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Mobile Media Sport: The Case for Building a Mobile Media and Communications Research Agenda  

 

Abstract 

Media sport researchers are frequently neglecting to analyse the rise, effects and meanings of mobile 

media and communications.  This situation is partly explained by the fact mobile media encompass 

practices, technologies and markets that are grounded historically in the telecommunications and 

information technology industries, which sit apart from the broadcast (radio and television) and print 

(newspapers and magazines) media that dominated the transmission, circulation and representation of 

professional sport for over a century.  It is now time to build a research agenda dedicated to the study 

of mobile media and communications, especially given the proliferation of mobile digital computing 

and mobile Internet.  Three reasons are presented in support of this argument.  First, mobile media 

and telecommunications introduce stories into the history of media sport that need to be recognised if 

its contemporary features are to be properly contextualised and understood.  Second, these stories are 

linked to an expanded range of meanings, technologies and infrastructures captured by the term media 

that must now be accounted for.  Third, mobile media reveal accelerating forms of hyper-

commodification that are locking media sport into privately controlled market frameworks.  A mobile 

research agenda also offers the potential for media sport scholarship to make a sustained contribution 

to the study of mediatisation processes, as well as mobile media and communications studies. 

 

Key words: mobile media, mobile technologies, telecommunications, the telephone, smartphones, 

hyper-commodification, mediatisation 
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Scholars studying media sport need to pay far greater attention to mobile media sport.  It is a focus that 

draws in a range of devices, networks and services, including smartphones, tablets, apps, live streaming, 

social networks, second screen practices, gaming, data analytics, mobile Internet, cameras, wearable 

media, sensors, cellular mobile and Wi-Fi networks, cloud computing and telecommunications services.  

This fact has significant consequences for the organisations and individuals who play, watch and profit 

from sporting competition and spectacle, as well as for those who study them.  As it stands, this 

significance is acknowledged in different ways in the existing literature, with varying aspects of mobile 

technologies, practices and policies examined by a modest number of largely disconnected scholars.1  

Consideration of mobile media is also regularly folded into broader analyses of media sport activities, 

markets, events and practices, involving intermittent or synoptic treatment of mobile technologies and 

wireless communications networks.2   

This article argues that the ubiquity of mobile media and communications requires a research 

agenda dedicated to the study of mobile media sport.  The building of this agenda entails concentrated 

attention on the features and impacts of mobile media as a key dimension of social experience in deeply 

mediatised, datafied and networked societies (Andrejevic, 2013; Castells, Qiu and Sey, 2007; Ling, 

2012; Couldry and Hepp, 2017).  Mobile media are a central reference point – the “norm” if you will 

– in this formulation, as they are how billions of people access digital content and Internet-based 

services across a vast array of public and private spaces.  This focus represents a departure from over a 

century of institutional and commercial history in which broadcast (radio and television) and print 

(newspapers and magazines) have been the dominant technologies sustaining the production, 

representation and consumption of sport.  Broadcast, print and, in more recent times, desktop 

computing all remain present and influential at this time.  This is especially the case with television 

given the remarkable affinity between live sport and the attraction of mass audiences who continue to 

enjoy communal and affective experiences (Billings, 2008; Billings et al., 2017; Rowe, 2014; Wenner 

and Billings, 2017).  But even the function of television is coming to be organised in relation to mobile 
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screens, with coverage increasingly structured and valued in relation to the multiplying content, 

eyeballs, data, advertising revenue and user practices that are available through smartphones and tablet 

computers (Hutchins and Sanderson, 2017; Lotz, 2014).  In other words, mobile is fast becoming a 

pivotal factor in determining the relationship between screens (cf. Hutchins and Rowe, 2012, p. 76).   

The change described here is propelled by the popularity of mobiles as media, and the entangled 

uses, applications and technologies that this development signifies (Goggin, 2006, 2011; Hjorth, 

Burgess and Richardson, 2012).  Leading mobile media scholar, Gerard Goggin, describes the evolution 

of this entanglement: 

By the middle of the decade in 2005, media industries were regarding mobiles as an integral 

part of cross-platform media businesses (Groebel et al. 2006).  Old and new media, 

entertainment and communications companies were increasingly taking a stake in mobile 

companies, mobile content and media ventures, and were creating or modifying 

programmes and materials for delivery on more and more advanced mobile handsets.  This 

was a period when camera phone culture became well and truly entrenched, mobile 

television emerged worldwide, and cell phones became used in tandem with YouTube and 

other video sharing internet architectures to create new forms of audio and televisual 

experience.  In the process cell phones became a serious part of mainstream business, 

policy, social life and public debate. (Goggin, 2011, p. 2) 

