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The blurred line in elite sport: exploring UK media reporting of
bullying and banter
James A. Newman , Subhan Mahmood and James L. Rumbold

Academy of Sport and Physical Activity, Sheffield Hallam University, Sheffield, UK

ABSTRACT
In recent years there has been an increasing interest in the concepts of
bullying and banter within both sport research and media reporting.
However, at present, research has not explored reports of bullying and
banter within the UK sport media This is a potential omission, as the
media may provide important conceptual information about bullying
and banter to those outside of the academic domain. Therefore, the
present study sought to understand how banter and bullying are
framed by the UK sport media and how these concepts have been
distinguished from one another. Guided by a pragmatist approach, 85
print and broadcast media articles were analysed from The Times, The
Telegraph, Daily Mail, The Sun, The Guardian, British Broadcasting
Company (BBC) and Sky Sports News (SNN). Through an abductive
thematic analysis, the findings highlighted several themes around the
media’s view of bullying. The media differentiated bullying and banter
through the tipping point between these concepts and a
misinterpretation of jokes and banter. The present study contributed to
the current research on bullying and banter by analysing the media’s
perspectives of the concepts. Overall, the findings outline the
contemporary understanding of bullying in sport, whilst highlighting
the significant influence the media has in shaping the discussion
around banter in this context.
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Introduction

Within recent research and media reporting in the United Kingdom (UK), there has been a growing
interest in the similarities and divide between bullying behaviours and what might be viewed as
banter in elite sport. For example, in English football, a multitude of players have made allegations
of bullying and harassment (BBC, 2019, 2021c), whilst in cricket derogatory behaviour such as ‘racial
harassment and bullying’ has been identified as ‘friendly, good-natured banter’ (e.g. BBC, 2021b).
Furthermore in British gymnastics cases of physical and emotional abuse cases have been reported
(Falkingham, 2022). These reports describe how the normalisation of abuse discussed within
research in sport (Kelly & Waddington, 2006) remains prevalent today.

To date, research has explored elite athletes’ experiences of abuse (e.g. Kavanagh et al., 2017) and,
more specifically, the dividing line between bullying and banter (Booth et al., 2023; Newman et al.,
2022; Newman, Eccles, et al., 2022). Although this research provides a valuable contribution to the
understanding of potential wrongdoing (as well as the positive humorous aspects of banter) in

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an OpenAccess article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The terms on which this
article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

CONTACT James A. Newman J.Newman@shu.ac.uk Sport and Physical Activity Research Centre, College of Health, Well-
being & Life Sciences, Sheffield Hallam University, Collegiate Crescent, Sheffield, S10 2BP, UK

SPORT, EDUCATION AND SOCIETY
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2023.2283786

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13573322.2023.2283786&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-11-20
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4957-836X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1914-1036
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:J.Newman@shu.ac.uk
http://www.tandfonline.com


elite and community sport, it is uncertain as to how much these findings may have been received by
those outside of the academic community. Therefore it is of interest to explore the media’s reporting
of bullying and banter, given the power this outlet has to shape thoughts, feelings and behaviour
around a specific set of phenomena (Alexander et al., 2022).

The media’s influence as a macrosystem

The media plays a substantial role in the public’s understanding of sport due to their wide range of
audiences where they can influence an individual’s perceptions of behaviour, through guiding and
limiting views of a topic (Lewis & Weaver, 2013). Unfortunately, even though the way athletes are
portrayed in the media is of considerable importance, these accounts have been found to not
always provide neutral and factual information and can be biased towards one perspective (Lewis
& Weaver, 2013). For example, Lewis and Weaver (2013) how journalists can influence their audi-
ence’s support of an athlete which can boost the consumptions of their media’s content. From an
ecological systems theory perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1999), this could be problematic for consu-
mers of the media given the media occupy one of the major institutions in society as part of a wider
macrosystem (Eriksson et al., 2018). According to this theory, although the media may not directly
impact the settings surrounding a developing person, they may influence individual perceptions
of behaviour (e.g. bullying and banter in sport) by reinforcing the settings within which people
are found (see Figure 1, Bronfenbrenner, 1999). Research corroborates these theoretical propositions
as the sport media remains a key influence on the behaviours of its consumers through indicators
such as motivation, competitiveness, self-improvement and violence (Pilar et al., 2019). Therefore,
it appears critical to understand how the media frames behaviours connected to wrongdoing in
sport, and, understand how elements in the news are displayed and impact the audience’s percep-
tions (Lewis & Weaver, 2013).

