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CHAPTER 1

Sports Journalism, Jason Collins
and Michael Sam

Abstract This chapter provides an overview of this book which
examines how Sports Journalists covered the coming out stories of
National Basketball Association (NBA) veteran Jason Collins and football
All-American Michael Sam, who was drafted by the St. Louis Rams of
the National Football League (NFL). This chapter also introduces the
reader to sports journalism’s status as “the toy department,” an area per-
ceived as having lower and less rigorous standards than other forms of
journalism. However, the bulk of this chapter offers a detailed account
of the events surrounding Collins’ and Sam’s respective coming out
announcements.

Keywords Jason Collins - Michael Sam - Sports journalism

Sports journalism, despite its popularity, has struggled since its incep-
tion in the late nineteenth century to be taken as seriously as other
forms of journalism (Oates and Pauly 2007; Wanta 2013). Many con-
tend that Sports Journalists are not held to the same standards as their
colleagues who report on other subjects (Oates and Pauly 2007; Rowe
2007; Salwen and Garrison 1998; Whiteside et al. 2012). For example,
Hardin’s (2005) survey of newspaper sports editors found that nearly
half (43%) believed that “receiving free tickets, travel or tokens” (p. 69)
does not compromise a sports reporter’s objectivity. In addition, 39% felt
that coverage favors home teams. The legendary sportswriter Red Smith
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referred to sports sections as the “toy department” of newspapers (Fink
2001), while Salwen and Garrison (1998) make note of a speech to the
American Society of Newspaper Editors by A. Bartlett Giamatti, then
president of Major League Baseball’s National League, stating his belief
that newspaper editors didn’t pay attention to the sports section. As a
result, he said the standards applied to sports coverage were not as rigor-
ous or as consistent as they were for other forms of journalism.

In response, Sports Journalists have made attempts to be taken more
seriously by strongly endorsing and formally adopting ethical guide-
lines for their work (Garrison and Salwen 1994; Oates and Pauly 2007).
Indeed, 90% of newspaper sports editors surveyed by Hardin (2005) said
that ethical standards for the sports department should be the same as
those used by the newsroom.

Several sports editors interviewed by Salwen and Garrison (1998)
expressed concerns that “Sports Journalists are too parochial in their
knowledge and their focused interest in sports” (p. 99). And perhaps
even more importantly, a number of those interviewed felt the most
pressing problem concerning sports coverage was “the need of sports
journalists to expand their knowledge beyond ‘the game’ to include law,
medicine, business, politics, and sociological matters that have become
increasingly relevant in sports journalism” (p. 99). The increasing visibil-
ity of gays and lesbians in sports (Kian et al. 2015) is an example of one
such issue, particularly in light of the advances made by the gay rights
movement in recent years. This book investigates how Sports Journalists
covered the coming out stories of Jason Collins, a 12-year National
Basketball Association (NBA) veteran who came out in 2013, and
Michael Sam, a football All-American from the University of Missouri,
who was drafted by the St. Louis Rams of the National Football League
(NFL) in 2014 after announcing he was gay. Both these news events
were hailed as historic not just in terms of sports, but in society in gen-
eral and offered opportunities for Sports Journalists to broaden their
horizons by addressing the issues inherent with athletes coming out,
especially in relation to the broader issues of gays and lesbians in society.
Although this project does not purport to assess the overall capability of
sports journalists to go “beyond the game,” an examination of Collins’
and Sam’s coming out stories can offer insight into whether or not the
toy department label is accurate regarding coverage of gay athletes.

The remainder of this chapter offers a detailed account of the events
surrounding Collins’ and Sam’s respective announcements. Chapter 2
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gives an overview of other research examining gay male professional
athletes, goes into further detail about sports journalism as “the toy
department,” and outlines the theoretical (media sociology) and meth-
odological (content analysis) approach taken in this book, which is cen-
tered around three studies examining sports journalism coverage of
Collins’ and Sam’s coming out stories. The results and details of those
studics are provided in Chaps. 3 and 4. Chapter 5 assesses the study
results in terms of the long-enduring “toy department” moniker given to
sports journalism. The book concludes with a discussion of what has—
and hasn’t—happened since Collins and Sam came out and includes
insights from interviews conducted with two prominent gay Sports
Journalists.

