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ABSTRACT 

SPORTS INFOTAINMENT: AN INVESTIGATION OF SPORTS REPORTING 

RELATED TO BABE RUTH AND TIGER WOODS 

Cody Gaines Norman, M.S. 

George Mason University, 2017 

Thesis Director: Associate Professor Craig Esherick 

 

Contemporary sports heroes are all but extinct. Little research currently exists regarding 

the effect of media-constructed heroism on historical and modern day athletes, but this 

research depicts the seeming extinction of the ultimate athletic hero. Due in large part to 

the ever-changing quantity and quality of sports news coverage, two of the sports industry’s 

most recognizable athletes—Tiger Woods and Babe Ruth—have strikingly different 

reputations among the general population. This research uses a combination of cluster 

sampling and convenience sampling, as every article within a given constraint – namely 

date and media outlets – is used to make inferences about the tone and style of coverage of 

two “heroic” athletes throughout their illustrious careers. This research focuses specifically 

on the media coverage of Ruth and Woods during some of the highest and lowest points in 

their respective careers. It demonstrates a change in attitude and focus of sport media from 
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Ruth’s first World Series championship in the early twentieth century through Woods’s 

resurgence to the top of the leaderboard in the 2011 Chevron World Challenge.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The days of the “heroic” athlete are seemingly gone. While little research currently 

exists regarding the transformation of sport media and its effect on the heroism of historical 

and modern day athletes, this research acknowledges the seeming extinction of the athletic 

“hero” largely due to the tone and style of coverage by sports journalists – the first authors 

of historical record. According to Vande Berg (2002), heroism is best conveyed through 

the media: 

As a general rule, members of a society are separated from their heroes by time, 

space, and social class and therefore know their heroes only through stories, images, 

and other forms of information. In this sense, there are no such things as heroes, 

only communication about heroes. Without communication, there would be no hero 

(p. 136). 

Despite the fact that researchers estimate nearly 25 percent of newspapers sold, in large 

part, due to the refurbished sports sections, sports research in mass communication has 

gone largely ignored until the past decade (Wanta, 2013). This research compares and 

contrasts the unparalleled media coverage of two of the sports industry’s greatest athletes 

– Tiger Woods and Babe Ruth – in four major metropolitan newspapers – the Boston Globe, 

the Chicago Tribune, the New York Times, and The Washington Post – during some of the 

highest and lowest points of their respective careers.  
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The most impactful limitation in this study is extreme imbalance in the sheer 

number of modern media outlets. The emergence of social media as a relevant—and 

somewhat reliable—news source, along with the continued growth of sports as its own 

24/7 news cycle, presents a restraint overcome by narrowing the focus to four metropolitan 

newspapers that have remained a constant source of news since before Ruth’s arrival in 

1914: The Washington Post, the New York Times, the Chicago Tribune and the Boston 

Globe.  

As such, athletes in the 21st century are more heavily scrutinized for choices made 

away from the athletic surface, thus seemingly eliminating the media-produced “heroic” 

athlete – such as Babe Ruth – from modern day American sports. While both Woods and 

Ruth were designated as the “messiah” to their respective sports, the legacy and reputation 

of these two megastars took vastly different paths largely due to the tone and style of 

coverage by sport media. 

Role of Media in Sport 

Sport at any level is intimately connected to sport media.  According to the 

International Federation of Journalists, the role of a professional journalist is to respect the 

truth, and the right of the public to the truth (Knight, 2008, p. 118).  In doing so, “journalists 

advance the public interest by publishing, broadcasting, or circulating facts and opinions 

without which a democratic electorate cannot make responsible judgments” (Knight, 2008, 

p. 121).  Due to its nature as the first writer of historical record, the media have always 

played a significant role in the failure or success of sport.  Throughout the 1920s, the sport 

of baseball – as the National Pastime – benefitted profusely from its association with the 
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media.  As an outlet of entertainment for the American public, the media focused a 

significant portion of their daily news coverage on the happenings in Major League 

Baseball and, as such, a failure to appreciate the role of the media in sport is, as David 

Rowe claims, “a professional failing and an abdication of social responsibility” (Rowe, 

2009, p. 150).  Without the media, a sport institution such as Major League Baseball would 

be unrecognizable, and the exponential growth in popularity it experienced in the 1920s 

would have been virtually impossible.  The sport-media relationship, however, is not 

dominated by the former.  Sport is not the hapless victim of a ravenous media.  Rather, 

sport has willingly consented to embrace the media without undue pressure, and the reasons 

for this strategy are quite understandable – money and profile (Rowe, 2009, p. 153).  At 

the onset of increasingly popular professional sport institutions, sports editors of daily 

newspapers relinquished the traditional investigative, critical “fourth estate” role of 

journalism and allowed the sport industry to set the agenda and the priorities for coverage 

of the sports events (Montville, 2006, p. 16). The news media undertook three dominant 

editorial trends in the 1920s that dictated the tone of coverage in sport during the Golden 

Age of Sports. Most important of those trends was that newspapers decreased hard news 

coverage and emphasized escapist and sensationalist stories to attract more readers as an 

outlet to distract those affected by the looming Great Depression from real-world problems 

(Carvalho, 2004, p. 83). As well, newspapers began to standardize page design in order to 

reduce costs, and deemphasized “strident political partisanship” to avoid offending people 

based on political views (Carvalho, 2004, p. 83).   
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The decrease in hard news coverage forced sports writers to be more creative in 

their writing, spawning a more creative and often unconventional style of writing. 

According to James Michener, “the best journalistic writing can be found in [historical] 

sports” (Michener, 1976, p. 78). The absence of radio and television—especially as its 

contemporary presence in a 24/7 news cycle—made print journalists the sole source of 

current information and, thus, allowed writers to convey information through their oft-

biased lenses.   

Symbiotic Relationship Between Sport and Media 

While the presence of accessible sport media gave rise to Major League Baseball 

and other major American sports, the mere existence of sport served as an invaluable 

resource leading to the growth of news media.  The development of sports journalism, 

starting in the late 1800s and rapidly growing throughout the 1920s, evolved in parallel to 

the evolution of baseball and other modern sports, reflecting the symbiotic relationship 

between two of the sports industry’s most powerful institutions: professional sport and 

media.  The early twentieth century saw the sports section experience such phenomenal 

growth that sports columns “grew overnight from one-man jobs to big and dignified and 

semi-independent departments” (Carvalho, 2004, p. 86). It became commonplace for sports 

journalists, including baseball writers, to accept financial compensation from sporting 

promoters (Montville, 2006, p. 42). As Montville (2004) observes, “a baseball writer could 

expect free tickets to baseball games, extra money as official scorekeeper, and even direct 

payments in appreciation for free publicity” (p. 154).  By the 1920s, baseball club owners 

were paying travel expenses for the reporters who covered their teams (Carvalho, 2004, p. 



5 

 

87).  The relationship between media and sports began to take the form of a business 

relationship, wherein newspapers provided readers daily reports on their favorite teams, 

which drew fans to games, and sports promoters extended journalists courtesies that went 

beyond facilitation to financial compensation (Montville, 2006, p. 40). The cozy 

relationship between sport and media, however, troubled many newspapers because of the 

ethical consequences (Montville, 2006, p. 44). 

Trends in Sport Media 

News entertainment, or infotainment, has come to dominate the news landscape in 

recent years, despite being sharply scorned by many traditional journalists and academics 

for focusing on entertainment, rather than news. Increasingly, news outlets have tried to 

make their content more entertaining to gain readership by incorporating more lighthearted 

presentations and human interest stories – both of a positive and negative nature. While 

there is still a line between a traditionally hard news approach and infotainment, the current 

sport media climate is blurring the much-vaunted distinction between straight news and 

blatant editorialization (Patterson, 2000, p. 5). While some have argued that infotainment 

increases interest in sport, the quality of information provided by the media far outweighs 

the benefit this provide to the general public. 

Sports news personalities, instead of traditional journalists, now dominate the 

journalistic landscape. The likes of Chris Berman and Stephen A. Smith now rule an 

environment once dominated by Shirley Povich, Jim Murray, and W. C. Heinz. According 

to Thomas E. Patterson (2000), a government professor at Harvard, we are seeing the rise 

of soft news, a “more personality-centered” medium in which the newscaster has become 
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as much a part of the news as the news itself. Sports journalism, then, has become the 

hybrid of sports information and personal entertainment. Its focus is human-interest issues, 

violence and criminal offenses, and other topics wherein the sport itself is not wholly 

central to the story (p. 3). Patterson describes hard news as the “coverage of breaking events 

involving top leaders, major issues, or significant disruptions in the routines of daily life 

(p. 6). Soft news, by contrast, tends to frame stories in an episodic rather than thematic 

manner, centering on the actions of small, easily identifiable groups and certain individuals. 

In contrast, a thematic frame looks at the social and/or political big picture of an issue. 

Reports from soft news programs are “far less likely to feature discussion of the conflict as 

a whole, or the circumstances surrounding it” (p. 17). They instead feature a broad, 

sometimes sweeping overview, which does little to explore the social and political tensions 

that underpin a conflict or event. 