Currently, to our knowledge, empirical studies analysing the media perspectives of bullying and
banter remain limited in sport. The lack of studies is a pertinent omission as the potential influence
and repercussions of the media’s messages around these concepts are not understood by research-
ers (Alexander et al., 2022). Moreover, it is important to further explore the reporting within media’s
messages around bullying and banter. For example, research findings evidence a lack of representa-
tiveness within the media, as well as institutional racism, and the potential for bullying and harass-
ment to not be appropriately framed in sport (Boyle, 2013; Velija & Silvani, 2020). These issues may
also contribute to the discourse around wrongdoing and the public’s perceptions of these beha-
viours. Given the media have also been accused of normalising unacceptable behaviour as part of
the high-pressure nature of sport, it appears to further necessitate greater understanding of their
perspective (Velija & Silvani, 2020). By contrast, further exploration of the media’s reporting of bully-
ing and banter may provide a useful extension to those reporters who have sought to understand
the blurred line between these concepts in elite sport (Ingle, 2021). Furthermore, by exploring the
media’s perspective it also provides the opportunity to explore whether the potential prosocial
(as well as negative) aspects of banter alluded to in the research literature (Dynel, 2008; Steer
et al., 2020), are also prevalent within journalists’ reports.

Conceptualising banter and bullying

At present research contains various definitions which are indicative of the conceptual similarities
and differences between banter and bullying. These definitions offer some understanding of
these concepts within the micro (e.g. the close relationships and interactions an individual has)
and the mesosystems (e.g. the relationships between influential figures close to the individual) of
sport (Bronfenbrenner, 1999). Instead of a specific contextual definition, research in sport tends to
favour Olweus’ (1993, p. 8) definition of bullying which describes this behaviour as ‘an intentional,
negative action which inflicts injury and discomfort on another’ (Olweus, 1993, p. 8). Typically,
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this involves a power disparity whereby the victim cannot defend themselves (Olweus, 1993). While
more recent definitions of bullying (e.g. Volk et al., 2014) contest aspects such as intentionality and
repetition highlighted by Olweus, they do reaffirm that this is a goal-directed behaviour which
occurs in the presence of a power imbalance between the bully and victim.

Banter as a concept is much less defined, though it can be seen as a playful interaction between
individuals which can improve their relationship, but where this interaction can involve innocuous
aggression (Dynel, 2008). Thus, banter can be an ambiguous concept as it exhibits elements of
the violent, repetitive nature which underpins bullying yet it can be seen to be humorous among
friends (Steer et al., 2020). Although these definitions delineate these concepts, research findings
and media reports demonstrate how terms such as banter and bullying can be conflated. For
example, although Olweus’ (1993) definition of bullying has retained support in recent sport
research (Jewett et al., 2019), others have found that this behaviour is conducted for ‘entertainment
purposes’ and does not necessarily carry the intent to harm (Booth et al., 2023; Kerr et al., 2016). Simi-
larly, media reports have identified how banter links to harassment and abuse in elite sport (BBC,

Figure 1. Nested model of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory with high-performance sport environments as an
example.
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2021b). Therefore, findings across research and media illustrate there is conceptual ambiguity in
relation to bullying and banter. For banter specifically, this reaffirms that this concept can be
regarded as exclusionary (where jokes transgress acceptability and can be abusive) and inclusionary
(where close relationships can facilitate more prosocial behaviour) in sport (Lawless & Magrath,
2021).

In an attempt to understand banter and bullying further, sport research favours Stirling’s (2009)
conceptual model of maltreatment which focuses on the relational nature of these concepts. This
model suggests two broad categories of maltreatment (relational and non-relational) that occur in
sport with various forms of maltreatment being categorised depending on the nature of the relation-
ship in which the actions happened. According to Stirling (2009), bullying is characterised as non-
relational maltreatment as the behaviour occurs in a ‘non-critical’ relationship whereby the perpetra-
tor has no official authority over the victim. In contrast, relational maltreatment focuses on charac-
teristics which occur within a ‘critical’ relationship. This form of maltreatment focuses on different
forms of abuse and neglect which occur when an individual has authority (e.g. parents, sport
coaches) over athletes (Stirling, 2009).

Although Stirling’s (2009) model provides an important framework for understanding various
forms of maltreatment within the microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1999), findings both within
(Newman, Warburton, et al., 2021) and outside (Hershcovis, 2011) of sport have demonstrated
issues with its application. For example, professional footballers conceptualised bullying as occurring
within a ‘critical’ relationship where individuals in positions of authority (e.g. coaches) were the per-
petrators of this behaviour (Newman, Warburton, et al., 2021). A further limitation of Stirling’s (2009)
model is the lack of reference to terms such as banter, which is problematic given its centrality to the
culture of certain sports (Parker, 2006). This is problematic as in its ‘bad’ form, banter displays some of
the characteristics which underpin bullying (Steer et al., 2020). Moreover, Stirling’s (2009) model does
not capture the ambiguous elements of concepts such as banter where this behaviour may be
deemed as prosocial. Finally, while Stirling’s (2009) conceptual model makes a significant contri-
bution to the understanding of terms such as bullying in sport research, its contribution to the
wider societal discourse around these behaviours at the macro-level may be more limited. This is
reflected insofar that media articles often do not include a substantial discussion of research
findings about various topics (Jonker et al., 2022). In this case, this may include a lack of discussion
of research findings connected to maltreatment in sport. The lack of representation from the media
may be a particular omission in research literature given their broad readership, and potential
influence on understanding (Alexander et al., 2022) of concepts such as bullying and banter.