The relevance of this complex trajectory for media sport scholarship has several features.  It is necessary 

to recognise the habituation of mobile user practices and expectations over time (e.g. it is now over a 

decade since Apple’s released its first iconic smartphone, and 30 years or more have passed since mass 

market mobile phones became available).  The effects of habituation are apparent in the design and 

personalisation of mobile devices, apps, social networking and games for routine media sport 

consumption, and the continuing integration of apps, locative media, telecommunications services and 

wireless networks into the experience of live events and tournaments (Benigni, Porter and Wood, 2014; 
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Hutchins 2016a).  These developments dovetail with the role played by media sport in a relentless push 

towards ever increasing levels of sophistication and connectivity for consumer mobile devices, 

technologies and services (e.g. the development of new 3G mobile technical standards in China was 

part of how the 2008 Beijing Olympics was branded as a “High-Tech Olympics”, and the world’s first 

networks labelled as 5G were trialled at the 2018 winter Olympic Games in Pyeongchang, South Korea) 

(Humphreys and Finlay, 2008; Interdigital, 2016).  This push is underpinned by the growing sums 

expended on mobile and digital advertising that have obvious implications for how the “media sport 

content economy” operates and who exercises power in it (e.g. spending in the US on advertising for 

mobile and digital surpassed television for the first time in 2016, led by the duopoly of Google and 

Facebook) (Hutchins and Rowe, 2012; Hutchins, 2014). 

The foundations for the arguments presented here are social, technological and economic.  

They privilege the idea of socio-technical interdependence – or the mutual constitution of social 

relations, media, technology, markets and individuals – under the conditions of global informational 

capitalism (Silverstone, 1999; Mosco, 2017).  At the level of the social, mobile media and 

communications are core components in the operation of interlocking national and global mobility 

systems that inform the social identities, experiences, life-chances and relationships of citizens and 

consumers (Elliott and Urry, 2010; Urry, 2007).  Within these systems mobile media are a primary 

means for the distribution and sharing of messages, news, information, video, audio, images and voices, 

which are the raw materials that structure social realities and media markets (Couldry and Hepp, 2017; 

Miller, 2014).  This function is tied to the historically unprecedented spread of mobile media 

technologies: devices, formats, screens, sensors, networks and infrastructures across myriad social 

worlds, cultures, communities, nations, regions, continents and, indeed, the globe (Andrejevic and 

Burdon, 2015; Goggin, 2011; Goggin and Hjorth, 2014).  For instance, at the end of 2017 there were 

an estimated 2.3 billion smartphone users in the world and 4.3 billion mobile broadband subscriptions 

(ITU, 2017; Statista, 2018).  To differing degrees and in various ways, sport serves to “embed” mobile 
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communications into society because the world is awash with sporting symbols, images, forms, events, 

spaces and bodies (Ling, 2012; Rowe, 2004a).  A research agenda is needed to address and assess the 

role of mobile media sport in this process, identifying the ways in which sport is constitutive of new 

developments in wider social, media and commercial spheres, where it is influenced by developments 

occurring in other fields of activity and practice, and the ways it is changing as a result of these dynamics. 

 Three reasons are presented in support of building a mobile media research agenda.  First, 

mobile media introduce stories into the history of media sport that need to be recognised if the 

contemporary features of its transmission and circulation are to be properly contextualised and 

understood.  Second, these stories are linked to an expanded range of symbolic meanings and material 

technologies captured by the term media that must now be accounted for in the investigation and 

analysis of media sport.  To ignore these meanings and infrastructures is to neglect how media sport is 

presently produced, commodified, sold, experienced and consumed, as well as how it connects to the 

wider digital, media, telecommunications and cultural sectors.  Third, mobile media reveal intensifying 

forms of hyper-commodification that are locking media sport into privately controlled market 

frameworks.  As will be discussed in the conclusion, a mobile media research agenda also offers the 

potential for media sport scholarship to make a sustained contribution to the examination of broader 

mediatisation processes, as well as mobile media and communications studies. 

 

Old Stories, Mobile Futures 

The role of the telephone and telecommunications in the history of sport is a curious one.  They are 

frequently present and used by journalists, news providers, coaches, officials, athletes and fans, and 

serve notable functions in how sport information is accessed and shared, events planned, decision 

made, tactics communicated, movements organised, and issues debated.  Yet, the telephone and 

telecommunications are mostly overlooked because of their separation from broadcasting systems over 

time and their integration into a network system designed primarily for one-to-one communication in 
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domestic contexts (Fischer, 1992).  In assembling a mobile media sport research agenda, it is important 

that this history be excavated if we are to identify why telephony underwrites contemporary uses of 

mobile media and the futures they help envision.  Two examples are used here to demonstrate this 

point.  The first shows the telephone as a technology used to broadcast news and entertainment over a 

hundred years ago, and the second highlights telephony’s long-standing presence in the design of 

stadiums and the operation of major events.         