Readers gravitate toward infotainment because its stories are presented in an 

episodic format that tends to be more compelling and accessible, while focusing on specific 

individuals or groups rather than the larger issues in sport culture and sport society. Sports 

news personalities (not journalists) tend to relish the opportunity to stain the reputation of 

athletes, coaches, owners and fans alike. Personalities such as Skip Bayless, who recently 

joined FOX Sports after 12 years at ESPN, has made his name as a notorious hater of three-

time NBA Champion LeBron James and acknowledged his departure from ESPN would 

allow him to “remove the handcuffs” (Guthrie, 2016). While anchors once simply served 

as the vehicle to convey the news, contemporary television personalities such as Colin 

Cowherd (left ESPN for FOX Sports) and Bill Simmons (left ESPN for HBO) have kept 



7 

 

their names in the news as infamous character assassins. Although one could argue that 

inactive consumers of sport media do gain some knowledge from infotainment sports 

personalities, there is an inherent risk in consuming this sort of information. 

Model Research of Metropolitan Newspaper Coverage of the 1927 World 
Series 

To examine the World Series coverage of 1927, John Carvalho (2004, pp. 87-91) 

incorporated a content analysis of eight daily metropolitan newspapers – four of which are 

shown below: the Boston Globe, the Chicago Tribune, the New York Times, and the 

Washington Post – which this research will mimic to encompass about 15 days in the lives 

of Babe Ruth and Tiger Woods in order to infer based on evidence about the media 

coverage of Babe Ruth throughout his professional baseball career. These four daily 

newspapers were narrowed down from the original eight due to the publications’ enormous 

readership numbers, as each newspaper falls in the top seven in terms of readership and 

accounts for a combined circulation of more than 5,000,000 people every day (“Top 10,” 

2014). The style of this research allows one to analyze coverage and extrapolate not only 

about Babe Ruth but provides a basis for comparison with an athlete such as Tiger Woods. 

The dates included in this study cover October 5, 1927 through October 9, 1927 

and included only the morning editions of the newspapers; these dates marked the first day 

of the World Series (to allow for any World Series preview pieces) through the morning 

after its conclusion (to allow for coverage of the deciding game).  As depicted in Table 1, 

the length of the newspaper sports section was measured by counting the number of total 
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pages in the newspapers. The total number of pages was also recorded to determine the 

percentage of sports coverage appearing in each of the papers.  

 

 
Table 1: Total Number of Articles in 1927 World Series (Carvalho’s Research) 

Newspaper Total No. of World Series 

Articles 

Average No. of Articles 

Per Day 

Boston Globe 53 10.6 

Chicago Tribune 42 8.4 

New York Times 110 22 

Washington Post 52 10.4 

 

 

 

Second, the number of articles were calculated and averaged to depict a daily rate of World 

Series articles appearing in each of the four metropolitan publications.  Because the New 

York Times was the hometown newspaper of the Yankees, it is to be expected that the 

number of World Series articles – including box scores, predicted lineups, schedules and 

other sidebar content – was more than double than that of the other metropolitan 

newspapers (Carvalho, 2004, p. 88).  Although baseball took a serious hit from 1919 

through 1920 due to the cheating scandal involving players on the Chicago Black Sox, the 

game had made a rapid rebound thanks in large part to the excitement of the New York 

Yankees. Newspapers churned out a number of World Series articles per day, many of 

them specifically focusing on the excitement of Ruth, as the game of baseball continued to 

recapture the attention of sports fans across the country. 
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 Last, the articles were measured according to paragraph length.  Several journalism 

historians have attributed the Great Depression beginning in 1929 with the media’s move 

toward a more concise writing style to save space and reduce costs.  Articles were coded 

by length in two ways: a “short article” represents one containing no more than five 

paragraphs, while “long articles” were those with at least six paragraphs.  For the purpose 

of this study, Carvalho (2004) purposed sidebar boxes containing box scores, predicted 

lineups and schedules as short articles (p. 89).  Stories covering the 1927 World Series 

were significantly longer and more frequent than those of the modern day World Series.   

 

 
Table 2: Percentage of Short vs. Long Articles (Carvalho’s Research) 

Newspaper Total No.  of 

Articles Throughout 

World Series 

Percentage of 

Short Articles 

Percentage of 

Long Articles 

Boston Globe 53 37.7 (20) 62.3 (33) 

Chicago Tribune 42 45.2 (19) 54.8 (23) 

New York Times 110 60.9 (67) 39.1 (43) 

Washington Post 52 48.1 (25) 51.9 (27) 

 

  

 

Journalists such as James R. Harrison (New York Times) wrote stories as if they 

were prose pieces, including information about scalpers’ ticket prices and specific details 

regarding the weather forecast.  In his preview piece entitled “Yanks, Favored 7-5, Face 

Pirates Today in World’s Series” in the October  5, 1927 New York Times, Harrison wrote: 

“Two great armies of baseball, confident and calm, slept in their tents on the battleground 
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tonight, waiting for the first of the skirmishes tomorrow that will help to decide the 

championship of the world.” On the same day in the Boston Globe, James C. O’Leary 

wrote, “The stage is set and the actors are ready to play their respective parts in the opening 

game of the post-season series between the Yankees and Pirates.” Scribes in the late-1920s, 

such as Harrison and O’Leary, romanticized the game of baseball – comparing players to 

warriors and actors – and used prose-like writing to glamorize the 1927 World Series 

without any mention of negativity.  In a later piece entitled “Yanks Rout Pirates, Ruth 

Hitting Homer; Pennock Invincible” that appeared in the October  8, 1927 New York Times, 

Harrison wrote: “Seven and one-third innings of faultless, masterful, inspired pitching with 

not a Pirate getting to first base.  And just a few minutes before, his majesty the Babe had 

sent 64,000 folks in a paroxysm of glee by clubbing a screaming liner into the right field 

bleachers.” Prior to the regular use of television, consumers received sport-related news 

from either the radio or the newspaper. As such, the writing style in a 1927 metropolitan 

newspaper reflected a contemporary prose piece wherein the athletes were portrayed as 

characters, and the journalists were writing their own unique story about the day’s events 

(Montville, 2006, p. 27).  

Introduction of Key Players  

Babe Ruth made his Major League Baseball debut as a member of the Boston Red 

Sox in July 1914 at the age of 19 years old. Nicknamed “the Bambino” and “the Sultan of 

Swat,” Ruth began his major league career as a stellar left-handed pitcher. He achieved his 

great fame, however, as a slugging outfielder for the New York Yankees. Playing 22 

seasons from 1914 to 1935, Ruth set many batting records, including his famous marks for 
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home runs: 60 in 1927, and 714 for his big league career. As Ruth ushered in the “live-ball 

era,” Ruth helped evolve baseball from a low-scoring game of strategy to a sport where the 

home run was a major factor. Along the way, Ruth became regarded as one of the greatest 

sports heroes in American culture and, as such, was the target of intense press and public 

attention during his fifteen years with the Yankees. Still, though, his off-field penchant for 

drinking and womanizing were largely unmentioned and have since become legend. In 

order to make inferences about the media coverage of Ruth throughout his career, this 

research focuses largely on the style and tone of sport media during his first World Series 

win in 19161, his personal collapse following a subpar 1925 regular season, and his return 

to glory in the 1927 World Series: 

 

 
Table 3: Research Focus on Babe Ruth 

Category Dates 

High 1916 World Series: October 6-13, 1916 

Low 1925 Offseason:  

High 1927 World Series: October 4-9, 1927 

 

 

Tiger Woods turned professional in 1996 at just 21 years of age and has since become one 

of the most decorated golfers of all time. Less than one year into his professional career, 

Woods had already won his first major, the 1997 Masters, in a record-breaking 

                                                 
1 Babe Ruth won the World Series with the Boston Red Sox in 1915; however, he pinch-hit only once 

during the series and, therefore, is not widely mentioned in the media. 



12 

 

performance, winning the tournament by 12 strokes. Throughout the 2000s, Woods was 

the most dominant force in the sport, transforming himself into one of the most marketable 

figures in all of sports, and spending 264 consecutive weeks from August 1999 to 

September 2004 and 281 weeks from June 2005 to October 2010 as the No. 1 ranked golfer 

in the world. From December 2009 to early April 2010, however, Woods took a leave from 

professional golf to focus on his personal life after a series of unfortunate events led to his 

public admission of infidelity. Several different women, through many worldwide media 

sources, revealed his multiple infidelities. This was followed by a loss of golf form, and 

his world-ranking fell to a career-worst No. 58 in November 2011. Woods then ended a 

career-long winless streak of 107 weeks when he captured the Chevron World Challenge 

in December 2011. With each of those dates in mind, this research uses a combination of 

cluster sampling and convenience sampling, as every article within a given constraint – 

namely date and media outlets – to make inferences about the tone and style of coverage 

of Tiger Woods throughout his career. This research focuses specifically on the media 

coverage of Woods during his first major victory as a professional, his dramatic fall from 

glory, and his first professional victory in the aftermath of his personal collapse. 

 

 
Table 4: Research Focus on Tiger Woods 

Category Dates 

High 1997 Masters: April 9-14, 1997 

Low Aftermath of Infidelity Scandal:  

High 2011 Chevron World Challenge:  
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Ruth and Woods are ideal focal points for this research due to the striking 

similarities in their personalities, as well as the stark difference in their coverage in sport 

media. Both men were once considered the messiahs of their respective sports and both 

challenged societal norms. Ruth was a loud-mouthed, oft-drunk and overweight athlete 

who awed the general public with his ability to hit a baseball unlike any player before him; 

Woods brought a new swagger to the game of golf and went against the bourgeois image 

professional golf conveyed as it was dominated by older white men. Both, too, were 

conduits of infidelity, dishonesty and perhaps even disgrace despite the public’s attempt to 

write them both as the ideal sports heroes. Yet, in spite of their character similarities, the 

media took two totally different paths in their coverage of the two athletes. 

