
Agenda- Setting Theory 

• Founded by Maxwell McCombs and 

Donald Shaw (Davie, & Maher, 2006.) 

• McCombs and Shaw were determined to 

show that media has influence over the 

public. 

Framing: 

• Process of selecting and emphasizing 

certain features to include in a message 

while deemphasizing other elements 

(Seate, Harwood, & Bleecha, 2010). 

• The media promotes a part of a message, 

selects certain aspects of an event, and 

makes them more noticeable in order to 

promote an idea (Eatzious, 2011). 

 

Frequency of Michael Sam-Related Stories: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Identified Frames: 

•Average Athlete: Sam will not make it because he 

is an average player and the fact that he is gay is 

not the issue. 

• “…particularly with a player who isn’t 

regarded as an elite prospect.” (Pelissero, 

2014) 

•Decreasing drafting chance for NFL: Sam is 

breaking the norm of the masculine sport that is 

football. 

•  “He is making his public declaration before 

he is drafted, to the potential detriment to 

his professional career.” (Branch, 2014) 

•Outsider to NFL Culture: Sam will never be able 

to fit in and what he can do on the field doesn’t 

matter.  It will not work because he is gay.  

• “Some players have been outspoken about 

their reluctance to play alongside a gay 

teammate” (Babb, 2014) 

•Overcoming Obstacles: Sam  has been through a 

lot in his life; this is another obstacle he can 

overcome.  

•  “It was a difficult childhood; three siblings 

have died, and two brothers are in 

prison…”(Branch, 2014) 
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 The examination of newspapers using 

agenda-setting theory exposed the 

prominence of Michael Sam’s 

announcement.  The first week Sam 

announced that he was gay there was a 

particularly high number of articles that were 

released through the three top circulated 

newspapers.  After the first week there was a 

decline in articles until the upsurge in The 

Washington Post during the week of Sam’s 

NFL combine on February 24, 2014.  There 

is no question as to whether the frames of the 

media have affected Michael Sam’s chances  

as a professional athlete and his personal life.   

 Each analyzed article portrayed a different 

frame, or viewpoint, that has dramatically 

impacted the public’s opinion.  It is crucial to 

recognize how the media has framed Sam as 

an average athlete.  “Two executives in 

personnel for NFL teams told USA Today 

Sports they had Sam rated as a third-day 

prospect before the announcement and didn’t 

think it would have a substantive impact” 

(Pelissero, 2014).  Every player who has won 

SEC Defensive Player of The Year in the last 

eight years has been drafted in the first 

round.  Thus, the media has negatively 

affected Sam’s draft round because he is not 

predicted to be drafted until the fifth or sixth 

round.  The goal of the media’s framing is to 

cause a moral evaluation, interpretation, and 

guide the public’s perception of Michael 

Sam; they were successful (Weaver, 2007). 

 In the United States, gay people make up 

1-4% of the population (Alpher, 2013).  As 

of recently, 17 out of 50 states legalized gay 

marriage (ProCon, 2014).  The sports world 

is beginning to participate in this public 

discussion thanks to the statements made by 

gay athletes.  Mizzou football player states, 

“I knew that I was gay.  And I knew that I 

was Michael Sam” (Babb, 2014).   

 On February 9, 2014, Sam admitted in an 

interview with the New York Times that he 

was gay.  Although media coverage followed 

this event, the way in which the media 

framed Sam in this coverage may have 

impacted the public’s opinion about him 

which may have implications for his personal 

life and professional life and professional 

career.  Framing is the process in which the 

media selects and emphasizes certain 

features to include in a message while 

deemphasizing other elements (Seate, 

Harwood, & Blecha, 2010), therefore, having 

the ability to affect the audience’s perception 

of Sam.  The purpose of this study is to use 

previous framing research in order to 

evaluate how the present media has framed 

Michael Sam.   

• Michael Sam graduated from Missouri 

University. 

• He was a 260 pound defensive end for the 

Mizzou Tigers football team. 

• He was named South Eastern Conference 

(SEC) defensive player of the year in 

2013. 

• On February 9th, 2014, Michael Sam 

announced to The New York Times that he 

is gay.   

• On February 24, 2014, Sam attended the 

NFL combine to showcase his skills in 

front of hundreds of scouts.   

Method of Analysis: 

•Content Analysis: “content analysis integrates 

both data collection method and analytical 

technique as a research design to measure the 

occurrence of some identifiable element in a 

complete text or set of messages”  (Keyton, 2010) 

Artifact Analyzed: 

•Top Three Nationally-Circulated Newspapers: 

• 14 articles in The New York Times  

• 39 articles in The Washington Post 

• 27 articles in USA Today  

•Front page and sports section stories from 

February 10, 2014, the day Sam came out, to 

March 31, 2014. 

 

RQ1: How did the media frame Michael Sam?  

RQ2: What is the frequency of media coverage of 

Michael Sam after he came out as a gay athlete? 
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New York Times 6 3 5 0 0 0 0 14 

Washington Post 17 7 11 1 1 2 0 39 

USA Today 13 4 5 1 0 3 1 27 

Total 36 14 21 2 1 5 1 80 
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