Present study

As the sports media appear to normalise abusive and bullying behaviour in a similar way to other
sporting populations in elite sport (Newman, Eccles, et al., 2022; Salim &Winter, 2022), an exploration
into how the media report wrongdoing, as well as how they differentiate the potentially prosocial
elements of banter, was merited. Furthermore, given media reports of abuse and bullying appear
to mirror findings with sporting populations around the interrelated nature and blurred lines of
these behaviours with banter (Booth et al., 2023; Newman et al., 2022; Newman, Eccles, et al.,
2022), it was worthwhile for the present study sought to explore the views presented by this popu-
lation further. This was particularly pertinent given the prominence and influence of the media as
part of the macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1999) of sport.

Therefore, due to the issues identified in both sport research andmedia in terms of understanding
of the concepts of bullying and banter the present study explored how the sport media reported
stories related to these terms in elite sport. The present study aimed to understand how banter
and bullying are framed and how these concepts are distinguished from each other by the UK
sport media. Through exploring the media as a unique sporting population, the present study
extended upon previous research in this area by focusing on an institution who represent a
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macrosystem in the wider landscape of organised sport. In doing this an alternative voice was rep-
resented who may contribute to the wider safeguarding and welfare of those in sport.

Methods

Research design

The present study was guided by a pragmatist approach, which rejects the top-down privileging of
ontological assumptions in the metaphysical paradigm as too narrow and positions methodology at
the centre to connect epistemology and actual methods (Morgan, 2007). A pragmatist approach posi-
tioned the study’s purpose centrally, emphasising communication, shared meaning-making and trans-
ferability to reflect on the purpose of the study’s outcomes (Morgan, 2007; Shannon-Baker, 2016).
Furthermore, through a pragmatist approach, a qualitative study design was adopted. In line with
the pragmatist approach, the practical need to explore understanding of how bullying and banter
are framed by the sports media dictated the choice of qualitative methods rather than mixing
methods (Gibson, 2019). This approach enabled a more significant in-depth analysis and observation
(Gibson, 2019) of the media perceptions of bullying and banter within elite sport.

In terms of the selection of media sources, while we recognise that a variety of media sources can
affect attitudes, beliefs and preconceptions (Alexander et al., 2022), the present study was guided by
the prominence of online and print media in influencing public opinion on a topic (Cheong et al.,
2016). Moreover, given these sources contain sport sections that provide journalists with the
space to convey in-depth and opinionated pieces which may influence their audience’s attitudes
and beliefs (Alexander et al., 2022) articles from online and print media were solely focused on for
this study. Therefore, media articles within the present study had to meet specific criteria guided
by Velija and Silvani’s (2020) study around print narratives of bullying. Firstly, to maintain consistency
in terms of English language, articles were selected from established print and broadcast media
organisations from the UK. Secondly, media articles were selected from when the key concepts
for the study started to gain prominence in UK sports media, reporting in March 2014 up until
February 2023. We excluded radio broadcast (e.g. TalkSport) and sports magazine sources since
they have limited viewership and readership compared to the print media (Velija & Silvani, 2020).

To access a range of print media articles and journalistic styles a maximum variation sampling was
employed. Maximum variation sampling enables the capture of a wide range of perspectives (Lang-
dridge, 2007). Therefore, collecting data from various print and broadcast media articles enabled an
exploration of the different perspectives of these concepts, with the following sources selected: The
Times, The Telegraph, The Sun, The Guardian and The Daily Mail. In addition, the publicly owned and
funded British Broadcasting Company (BBC) and Sky Sports News (SSN), who are an editorially inde-
pendent part of Sky UK owned by Comcast NBCUniversal (Sky News, 2023), were utilised for broad-
cast media representation. For context, in the United Kingdom, The Sun (owned and funded by News
Corporation) is known as Eurosceptic, a right-leaning newspaper with an estimated circulation of
1,210,915 and readership of 6,174,000 per month (Ponsford, 2023; Tobitt & Majid, 2023). The Daily
Mail, privately owned by the Daily Mail and General Trust chaired by Lord Rothermere (Kleinman,
2023), is also a right-leaning organisation with a circulation of 633,086 and readership of
6,169,000 per month (Ponsford, 2023; Tobitt & Majid, 2023). The Times (also owned and funded
by News Corporation) is a broadsheet newspaper with an overall smaller circulation of 365,880
and readership of 843,766 (Hurst Media, 2020c; Tobitt & Majid, 2023) and is acknowledged as a
right-wing conservative paper (Cushion et al., 2018). The Telegraph, owned by Sir Frederick
Barclay (Pellegrino, 2023) is also a right-wing broadsheet newspaper with a circulation of 470,000
and readership of 734,000 (Cushion et al., 2018; Hurst Media, 2020b). The Guardian, by contrast,
was selected as it is a left-leaning newspaper, owned by the not-for-profit Scott Trust, with a circula-
tion of 105,134 and readership of 516,624 (Hurst Media, 2020a; Tobitt & Majid, 2023). SSN was
selected as a subscription service which provides 24-hour coverage of the UK sports industry. The
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BBC was selected as it is the UK’s primary news provider and is considered to offer a neutral stance
(Cushion et al., 2018).

