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Introduction

On Friday August 29, 2003, a media release announced that the Women’s
Television Sports Network (WTSN)—a private Canadian television station—would cease
broadcasting. The Toronto based digital channel launched in the fall of 2001 as the
world’s first 24-hour sports network exclusively dedicated to women’s sport
programming. In the media release, CTV (Canadian Television) network president Rick
Brace stated that: “A combination of lower-than-expected growth and limited access to
advertising revenue led [to the decision to close the network] along with the high cost of
running a sports service” (Quoted in Bell Canada Enterprises news release, August 29,
2003).

The Canadian daily newspapers were quick to respond to news of the two year old
specialty network’s demise. A Toronto Star story reported that in addition to the
difficulties fulfilling Canadian content requirements, WTSN had been “doomed from the
start...” because it “...had no definable audience” (Zelkovich, 2003, p. C13). The
National Post came to a similar conclusion in a story entitled “Women’s sports channel
dies from lack of interest;” where it reported that compared to its specialty television
broadcasting brother TSN (The Sports Network) that boasted over 8 million subscribers
in 2002, WTSN had only 317, 866 along with an annual revenue of just under $694,000
and an operating loss of $2.4 million (Shecter, 2003, p. FP5). Elsewhere, The Hamilton
Spectator appraised the failure of WTSN and other recent failures in commercial (for-
profit) women’s sport ventures with the headline: “Women don’t watch women’s sports”

(Radley, 2003, p. A01). Although financial difficulties were part of the equation, for
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members of the Canadian press, the implicit reason for WTSN’s failure was undeniably
related to gender.

Until the late 1990s, media exposure of women’s professional sports leagues was
negligible. In fact, until the U.S. based ABL (American Basketball League), WUSA
(Women’s United Soccer Association), and WNBA (Women’s National Basketball
Association) came along professional women’s team sport had virtually no access to a
mass audience via television. Prior to this time, only women’s professional golf (The
LPGA — Ladies Professional Golf Association) and tennis (The WTA — Women’s Tennis
Association) enjoyed the modest television exposure they continue to have today. This
coverage, however, tends to feature female athletes competing one-on-one as opposed to
in teams. In theory, professional sport leagues like the LPGA and WTA would have
offered stable sources of programming for an exclusive women’s sports network. In lieu
of the success of these leagues, it seemed as if WTSN’s 2001 arrival would have provided
a single television destination for many, if not all, available women’s sporting events and
programming. Still, the network failed.

The case of WTSN is not unique in the realm of women’s commercial sport. In
recent years three other women’s sports ventures have shared the same fate as WTSN.
The ABL, WUSA, and Sports Illustrated Women (An American magazine) all suffered
financial collapse between 1996 and 2004 due to the inability to attract audiences and
therefore advertisers. To further darken the picture, in 2003 executives of the WNBA, a

league with some longevity, voiced concern over its long-term financial viability (see: Da
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Costa, 2003). Notwithstanding gender, the most glaring common thread linking the ABL,
WUSA, Sports Illustrated Women, and WTSN cases is that of poor commercial viability.

Sport media industry experts tend to argue that the climate is still not ideal for the
‘for-profit’ commercial representation of women’s sports—especially on television (see:
Koppett, 1981). This contention, of course, is rooted in the economic imperative of the
consumer market. In other words, if sporting events or programs do not attract substantial
advertising dollars, then it is not realistic to expect commercial television networks to
cover them. In the grand scheme of the economic imperative, making a profit is the
primary marker of success for television networks and access to television translates into
legitimacy for sporting events and leagues.