Much like the smartphone, the telephone was envisioned as a “vehicle of entertainment” in its 

early applications, including by one of the men credited with its invention, Alexander Graham Bell 

(Aronson, 2016, p. 23).  In the 1880s, the telephone was used to extend the audience for theatre 

productions, music performances, church services and weather reports to private homes, followed by 

news summaries in major cities such as Chicago, London and Paris around the turn of the twentieth 

century (Fischer, 1992; Marvin, 1988; Winston, 1998).  In her seminal book, When Old Technologies 

Were New, historian Carolyn Marvin makes reference to the telephone operators of the Cleveland 

Company who kept track of live baseball scores so as to answer questions about the progress of games 

posed by any of their 2,400 subscribers (1988, pp. 213-14).  She also outlines the relaying of sport news 

by telephone as part of a daily programming schedule produced by Telefon Hiromondó in Budapest, 

Hungary, from 1893 until after World War 1 (also see Briggs, 1977).  Inspired by the Hungarian service, 

a similar operation appeared in Newark, New Jersey, in 1911.  Run by the New Jersey Telephone Herald 

Company, the sporting and theatrical news was read from 2:45pm to 3:15pm for the benefit of more 

than 1,000 subscribers who paid a nickel a day to access the service.  In accounting for this history of 

the telephone as media, Marvin shows how it served a “transitional” function as a “proto-broadcasting 

system” that anticipated twentieth-century radio by blending oral address, newspaper reports and 

telephone capabilities (Marvin, 1988, pp. 222, 231). 

 The telephone also performed important logistical functions in the staging and experience of 

sport events over many decades, enabling communication with and between officials, coaches, athletes 
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and journalists.  It is a use that pre-empts present-day concerns with the often unseen role of extensive 

telecommunications, mobile Internet and networked data infrastructures in mediatised social 

interactions and events (Farman, 2015).  As John Durham Peters observes, this invisibility is a problem 

given that modernity is a story of proliferating infrastructures that have no content per se, but 

nonetheless exercise considerable power in how the world comes to be organised by and experienced 

through them (e.g. road and transport networks, electricity grids, markets and finance systems, defence 

and military installations, telecommunications, satellites, the Internet, server farms and cloud 

computing) (2015, p. 31).  The telephone and the networks it makes possible were no exception, as the 

case of the 1932 Olympics in Los Angeles illustrates.   

The Official Report of the Games of the 10th Olympiad features a section titled “Communication 

System” that details the “Telephone Organization” that supported the operational and administrative 

dimensions of the event (Xth Olympiade Committee, 1933).  The effectiveness of the telephone 

network that connected the main Stadium with the Central Executive Office, Olympic Village and 

other sporting venues is celebrated for a level of efficiency that saw it operate seemingly beneath the 

level of perception: 

The system adopted and installed was designed with such care and functioned with such 

automatic smoothness that members of the Organizing Committee were hardly conscious 

of its existence as a mechanical system. (Xth Olympiade Committee, 1933, p. 156; Wilson, 

2015, p. 42)3   

Planned and installed by the Southern California Telephone Company, the system for the Games 

handled an estimated 500,000 calls that travelled through two 80 line switchboards and 46 trunk lines.  

A team of 20 female operators answered incoming calls on the listed lines, serving the double purpose 

of screening calls coming into the Central Executive Office and acting as an information bureau for 

members of the public (Xth Olympiade Committee, 1933, pp. 156-57).  Photographs of the telephone 

exchange are also one of the few parts of the Report where women feature prominently and consistently 
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(other sections are “ticket sales” and “flags and decorations”), indicating how people in the telephone 

industry associated the labour of telephony with women (Fischer, 1992; Maddox, 1977).  Telephony 

reveals yet another dimension of gendered social divisions in the history of both media and sport. 

 The relevance of the stories presented here is demonstrated by the rapidly expanding role of 

smartphones, tablets, phablets, and wearable media devices (e.g. smart watches and glasses) in the 

delivery of sport content and entertainment services, including highlights, news and results, audio 

commentary, mobile video, live streaming, live statistics and visualisations, and daily fantasy sports.  

Access to these services is enabled by extensive telecommunications and wireless communications 

networks accessed by users.  The example of the “state-of-the-art” telephone system installed for the 

1932 summer Olympics also foregrounds the transformation of major sport stadiums and venues into 

wireless technology infrastructures that support extensive telecommunications networks and mobile 

media services (Hutchins, 2016a).  These stories matter because they emphasise an evolving range of 

user and commercial practices that flow from the mixing of telephony, telecommunications and media.  