Data collection

Following ethical approval (ER51028506), the study followed purposeful sampling guidelines
(Sparkes & Smith, 2014) to understand the media’s perspective of bullying and banter within elite
sport. A purposive sampling approach offered the potential to find information-rich articles
(Patton, 2002) and was combined with a maximum variation approach (see Rumbold et al., 2023)
to explore if there were commonalities and differences within the media’s reporting of bullying
and banter within elite sport. The present study analysed 85 print and broadcast media articles
which were identified using the search terms ‘Abuse in sport’, ‘Banter in sport’ and ‘Bullying in
sport’. Given the broader categorisation of behaviours such as bullying into forms of maltreatment
(Stirling, 2009) a further search of ‘Maltreatment in sport’ was also conducted. These articles were
placed into four files, one for each news article. Print and broadcast media articles were found
online using ‘Google Advanced’ and ‘LexisNexis’ search engines (Velija & Silvani, 2020).

Data analysis

Consistent with pragmatism, we used an abductive thematic analysis approach (Thompson, 2022) to
identify themedia’s reporting of bullying and banter in elite sports. An abductive approach to thematic
analysis facilitates an empirical discovery whilst being guided by theoretical understanding (Thomp-
son, 2022). In the present study, Thompson’s (2022) 8 steps of abductive analysis were followed.
Initially, the authors familiarised themselves with themedia reports and read these accounts accurately
to search for meaning and the underlying narratives within the accounts (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Then a
cyclical act of coding took place, which involved extracting as much semantic from the data corpus as
possible during the first round of coding, before consolidating codes at a deeper level in subsequent
rounds (Thompson, 2022). As a result a codebook was generated, where a label was provided for each
code that was short, concise and as relevant to original data as possible with an accompanying quota-
tion. This process also allowed the research team the opportunity to prompt an internal discussion
without an objective, numerical ranking system (Thompson, 2022). Next specific, concise themes
were developed which were distinct from the codes and consolidated codes to theoretically explain
the phenomena (Thompson, 2022). Labels were selected which were memorable phrases that were
digestible to the reader and captured the essence of the theme (e.g. ‘the tipping point’ which distin-
guished between bullying and banter). Following this theorising took place, which was guided by the
principle of themes being developed but not determined by theoretical (and conceptual) understand-
ing (Thompson, 2022). An example of this was the theme of debatable intent and frequency being
guided by conceptual models and definitions of bullying (Olweus, 1993; Stirling, 2009). Then a com-
parison of datasets took place to examine whether some codes were expressed amongst a particular
cohort (e.g. type of newspaper) in the present study (Thompson, 2022). As the study’s aims were
exploratory to build conceptual understanding, quantification did not take place here (Thompson,
2022). The penultimate step involved a data display (see Table 1) to demonstrate that the theoretical
contributions were reflective of the raw data. Last, the data were written up with headings denoting
each theme (e.g. ‘a media view of bullying’). Themes were written in such a way (e.g. through a com-
bined results and discussion) that a theoretical explanation was provided for the empirical data, whilst
at the same time quotations were used to support this theorisation (Guest et al., 2012).

Establishing rigour and reflexivity

It is important for authors to acknowledge their identities to ensure transparency in the research
process (Russell et al., 2022). Therefore, the first and third author identify as white British,
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heterosexual men and the second author identifies as a British Pakistani, heterosexual man. The
authors are experienced in sport psychology research and consultancy. Although the authors
were not supporters of a specific news organisation, they would regularly use BBC and SSN to
keep up to date with the current sports news. Instead of viewing this effect as a possible pollution
of the data to be prevented, the authors employed a retrospective approach (regarding the influence
of the study on the authors) and a prospective approach (regarding the influence of the whole-indi-
viduals-researcher on the study) (Attia & Edge, 2017). This approach to reflexivity enabled us to ident-
ify the significance of the author’s values, emotions and information that they provided in the
conceptualisation of the present study’s concerns and the systematic lens employed in the results
(Attia & Edge, 2017; Braun & Clarke, 2019). Additionally, during the data analysis phase critical
friends were utilised (Smith & McGannon, 2018). The responsibility of ‘critical friends’ (the first and
third authors) was to discuss the interpretation of the findings and to promote reflexivity by ques-
tioning how the authors constructed knowledge (Cowan & Taylor, 2016).

Results and discussion

The present study aimed to understand how banter and bullying are framed within sport media
reporting and how these concepts are distinguished from each other. First, the media’s view of bul-
lying is presented which outlines how reports discuss the typical features of this behaviour such as
intentionality, repetition and a culture of abuse. Second, the questionable framing as banter is pre-
sented which discusses how reports may inadvertently misappropriate this term and present a
blurred line with bullying.