Despite the fact media rode the trains with the big league clubs in the mid-1920s 

(and, thus, was granted unprecedented access to players), very few personal stories found 

their way into the local newspapers. None of Ruth’s profanity-laced tirades ever crept their 

way into the newspapers and none of his widely recalled infidelities ever leaked from 

journalist to the public. Newspapers were a medium for newsgathering and news 

consumption. They were not considered a place for writers to opine about an athlete’s 

personal choices; instead, newspapers were used as a source of historical record. Flash-

forward to the turn of the century and, despite the more scarce access to public figures, 

media has morphed into a ledger of entertainment and a place where the story (and, 

therefore, the website clicks) are more important than the facts. 

Additionally, the introduction and subsequent growth of social media has muddied 

the waters between personal and private life for any public figure. Anyone with a camera 
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and an iPhone can break news and the rise of Internet news consumption has prioritized 

speed over accuracy. The set deadline in the historic news cycle of a daily newspaper once 

allowed for more research-based reporting where such stories required multiple sources 

before they would be considered for publication. The current state of journalism, however, 

allows “citizen journalists” to help facilitate news coverage while the 24/7 news cycle 

promotes storylines absent any real evidence or sourcing. The stark contrast between 

historical news articles and more current news coverage is at least partially responsible for 

the public characterization of some of history’s greatest athletes. 

Definition of Terms 

Goals and Focus 

A central concept in this study is the industry goal. For the purposes of this research, 

goals and focus are objects of the sport media industry’s ambition or effort.  

Hero 

For the purposes of this research, a hero is “a person who is admired or idealized 

for courage, outstanding achievements or noble qualities” (Oxford English Dictionary, 

1983). As it best applies to sports, heroism is best conveyed through the media: 

As a general rule, members of a society are separated from their heroes by time, 

space, and social class and therefore know their heroes only through stories, images, 

and other forms of information. In this sense, there are no such things as heroes, 

only communication about heroes. Without communication, there would be no hero 

(Vande Berg, 2002, 139). 
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This research assumes the media does, in fact, play an integral role in the creation and 

preservation of sports heroes. 

Style and Tone 

The style in writing refers to the way in which something is written, as opposed to the 

meaning of what is written. While the two are closely linked, the style influences the 

reader’s impression of the information itself. Style includes both diction and tone (Wheaton 

College, n.d.). For the purposes of this research, there are three styles of writing that are 

common in sport media: 

 Expository, wherein the writer simply tells readers about a specific subject or topic 

without inserting his or her opinion 

 Descriptive, wherein the writer focuses on describing an event, a character or a 

place in detail; often poetic in nature including sensory details 

 Persuasive, wherein the writer provides reasons and justifications to make the 

readers believe a specific point of view 

While style and tone often differ from writer to writer depending on syntax and word 

choice, this research focuses on an overarching theme in the style and tone of sport media 

during the early 1900s and the 2000s. 
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CHAPTER 2: 1920S SPORT MEDIA AND ITS ROLE IN SHAPING THE MYTH 

OF “THE BABE” 

 Mass media in the early 1920s remained heavily reliant on newspapers, as writers 

and editors developed a more prose-style voice to increase readership with more thrilling 

stories. Advancements in electronic communication (i.e., the telegraph), however, allowed 

for rapid transmission of information from one publication to another. In an effect similar 

to the explosion of social media in the 1990s, electronic communication prompted the 

publication of multiple newspaper editions per day, as reporters were more easily able to 

obtain minute-by-minute updates to various storylines. Along with electronic 

communication, the transmission of news through radio became increasingly popular in 

the latter part of the decade. A stark difference from the written word, the introduction of 

radios into nearly 60 percent of American homes by the end of the 1920s allowed listeners 

to consume and interpret the news in a different way than ever before.  

1920s: The Golden Age of Sportswriting 

Coming out of World War I, the nation was experiencing a surge in sports interest 

that continued the growth in popularity of sports writing.  During the 1920s, athletes began 

to replace industrialists and government leaders, who were traditionally well-respected in 

early America, as heroes of the youth.  Perhaps no athlete captivated the sporting public 

during the 1920s like Ruth, a “self-indulgent fatso” whose capricious antics inspired an 

entire country to fall in love with him, much unlike any other contemporary sports figure.  
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To sports fans of the time, Ruth’s unpredictable behavior, described by a flock of sports 

columnists, provided entertaining reading.  Ruth played an integral role in exploding the 

popularity of baseball during the 1920s, ushering in the “live-ball era” wherein his swing 

helped baseball evolve from a low-scoring, speed-dominated game to a high-scoring, 

explosive power game.  As noble as his contributions were to the game of baseball, though, 

Ruth was equally dishonorable off the field.  Though he was famous for his charitable 

contributions which included helping children to learn and play the game of baseball, Ruth 

was also noted for his often irresponsible lifestyle.  According to Leigh Montville (2006), 

author of The Big Bam: The Life and Times of Babe Ruth:  

Steroids hadn’t been invented when he did what he did.  Beer and scotch and hot 

dogs were his nutritional substance of choice…The Babe never sat in front of a 

Congressional hearing trying to explain himself.  He sat in front of magistrates, 

describing why yet another car flipped while he was behind the wheel on yet 

another rainy night (p. 69).  

Ruth was a “perpetual conventioneer on the prowl” and he found the casinos, the racetrack 

and Oaklawn Park, absolutely irresistible.  Montville attributes much of Ruth’s positive 

publicity – despite a suspect lifestyle – to the motives of sports writers: “The reporters of 

his time never pressed, never tried to squeeze out the smallest details, the darkest secrets, 

the way they do now in a tell-all time of celebrity” (Montville, 2006, p. 111).  At the 

inception of his career with the Baltimore Orioles, and then the Boston Red Sox, Ruth was 

a 20-year old kid “who was let loose in the adult funhouse” (Montville, 2006, p. 88).  He 

was loud; he was profane; and his nights ended only when the next morning arrived.  While 
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Ruth is frequently referenced for his role as one of the most influential athletes in sports 

memory, his off-the-field antics are almost never retold and, had he played the game in the 

21st century, the story of Ruth likely would have been written much differently. According 

to Richard Vidmer (as cited in Montville, 2006, p. 156) who spent much of his career with 

the New York Herald-Tribune writing about Ruth: 

A friendly atmosphere prevailed. The writers of the time grew to know their 

subjects much better than future generations in the craft would. They also reported 

much less than future generations would. Especially about the Babe. 

Vidmer likely could have written a story about Ruth nearly every day, but he never wrote 

about Ruth’s personal life, “not if it would hurt him” (p. 156). Ruth was the ultimate test 

of sports writing in the 1920s because his “pleasure-dominated life constantly put him in 

questionable situations” (p. 159). Was it even news to report that Ruth had been out again 

late at night? Was it news that he had been with one, two, or three women who were not 

his wife? According to Montville: 

An unwritten, sometimes-spoken code existed not only with him but with virtually 

everybody in public life. A boundary existed between the public and the private 

life. Unless a door was opened by the policeman or a court proceeding, affairs of 

the heart and matters of the bedroom, drunken vulgarities, and four-star orgies were 

not reported” (2006, p. 174).  

Such a code existed largely because writers and ballplayers had a relationship that extended 

far beyond the modern day media-athlete bond. Writers had seemingly unobstructed access 

to athletes and were present during some of the highest and lowest moments in the athletes’ 
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personal lives. Marshall Hunt, a 24-year-old sports editor for the Daily News, accompanied 

Ruth to the plays, the parties, and everything in between – all the while sending dispatches 

back to his readers. When Ruth was served a paternity suit on behalf of a pregnant 19-year-

old woman just weeks into the 1923 season, Hunt was pressured by his bosses to ask the 

tough questions; Hunt called back and asked for someone else to do the job. According to 

Hunt, “I asked the Babe about it, and you could tell he didn’t like it. He said he didn’t know 

the girl, but the way he said it you knew he was lying. He knew that girl” (Montville, 2006, 

p. 187). Hunt, though, did not press any further and provided his readers with the 

information he knew was woefully inaccurate. Readers likely did not know enough to 

question the report due in large part to the absence of a 24/7 sports news cycle via 

television, Internet, radio and a ruthless paparazzi. 

Metropolitan Newspaper Coverage of the 1923 World Series 

 The 1923 World Series was the coming out party for the great Babe Ruth. For the 

third consecutive year, the Yankees went toe-to-toe with the New York Giants, a team that 

got the better of them – and Ruth – in 1921 and 1922. By most accounts, Ruth was largely 

a non-factor in each of the previous two meetings and writers regularly wrote that 1923 

was a make or break postseason campaign for the Yankees’ slugger. All eyes were on the 

Bambino as he led the Bronx Bombers to a 4-2 series win and the team’s first-ever World 

Series title. Newspapers across the nation wrote about Ruth riding “back to fame to sweet 

music of circuit clouts and cheers of those who jeered a year ago.” Grantland Rice (1923) 

of the Boston Globe penned an epic story about baseball’s living legend. Rice wrote: 
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Last Fall they hammered him into the dust and sat upon his neck. They tied him 

into true lover’s knots and rolled his vast, writhing body around the park…But the 

ancient slogan still rides down the ages – Ruth, crushed to earth, will rise again. 