It is a history that needs closer attention and its own full-length study. 

 

Rethinking the Media in Media Sport 

The rise of mobile technologies requires a re-evaluation of what is captured by the term “media” in 

media sport.  The continuing legacies of the mass media paradigm in the presentation and conduct of 

sport need to be acknowledged, but so must the fact that media are now constituted by a more open-

ended and dispersed series of mobile interfaces, platforms, data and networks (Couldry, 2012).  Media 

sport scholarship is only just beginning to grapple seriously with this dispersal, which involves an 

ongoing reassessment of what the term media encompasses. 

Roughly two decades old, the smartphone offers an instructive example of mutability in mobile 

media and consumer technology.  The term smartphone references a dual function handheld device 

that connects to both cellular mobile telecommunications and Internet-based wireless networks.  
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Regular changes in the repertoires of connection and media capabilities offered by this device are linked 

to increases in mobile computing power, storage capacity, battery life and network connectivity, as well 

as to engineering and design initiatives, software innovation and generative user practices.  The 

smartphone is, in effect, a “confluence technology” (Merchant, 2017, p. 381), with the features of this 

mass-produced piece of mobile hardware having a direct impact on the affordances and limitations of 

media sport services and experiences.  For instance, many smartphones presently combine a mobile 

phone with evolving assemblages of computing and sensor technologies, including an operating system, 

software applications (apps), touchscreen, voice activated virtual assistant, front and rear cameras, 

microphone, global positioning satellite (GPS) receiver, Bluetooth, light emitting diode (LED) flash, 

gyroscope, accelerometer, magnometer, proximity sensor, near-field communication (NFC) antenna 

and rechargeable lithium-ion or lithium-polymer battery.  Given the annual cycle of new releases, this 

range of features continues to change and even the capacity of individual features is subject to alteration 

(e.g. operating systems, cameras, apps, messaging systems and emoji, batteries, and the functionality 

and fidelity of voice recognition).4  These capacities are then tied to a range of wireless network 

technologies (including 3G, 4G, LTE, Wi-Fi, WiMAX and LTE networks) that determine the 

functionality of devices because of available bandwidth, geographical reach, signal robustness, and 

access to specific carriers and proprietary services.   

Understood as a socio-technical artefact, the smartphone is a useful object to think about the 

impacts of mobile media and communications in sport.  Drawing on the well-known insights of Roger 

Silverstone and Leslie Haddon about the domestication of communications technologies, the 

generation of these impacts is based on the fact that mobile media technologies are “doubly articulated” 

as material and symbolic objects; that is, they function as both objects and bearers of meaning 

(Silverstone and Haddon, 1996; Hepp and Krotz, 2014).  Parallel symbol-object relations can be found 

in religion (totems), economics (money) and sport (emblems, uniforms and stadiums) throughout their 

respective histories (Miller, 2010).  Mutually constitutive symbolic and material relations evolve through 



 10 

an ongoing articulation between smartphones as branded commodities and objects, the intended and 

unintended practices they afford in the context of media sport, and how their use anticipates, responds 

to and represents the conditions they are used in.   

An obvious instance in which the inseparability of the symbolic and material can be observed 

is the sponsorship of sport by mobile handset and technology manufacturers.  Sponsorship deals and 

branding campaigns work to link the symbols and images of media sport with the presentation, 

packaging and distribution of smartphones across national, regional and international territories.  The 

global reach of major East Asian mobile phone manufacturers and distributors, including South 

Korea’s Samsung and China’s Huawei, are evidence of how the qualities, images and meanings of sport 

are embedded within the smartphone as a consumer product and physical object.  Samsung in 

particular highlights the leading role played by prominent Asian nations in terms of smartphone 

adoptions rates and innovative mobile media cultures, and the expansive media and capital flows that 

construct a diverse “Asian” region as a potent cultural index around the world (Hjorth, 2009; p.2; Qiu, 

2010).  For example, Samsung has been part of The Olympic Partner (TOP) Programme since 1998, 

which ranks as one of the most successful and transformational corporate sponsorship programmes in 

the history of sport marketing (Tomlinson, 2008).  The promotion of Samsung’s involvement with the 

International Olympic Committee (IOC) articulates the centrality of “smart” mobile technologies to 

the experience of the Games:   

… innovative mobile phone technologies provide the Olympic Family with real-time, user 

location-based information service and interactive communications.  Samsung hosts 

various digital marketing campaigns to share the excitement of the Olympic Games with 

people around the world and enable everyone to participate in the Games through its smart 

mobile technology … (Samsung News Room, 2014) 

The 2016 summer Games in Rio de Janeiro saw Samsung promote its range of mobile devices through 

the presentation of 12,500 “Olympic Games Edition” S7 edge smartphones to competing athletes from 
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around the world, and the operation of three “corporate showcase pavilions” that promoted 

“Samsung’s latest mobile products and Gear VR technology” to attendees and athletes (IOC, 2016).  