A media view of bullying

Sport media reports appeared to outline some of the classic components of bullying, yet a deeper
inspection of these accounts revealed the questionable nature of intent as part of bullying. Further-
more, these reports discussed bullying as repetitive behaviour. Finally, the media reports discussed
how various abusive actions become conflated into a view of bullying in sport.

Table 1. The media’s representation of bullying and banter
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Debatable intent and frequency
Although media reports often drew reference to the notion of intent as a feature of bullying, closer
inspection of these accounts revealed how bullying was often reported as an unintentional act. As
such this highlighted the potential for how perspectives at the macrosystem level may be reflected
in behaviours at the microsystem level (Bronfenbrenner, 1999) that conflict with established
definitions of bullying (e.g. Olweus, 1993). Within media reports of abuse and bullying at Chelsea
Football Club in the 1990s (Magowan, 2022) coaches denied being ‘bullies, aggressive and racist’
and how,

in High Court documents referenced last year, Williams denied having used certain racially offensive terms but,
regarding others, claimed there was ‘no intention to cause harm’ and added he would ‘never use these words
today’.

Despite not being explicitly referenced in the article, this piece highlighted an important point
which contrasts with the most commonly cited definition of bullying (e.g. Olweus, 1993), in that
an act does not need to be intentional to be bullying. Instead, these articles appear to bemore reflec-
tive of recent findings in the bullying in sport literature which question the degree to which this
behaviour is intentional (Kerr et al., 2016; Newman, Warburton, et al., 2021). Nonetheless, the lack
of specific discussion around the defendant’s description of not meaning to cause harm could
convey to the reader a sense that this may lessen the effects of their behaviour and mean it is
not regarded as bullying. This is problematic given more recent conceptualisations of bullying
have highlighted the centrality of perceptions of harm from the victim’s perspective in underpinning
this behaviour (Volk et al., 2014). The result is that the media may inadvertently reaffirm understand-
ing of bullying from the perpetrator’s perspective.

This position around a lack of intent was continued in other media reports. Discussing an internal
investigation at Cardiff City FC, Sky Sports News (2019) reported,

Bellamy denied intentionally bullying players during his time as an academy coach. ‘I accept the report high-
lighted aspects of my coaching skills that could perhaps be improved. I have probably relied too much on
my own life experiences playing under some of the best coaches in the world rather than assessing the sensi-
tivities of a new generation of players. If I was insensitive in any way towards their feelings, then that was never
my intention. If I inadvertently offended anyone, then I am truly sorry’.

Alongside continuing the theme of reporting the unintentional nature of bullying, another concern-
ing point was revealed. By not challenging Bellamy’s comments around playing under ‘some of the
best coaches in the world’ and not ‘assessing the sensitivities of a new generation of players’ it
suggested a legitimisation for bullying based on the perpetrator’s modelling from previous
coaches (which occurred within his mesosystem). Concurrent with findings with professional foot-
ballers, it pathologised the issue as being with the victim, rather than the perpetrator (Newman, War-
burton, et al., 2021). While on the surface the reports intimated nonintentional actions can be
associated with bullying, the article may leave a reader dissociating these ideas. From a theoretical
perspective, these findings provide further concern given the media’s role within the macrosystem,
presented in Figure 1 (Bronfenbrenner, 1999), and its influence in developing proximal processes
around the understanding of bullying and/or banter behaviours in sport (Eriksson et al., 2018). For
example, by directly quoting Bellamy’s reference to ‘world class’ coaching, this article may have
indirectly legitimised that in order to perform at the highest-level individuals need to accept bully-
ing. Such a finding is concurrent with recent research which has highlighted that abusive behaviours
are normalised through a ‘win at all costs’, performance culture of fear which creates a code of
silence around inappropriate behaviours (Seanor et al., 2023; Willson et al., 2022).

In a similar vein to the discussion around intent, despite reporting converging around the signifi-
cance of repetition as a hallmark of bullying (Olweus, 1993), there were contradictions in the fre-
quency of the behaviour required to indicate this concept. This may provide further evidence for
more contemporary views of bullying which reflect that this behaviour is more a function of the
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frequency and intensity of an act (Volk et al., 2014), rather than traditional definitions which stress
the importance of repetition (Olweus, 1993). For example, Keene (2022) described how jockey
Robbie Dunne was found to ‘have bullied Frost at several race meetings over a sustained period
of time’. Whereas Keene’s article intimated a continuous form of attack other reports discussed a
more sporadic nature to bullying, ‘Mourinho has publicly shamed the 22-year-old at various
points this season…Mourinho’s behaviour towards the defender has been described as bullying’
(Seward, 2018). This article intimated a less sustained form of bullying, yet in the using the words
that Mourinho’s behaviour was ‘described as’ bullying it potentially insinuated that it might be ques-
tioned whether the various actions of shaming truly constituted this form of maltreatment. This
could be concerning if the reader interprets these words in this fashion, given the media’s potential
influence on proximal process if an individual is interacting with it frequently (Bronfenbrenner &
Evans, 2000) as well as its broader impact on its readership (Alexander et al., 2022).