Although CTV’s rationale for terminating WTSN pointed toward low audience
numbers and high operating costs, and while explanations put forth by media observers
highlighted gender, some attention must also be paid to the effect of the then newly
introduced digital television platform. Digital television was officially introduced to the
Canadian market in September 2001 as an alternative to traditional analogue cable. The
CRTC (Canadian Radio-television Telecommunications Commission) approved the
launch of over 200 digital channels in hopes that Canadian consumers would enjoy a
more diverse selection of television programming not afforded by the limited analogue
system. Another motivation for introducing the digital platform was linked to cultural
enhancement. These new digital channels were expected to offer diverse programming

unlike anything else that was currently offered on Canadian television. While the launch
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of these digital channels was regarded as ambitious, critics forecast that Canadian content
restrictions and other broadcast regulations were too stringent for many channels to
survive. This, coupled with the relatively low status of digital television in the Canadian
consumer market, made the penetration of the technology challenging for many
broadcasters.

In addition to these factors, WTSN was launched at a time where the
Canadian television sport market was already flooded with established competitors. These
included: Rogers Sportsnet, The Score, and as mentioned above, TSN—a then twenty
year old network leading the television sports market in Canada and having the same
owner as WTSN—(Canadian media conglomerate BCE--Bell Canada Enterprises). To
further muddy the waters, WTSN also launched alongside seven other digital networks
specializing in sport programming: ESPN Classic Canada (showcasing memorable and
popular sporting events from the past), Fox Sports World Canada (specializing in rugby
and soccer), Leafs TV (hockey), The NHL Network (hockey), The Racing Network
(horse, car, motorcycle racing), Raptors NBA TV (basketball), and Xtreme Sports
(alternative, outdoor, and new-age sports).

In sum, WTSN had to overcome problems with low audience numbers (esp.
amongst women), high operating costs, low popularity of digital television, and
competition from networks that arguably broadcast sports highly familiar to audiences. It
was despite these seemingly unpromising odds that the decision to go forward with the

launch of WTSN was made.
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Statement of Problem and Scope of Study

The case of WTSN merits deeper examination on a number of different levels. On
one level, it provides the opportunity to examine how the use of technology capable of
advancing cultural imperatives is championed by the government. Here, the discourses, or
strategies of problematizing culture can be studied via the values and goals articulated in
the policy framework governing digital broadcasters as put forth by the CRTC. As such,
WTSN is an ideal site from which to evaluate the attempt of one broadcaster to respond to
government calls for more cultural diversity in programming. On another level, WTSN’s
demise provides a critical site for examining how failure is explained in economic,
cultural, and social terms. WTSN’s fate raises broader questions about the political
economy of television culture in Canada. Specifically, the patterns of ownership
associated with major Canadian communications conglomerates tend to translate into
economic power enabling certain companies to dominate multiple media sectors. For
instance, in 2001, BCE, WTSN and TSN’s owner also was a key player in satellite and
multiple telephone services (Bell ExpressVu, Bell Canada, and Bell Mobility), internet
services (Bell Sympatico), specialty and conventional broadcasting (Comedy Network,
Outdoor Life Network, and CTV), and publishing (7The Globe and Mail). In the same
year, the conglomerate earned $18.1 billion in revenue (BCE, 2005). At that time, BCE
was clearly a formidable, financially stable, and experienced company looking to take on

new interests such as the digital television market. Therefore, BCE’s decision to launch
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WTSN could arguably be viewed as one that made sense given the conglomerate’s
resume and track record in business and broadcasting.

In all, the factors discussed above suggest that there are many analytic frames
through which WTSN’s demise can be interpreted. One final factor that seemed to be
downplayed in CTV’s press release yet implied in some newspaper reports is that of
gender. This final explanatory frame begs closer inspection because gender is implicated
in the network’s very name and programming content. In other words, WTSN can be
considered not only as a business failure, but also a type of failure that was either
implicitly, or even explicitly connected to dominant gender codes. In one sense, gender
was implicated in WTSN’s unique content exclusivity. It was a network that showcased
women’s sports and, as this study will demonstrate, intended to lure women as its primary
audience. As such, the motivations for starting the network are important to examine
because WTSN can be viewed as a response to government calls for more diversity in
television programming. On the whole, it would appear that gender was the principal
selling point of WTSN.