Samsung also developed the official “Rio 2016” mobile app that was made available in eight languages, 

including Mandarin, Japanese, Korean, Spanish and Portuguese.  These sponsorship and media 

arrangements continue in the Paralympic Games, with Samsung sponsoring the International 

Paralympic Committee (IPC) since 2006.  Declaring itself as the world’s third largest producer of mobile 

phones, Samsung embedded mobile media devices into the presentation of elite level disability sport 

through the Rio 2016 “Paralympic Bloggers” (or Vloggers) initiative, which was first run in London in 

2012.  The Brazilian Paralympics saw 30 athletes from a range of sports, impairment classifications and 

countries issued with Galaxy S7 smartphones to record their experiences and behind-the-scenes footage 

of the Games.  The resulting videos were edited and uploaded for viewing onto the YouTube channel 

of the Paralympic Games and athlete social networking accounts (IPC, 2016; Goggin and Hutchins, 

2017). 

Another telling example of the interconnection between sport, smartphones and mobile media 

is a high-profile partnership between the Groupe Spéciale Mobile Association (GSMA) (the peak 

representative, standards and industry body that covers an estimated 800 mobile operators in 220 

countries and runs the annual Mobile World Congress in Spain) and FC Barcelona (the La Liga 

association football club that claims the greatest numbers of followers throughout the world, including 

on five continents).5  Signed in 2017, this three-year collaborative agreement promotes football as a 

driver for “cutting-edge” innovation in mobile technologies and offers the GSMA a popular purchase 

that encloses the control of mobile networks in privately controlled market and intellectual property 

domains.  It is an arrangement that frames the control of mobile media and wireless networks in the 

future as much as the present:    

They will collaborate on technological initiatives in areas like big data, the internet of things 

(IoT), mobile identity and authentification (sic), and next generation networks, among 
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others.  Moreover, FC Barcelona will promote these and other initiatives at the Mobile 

World Congress in Barcelona, Shanghai and America … FC Barcelona and GSMA will 

work together to develop the use of Barça Innovation Hub as a means of providing new 

innovations … For example, big data and IoT could be used to connect sensors to track 

elements at the Camp Nou like the crowd or the air quality.  Mobile identity solutions like 

Mobile Connect could be used to allow FC Barcelona users access to their technological 

services and to validate online transactions. (FC Barcelona, 2017) 

This description positions mobile technologies as the lynchpin in what Vincent Mosco (2014, 2017) 

calls “the Next Internet”, involving a convergence between cloud computing, big data analytics and the 

Internet of Things.  FC Barcelona is a laboratory, co-promoter and beneficiary in the development of 

the international technical standards and proprietary systems that make this convergence possible.  It 

is an arrangement that combines the popular symbolism of global football, the materiality of mobile 

media and telecommunications networks, and the stimulation of new and emerging global commercial 

markets. 

The two cases discussed in this section are but two of the many available showing that media 

sport is an institutional context that continuously generates cultural meanings linked to effects in the 

social world, symbolic relations, media systems and the marketplace.  Examined in this light, the 

partnerships between the IOC and Samsung and the GSMA and FC Barcelona are part of the ceaseless 

struggle over the meaning and control of technologies, seeking to influence the development, 

distribution and use of mobile media.  A fascinating feature of these relationships is the fact media 

sport no longer only receives and adapts existing mobile technologies produced by hardware 

manufacturers, digital media corporations and network providers.  Rather, it is starting to play a visible 

role in leading the promotion and design of mobile technologies intended for deployment across the 

wider mobile, digital media and telecommunications industries.   
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Mobile-led Hyper-Commodification 

Mobile media and communications are accelerating the hyper-commodification of global media sport, 

which is a development that needs to be investigated and critiqued.  Marrying philosophical and 

sociological perspectives, Adrian Walsh and Richard Giulianotti (2007) explain that hyper-

commodification refers to the quantitative increase in the economic value of professional sports and 

leagues and their enclosure in all-encompassing marketised relations, as well as the intensifying 

commodification of secondary, ancillary and non-play aspects of sport.  That media sport is a site for 

hyper-commodification is widely understood because of its prominence in global consumer and media 

cultures, and its continuing interpenetration with neoliberal logics and “market-mediated” modes of 

life (Andrews and Silk, 2018; Giulianotti and Numerato, 2018; Wenner, 2014, p. 736).  