A culture of abuse
Two articles published in The Telegraph in 2017 were indicative of how media reports of bullying
subsumed various forms of abuse into bullying,

Swimming became the latest major sport to be engulfed by a bullying scandal on its elite programme… The
coach was alleged to have belittled and criticised athletes, leading to a culture of fear within the elite set-up.
(Rumsby & Davies, 2017)

Among the accusations made against MacDonald, a former interim first-team manager, are emotional bullying
and shaming of players in front of team-mates, alienation from the group, which was interpreted as a form of
punishment, personal insults, and abusive language on a daily basis. (Hayward, 2017)

It was apparent from these reports, that the media corroborated findings from the exosystem (see
Figure 1) of sport research that bullying appears as a multifarious, heterogenous phenomenon
(Farrell et al., 2014) which provides an umbrella for various forms of abuse and wrongdoing in
elite sport. Moreover, bullying as a concept is regarded as something which can inform the
culture of a sports group or organisation (Newman, Warburton, et al., 2021). Furthermore, the
media narratives of Rumsby and Davies (2017) and Hayward (2017), contradict micro-level concep-
tual models of maltreatment in the sport literature (Stirling, 2009). Both narratives contradict Stir-
ling’s (2009) model by suggesting that bullying typically occurs within the context of a ‘critical’
coach-athlete relationship (meso-level). This finding is particularly noteworthy and illustrates that
the wider public’s view of bullying in sport may be shaped differently to those in the research com-
munity in sport, given the more significant role the mass media plays in the macrosystem of organ-
ised sport (Bronfenbrenner, 1999).

The broad realm of issues reported on within the coach-athlete relationship was continued by
Woods (2023), who discussed coaches propagating bullying, fat-shaming and emotional abuse,

She was just one of many swimmers who would regularly starve themselves before being weighed and coaches
would often blame poor performance in the pool on weight gain… Zara, who competed nationally with a club
in the north of England, lost almost half a stone in three weeks while on a foreign trip with her coach because
she was scared to eat in front of him. (Woods, 2023)

These media reports were indicative of the abuses of power on behalf of the coaches and were
indicative of recent findings that bullying is driven by the power differentials within coach-athletes’/
players’ relationships (Booth et al., 2023). The articles demonstrated throughout that bullying is not
limited to a micro-level, peer-to-peer relationship and that individuals in authority abuse their power.
As such this offers further evidence to suggest that the conceptual model of maltreatment in sport
(Stirling, 2009) may need to be revisited to consider that bullying occurs within the context of ‘criti-
cal’ (e.g. coach/athlete) relationships, as well as ‘non-critical’ peer-to-peer relationships. More widely,
by offering victims the chance to speak out, the media article was more informative of the misguided
beliefs about the culture of sport and its impact on performance.
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Importantly, the articles also emphasised that bullying can act as a discriminatory attack where
victims have been called ‘derogatory racial names, suffered racial stereotypes, and been bullied
… into showing others their genitals’ (Magowan, 2022). Within sport, this reaffirmed findings
which discussed that racial discrimination is an important component of individuals’ experiences
of bullying in this context (Newman, Warburton, et al., 2021), suggesting that this needs to be
part of future definitions of this concept. Incorporating racial and other forms discrimination into
a definition of bullying may further help sensitise sporting populations to continued issues with dis-
crimination and raise awareness of the varied nature of bullying. Furthermore, given Magowan
(2022) described how victims were forced to ‘show their genitals’ it also raises questions as to
whether racial discrimination may also overlap with other terms such as sexual abuse and harass-
ment. Bullying of this nature (e.g. getting to victims to ‘show their genitals’) may also reinforce
white privilege in elite/professional sporting contexts where victims are expected to engage with
behaviours that are discriminatory and would not be expected of white populations.

The elasticity of banter

This dimension highlighted how the media could, at times, differentiate between bullying and
banter. Specifically, media reports identified where non-inclusive actions migrated behaviour from
banter into bullying. Nonetheless, the theme of the misinterpretation of jokes highlighted a more
profound issue where bullying became masked and covered derogatory behaviour through the
terms ‘jokes’ and ‘banter’, revealing concerns on how the media differentiated these concepts.

Misinterpretation of jokes
Analysis of the media perspective of banter revealed continued concern around the interpretation of
this term. From the media’s reporting, it was apparent that jokes and banters are seen as uninten-
tional in sport even though the behaviour was highly discriminatory. Former England Rugby Union
player Luther Burrell described various forms of racial abuse which he accepted as part of a ‘need to
fit in, the need to be liked’,

Every week, every fortnight. Comments about bananas when you’re making a smoothie in the morning. Com-
ments about fried chicken when you’re out for dinner. I’ve heard things that you wouldn’t expect to hear 20
years ago. We had a hot day at training, and I told one of the lads to put on their factor 50. Someone came
back and said, ‘You don’t need it, Luth, put your carrot oil on’. ‘Then another lad jumps in and says, ‘No, no,
no, he’ll need it for where his shackles were as a slave’. (Simon, 2022)

This article provided an important characterisation to the sports readership of the painful experi-
ence of banter for some athletes which led to extreme acts of discrimination. It also challenged some
of the views in sport that banter is a joke or funny, reflecting that banter also functions in a negative
way (see Booth et al., 2023; Newman et al., 2022).