Out from the shambles of a bitter past the aroused Babe today came to bat three 

times officially and lit the fuse attached to two home runs. 

Every story was rather lengthy, as each writer took time to provide his historical account 

of Ruth’s incredible performance. Nearly 300 stories, as depicted in Table 5, were written 

over the course of seven days of coverage from October 9-16, 1923, many of which focused 

primarily on the reemergence of the great Babe Ruth to baseball royalty. 

 

 
Table 5: Total No. of Articles During 1923 World Series 

Newspaper Total No. of World Series 

Articles 

Average No. of Articles 

Per Day 

Boston Globe 91 11.38 

Chicago Tribune 45 5.63 

New York Times 88 11.00 

Washington Post 83 10.38 

 

 

 

Prominent in the 1920s, each lengthy story was written to paint a clear picture of 

contemporary sports hero – an unstoppable protagonist with a seemingly insatiable ability 

to drive a baseball like no man before him. Ruth was deemed both the “greatest figure since 

the game began” and “greater even than the game itself” in a wire story that appeared in 

The Washington Post on October 11. The New York Times later questioned whether 
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strategy could topple strength, with Ruth representing the “behemoths” in a matchup 

against a “frail” New York Giants team (“60,000 Will See Giants Play Yanks,” 1923). 

 

 
Table 6: Percentage of Long vs. Short Articles During the 1923 World Series 

Newspaper Total No.  of 

Articles Throughout 

World Series 

Percentage of 

Short Articles 

Percentage of 

Long Articles 

Boston Globe 91 34.1 (31) 65.9 (60) 

Chicago Tribune 45 48.9 (22) 52.8 (23) 

New York Times 88 63.6 (56) 36.4 (32) 

Washington Post 83 51.8 (43) 48.2 (40) 

 

  

 

Behind the powerful swings of Ruth and Company, the Yankees went on to claim 

their first World Series title and, thus, cemented the legacy of the game’s biggest star. 

Acting as the first round of American historians, writers and editors from each of the four 

major daily newspapers reviewed during this study focused much of their attention on the 

powerful Ruth. Most referenced his struggles during the 1921 and 1922 Series as an 

opportunity to illustrate a larger-than-life sports hero combatting adversity to reign 

supreme. 

Metropolitan Newspaper Coverage of Babe Ruth Following the 1925 
Season 

 Babe Ruth’s behemoth bubble burst during an atrocious 1925 campaign. The 

reigning American League battle title-winner fell ill during his annual trip to Hot Springs, 
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Arkansas and collapsed in Asheville, North Carolina as the team journeyed north for the 

season. Ruth was hospitalized for a short time when a rumor began circulating, prompting 

a British newspaper to publish a premature obituary. After returning to New York, Ruth 

collapsed again and was found unconscious in his hotel bathroom; he suffered several 

convulsions after being rushed to the hospital. In one of few negative articles penned about 

the Yankees’ slugger, sportswriter W. O. McGeehan (as cited in Montville, 2006) wrote 

that Ruth’s illness was due to binging on hot dogs and soda before a game, sparking the 

“bellyache heard ‘round the world.” While the exact cause of Ruth’s ailment remains a 

mystery, Glenn Stout (as cited in Montville, 2006), in his history of the Yankees, notes that 

the Ruth legacy is one of the most protected in all of sports. Stout deemed it most probable 

that the root of Ruth’s illness was an addiction to alcohol, supported by the fact Ruth was 

allowed to leave his six-week hospital stay under supervision to attend team workouts. 

Ruth played just 98 games in that season, finishing his worst season in New York with a 

.290 average and just 25 homeruns, as the Bronx Bombers finished next to last in the 

American League. 

 Adding to his on-field struggles, Ruth was suspended indefinitely by manager 

Miller Huggins at the end of August for general misconduct. In his statement to the press, 

Huggins said, “I finally lost my patience with the Babe. I have talked to him time and time 

again about his misbehaving but it appears to have done no good whatsoever.” In the article 

originally published by The Washington Post (as cited in Montville, 2006), the reporter 

includes limited information about Ruth’s irregularity about reporting to the hotel at night. 

As rare as it was in the 1920s for reporters to insinuate wrongdoing without substantial 
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evidence, the reporter clearly sidesteps the negative slant by slipping his specific 

“misbehaving” into a brief sentence wedged almost directly in the middle of the article. In 

contrast, a contemporary journalist, as depicted in Metropolitan Newspaper Coverage of 

Tiger Woods in the Aftermath of Infidelity Scandal in Chapter 4, likely would have led 

with the specifics – sourced or unsourced – to generate wider interest in the saga that was 

baseball’s greatest hitter. 

 

 
Table 7: Total Number of Articles Following 1925 Season 

Newspaper Total No. of Articles 

Throughout World Series 

Average Per Day 

Boston Globe 11 1.38 

Chicago Tribune 6 0.75 

New York Times 9 1.13 

Washington Post 10 1.25 

 

  

 

While Ruth’s scandals likely would have been front page news and the lead story 

on every news outlet in America, had they occurred at the turn of the century, the 1920s 

media machine elected to keep Ruth out of the newspapers entirely. Despite being the most 

recognizable figure in the sport, Ruth was mentioned just 36 times in the eight-day 

coverage cycle of the 1925 World Series. As depicted in Table 7, Ruth was surprisingly 

absent from all of the four major newspapers, including the hometown New York Times. 

The articles in which he appeared were incredibly short, leaving Ruth as a mere mention 

during the most prolific eight days of the Major League Baseball season. 
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Table 8: Percentage of Long vs. Short Articles after 1925 Season 

Newspaper Total No. of Articles  Percentage of 

Short Articles 

Percentage of 

Long Articles 

Boston Globe 11 81.8 (9) 18.2 (2) 

Chicago Tribune 6 83.3 (5) 26.7 (1) 

New York Times 9 77.8 (7) 22.2 (2) 

Washington Post 10 80.0 (8) 20.0 (2) 

 

 

Metropolitan Newspaper Coverage of the 1927 World Series 

 Despite falling out of favor with the general public heading into the fall of 1924, 

Ruth’s popularity continued to transcend baseball. His return to immortality – and 

concurrent reappearance on baseball’s grandest stage – provided newspapers with an 

opportunity to write the next chapter in Ruth’s historical impact on the game of baseball. 

 Upon first glance, writers and editors appear to be disinterested in Ruth and the 

Yankees despite the emergence of the Bombers’ Murderers Row. The total number of 

articles written by the four major newspapers was slashed from 300 in 1923 to just over 

100 in 1927. Coverage in the hometown New York Times fell from 11 per day to just over 

seven. The numbers are a bit of a fallacy, however, as the 1920s saw the rapid rise of radios 

as a prominent news source. By the latter half of the decade, nearly 60 percent of American 

households owned radios and prompted a necessary scaling back of newspaper coverage. 
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Table 9: Total Number of Articles in the 1927 World Series 

Newspaper Total No. of Articles 

Throughout World Series 

Average Per Day 

Boston Globe 25 4.17 

Chicago Tribune 22 3.67 

New York Times 44 7.33 

Washington Post 26 4.33 

 

 

 

It is important to note, still, the length of articles remained relatively constant despite the 

sheer number of articles falling drastically. Writers across the nation jumped at an 

opportunity to formulate their account of another Ruth-led triumph and perhaps the greatest 

lineup assembled in baseball history. The Boston Globe highlighted Ruth’s resurgence, 

writing “King of Sluggers has sunk to depths and scaled glorious heights in previous battles 

for championship.” While American media has always loved a great sports hero, the most 

saleable story is the fairy tale resurgence of a once-defeated icon. The perfect illustration 

for what was at stake in this series, the Globe relived Ruth’s pedestrian and unproductive 

.118 effort during the 1922 World Series followed by an otherworldly .368 campaign in 

1923. The stage was set for Ruth to, once again, surpass expectations and allow reporters 

to pen his legacy in another epic ballad (Rice, 1923). 

 

 



26 

 

Table 10: Percentage of Long vs. Short Articles in 1927 World Series 

Newspaper Total No. of Articles 

Throughout World 

Series 

Percentage of 

Short Articles 

Percentage of 

Long Articles 

Boston Globe 25 28.0 (7) 72.0 (18) 

Chicago Tribune 22 45.5 (10) 54.5 (12) 

New York Times 44 63.6 (28) 36.4 (16) 

Washington Post 26 53. 8 (14) 46.2 (12) 

 

 

Earning his fifth World Series title in 12 seasons, Ruth once again earned the 

admiration and public commendation of national media. Unlike contemporary sports 

heroes, Ruth’s on-field success was contrasted only by his on-field failures rather than his 

more personal bout with offseason weight issues – and rumored substance abuse concerns 

– during his dreadful 1925 campaign. In today’s media climate, Ruth, his teammates, his 

manager, his wife and rumored girlfriends would have all likely been asked for comment 

in what might have become a significant personal spectacle during seasons in which Ruth 

did not deliver. 
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CHAPTER 3: MAJOR DIFFERENCES IN MODERN DAY EDITORIAL FOCUS 

The relationship between sport and media has been subject to many changes since 

sport became news, and the media became the means to disseminate it.  While the sports 

section has long been one of the most highly read sections of the newspaper, sport-specific 

research in mass communication has been largely ignored until the past decade.  The little 

that has been studied, however, suggests that no significant media development – in print, 

broadcasting or online – has been entirely detached from sport and seemingly all have 

found sport content to be crucial in their development. According to Alan Knight (2008, p. 