Unlike the broadcast era, the objective for those seeking to exercise commercial power through 

mobile media and telecommunications is about much more than the control of rights and content.  

The organisation and distribution of media platforms and infrastructures are a primary focus.  

Understood as media, mobile technologies are doubly-commodified at the familiar level of content, 

advertising and audiences and the less familiar level of competing devices, telecommunications 

networks, data and user practices.  This “double process of commodification” enacts a feedback loop 

in which popular content and advertising connects with the expansion of networks, user numbers, 

data, platforms, and mobile-led consumption opportunities (cf. Cohen, 2013, p. 179).  This double 

process draws media sport ever further away from the public domain, the lifeworld of citizens and its 

long-standing role in the maintenance of cultural citizenship (Rowe, 2004b; Scherer and Rowe, 2014).  

Major leagues and events are commercial properties operating in an increasingly privatised mobile 

“enclosure” in which anything but the further commodification of sport is difficult to achieve, and the 

proposal of alternative models for organising and funding sport are circumscribed (Andrejevic, 2007, 

p. 2).   
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In this environment, the future of sport is framed as a place of limitless commercial potential 

underpinned by a utopian commitment to the transformative powers of mobile technologies.  Funded 

by Delaware North,6 a privately held global corporation with extensive sporting interests, the annual 

Future of Sports report narrates the excitement of a future ready made for so-called innovators, disruptors 

and visionaries: 

The primary driver of all this accelerating change, Moore’s Law—the doubling of computing 

power every 18 months—will give way to quantum computing …  

For fans, it will be a new age of wonders.  They’ll be able to access an unlimited number 

of games, not to mention the private lives of their favorite players, on a round-the-clock basis.  

Virtual reality will provide fans the experience of standing next to their sports heroes as the 

action unfolds around them.  By expressing their collective voice through social media, fans 

will take part in decisions that were once made by a small set of sports executives in 

boardrooms.  Every fan will become a content provider: the amount of content streamed by 

fans from smartphones inside arenas will exceed the amount generated by official 

broadcasters — and will be seen by more people.   

Leagues and franchises will inevitably have to abandon the safe harbor of traditional 

broadcast deals and embrace the perils and potential of the Internet.  Non-broadcast media 

like Google, Netflix, Facebook, and, yes, Yahoo!, will provide new, highly personalized ways 

of watching live sports. (Attention Span Media, 2015)  

The overall result of such reverie is a curious but persistent combination.  There exists an undeniably 

seductive fascination for the latest mobile technologies and services that are “imbued with all the 

attraction of something new that [might] allows us to do new things in new ways” (original emphasis) 

(Wilmott, Fraser and Lammes, 2018, p. 79).  Yet, this fascination travels alongside a foreshortening of 

the imaginaries of sporting competition and fandom that are filtered through the lens of transactional 
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value and economic capital.  In effect, a cultural enchantment with the “digital sublime” is integrated 

into market-driven logics of mobile media consumption, connection and interaction (Mosco, 2004). 

The historic 50th edition of the National Football League (NFL) Super Bowl in 2016 is a helpful 

example when thinking about the mobile-led hyper-commodification of media sport.  Played at Levi’s 

Stadium in Santa Clara, California, the Denver Broncos defeated the Carolina Panthers 24–10 before 

a crowd of 71,088 spectators.  The Super Bowl’s familiar combination of “mythic spectacle” and 

“commodity aesthetics” were on full display, including aggressive sporting masculinity, nationalism, 

race, militarism, corporate wealth and advertising (Oates and Furness, 2015; Real, 1975; Real and 

Wenner, 2017).  However, the communications networks, screens and media practices surrounding 

this event also exposed a major shift in the staging and experience of the game.  

Wired, the journal of record for romanticised hi-tech rhetoric, set the tone for the game when 

it declared, “Silicon Valley is commandeering San Francisco’s Super Bowl” (Alba, 2016).7  Sitting 

beneath the hyperbole are a series of changes that encapsulate the growing role of wireless 

communications and mobile devices in sport.  Giants of the digital technology and telecommunications 

industries signed on as sponsors of the Super Bowl and its host committee, including Google, Apple, 

Intel, Yahoo! and Verizon.  The car transport mobile app and ride service, Uber, paid to establish 

exclusive pick-up and drop-off areas outside Levi’s Stadium.  Google supplied its commuter fleet of 100 

buses to transport more than 5,000 fans to the game.  For those spectators who drove a vehicle to the 

game, ParkHub deployed a mobile point-of-sale system to monitor parking spaces and traffic flow for 

over 7,000 vehicles, including 580 limousines and 392 buses.  A Super Bowl 50 Stadium App for 

