sport. Facebook's algorithms capture the
audience's attention by reproducing patterns and developing an institutional message.
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According to Jenkins (2006), the user's perspective is not passive in this media environment; in fact, it
allows the audience to experiment with the negotiation between official discourse and audience interpretations. This
framework offered a way to analyze official media narratives so that the analysis contributes to academic knowledge
and makes it possible to synthesize communicative practice.

3. RESULTS

3.1. Quantitative distribution and the paradox of gender representation

The research analysis examined the institutional communications published on CONADE's official
Facebook page in September 2025 (https://www.facebook.com/CONADE.cficial/). The dataset comprised 164
posts, two of which were withdrawn from the study and one of which contained incomplete data. Each post was
coded according to the following criteria: gender category, sport, reactions, comments, shares, and engagement.

3.1.1. Distribution of posts by gender category

Posts were classified into four categories (men, women, gender mix, and neutral). At first glance, mixed-
gender posts accounted for 37.3%; followed by posts featuring women, with 28%; third, posts featuring men, with
19.9%; and finally, gender-neutral posts, with 14.8%. However, when engagement was analyzed, the images
revealed less equity; the overall picture conveyed a different message. Men generated 2,834 interactions compared
with 2,119 for women. This gap widened in mixed-gender and neutral posts.

This means that a post featuring a man generates almost four times more engagement than a mixed-
gender post and 15 times more than a neutral one. In absolute terms, institutional output prioritizes gender mix and
then women. Despite accounting for the largest share of institutional output, mixed-gender content generated less
engagement. This disparity suggests a disconnect between how often female athletes appear and the extent to
which these representations capture the audience's attention or approval (Table 1).

Table 1
Posts and interactions by content category and gender

Category N % Total interactions M interactions
Men 32 19.9 90,698 2,834
Women 45 28.0 95,343 2,119
Gender mix 60 37.3 42,986 716
Neutral 24 14.8 4,611 192
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Table 1
Posts and interactions by content category and gender
Category N % Total interactions M interactions
Total 161 100 233,638 Average 1,451

Note. N = number of posts; M interactions = social media interactions per post. N = 161 posts.

This pattern raises a paradox: although institutional content gave quantitative priority to female athletes,
posts centered on women generated considerably lower engagement per post. Content featuring both sexes
appears to dilute audience attention when people of different genders appear.

In addition, the analysis examined how identities are constructed, revealing gender patterns. Whereas men
appear in 24% of the images related to post-competition actions, images in which women pose displaying medals
or in static portraits account for 17%. This distribution creates identities that keep women as passive models. The
elements analyzed in the research were poses, sporting action, award ceremonies, interviews, and infographics
(Table 2).

Table 2
Types of visual representation by gender
Visual Men Women Gender mix Image without athletes ~ Total %

Pose 10 22 14 2 48 29.9
Sporting action 12 10 16 1 39 24.8
*Other 6 14 21 8 49 30.5
Infographic 3 1 4 11 19 11.2
Interview 0 0 2 1 3 1.8
Discarded - - - - 3 1.8
Total 31 47 57 23 161 100

Note. N = 161 posts analyzed. Two were discarded because they were withdrawn from the study and one
presented incomplete data. *Other: official announcements, such as those for Independence Day and presidential
communications.

The most significant finding was found in interactions, headlines, and comments. Historical audience
behaviors have conditioned a higher level of initial engagement with men's sports content. In other words,
algorithmic systems perpetuate this bias even when institutional producers equalize content output. Second, the
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lower engagement with posts about women may reflect audience reactions to the representation patterns identified
above. Images of static poses may be perceived as less newsworthy or less interesting in terms of content than
action shots conveying sporting achievements, competition results, or technical skill.

The qualitative analysis of the 6,107 user comments across the corpus (mean = 37.9 comments per post)
revealed gender patterns in discursive reception. Comments on posts featuring male athletes focused
disproportionately on performance evaluation, competitive results, and technical skill (for example, great goal,
powerful spike, tactical excellence), framing athletes as sporting subjects whose value derives from their athletic
competence.