120), “the economic underpinnings of the big mainstream newsrooms [have] coincided 

with a generational shift to online information, often created by amateur writers 

characterized as citizen journalists.” Such a phenomenon, Knight argues, can be directly 

attributed to the sudden growth of the dot-com bubble. According to Knight, “the economic 

underpinnings of the big mainstream newsrooms have coincided with a generational shift 

to online information often created by amateur writers characterized as citizen journalists” 

(p. 127). 

In modern day news distribution, social media – namely Twitter and Facebook – 

play an integral role in the rapid dispersion of breaking news.  However, one can at least 

partially attribute the deteriorating news product to the limited fact-checking involved in 

the dispersion of news by aforementioned “citizen journalists.” A study conducted by the 
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Project of Excellence in Journalism identified trends which are reshaping the news 

landscape.  The study claimed there has been a “thinning of the news product” due to: (1) 

a growing number of news outlets chasing shrinking audiences; (2) an investment in news 

distribution rather than reporting; (3) a greater focus on advertising revenue; and (4) uneven 

journalistic standards.  As a result, large national news outlets have embraced sports, 

entertainment and lifestyle issues in an attempt to hold onto their audience.  Evening 

network news consumers have experienced a 16 percent decrease of government-related 

stories since 1987 and news magazine readers have seen a 10 percent decrease in national 

affairs coverage since 1995 (Knight, 2008, p. 130). According to Jon Palfreman (2006), a 

distinguished professor of broadcast journalism at the University of Oregon, such a rapid 

growth in web-based sport news distribution may account for the “abandonment of 

traditional core values such as independence, autonomy, objectivity, and fairness” (p. 5). 

While journalists in the mid-1900s can be criticized for underreporting the truth, modern 

journalists oftentimes over-report, taking credit for competing “truth-claims” from sources 

to give the impression of objectivity. 

With the growth of journalists – both of the professional and citizen role – and the 

ease and speed in dissemination of information, the consumer public is more learned in the 

daily endeavors of seemingly every public figure.  It is with the power of such information 

that sports idols such as Tiger Woods, Roger Clemens and Lance Armstrong were 

disgraced and their reputations condemned in the eyes of the public.  And it is with the 

power of sport media that the legend of Babe Ruth was written, preserved, and retold 
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despite severe character flaws that rival even the most corrupt sports figures in recent 

memory. 
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CHAPTER 4: MODERN DAY SPORT MEDIA AND ITS ROLE IN CHANGING 

PUBLIC PERCEPTION OF TIGER WOODS 

Early in his professional career, especially following his victory in the 1997 Masters 

Tournament less than one year after turning pro, Tiger Woods was depicted as the ultimate 

American sports hero. According to popular sports writer Gary Van Sickle (as cited in 

Pope, 2006) of Sports Illustrated, “Golf as we know it is over. [Woods] is not just a 

promising young tour pro, he’s an era. Golf may never be the same” (p. 330).  

In parallel to his success on the golf course, Woods became one of the most 

marketable stars in the industry. Endorsement deals with successful suitors such as Nike 

and Buick rapidly grew Woods as a brand, leaning heavily on the media depiction of golf’s 

messiah as a family man. According to Keith Lambrecht, director of sport management 

programs at Loyola University Chicago, there are three crucial aspects to entrancing 

corporate America: “They must be the best in their game in a large-enough market, they 

need a good personality, and they must be a good citizen” (Sweet, 2008, p. 36). His rise to 

heroism is explained by Meng and Pan (2013) who argue that commercialization leads to 

worship of a given hero, increasing the amount of media coverage. In turn, 

commercialization causes fans to care about all aspects of an athlete’s life, their clothing, 

personal relationships, and their missteps. Meng and Pan conclude that this increased level 

of interest leads to idolization and an expectation of superhuman behavior. 
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If, as Vande Berg (2002) suggests, heroes are framed using media coverage to 

create an ideal and favorable sports hero, then the media—whether it is print, digital, radio 

or television—plays a significant role in the creation of sports heroes. Readers of Charles 

Pierce’s article in a 1997 edition of Esquire Magazine seemingly received a eulogy 

pronouncing that Woods “will bring a new era of grace and civility upon the land” and 

produce “the greatest golfer in the history of the planet” (Pierce, 1997).  

Metropolitan Newspaper Coverage of the 1997 Masters Tournament 

It was April 1997 when a 21-year-old Tiger Woods burst onto the scene and 

captured his first major tournament victory at the game’s most prestigious venue. Joe 

Concannon (1997) wrote in the Boston Globe on April 14: “In the tenderness of his 

youth, at this moment he had become a sportsman for the ages…This was a truly 

mesmerizing performance, one by which all future efforts in major championship golf 

will be measured.”  

Though it was just his first major tournament victory, the win saved Woods’ place 

in history as the first non-white golfer to earn the green jacket at Augusta National. 

Howard Manly (1997) of the Boston Globe wrote the “win does a lot for minorities, but a 

lot of work still remains.” Larry Dorman and Liz Robbins (2004b) of The New York 

Times compared Woods’s feat to Jackie Robinson breaking the color barrier in baseball 

nearly 50 years earlier: 

It has been 50 years, almost to the day, since Jackie Robinson broke down the 

racial barriers in baseball. Now, a last vestige has fallen in golf, brought down in 
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record fashion here in the middle of the Old South, by a young man of color (p. 

SP1). 

 

 
Table 11: Total Number of Articles in 1997 Masters Tournament 

Newspaper Total No. of Articles 

Throughout 1997 Masters 

Average Per Day 

Boston Globe 24 4.00 

Chicago Tribune 17 2.83 

New York Times 16 2.67 

Washington Post 22 3.67 

 

 

Dorman and Robbins (2004a) closed their article with a monumentally telling claim, 

writing, “A fresh wind has blown away some musty records and a new age has truly 

dawned in golf” days after he referred to Woods as “the youthful virtuoso” in a story 

about the future of golf. Thomas Boswell (1997) of The Washington Post wrote: 

Tiger Woods came to his first Masters golf tournament as a professional this week 

as a favorite. He left the Augusta National Golf Club course this evening as a 

legend…Woods brought major tournament golf into the 20th century. 

The same day, the Boston Globe published an article by Michael Madden (1997) which 

called Woods a “Young Master” while The Washington Post’s Leonard Shapiro and 

Boswell praised him numerous times throughout the weekend as a “phenom” and 

“legend.”  
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Table 12: Percentage of Long vs. Short Articles in 1997 Masters Tournament 

Newspaper Total No. of Articles 

Throughout 

Masters 

Tournament 

Percentage of 

Short Articles 

Percentage of 

Long Articles 

Boston Globe 24 83.3 (20) 16.7 (4) 

Chicago Tribune 17 76.5 (13) 23.5 (4) 

New York Times 16 75.0 (12) 25.0 (4) 

Washington Post 22 72.7 (16) 27.3 (6) 

 

 

 

Metropolitan Newspaper Coverage of Tiger Woods in the Aftermath of 
Infidelity Scandal 

 Before the revelation of marital issues in 2009, Woods was the ideal hero. The 

news media portrayed him as a family man and a gentleman whose professionalism gave 

all Americans something for which to strive. Woods was the poster boy of 

professionalism, moderation and decency (Carroll, 2010). From everything viewers saw 

of Woods in the public eye, Woods was “nice with a veneer of charm” and “a master of 

gentlemanly composure” (Carroll, 2010, p. C2). There was no denying his status as the 

perfect American hero — the young minority boy who spit at the odds, as he transformed 

a sport dominated by white men. 

 That image of Woods the hero, though, began its rapid descent on November 27, 

2009. On Thanksgiving Day, millions of people learned Woods’s most embarrassing 

secret: He had betrayed his family and his fans by committing adultery with an ever-

growing populace of women across the entire nation. He failed everyone by “repeatedly 
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violating a universal moral norm” and, thus, his infidelities “fueled a veritable feeding 

frenzy of media stories and public contrition” (Shoopman, 2010, p. 170). All that we had 

been led to believe about Woods — which came mostly from mainstream media — was, 

in a moment’s notice, gone forever and taken by the very thing that led us to believe in 

his heroism all these years. The life that Woods lived ended when his personal life and 

his career imploded in 2009. Headlines of his marital infidelities made headlines across 

the world and Google was flooded with readers looking to catch the latest news of the 

scandal, as the search engine received an excess of one million searches for “Tiger 

Woods scandal” (Starn, 2011). 

 News media used the opportunity to destroy every piece of the hero they helped 

create, publishing rumors and citing unnamed sources as the story spiraled out of control. 

Sanderson (2010, pp. 438-453) examined the press’ portrayal of Woods cheating by 

explaining that sports reporters frame events when they insert their opinions into their 

writing to persuade readers to react in certain ways and arguing the infidelities committed 

by Woods were framed differently by the traditional press than they were by fans. 

According to Sanderson (2010, p. 442), the press “framed Woods’s actions as a tragic 

flaw that precipitated his fall from grace, while also reveling in the salacious details of 

the extramarital affairs.” Sanderson analyzed reports from some of the most respected 

newspapers in the world — the London Times, USA Today, New Zealand Herald and the 

New York Daily News — to explain that the press was too quick to exploit the story with 

a general conclusion, claiming the media intended to knock him “off his lofty perch” (p. 