JasoN COLLINS

“I’m a 34-year-old NBA center. I’'m black. And I’m gay.”

With those words, Jason Collins became the first openly gay ath-
lete active in one of the “big four” American team sports. He made the
announcement in a first-person article posted on the Sports Illustrated
Web site on April 29, 2013. The announcement also appeared in the
May 6, 2013, print edition of the magazine, which featured a smiling
Collins on the cover.

“I didn’t set out to be the first openly gay athlete playing in a major
American team sport,” he wrote. “But, since I am, I’m happy to start the
conversation.”

Prior to his announcement, Collins was largely unknown to all but
the most ardent NBA fans. Although he was an Honorable Mention All-
American at Stanford University and a first-round selection in the NBA
Draft, Collins averaged just 3.6 points and 3.7 rebounds per game dur-
ing his 13-year career playing for seven teams. However, at 7-feet-tall
and 255 Ib, his strong defensive skills, physical play, and reputation as an
excellent teammate kept him in the league longer than most.

The well-travelled journeyman even joked in his announcement about a
“parlor game called Three Degrees of Jason Collins. If you’re in the league,
and I haven’t been your teammate, I surely have been one of your team-
mates’ teammates. Or one of your teammates’ teammates’ teammates.”

Collins felt he needed to go public after Rep. Joe Kennedy, his former
roommate at Stanford, told him he had marched in the 2012 Boston
Gay Pride Parade.
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“I was proud of him for participating but angry that as a closeted gay
man I couldn’t even cheer my straight friend on as a spectator,” Collins
said. “If I'd been questioned, I would have concocted half-truths. What
a shame to have to lie at a celebration of pride. I want to do the right
thing and not hide anymore. I want to march for tolerance, acceptance
and understanding. I want to take a stand and say, ‘Me too’.”

The national debate about same-sex marriage also played a key role in
his, decision to publicly come out.

“It was extremely tough not to say anything while the [Supreme
Court] justices are debating something that has a direct impact on my
life,” he stated (Wise 2013).

In his announcement story, Collins wrote that his maternal grand-
mother was worried he might encounter prejudice and that he was
unsure of how others would react.

“I’m a pragmatist,” he said. “I hope for the best, but plan for the
worst.”

However, the response was overwhelmingly positive. Collins’ coming
out was celebrated by such luminaries as Barack Obama, Oprah Winfrey,
and Bill Clinton. Obama said he was impressed by Collins’ courage, while
Clinton said “Jason’s announcement today is an important moment for
professional sports and in the history of the LGBT community. It is also
the straightforward statement of a good man who wants no more than
what so many of us seek: to be able to be who we are; to do our work;
to build families and to contribute to our communities” (Jackson 2013).
Collins was also a guest in Michelle Obama’s box during the President’s
State of the Union address in January 2014 (Zeigler 2014a).

“Not even in my wildest dreams could I have imagined all this—the
response,” Collins told The Washington Post, just a few days after his
announcement. “You’re always thinking, ‘I’'m going to make this hap-
pen in my own words, on my own terms, and I’ll deal with the repercus-
sions and consequences.” And it turns out the country was really ready
for something like this. It’s been remarkable” (Wise 2013, para. 4).

Collins also received an outpouring of support from fellow NBA play-
ers and coaches, as well as retired NBA greats. Shaquille O’Neal tweeted
“I am so proud of my friend, Jason Collins for showing all of us what
leadership looks like.” Kobe Bryant also tweeted that he was proud of
Collins, and Collins’ former coach Doc Rivers said “He’s a pro’s pro. He
is the consummate professional and he is one of my favorite ‘team’ play-
ers I have ever coached” (Zeigler 2013).