Android and iOS mobile operating systems offered venue maps, in-seat beverage ordering, and instant 

replays of the on-field action from four different angles.  Spectators also used the app to watch the 

famously expensive Super Bowl advertisements moments after they aired on broadcast television, 

including one for the Amazon Echo featuring Alec Baldwin, Missy Elliott and Dan Marino.8  The 

game’s venue, Levi’s Stadium, is a built infrastructure for mobile communications and sensor-based 
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networks, boasting “more than 1,200 Wi-Fi access points, approximately 1,200 Bluetooth beacons, and 

a backbone of 40 Gbps of available internet bandwidth” (Maddox, 2016).  The use of smartphones by 

spectators accounted for 10.1TB of data traffic on the stadium Wi-Fi network.  Telecommunications 

carriers such as Verizon, AT&T, Sprint and T-Mobile handled another 15.9TB of data uploaded and 

downloaded with the assistance of Distributed Antenna System (DAS) networks.  Down on the side 

lines, coaches and players accessed custom-built Microsoft Surface tablet computers – the “Official 

Tablet of the NFL” – to review and plan plays over the course of the game.  A specialist NFL game day 

frequency coordinator assigned the teams a protected Wi-Fi frequency to ensure the smooth operation 

of the tablets and coach-to-coach and coach-to-player communications, including the allocation of a 

back-up frequency in the event of unexpected interference.  Radio frequency identification (RFID) tags 

inserted into the shoulder pads of each player recorded location-based data in real-time via receivers 

installed in the stadium.9  Acceleration, alignment, speed and distance data for each player was relayed 

to broadcasters and made available to fans on the NFL app.  

Scholars must attune themselves to the hyper-commodification of communications, media and 

user practices made possible by mobile media and telecommunications networks.  These practices make 

it difficult – if not impossible – to consume sporting content, events and experiences outside of 

commercial frameworks and relations.  The proliferation of smart watches (including the Apple Watch 

and Samsung Gear), activity trackers (including Fitbit and Garmin devices), and health and fitness apps 

extends this process further into recreational sport and everyday movement, ensuring the quantified-

self is indivisible from the commodified-self (Lupton, 2016; Millington, 2014; Mosco, 2017).  Few, if 

any, dimensions of mobile media sport are immune from commodification and marketisation. The 

popularity and sheer abundance of sport and sporting activity awards it a capacity to gradually normalise 

a superficially de-politicised set of commercial media and communications arrangements; a capacity 

that matches or arguably exceeds other areas of the cultural industries, including music, film and 

publishing (although sport obviously intersects with each).  This capacity is extended by a combination 
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of spectacle, corporatised entertainment and habituated media consumption, and then deepened by 

mobile media and their march through social space and unrelenting demands on user attention and 

time. 

 

Conclusion 

Mobile media express the possibilities, qualities and practices of a dominant socio-technical order.  The 

building of a mobile media and communications research agenda promises new insights into how 

media sport interacts with the mediatised cultures and markets that structure this order.  It is also an 

agenda that presents two opportunities for media sport scholars to contribute to the wider discipline 

of communications and media studies into the future.   

The first potential contribution is to the study of mediatisation, which is the subject of a fast-

growing literature (see Livingstone and Lunt, 2014).  Sport is a peripheral feature of this literature, 

despite David Altheide and Robert Snow (1979) having ranked sport behind only politics in their 

widely-cited conceptualisation of “media logic” over forty years ago.  Media sport scholars such as 

Kirsten Frandsen (2014, 2016) and others are working to rectify this situation, analysing how 

mediatisation processes relate to the structure and experience of sport in multiple social settings 

(Billings and Wenner, 2017; Birkner & Nölleke, 2016; Butterworth, 2017; Hutchins, 2016a).  My call 

for a greater focus on mobile media sport dovetails with core concerns in mediatisation research.  For 

example, the social conditions that foster “deep mediatisation” are manifest through the mutual 

constitution of institutional media power (the “institutionalist” tradition) and everyday media practice 

(the “social constructivist” tradition) (Hepp, 2013, p. 616).  Evidence of how these traditions reinforce 

each other is hinted at throughout this article, including telecommunications infrastructures and the 

changing geometries of media sport, the marketing and use of smartphones and other mobile devices 

by athletes and fans, the design of mobile apps (e.g. social networking, gaming, in-stadium) and their 

uptake by fans and spectators, the increasing circulation and consumption of media sport content via 
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habitually accessed mobile devices and services, and the capacity of mobile media to naturalise 

commodified experiences in sport.  The outcome of these developments is helping to determine the 

shape and feel of contemporary media sport and the readers of this journal have much to offer in 

explaining why this is the case.   