However, the language used in other articles raised potential issues with the sport media’s report-
ing of the Azeem Rafiq cricket case. ‘During his second spell in Yorkshire between 2016 and 2018,
there were jokes made around religion which made individuals uncomfortable about their religious
practices’ (BBC, 2021a). The framing within media articles around the term ‘jokes’ did create concern
over what is portrayed as acceptable behaviour. The articles also revealed a sense of white privilege,
where acts of discrimination around culture and ethnicity are indirectly reinforced as ‘humour’.
Although it is acknowledged that banter exists as an ambiguous concept (Booth et al., 2023), the
references the reporters made to the terms ‘jokes’ and ‘banter’ potentially disguised the seriousness
of the derogatory comments which might otherwise be regarded as bullying. As such, from a moral
disengagement perspective, the media may engage in a form euphemistic labelling where the
damaging aspects of banter are deemphasised as prosocial jokes (Bandura, 2002). Furthermore,
the nature of this reporting highlights concern around the media as a stakeholder, given similar
research findings have established issues with the presentation of sporting stories about racism
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and bullying (Velija & Silvani, 2020). From an ecological systems theory, the media may inappropri-
ately influence the readership’s learning and development (Bronfenbrenner, 1999) around under-
standing wrongdoing and promote a sense that there are different standards around what are
acceptable behaviours in sport (Velija & Silvani, 2020). On a practical level, this may mean that the
sports readership carry out or indulge in inappropriate behaviours in their own sporting pursuits.

The tipping point
Although somemedia articles may have inadvertently used terms like ‘jokes’ (e.g. BBC, 2021a) in such
a way that inappropriate acts may be misinterpreted as banter, other reports (e.g. Sky News, 2022)
strove to demonstrate where banter crossed the line. Amongst some of the media, they referenced
how the acts of discriminatory behaviour and other forms of abuse were not classified as banter,

While some fans were engaged in harmless banter and fun with the former Manchester United star [Rio Ferdi-
nand who was broadcasting for BT Sport], the defendant took this a step further, engaging in unpleasant hand
gestures, and jumping up and down… ‘Not only was it offensive, it was racist’. (Sky News, 2022)

Despite this narrative adopting an often accepted view that banter lacks malice (Dynel, 2008), it did
illustrate through reference to the words ‘a step further’, how some media outlets are keen to high-
light that discriminatory behaviour is not accepted as a form of banter. This is congruent with
research findings which present an exclusionary ‘failed’ form of banter (Lawless & Magrath, 2021).
Nonetheless, by drawing on the word ‘harmless’ it provided a subtext for the reader that banter
is fun, without outlining the specifics of what these actions involved. This could be problematic
as research in sport has highlighted various perceptions around which behaviours are fun
(Newman et al., 2022; Newman, Eccles, et al., 2022). Nonetheless, although the language used in
these reports could be problematic at times, the reports did play a key role in identifying how
viewers of sport also play a role in the normalisation of inappropriate banter. Additionally, in report-
ing on fan behaviour the articles emphasised that banter is not restricted to just a team environment
(micro-level), and viewers of sports also play a role in the normalisation of this behaviour (macro-
level).

Moreover, this notion of there being a divide between banter and bullying was also highlighted in
response to an independent review of institutional racism at Cricket Scotland. The article
highlighted,

inappropriate use of language, in some cases, which would be racist but considered simply as banter. Concern
that sledging is being used as an excuse to racially abuse opposition players. Lack of understanding of the
impact of language and behaviour on individuals. (Dewar, 2022)

This was a further indication of the categorical presentation within media reports that discrimina-
tory behaviour separates banter from bullying. Importantly, the reference to ‘inappropriate use of
language’ provided a potentially positive avenue for the media to send clear messages to the
public about the constituents of wrongdoing in sport and where behaviour cannot be legitimised
as banter. As such racism is one of the forms of ‘inappropriate language’ that crosses the line of
acceptability racism from playfully negative banter into something which is offensive (Steer et al.,
2020), and more aligned with bullying. Therefore, the media play a pivotal role as part of the macro-
system in influencing individuals’ thoughts and actions at the micro-, meso- and macrosystem levels
(Bronfenbrenner, 1999) regarding bullying and banter in organised sport. In doing so, the media can
educate their audiences, and potentially benefit wider society, through identifying where banter can
move from being prosocial to inappropriate in nature.