Another area of debate is why BCE did not expand TSN and its existing broadcast
schedule to provide greater exposure for women’s sports--as opposed to creating a new
network. Perhaps BCE anticipated, based on its reputation in broadcasting, that WTSN
would be profitable. Here, it is important to explore whether WTSN’s programming was
indeed a wholly radical departure from that found in representations of pre-existing

mainstream television sport or whether the network fell short in putting a truly distinctive

6
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product into the marketplace. In all, the demise of WTSN suggests that failure can be
explained in economical, technological, cultural, and gendered terms. Moreover, the
factors implicated in the demise of WTSN also set the ground work for exploring the

complicated relationship between the intended and actual outcomes of public policy.

The Examination of WTSN: Foci and Research Questions

This dissertation examines the factors leading up to the creation of WTSN, how
women’s sport was represented on the Canadian digital television network, and the
economic, cultural, and gendered frames that provided context for its eventual demise.
There will be three exploratory foci:

An examination of the creation, life, and demise of WTSN. A textual analysis of
government and network documents will shed light on the policy framework in
which digital television was envisioned. In-depth interviews with journalists and
media workers in the Canadian private and public media will augment this
analysis. These interviews will address the implications of government policy in
setting the terrain of television culture in Canada and comment on larger debates
in the representation of sport on television;

A content analysis of three Canadian women’s intercollegiate basketball broadcasts
on WTSN. The intent is to compare the representation of women’s sports
programming produced for-profit on an exclusive women’s sports network with
that of previously reported examinations of sports on mainstream networks; and

An examination of how cultural practices like sports are promoted in the public
interest or public good. The intent of this chapter is to explore the common links
between feminist politics and discourses characteristic of the public interest. An
account of third wave feminism accompanies recommendations on how feminist
politics and women’s sports can be deployed in response to representational
deficits in the media.

From these main foci come eleven supplementary questions. They will be addressed in

Chapters 4-6 as case studies that position WTSN as their focal point. Chapters 4-6
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examine different aspects of the network’s tenure through contrasting methodologies. The

primary research questions for these case studies are as follows:

1.

2

10.

11.

How did WTSN come into being?

What circumstances surrounded the decision to launch WTSN in a Cariadian
television sports market already saturated by established players that
predominantly broadcast male sport?

What transpired economically at WTSN during the period it was in operation?

What is the nature of the relationship between women’s sports and the political
economy of the sport media in Canada?

According to media insiders, journalists, and producers, what were the
circumstances leading to the demise of WTSN?

How was women’s intercollegiate basketball represented on WTSN, a network
that exclusively broadcast women’s sport on a for-profit/commercial basis in
Canada?

What were the similarities and differences between WTSN’s representation of
women'’s basketball and those reported by previous examinations of mainstream
coverage of women’s basketball and sports?

How has the public interest been conceptualized in the context of Canadian
media? How have sports, via the media, gained cultural status and resonance as an
issue of public interest?

How do the imperatives of feminism, in particular third wave feminism, inform a
discussion of cultural diversity and the public interest? How do media texts
appropriate feminist politics and codes?

How can feminist politics, via women’s sports, be used to address issues related to
the public interest? How can feminism be used as a tool to address
representational deficits in the media?

What other strategies would prove beneficial in advancing the cause of women’s
sport at the same time as addressing representational deficits in the media?



Ph.D. Thesis — N. Neverson McMaster - Sociology

These questions seek to address fundamental issues associated with WTSN as a cultural,
economic, and gendered product. What follows is a discussion of the framework
employed in this study of WTSN. It begins with a brief discussion of feminism, in
particular third wave feminism and the relevant benefits it brings to this analysis. It ends
with a critical evaluation of the general debates and issues associated with media
ownership via political economy theory, ideology, and the representation of women’s

sport on television.
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Theoretical Framework and Relevant Literature Review