 The second contribution is to mobile media and communications studies.  There is limited 

interaction between media sport scholarship and mobile communications research.  This is a missed 

opportunity given the established role of telecommunications carriers (e.g. Verizon, Telstra, Vodafone, 

Hutchison Whampoa, China Unicom, Econet) and mobile device manufacturers (e.g. Samsung, 

Huawei, HTC, Alcatel) in coverage rights markets and/or the promotion and sponsorship of sport.  

Furthermore, the significance of the mobile phone in commonplace sporting interactions was 

identified by Raymond Boyle as far back as 2004:  

Mobile phones have become an increasingly important part of the wider social practice of 

attending live sport, as an organizing aid, as a source of information and even as a way of 

connecting with other friends not at the live event (phones being used to relay the 

atmosphere at major football matches is not an uncommon sight at big games).  Postmatch 

they allow easy access to the interactive radio phone-in programs that review the incidents 

and actions from the events. (pp. 79-80) 

The picture since 2004 is one where sport makes infrequent appearances in a rapidly expanding mobile 

media literature.  For instance, a journal such as Mobile Media and Communication publishes very few 

articles dealing with sport (Cohen, 2014; Wang, 2015).  The reverse is true of Communication and Sport 

with some exceptions (Billings et al., 2017; Cunningham and Eastin, 2017; Thorpe, 2017).  The latter 

is surprising given the steady stream of articles that examine sport and social networking services, but 

which pay little heed to the fact these services are designed for and powered by “mobile social 

computing” (Feijóo et al., 2009).  These deficits present an opportunity for collaboration and exchange 

that moves sport closer to the heart of mobile media research and, in the process, establishes mobile 
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communications as a key focus in the study of media sport.  Early demonstrations of how such cross-

fertilisation might be achieved are also available, including the co-authoring of chapters, invitations to 

contribute to edited collections, cross-disciplinary collaboration, and publication strategies that reach 

across both sport and mobile communications journals (Benigni et al., 2014; Evens et al., 2011; Goggin, 

2013; Humphreys and Finlay, 2008; Kang, 2015, 2017).  

Mobile media are intervening in media sport and reconfiguring the forms and technologies that 

bring it into being.  In turn, these interventions are working to alter the mobile media practices and 

markets that are connected to and exist beyond sport, highlighting sport’s status as a premium asset in 

media markets globally and its remarkable popularity throughout wider social worlds.  If sport culture 

is inseparable from media culture, as Altheide and Snow (1979) assert, then mobile technologies are 

central to why this is now the case in deeply mediatised societies.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes 
1 E.g. Agur, 2015; Benigni, Porter and Wood, 2014; Boyle, 2004; Byrne, 2011; Dittmore and Hutchins, 2017; Evens et al., 
2011; Evers, 2015, 2016; Goggin, 2013; Kang, 2015, 2017; Humphreys and Finlay, 2008; Hutchins, 2014, 2016a, 2016b; 
Hutchins and Boyle, 2017; Hutchins and Sanderson, 2017; Kretzchmar, 2008; Watkins and Lewis, 2014. 
2 E.g. Billings, Angelini and MacArthur, 2017; Hutchins, 2016c; Hutchins and Rowe, 2012; Miah, 2017; Rowe, 2011, 2014; 
Evens, Iosifidis and Smith, 2013; Galily, 2014; Tamir, 2016; Thorpe, 2014, 2017; Toffoletti, 2017. 
3 The admiration evident in this quotation hints at the cultural idealisation of communications technology when “it just 
works”, with this utopian image of “effortless usability” later leveraged by Apple in their successful marketing campaign of 
the mid-2000’s (Burgess, 2012, p. 37).  
4 A constant cycle of new smartphone models also leads to significant environmental impacts because of the toxic materials 
used in the production of devices and a failure to recycle many discarded mobile phones (Maxwell and Miller, 2012). 
5 The GSMA is the European-based international trade body that supports mobile network operators worldwide that use 
the Universal Mobile Telecommunications System (UMTS) for 3G and 4G services, which is based on the GSM standard.  
See Goggin (2006) for a discussion of the relationship between GMS and the development of UTMS-based 3G networks 
during the 1990s and 2000s. See Goig (2008) for details about Barcelona FC. 
6 Delaware North owns the National Hockey League’s (NHL) Boston Bruins. It provides catering and retail services to many 
sporting venues throughout North America, as well as selected major stadiums and venues in the UK and Australia, 
including Wembley Stadium and Melbourne and Olympic Parks (home of the Australian Tennis Open). 
7 See Streeter (2011) for an explanation of Wired’s role in the popularisation of the Internet and digital technologies over 
many years. 
8 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RY5258I27nA  
9 See Frith (2015) for discussion of the relationship between RFID chips and locative and mobile media. 
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