General discussion

Within recent years, several studies have sought to explore the concepts of bullying and banter as
well as divide between these terms (Booth et al., 2023; Lawless & Magrath, 2021; Newman et al., 2022;
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Newman, Eccles, et al., 2022). However, these studies have been limited to a microsystem focus on
sport performers or coaches, rather than a wider systems focus on other influential stakeholders such
as the media. The present study addressed this limitation by focusing on media reports of these con-
cepts, whilst exploring how the media represents the similar and contradicting concepts of bullying
and banter.

Articles selected from a range of UK media sources discussed some of the classical features found
within definitions of bullying, such as a focus on repetition of acts and various forms of harm
(Olweus, 1993; Volk et al., 2014). However, the reports highlighted a more blurred line around
whether bullying is intentional or not, which is more reflective of the perspective of athletes/
players (e.g. Newman et al., 2022) than coaches (e.g. Newman, Eccles, et al., 2022). From a conceptual
stance, the findings also provided an important contribution to the relational dynamics within which
bullying occurs. In contrast to existing conceptual models in sport (Stirling, 2009), bullying was
regarded as occurring in the context of what this framework regards as the ‘critical relationship’
between coaches and athletes (a mesosystem). Due to the significance the media has in influencing
public perceptions of behaviour, this is a noteworthy finding (Lewis & Weaver, 2013) with clear impli-
cations for understanding bullying in sport.

In terms of banter, the study revealed important findings in relation to how the public may per-
ceive this behaviour and as well as the macro-level interpretation of this concept within the media
itself. While it was clear that the articles were keen to convey clear messages about the inappropriate
and discriminatory nature of this behaviour, it was evident that some of the language used in report-
ing has the potential to influence the audience less positively. By stating language such as ‘jokes’
concerning reporting on discriminatory forms of banter, a perpetuation of white privilege may
remain within the media and its reporting (Carrington, 2011). This has significant potential to
influence public opinion around this concept.

Limitations and future directions

First, we considered the content of the reports themselves rather than the perspectives of the jour-
nalists themselves. Given perceptions and interpretations of bullying and banter can vary, it may be
worthwhile to interview journalists and newspaper editors themselves to assess their views of this
topic. To supplement this, the present study did not establish specific differences in the portrayal
of bullying and banter by media outlet. Nonetheless, it may be useful to further explore whether
the political leaning of the media sources affect the reporting of these concepts. Second, although
the focus of the analysis was centred more towards exploring the conceptual similarities and differ-
ences between bullying and banter, the authors did make every attempt (Russell et al., 2022) to
explore the intersectional information within the media reports of these concepts. Despite this, it
may be useful for future research to consider the identities of the authors when considering
reports around bullying and banter, to ensure the experiences of those being reported on are ident-
ified with (Russell et al., 2022). Furthermore, the findings were specific to UK print and broadcast
media and did not cover international perspectives of bullying and banter. Given findings which
suggest UK media can maintain white supremacy and existing power relations (Velija & Silvani,
2020), it is important to consider international perspectives to assess whether this view is replicated
or challenged. Therefore, future research may want to investigate these concepts with a broader,
more diverse set of media reports.

Implications

The present research provides key implications related to the current understanding of bullying and
banter in sport. Although there was a significant crossover between recent research findings and
how the media reports covered bullying in sport, it did not appear that the articles had necessarily
drawn on research findings in this area. It may be particularly beneficial for both researchers and
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journalists interested in bullying and banter in elite sport to collaborate to inform the wider public
about contemporary understanding and findings concerning these concepts. Specifically, the
findings may be used as part of education around bullying and banter in school curricula and/or
as part of education programmes for athletes, coaches and parents in sport. Thus the findings
may reach a wider audience (Alexander et al., 2022) to shape the discourse around this behaviour.
In line with the previous point, researchers in bullying and banter may look to provide education to
those in the media about their use of language concerning these behaviours. It may be important for
researchers in this field to highlight a careful use of language, for example about reporting jokes, so
that the readers of articles do not misconstrue terms such as banter. Consistent with this, media
reporters need to reflect on whether their stories reinforce white privilege and to be fully cognisant
of equality, diversity and inclusion. Finally, it is critical to highlight that any collaboration between
journalists and researchers interested in reporting information about bullying and banter in elite
sport to a wider audience offers huge potential. Through these collaborations there is the potential
to educate the public, as well as to show the media audience how to navigate humour-related beha-
viours in a positive way. Therefore the media offer a potentially important and positive voice in
shaping perceptions around bullying and banter in sport.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the present study provides important insights around how the media may influence
the public’s perception of bullying and banter in sport. Through the lens of Bronfenbrenner’s (1999)
Ecological Systems Theory, the findings illustrate how the media at the macrosystem level, may ulti-
mately impact individuals’ relations in various interacting microsystems. The present findings reflect
the blurred nature of the concepts of bullying and banter, whilst also showing the potential of the
media as a voice in differentiating between appropriate and inappropriate forms of banter. Finally,
the present study outlines important future directions in relation to exploring the perspectives of
journalists both in the UK as well as internationally and considering intersectional information in
relation to bullying and banter in sport.
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