444). The numerous infidelities and their details were reported to purposely titillate 
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readers and, as a result, the accumulation of this type of reporting succeeded in 

transforming the image of Woods from “an immortal athlete to a mortal human” and, 

eventually, a villainous traitor (p. 449). The media accounts included details of secret 

meetings between these women and referred to “racy” text messages and many damaging 

emails, describing the women in demeaning terms and classifying them as a “tawdry 

parade of porn stars, cocktail waitresses, party girls, and one cougar” (p. 448). These 

terms contributed to the 

characterization of Woods as “a 

sexual deviant who was incapable 

of controlling his lust” which was 

followed by reports of Woods 

calling himself a sex addict 

(Sanderson, 2010, p. 450). As 

depicted in Figure 1: Tiger Woods 

as the Disgraced Messiah, a cartoon by Daryl Cagle (2009), the king of golf was exposed 

and prematurely chastised for his wrongdoings.  

 
Table 13: Total Number of Articles in Aftermath of Infidelity Scandal 

Newspaper Total No. of Articles 

Throughout Scandal 

Average Per Day 

Boston Globe 27 3.86 

Chicago Tribune 29 4.14 

New York Times 32 4.57 

Washington Post 23 3.29 

 
Figure 1: Tiger Woods as the Disgraced Messiah 
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One car crash; one professional athlete; one marriage; and well over 100 stories between 

four of the most respected newspapers in the United States. Despite the lack of relevant 

and sourced information in the early days of the incident, media members from across the 

nation were glued to a story about what led to Woods’s accident in front of his home on 

Thanksgiving night. Nearly four articles per outlet per day were disseminated to the public 

chocked full of information poisoned by rumors from social media and tabloid 

publications. Once-credible publications fell victim to a vicious news cycle that no longer 

allows for the necessary time to craft a fair and accurate story but, instead, allows 

journalists to haphazardly publish the perspective of one possibly ill-informed individual. 

The current media machine is so fast-paced that, oftentimes, it does not allow facts to 

dictate the story. Instead, the story dictates the facts and journalists are praised for exposing 

public figures and poking holes in a personal reputation they are in many ways responsible 

for creating.  

 One example of this is Howard Kurtz (2009) of The Washington Post, who used 

social media rumors and a report from The National Enquirer to write the bulk of his story 

by relaying personal details into a “supposed cheating scandal” involving Woods and a 

“New York party girl.” Kurtz acknowledges the tabloid rumor as coming from “the same 

supermarket tabloid that persisted on its own for months last year in reporting on the affair 

between John Edwards and a former campaign aide” as a means to give his own story 

credibility without having to provide provable facts. Shortly thereafter, Ruth Marcus 

(2009) of The Washington Post penned a column acknowledging the “too-much-

information celebrity culture” just before praising co-worker and fellow columnist Sally 
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Jenkins for writing a “devastating, well-executed — and, for all I know, well-deserved — 

smackdown. Per Jenkins, writing as Woods: 

The fact that I have pocketed $1 billion for being a public figure, in prize checks, 

appearance fees and commercial endorsements does not mean anyone, especially 

the police and the media, can ask perfectly reasonable questions that I have no 

intention of ever answering, since such disclosures would apparently reveal I am 

not entirely who I appear to be (p. C2). 

Both Marcus and Jenkins blatantly lump themselves, as members of the media, into the 

same authority group as law enforcement officers, from whom Woods would actually be 

required to answer questions. Days after the incident, then, Michael Wilbon of The 

Washington Post wrote a story entitled “When it comes to athletes and rumors, it’s not 

worth caring about” which encouraged readers to not care about the very thing that made 

them read the story from the start. Wilbon wrote: 

Whether people believe Tiger’s statements, strong denials issued by the woman 

identified by The National Enquirer, or the racier notions that could come out of 

deductive reasoning, gossip mongering or thin air will depend to a great extend 

(sic) on how much you care about these things (pp. C1, C4). 

Still, the truth of the matter is people care about “these things” quite a bit. And because 

people care perhaps more than Wilbon believes they should, modern media specializes in 

a cruel cycle of building unseen greatness, tearing it down and building it back up again. 

In the aftermath of the incident, Boswell wrote: 
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We spend our lives drawing and re-drawing the portraits of everybody we know 

— our family, friends, colleagues and, of course, those public figures that interest 

us most…That’s what’s happening with millions of people now in light of the 

Tiger Woods affair (pp. C1, C6). 

The rise of social media has facilitated the growth of citizen journalists while diminishing 

the once-high quality of journalism. The abundance of available information has only 

increased the media’s role in shaping those portraits given the media’s tenured role as the 

most credible form of news. Yet, reporters from respected news organizations like The 

Washington Post haphazardly source “social media rumors” as credible sources of 

information. Thus, the only opportunity an athlete has to recover from an unceremonious 

fall from grace, as San Francisco advertising executive Bob Dorfman (as cited in Farhi, 

2009) claims, is to play well enough to make people forget about his or her personal 

indiscretions. Dorfman cited basketball player Kobe Bryant, who was able to rehabilitate 

his image following a sexual assault charge by leading the Los Angeles Lakers to an 

NBA championship (Farhi, 2009). 
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Table 14: Percentage of Long vs. Short Articles in Aftermath of Infidelity Scandal 

Newspaper Total No. of Articles 

Throughout Scandal 

Percentage of 

Short Articles 

Percentage of 

Long Articles 

Boston Globe 27 70.4 (19) 29.6 (8) 

Chicago Tribune 29 72.4 (21) 27.6 (8) 

New York Times 32 75.0 (24) 25.0 (8) 

Washington Post 23 78.3 (18) 21.7 (5) 

 

 

An overwhelming number of stories published during this timeframe were alarmingly short 

and without substance. More than 70 percent of articles published in each of the four 

respected publications were short articles, which was likely due to the lack of available 

information. Still telling, however, was the sheer quantity of articles posted in spite of 

limited sources and unconfirmed storylines. 

 This only got worse, as the story continued to grow for several months while Woods 

checked himself in and out of rehab for a sex addiction. Then, on February 19, 2010, Woods 

made a 13-minute apology that was deemed so significant that every major network broke 

from their normal programming to cover it, a decision typically reserved only for important 

presidential announcements, catastrophic weather warnings and major tragedies. Woods 

was the news. Opinions flooded in, many arguing that the situation illustrated Woods as 

being “untrustworthy, naïve, arrogant, a liar, a hypocrite, and an adulterer” (Husselbee, 

2012, p. 60). According to Husselbee, more than 36 percent of the coverage described 

concessions that Woods made as far as his behavior and what he needed to do to rectify his 
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broken relationships. On the negative side of the comments, newspaper articles said that 

part of the apology reflected negative character aspects and the overall conclusion was that 

his apology was “cowardly, controlling, and insincere” (Husselbee, 2012, p. 64). The 

Washington Post claimed Tiger has always been artificial and the apology was more of the 

same, writing “they staged a fake news conference to apologize for being fake” (Husselbee, 

2012, p. 66). Even before his scandal, though, Woods had long had a fractured relationship 

with the media. Well-known golf writers such as John Feinstein were pushed aside, as 

Woods and his business partners made it nearly impossible to get any time with the sport’s 

biggest star. Like many other frustrated golf writers at the time, Feinstein pulled no punches 

in his description of Woods’s half-hearted apology and unwillingness to answer any 

questions. Feinstein (2010) wrote: 

Let’s be sure we have this straight: Woods, who says ne now understands that he’s not 

above the rules of common decency, is still above answering questions from those who are 

paid to represent a public that has helped make him a billionaire. He still insists he’s entitled 

to a private life when no one has said he’s not. What he is not – and was not – entitled to 

is the secret life he led while passing himself off to the public as the devoted husband and 

father. 

In conclusion, Husselbee determined that apology was viewed as motivated by 

“expediency rather than contrition” (p. 82). An apology is rendered to provide an 

explanation, to verbalize atonement, to ask for forgiveness, but mostly an apology is the 

first step that must be taken to regain a prior image. In the world of modern American 

sports, according to Meng & Pan (2013, p. 93):  
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Fans no longer just observe athletic feats of the players. They expect players to 

serve as role models and icons. Athletes are expected to represent not only 

themselves but also their team, city, sponsors, and fans. Therefore, an athlete’s 

involvement in a scandal can have a profound impact on the entire operation that 

supports and surrounds them. 

Before his scandal became global news, Woods was America’s ultimate sports hero. The 

persistent media coverage mimicked reporting by tabloid because “respectable news 

outlets abandoned traditional news gathering methods and standards of fair play and relied 

primarily on aggressive, often inaccurate reporting” (Meng & Pan, 2013, p. 92). Media 

across the nation abandoned their principle responsibility to report facts to the general 

public in favor of chasing a story with more infotainment value. Much unlike the media 

response to Ruth’s questionable personal escapades in the mid-1920s, news media near and 

far changed their tune on Woods and made him the face of hypocrisy, blaming Woods for 

his inability to fulfill the “messiah” label they gave him as a teenager.  

