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ABSTRACT 

Women in sports media are continuing to make strides, years after the first women 

entered the industry. Two trailblazers in the female sports media world are Lesley Visser and 

Melissa Ludtke. The two of them are considered the leaders for women in sports media.  

In everyday life, women have received equality in many aspects, in part due to acts like 

Title IX. However, there are still reflections of inequality and discrimination of females in sports 

media today, whether it be the female athletes or the female reporters.  

In this research, the moments discussed in each sports journalist’s section will touch upon 

breaking barriers and the implications these women faced being a trailblazing female in this 

industry. These women have faced bias, underrepresentation and, at times, a hostile culture. 

Based on research and personal one-on-one interviews, I approach Visser and Ludtke in 

an exploration of their history, where women in sports media stand today and where women 

could be headed. Women have persevered in this male-dominated industry, but there are some 

who still feel that they don’t belong in this men’s club. 



Breaking Barriers
Trailblazing Women in Sports Media

By Alexa Hines

In 1974, sports media was a men’s club until Lesley Visser

came along.

Visser joined the sports staff of the after

graduating from Boston College. Starting out she covered

everything, but within two years she became the first

woman NFL beat writer when she was assigned to cover the

New England Patriots.

Boston Globe 

During her 14 years with the , Visser covered college

basketball, the NBA, tennis, golf, the MLB, horse racing,

college football and the NFL. 

 Globe

Today, she is the only sportscaster who has worked network

broadcasts of seven major sporting events: Super Bowl,

World Series, NBA Finals, Triple Crown, Olympic Games, U.S.

Open (golf) and the World Figure Skating Championship.
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Visser on what is a trailblazer

Melissa Ludtke

O
ver 40 years ago, Melissa Ludtke became the first

woman to cover MLB.

Although she was a beat reporter for Sports Illustrated,

Ludtke  was expected to wait outside the clubhouse while

their male counterparts could go speak to players.

When the New Yankees barred her from their clubhouse,

Ludtke, who was 27 at the time, sued.

L
was heard in the United States District

Court for the Southern District of New York in 1978.

Bowie Kuhn, the then-MLB Commissioner said in his

statement to the federal judge that females were kept out of

the clubhouse because he felt Major League Baseball had a

high standard to uphold integrity and morality (Ludtke v.

Kuhn 1978). Today the point still gets lost in sexist

rhetoric about a woman being a men’s locker room.

.udtke v  Kuhn 

But Ludtke said her suit was about women have equal access

to do their jobs.

If interviews were never held in a locker room again after

the case, she’d be okay with that, Ludtke said. This case, she

said, was about the equal access to sources.

01:02

 Ludtke v. Kuhn Ludtke on the tone of in the news

Ludtke said she felt like she was the one being put on trial

because she was taking on “America’s pastime.” No one

prepared her for interviews, and she couldn’t respond to all

this news commentary because social media and other

digital tools didn't exist.

00:14

Ludtke on being on her own during the trial

Judge Constance Baker Motley’s ruling in favor of Ludtke

was a groundbreaking moment for women in sports media.

D
ecades later women in sports media still face

barriers. Men continue to hold the decision-

making power in most (if not all) sports, and

society’s attitudes toward women sports reporters are

lagging as well. Women often have worked to be taken

seriously. They continue to face sexism and sexual

harassment.

Women are still the minority in the sports media industry.

They face public criticism on social media. In some cases

their accomplishments and storylines are defined by their

femininity.

Branden Werner
@bbmmww94

Jessica Mendoza is the worst example of a woman working in 
sports twitter.com/GolicAndWingo/…

Golic and Wingo @GolicAndWingo
“To go public with it and call them out and start all of this, it’s hard to 
swallow.”

-@jessmendoza on former Astros pitcher Mike Fiers revealing the 
Astros sign-stealing scheme.
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See Branden Werner's other Tweets
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Ludtke on the state of women in sports media today

S
till, Visser and Ludtke see signs for hope in the

strides that have been made. More women are

entering the industry and there are more options

when pursuing a career thanks to social media and many

online platforms.

“The changes have been magnificent from my vantage

point,” said Visser. She noted that CBS sports has the first

all-women network sports talk show, She

said she saw a turning point for women reporters in 2017.

Reporter Jourdan Rodrigue surprised then-Carolina

Panthers quarterback  with her knowledge of

the game when she asked about routes.

We Need to Talk. 

Cam Newton

00:34

Visser on the Cam Newton scenario

Following the Newton situation, many took to social media

to stand up for Rodrigue and support her knowledge of the

game. Newton eventually issued an apology.

Sports journalism, and journalism as a whole, has evolved in

the digital age. From social media platforms to video

creation to podcasting, there are many different forms of

journalism beyond writing. Yet, they are all just a different

way to tell a story. 
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Ludtke on social media being used today

T
he basics of being a woman in sports media has not

changed, Ludtke and Visser said. But today there's

an alliance of women in sports media. AWSM

(Association of Women in Sports Media) is a network of

more than 1,000 women (and men) who are professionals in

sports media or aspiring to enter the industry. Through

networking and being at events together, women are

supporting each other and holding each other accountable,

said Ludtke.

00:42

Ludtke on advice for this generation of women

V
isser said “there are women who know sports and

they end up on television, and then there are

women who want to be on television and end up in

sports.” However, one of the key ingredients to a career in

sports media is passion. 

00:05

TOP Built with Shorthand

W
omen in sports media make history. It started

with two women who are called trailblazers in

this industry: Lesley Visser and Melissa

Ludtke.

As roles in sports media increase for women, many female

sports journalists who follow Visser and Ludtke continue to

break barriers. In 2015, former softball player Jessica

Mendoza became the first female commentator for a MLB

game in ESPN’s history. In January 2016, Mendoza formally

joined the Sunday Night Baseball coverage full-time. In 2018,

sports reporters Andrea Kremer and Hannah Storm became

the first all-female booth to call any male sports team, not

just football, with Amazon Prime Thursday Night Football.

But, it all began with these two women: Visser and Ludtke.

Both have monumental footprints in the history of women

in sports media, and today’s journalists follow these

footprints.

 Today, the paths that are available to aspiring female sports

journalists is due in part to these two women and many

more. Women in media, and sports media in particular,

continue to face a patriarchal environment and criticism for

being in a male-dominated industry. Visser and Ludtke have

a history that needs to be shared as they also reflect on what

sports media looks like for women today and where it is

headed.

Lesley Visser
Pictured here with Boomer Esiason, center, and Howard David in the CBS radio

booth for a NFL game in 2001. 

(AP Photo/Donna McWilliam)

The Next Generation
Dallas Cowboys head coach Jason Garrett, right, talks with reporter Erin Andrews, left,

before an NFL football game in 2019. 

(AP Photo/Ron Jenkins)
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