3.2. Distribution by discipline and sport-specific visibility

Women achieved predominant representation in archery (five of seven posts on individual athletes) and in
volleyball variants (five of 12 posts with gender distinction). According to international research, these sports are
considered more appropriate for each gender within hegemonic sporting hierarchies, that is, individual sports versus
team sports. Men dominated coverage of figure skating (five of seven posts) and contact or combat sports.
Significantly, Paralympic events (13 posts in total) were overwhelmingly coded as mixed-gender (eight posts) or
institutionally neutral (five posts), with only one post highlighting a male Paralympic athlete and none centering
female Paralympic athletes as protagonists (Table 3).

Table 3
Gender distribution across the five main sporting categories
Sport Women Men Mixed

Archery 5 0 2
Figure skating 2 5 0
Athletics 3 0 3
Volleyball (all modalities) 5 3 4
Paralympic events 0 1 8
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Note. The volleyball category encompassed indoor volleyball, beach volleyball, and sitting volleyball. Paralympic
events include all Paralympic sporting disciplines. The figures corresponded to posts in which the specified gender
occupied the leading role. The mixed category included both mixed-team posts and institutional announcements.

3.2.1. Paralympic Games: the intersection of disability and gender

The scarce presence of Paralympic athletes in the data reveals an inequality in representation. Of the 13
posts related to the Paralympic Games, most were classified as mixed-gender institutional content or as neutral
informational posts. Only one post highlighted a male Paralympic athlete as the protagonist, while none individually
highlighted a female Paralympic athlete. This absence was significant, as it illustrated how disability and gender
intersect to generate compound forms of invisibility in institutional sports communication. Patterns of exclusion tend
to operate simultaneously around gender and bodily norms, reinforcing hierarchies that privilege non-disabled
masculinity in sporting representation (Dolance & Messner, 2002; Fink, 2015).

Rather than presenting Paralympic athletes as individual sporting subjects defined by their performance,
many posts framed Paralympic participation through collective narratives emphasizing national representation or
inspirational discourse. Although this approach was intended to celebrate achievements, it often diverted the
narrative from sporting competition toward symbolic accounts of perseverance or national unity. In this sense, the
representation of the Paralympic Games functions less as sports coverage and more as moral storytelling, a
tendency that scholars of disability sport media have identified as a recurring feature of Paralympic event coverage
(Silva & Howe, 2012).

The absence of female para-athletes as central figures suggests that the gender hierarchies present in non-
disabled sports coverage are reproduced in Paralympic communication. International studies have documented
how disability sport coverage frequently oscillates between two dominant frames. On the one hand, the supercrip
narrative celebrates extraordinary personal achievement. On the other hand, the collective inspiration narrative
positions athletes as symbols rather than as competitors. In the case of CONADE's digital communication, this
second pattern is especially visible.

From a semiotic perspective, this representational choice influences the roles assigned within visual
discourse. Instead of occupying the role of sporting protagonists immersed in competitive action, Paralympic
athletes usually appear as members of delegations or participants in institutional ceremonies. These visual roles
limit the representation of technical expertise and embodied athletic skill, elements that are essential to the
construction of athletic legitimacy in sports media narratives (Fink, 2015).
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For female Paralympic athletes, this absence generates a double symbolic gap. First, they continue to
occupy a marginal place in the overall visibility of women in sport. Second, they are virtually invisible in the specific
narrative of adapted sport. This intersectional absence highlights the need to consider gender and disability as
independent analytical categories and as overlapping axes of representation in institutional media.

4. DISCUSSION

The results revealed a complex relationship between visibility and representation in institutional sports
communication. Quantitatively, women received considerable attention in CONADE's Facebook content, appearing
more frequently than male athletes. This finding differed from other historical studies that documented the
systematic marginalization of women in media coverage of sport (Dolance & Messner, 2002; Kane, 1988).

Static poses of female athletes predominated, reflecting recurring traditional patterns. Female athletes were
recognized for achievements already attained rather than portrayed as active competitors in the unfolding of their
sporting performances. By contrast, men were associated with technical mastery. These visual distinctions helped
create different sporting identities, assigning women a more symbolic role while masculine athletic attributes were
preserved.

These results demonstrated that institutional communication operates through subtle representational
mechanisms. The issue is not the exclusion of women from visibility, but the way visibility itself was structured.
Women and men occupied different narrative discourses, which influenced how the public interpreted sporting
competence and contributed to the social production of gendered sporting identities.