Chapter 1 — Feminism as an Analytical Tool

In this account of the creation and demise of WTSN, a feminist framework
provides useful analytical tools and theoretical guidance. Such a framework shifts
attention away from conceiving of WTSN as a mere business venture and redirects it
towards issues of gender inequality and difference. At a basic level, my use of the term
'feminism,' and by extension, 'feminist,' is broad in definition. For the sake of the analyses
in Chapters 4 through 6, the concept of feminism refers to the movement devoted to
identifying and eradicating gender inequities at social, economic, political, and cultural
levels. This work also extends to identity markers such as class, ethnicity, race, and
sexuality (Steiner, 1992). In general, the feminist project is concerned with affecting
social change and bringing about equitable levels of opportunity for women that, for the
most part, go unaddressed in the day-to-day functions of many social structures and
institutions. In recognizing that gender inequalities permeate daily life, the feminist
project also draws our attention to how such inequalities are replicated and reinforced.
The media is one area of social life that is a major site where gender is constructed,
reinforced, and its meanings are struggled over.

The utility of a feminist framework in this analysis of WTSN also rests in its
ability to shed light on issues related to media representation. Gender is implicated in the
network’s name, “Women’s Television Sports Network.” Here, the word “Women’s”

figures prominently in that it both characterizes what the network is and who it was
11
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created for. Gender is also underscored in WTSN’s commitment to exclusive women’s
sport programming, and claims about gender inequity are arguably articulated both
implicitly and explicitly in the feminist undertones included in the network’s original
license application to the CRTC in April 2000, and its mission statement on its website
from 2001-2003. Another matter well suited to a gender analysis is in the evaluation of
whether WTSN was considered a feminist project because it catered to women’s sport
and a purported female audience, or if the network is merely an example of a medium
targeted to females but not feminist in its intent. This last issue provides the greatest
challenge for a feminist analysis because it works on the assumption that media products
that exclusively target women are feminist in intention and outcome. Even though WTSN
may not have overtly self-identified as a feminist enterprise, Chapter 4 will demonstrate
how framing its broadcasting mission in implicitly feminist terms may have played a role
in determining its failure. What follows is a discussion of second and third wave
feminism, how feminist imperatives are articulated in the context of media targeting
female audiences, and some reasonable arguments endorsing WTSN as an enterprise that
appropriated many feminist sensibilities. A brief account of feminist praxis rounds out the

discussion.

From Second to Third Wave Feminism

In her work on the intersection of sport, gender, politics, and feminism, M.A. Hall
(1993), following the work of Nancy Fraser (1992), outlines four reasons why feminist
theory is important for feminists and the examination of gender in the social world. F irst,

12
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a critical feminist theory provides the tools for mapping the “historical record” of the
diverse category of women and their lived experiences. Second, feminist theory offers a
guide from which to “understand how, under conditions of inequality, people come
together, form collective identities, and constitute themselves as collective social agents”
(Hall, 1993, p. 62). Third, feminist theory provides the conceptual instruments to identify
the systems of power that reproduce and reinforce women’s oppression and explain how
this oppression is resisted. Finally, feminist theory, in a variety of ways, proposes paths of
relevant social change. These criteria have also characterized a debate within different
formulations of feminism. Most notably, this debate has been described as what some
would call a “rift” or “rupture” between the second and third wave feminist movements.
Scholars have documented how the philosophies and subsequent politics of each
movement have been divergent and often times combative (Aronson, 2003; Gillis &
Munford, 2004; Springer, 2002; Hogeland, 2001). On one hand, some argue that the rift
has been caused by generational differences (Gill & Arthurs, 2006; Schnittker, et al.,
2003) and on the other, some have noted that such generational differences mask the real
issue--that the “relationship between consciousness and change” (Hogeland, 2001, p. 107)
is varied across both second and third wave movements thereby creating scattered
representations of difference.

Second wave feminism emerged in the wake of academic and activist work of the
late 1960s to 1980s that placed women'’s issues at the forefront of the struggle for social

equality. It has been credited with putting women’s issues on the public agenda and going
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