Woods was held in high esteem by much of the media even after the scandal was 

reported. He was elected by the Associated Press in 2009 as Athlete of the Decade and 

more than half the votes were made after November 27, 2009 (Ferguson, 2009). On the 

contrary, consider a piece written by Dave Zirin in April 2010. In response to a new Nike 

ad featuring Woods and the likeness of his deceased father who appears to be speaking to 

Tiger from his grave, Zirin blasts Tiger and Nike claiming that they took advantage of 

Woods’s turmoil to cash in. He explains that “every person impressed with his professed 

re-commitment to the Buddhist faith and his family should be deeply offended that it was 
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all just a springboard aimed at cashing in” (Zirin, 2010). Zirin continues by suggesting that 

he assumed Woods would have emerged from his scandal as more of a man, saying Tiger 

and Nike do not deserve “to make the cut, on the course or otherwise” in the upcoming 

Masters Tournament (Zirin, 2010). Prior to the scandal, such accusations against Woods 

would have been taboo. Such lashing out, though, became commonplace for writers 

following after his exposure of what many deemed to be a fraud.  

Criticism of Woods was non-existent in the pre-scandal golf world (Starn, 2011). 

He was considered so powerful that people preferred to remain in his favor. Tiger was 

considered “ruthless about expelling from his inner circle those who broke the expected 

code of silence” (Starn, 2011, p. 54). His scandalous behavior changed everything, as 

Woods became vulnerable for the first time. People from different segments of the sport 

community saw him through a different lens, one that gave them liberty to criticize. Where 

his previous course behavior might have been excused as that of a passionate hero, his 

lesser status appeared to give critics permission to express themselves. Tom Watson, 

according to Starn, told a reporter that Woods needed to stop swearing and throwing clubs. 

Jim Nantz of CBS made negative on-air remarks about Woods’s course behavior and 

criticism was delivered by the chairman of the Augusta National Club at a press conference 

the day before Woods returned to golf in 2010. According to Starn (2011, p. 57), the 

chairman said: 

Our hero disappointed all of us with his egregious off-course behavior and thereby 

failed to live up to his expectations as a role model that we sought for our children. 
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His future will never again be measured only by his performance against par, but 

by the sincerity of his efforts to change. 

No longer enjoying his lofty hero status, Woods the golfer, as with any other celebrity, had 

“become a walking reality show as well as a sports superstar” (Starn, 2011, p. 63).  

Metropolitan Newspaper Coverage of the 2011 Chevron World 
Challenge 

 Tiger Woods made his triumphant return to the top of the leaderboard during the 

2011 Chevron World Challenge at the Sherwood Country Club. It marked his first victory 

in 27 starts – and first victory since his infidelity scandal unraveled in the media – and 

featured an exciting duel with the up-and-coming Zach Johnson, a bout Woods won by 

just one stroke. Despite the long overdue feat from one of the best golfers in history, 

contemporary media took the opportunity to remind readers about the demise of a once-

perfect hero. Karen Crouse (2011) of the New York Times wrote about the “shades of the 

old Woods” while others, like the Los Angeles Times (“Woods wins,” 2011), led with the 

fact that Woods won his “first golf tournament since [the] scandal erupted.” As depicted 

in Table 15, the number of articles written about Woods during this momentous occasion 

was surprisingly few. This research is skewed slightly because the Chevron World 

Challenge is a trivial event played in the middle of football season and pales in 

comparison to coverage attained by any major PGA events, but the near-absent coverage 

of the event is surprising – and unusual – when the most polarizing figure in the sport is 

competing. 
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Table 15: Total Number of Articles in 2011 Chevron World Challenge 

Newspaper Total No. of Articles 

Throughout World 

Challenge 

Average Per Day 

Boston Globe 13 2.17 

Chicago Tribune 8 1.33 

New York Times 12 2.00 

Washington Post 10 1.67 

 

 

The insignificant number of articles written was not the only surprise, however. The four 

major media outlets spent more time covering the criticism handed out by the new golden 

boy of golf, Rory McIlroy, than they did covering Woods during his first tournament 

victory in more than a year. Leading up to the event, McIlroy (2011) wrote in Sports 

Illustrated’s “Golf Plus” section that Woods is not playing as well as he did a couple of 

years prior. McIlroy wrote: 

I’m not sure we are going to see him dominate again the way he did. He never 

seemed like he would make a mistake. It’s not that he’s playing badly. He’s 

simply playing badly by Tiger’s standards. He’s playing like an ordinary golfer. 

People expect more of him because of what he has achieved (p. 27).  

Indeed, there were questions about whether Woods could ever rule the game the way he 

did in 2000. Still, during a tournament in which Woods returned to championship form – 

if only for a few days – the focus was on McIlroy’s critiques and Woods’s personal 

indiscretions. 
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Table 16: Percentage of Long vs. Short Articles in 2011 Chevron World Challenge 

Newspaper Total No. of Articles 

Throughout World 

Challenge 

Percentage of 

Short Articles 

Percentage of 

Long Articles 

Boston Globe 13 76.9 (10) 23.1 (3) 

Chicago Tribune 9 77.8 (7) 22.2 (2) 

New York Times 16 81.3 (13) 18.7 (3) 

Washington Post 10 70.0 (7) 30.0 (3) 

 

 

As evidenced by Table 16, Woods was simply a blip on the radar of mainstream media. 

Once the center of attention, the media quickly became disinterested in one of the most 

decorated golfers in the history of the sport. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

 As the first authors of historical record, the media undoubtedly have – and have 

always had – a significant impact on an athlete’s portrayal as an American hero. The 

tone, style, length and frequency have an enormous effect on heroism and public 

perception. Professional sports are intimately connected to sport media. As an outlet of 

entertainment for the American public, sports editors long ago abandoned the traditional 

investigative, critical “fourth estate” role of journalism and allowed the sports industry to 

set the agenda. From the beginning, news organizations made exceptions to traditional 

news values and allowed sports writers to be more creative and unconventional in their 

writing. The birth of a sports-only network and rise of sports-talk radio only stretched 

those values further as sports news platforms searched for newsworthy content to fill the 

airwaves. As sport media networks became more prominent, television personalities 

became as much part of the story as the athletes, spawning an increasing desire for the 

inside scoop – one that saw no boundaries between personal and professional life.  

As depicted in this research, Ruth and Woods experienced markedly different 

media coverage due to the stark difference in media access, tone and values. The legacy 

and reputation of these two megastars took vastly different paths. Ruth’s seemingly 

unattainable heroism would likely appear remarkably different had his playing career 



47 

 

began 80 years later while, conversely, Woods may have remained the gold standard for 

professional golf.  

Limitations 

As mentioned earlier in this research, the most impactful limitation of this study is 

extreme imbalance in the sheer number of modern media outlets. Due to progress made 

in modern technology, newspapers are no longer the main source of news consumption in 

the United States. Similarly, the exponential growth of social media has blurred the lines 

between public and personal matters for public figures. The rise of social media has given 

power to citizen journalists, therein allowing seemingly any individual with a smartphone 

to deliver the news through websites such as YouTube, Facebook and Twitter. Similarly, 

there is an undeniable power in social media to influence a younger generation, as 

depicted by President-elect Donald Trump during the 2016 Presidential Election. The 

ability to self-publish news is now in the hands of anyone with an internet connection. As 

such, the emergence of television, radio and social media platforms has fueled the 24/7 

news cycle, presenting a restraint overcome by focusing on the four major metropolitan 

newspapers that have remained most constant – and reliable – since before Ruth’s arrival 

in 1914. 

Given the enormous increase in media platforms, athletes in the 21st century are 

undeniably more heavily scrutinized for choices made away from the athletic surface, 

thus contributing to the fall of the heroic sports athlete in modern American sports. 

Journalism in the 21st century is more dynamic, as newspaper readership has dipped and 

online applications of journalism have become the norm. Once considered the messiahs 
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of their respective sports, the narratives of Tiger Woods and Babe Ruth took remarkably 

different turns in spite of similar character flaws. As depicted in this research, the media 

response to Ruth’s indiscretions was to simply exclude him from media coverage. His 

name remained absent from coverage throughout the sport’s most high-profile event. 

Given the access these media members were given to Ruth during his career, writers and 

editors alike almost certainly knew more about his substance-abuse issues and 

womanizing behaviors than was published. Conversely, media had more limited 

knowledge of Woods’s off-course behavior so, instead, relied heavily on unsourced 

rumors. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This research focused on one of a plethora of factors that led to a distinct change in 

sport media coverage and, therefore, can be used as a basis for future research, such as: 

 Further research to determine how the media has impacted the necessary business 

associates (business manager, publicist, agents, etc.) of the modern superstar 

athletes. Athletes such as Tiger Woods and LeBron James have adopted several 

“layers” of protection from negative news, possibly due in part to a changing 

media landscape. 

 Investigations into additional factors, including race and culture, which may have 

contributed to the stark contrast of media coverage between Babe Ruth and Tiger 

Woods. 



49 

 

 

 

 

 

REFERENCES 

60,000 will see Giants play Yanks. (1923, October 10). New York Times (1923-Current 

File) Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com.mutex.gmu.edu/docview/103155874?accountid=1454

1 

Berger, J, & Dorman, L. (2009, December 1). Woods, not talking to police, to skip 

tournament. The New York Times. Retrieved from: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/12/01/sports/golf/01woods.html. 

Boswell, T. (1997, April 14). Tiger Woods masters the course of history. The Washington 

Post. Retried January 10, 2017 from WashingtonPost.com: 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1997/04/14/tiger-woods-

masters-the-course-of-history/edc63959-5108-4f62-a646-

7f9d3432cd94/?utm_term=.3d0c6f3f64f1. 

Cagle, D. (2009, December 9). Tiger Woods affair. Tiger Woods crucified by the press. 