The data supported this interpretation. Although women were present in a greater proportion of posts,
content centered on men generated higher engagement rates. This pattern suggests that audience behavior
continues to be conditioned by historical expectations surrounding sport and gender. Institutional efforts to increase
representation may encounter resistance from cultural norms embedded in digital audiences and in platform
dynamics.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The results contributed to a broader debate on algorithmic visibility. Social media platforms reward content that
generates engagement, which may encourage organizations to reproduce formats that have historically received a
stronger audience response. If men's sports content attracts greater engagement, those responsible for institutional
communication may face tensions between equity goals and platform incentives. This dynamic illustrates how
gender representation on social media is influenced by organizational decisions and by the technological systems
that determine visibility.
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In this regard, the paradox of representation was one of the most important findings of the research.
Women appeared in a greater proportion of posts than men, which suggests an institutional attempt to give female
athletes greater visibility. However, the qualitative dimension of these representations reveals a different dynamic.
Images featuring women relied more frequently on static poses, medal ceremonies, or celebratory portraits rather
than depictions of sporting action. By contrast, male athletes were shown more frequently performing athletic
movements associated with competition and technical skill.

This discrepancy between numerical presence and the quality of representation indicates that visibility alone
does not necessarily translate into symbolic equality. Visual framing continues to assign different narrative roles to
male and female athletes. Men are presented as active competitors, whereas women are portrayed more frequently
as recipients of recognition or as symbolic representatives of national pride.

A second relevant conclusion concerns audience engagement patterns. Despite the greater number of
posts devoted to female athletes, content centered on men generated significantly higher average engagement.
User comments also revealed differences in discursive reception. Discussions about male athletes tended to focus
on technical evaluation, whereas comments on posts about women referred more frequently to physical
appearance.

These patterns suggest that digital audiences participate in the reproduction of gendered interpretive
frameworks. Institutional communication does not operate in isolation; it interacts with audience expectations
shaped by entrenched cultural norms surrounding sport and gender.

Finally, the analysis of Paralympic content revealed a significant gap in representation. Female Paralympic
athletes were almost entirely absent as individual protagonists, which shows how gender and disability intersect to
generate deeper forms of invisibility in institutional sports narratives. This absence suggests that gender and
disability do not operate separately but combine to produce compounded marginalization.

Gender differences carry potential significance, given the historical predominance of men's sports and the
impact this has had on the gender distribution of sports audiences in the sports media landscape. Indeed,
compared with other sporting mega-events, the Paralympic Games are unique in terms of the gender composition
of their audience (Pullen et al., 2021). Taken together, these results showed that transforming gender representation
in sports communication is not merely a matter of increasing visibility. It also requires changes in the narrative
structures through which sporting competence and expertise are visually conveyed.
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5.1. Limitations

First, although September 2025 provided a corpus of posts large enough to carry out systematic coding,
communication strategies may vary across the sporting calendar, especially during major international competitions
such as the Olympic or Paralympic Games. Second, although Facebook is one of the most widely used channels
for institutional communication in Mexico, other platforms such as Instagram, X, and TikTok employ different visual
grammars and dynamics of audience interaction. A comparative analysis of platforms could provide additional
insight into how gender representation varies across digital environments.

Finally, the analysis of user comments offers only a partial view of audience reception. Although comments
reveal discursive reactions, they do not necessarily represent the views of the entire digital audience, since most
users interact passively through likes or by sharing content.

5.2. Future research

The first possibility would be to conduct a longitudinal analysis of institutional sports communication over
several years. Such research would allow researchers to determine whether the patterns identified in this study
reflect temporary dynamics or more stable representational trends in Mexican sports institutions.

A second line of work could involve integrating comparative studies across different national sports
organizations. Analyzing how other government bodies represent athletes in their digital communication could help
determine whether the paradox observed in this study is specific to CONADE or reflects broader trends in
institutional sports media.

Third, future work could incorporate automated image analysis techniques to complement manual coding.
Advances in computer vision and visual analytics offer new possibilities for detecting patterns in large datasets of
sports images, including pose recognition, camera framing, and body positioning.

Finally, future research should focus on the intersectional dimensions of representation, particularly the
visibility of female athletes of different racial, regional, and disability identities. As the findings related to Paralympic
sport suggest, gender inequalities in representation cannot be fully understood without considering how they
intersect with other social categories.

Understanding these dynamics is especially relevant for public policymakers and communication
professionals working to promote sports participation. Institutional social media do not merely document sporting
activity; they help shape the symbolic landscape through which athletes are recognized, valued, and remembered.
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