Retrieved April 28, 2013, from http://www.cagle.com/news/tigerwoodsaffair/. 

Callahan, T. (2010). His father's son. New York: Gotham Books. 

Carroll, J. (2010). The tragicomedy of celebrity. Society, 47(6), 489-492. Retrieved 

November 14, 2011, from Global. (Document ID: 2192442791). 

http://search.proquest.com.mutex.gmu.edu/docview/103155874?accountid=14541
http://search.proquest.com.mutex.gmu.edu/docview/103155874?accountid=14541
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/12/01/sports/golf/01woods.html


50 

 

Carvalho, J. (2004). Bad times but still swingin': World Series coverage before and 

during the Depression. NINE: A Journal of Baseball History and Culture, 13(1), 

81-93. 

Concannon, J. (1997, April 14). Masterful Tiger Woods, 21, dominates to become 

youngest Masters champion 12-shot win most lopsided in more than 100 years of 

major golf history. Boston Globe. Retrieved August 26, 2016 from 

HighBeamResearch.com: https://www.highbeam.com/doc/1P2-8426754.html. 

Crouse, K. (2011, December 1). Shades of the old Woods on a windy day. The New York 

Times. Retrieved January 10, 2017 from NYTimes.com: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/02/sports/golf/shades-of-the-old-woods-on-a-

windy-day.html 

Dorman, L. (2009, November 28). Tiger Woods out of hospital after car accident. The 

New York Times. Retrieved from: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/28/sports/golf/28woods.html 

Dorman, L., & Robbins, L. (2009a, November 28). Woods is silent as spin takes on life 

of its own. The New York Times. Retrieved from: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/28/sports/golf/29woods.html 

Dorman, L., & Robbins, L. (2009b, November 29). Speculation fills gap left by Tiger 

Woods’s silence. The New York Times, p. SP1. Retrieved from: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/29/sports/golf/29woods.html 

http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/29/sports/golf/29woods.html


51 

 

ESPN.com news services. (2009, October 2). Report: Tiger richest athlete in history. 

Retrieved April 26, 2013, from ESPN.com: 

http://sports.espn.go.com/golf/news/story?id=4524640. 

Farhi, P. (2009, December 4). The game Woods couldn't control; With his bunker 

mentality, golfer whiffed on scandal's P.R. The Washington Post. Retrieved 

February 7, 2016, from 

http://pqasb.pqarchiver.com/washingtonpost/doc/410294549.html. 

Feinstein, J. (2010, February 20). Tiger Woods’s half-apology. Retrieved January 10, 

2017, from WashingtonPost.com: http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2010/02/19/AR2010021903260.html. 

Ferguson, D. (2009, December 16). Woods voted Associated Press' top athlete of decade. 

Retrieved April 27, 2013, from USAToday.com: 

http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/sports/golf/2009-12-16-tiger-athlete-of-

decade_N.htm. 

Guthrie, M. (2016, August 1). Skip Bayless joins Fox Sports from ESPN: "I'm taking off 

the handcuffs”. Retrieved August 24, 2016, from 

http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/skip-bayless-joins-fox-sports-916035. 

Hero - definition of hero in English | Oxford Dictionaries. (1983). Retrieved January 7, 

2016, from https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/hero  

Husselbee, L. P. (2012). Tiger Woods apology and newspapers' responses: A study of 

journalistic antapologia. Journal of Sport Media, 7(1), 59-87. 

Knight, A. (2008). Who is a journalist? Journalism Studies, 9(1), 117-131. 

http://sports.espn.go.com/golf/news/story?id=4524640


52 

 

Kurtz, H. (2009, December 1). Tiger in the bunker. The Washington Post. Retrieved 

January 10, 2017 from WashingtonPost.com: 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2009/12/01/AR2009120100983.html. 

Madden, M. (1997, April 14). Wondrous win for Woods. Boston Globe. Retrieved 

January 10, 2017 from Boston.com: 

http://archive.boston.com/globe/packages/year_in_review/sports/tiger_woods3.ht

m. 

Manly, H. (1997, April 14). On the right course: Win does a lot for minorities, but a lot of 

work still remains. Boston Globe. Retrieved August 22, 2016 from 

HighBeamResearch.com: https://www.highbeam.com/doc/1P2-8426747.html.  

Marcus, R. (2009, December 2). Why I’m thankful for Tiger’s silence on his accident. 

The Washington Post. Retrieved January 10, 2017 from WashingtonPost.com: 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2009/12/01/AR2009120103285.html 

McIlroy, R. (2011, March 8). Going places: McIlroy on Tiger, on Tour and career goals. 

Sports Illustrated. Retrieved January 10, 2017 from SportsIllustrated.com: 

http://www.golf.com/tour-and-news/going-places-mcilroy-tiger-life-tour-and-

career-goals 

Meng, J. A. L. (2013). Revisiting image-restoration strategies: An integrated case study 

of three athlete sex scandals in sports news. International Journal of Sport 

Communication, 6, 87-100. 



53 

 

Michener, J. A. (1976). Sports in America. New York: Random House. 

Montville, L. (2006). The Big Bam: The life and times of Babe Ruth. New York: 

Doubleday.  

Palfreman, J. (2006). Caught in the web. Nieman Report, 60(4), p. 5. 

Patterson, T. E. (2000). Doing well and doing good: How soft news and critical 

journalism are shrinking the news audience and weakening democracy – and 

what news outlets can do about it. John F. Kennedy School of Government: 

Harvard University. 

Pierce, C. P. (1997). The Man. Amen. Retrieved April 27, 2013, from Esquire.com: 

http://www.esquire.com/features/the-game/tiger-woods-life-story-1997 

Pope, S. W. (2006). Race, family and nation: The significance of Tiger Woods in 

American culture. In D. K. Wiggins (Ed.), Out of the shadows: A biographical 

history of African American athletes (pp. 325-351). Fayetteville: The University 

of Arkansas Press. 

Rice, G. (1923, October 12). Ghost of ’22 series haunts Ruth no more. Boston Daily 

Globe (1923-1927) Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com.mutex.gmu.edu/docview/497514885?accountid=1454

1 

Rothman, E. A. (2011, October). The number ones of everything. Golf Digest, pp. 58-62. 

Rowe, D. (2009). Power trip: Sport and media. International Journal of Sport 

Management and Marketing, 6(2), 150-166. 

http://search.proquest.com.mutex.gmu.edu/docview/497514885?accountid=14541
http://search.proquest.com.mutex.gmu.edu/docview/497514885?accountid=14541


54 

 

Ruth first player in Classic to get 2 homers in row. (1923, October 12). The Washington 

Post (1923-1954) Retrieved from 

http://search.proquest.com.mutex.gmu.edu/docview/149315751?accountid=1454

1 

Sanderson, J. (2010). Framing Tiger's troubles: Comparing traditional and social media. 

International Journal of Sport Communication, 3, 438-453. 

Shoopman, J. G. (2010). Public apology and acts of contrition. In D. J. Barbie (Ed.), The 

Tiger Woods phenomenon: Essays on the cultural impact of golf's fallible 

Superman (pp. 157-172). Jefferson, NC and London: McFarland & Company, 

Inc. 

Starn, O. (2011). The passion of Tiger Woods. Durham and London: Duke University 

Press. 

Sweet, D. (2008, January 3). Woods leads list of most marketable in ’08. NBCNews.com. 

Retrieved January 18, 2017 from 

http://www.nbcnews.com/id/22473574/ns/business-sports_biz/t/woods-leads-list-

most-marketable/ [pp.32-48]. 

Tiger Woods wins first golf tournament since scandal erupted. (2011, December 4). New 

York Times. Retried September 12, 2016 from LATimes.com: 

http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/.m/sports_blog/2011/12/tiger-woods-beats-zach-

johnson-in-chevron-world-challenge.html. 

Top 10 US daily newspapers. (2014). Cision.com. Retrieved August 8, 2016, from 

http://www.cision.com/us/2014/06/top-10-us-daily-newspapers/. 

http://www.cision.com/us/2014/06/top-10-us-daily-newspapers/


55 

 

Vande Berg, L. R. (2002). The sports hero meets mediated celebrityhood. in L. Wenner 

(Ed.), MediaSport (pp. 134-153). New York: Routledge. 

Wanta, W. (2013). Reflections on communication and sport on reporting and journalists. 

Communication & Sport, 1(1-2), 76-87. 

Wheaton College. (n.d.). Style, Diction, Tone, and Voice. Retrieved January 10, 2017, 

from: http://www.wheaton.edu/Academics/Services/Writing-Center/Writing-

Resources/Style-Diction-Tone-and-Voice. 

Zirin, D. (2010, April). The Nike ad: Tiger the brand finally conquers Tiger the man. 

Retrieved from Edge of Sports: http://www.edgeofsports.com/2010-04-08-

516/index.html. 



56 

 

 

 

 

 

BIOGRAPHY 

Cody Gaines Norman graduated from Colonial Forge High School, Stafford, Virginia in 

2009. He received his Bachelor of Arts from George Mason University in 2012. He was 

employed as a Technical Writer for Emagine IT, Inc. (Fairfax, Virginia), a Sports Public 

Relations Intern at Walt Disney World (Lake Buena Vista, Florida) and a Public 

Relations Manager at the Amateur Athletic Union (Lake Buena Vista, Florida) before 

receiving his Master of Science in Sport and Recreation Studies from George Mason 

University in 2017.  




