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Abstract. El clásico (the classic) is the name given to any football match between rival clubs FC Barcelona 
and Real Madrid. It is a global event full of drama that reflects sporting rivalry, politics, and identity. This 
article analyses the treatment of 2090 journalistic pieces covering 34 clásicos published by leading sports 
newspapers Marca and Mundo Deportivo from the 2003-2004 season to the 2020-2021 season. We use 
content analysis and the framing theory to capture when journalistic biases link sports with politics and 
identity. Concretely, we search for signs of language that might fuel conflict. The results indicate that the 
dominant frame presents matches from an athletic and competitive point of view. However, there is also 
a significant number of journalistic pieces in which confrontation arises from national identity issues and 
political strife around the Catalan question. Sometimes, war-like language is used to describe football. This 
is a relevant issue since several studies point to a connection between conflict around sports and physical, 
psychological, and symbolic violence outside the stadium. The study concludes that sports journalism relies 
on a limited set of sources and spectacular reporting.
Keywords. Football, sports journalism, information, identity, content analysis.

ES Fútbol, política e identidad: El lenguaje de la confrontación 
en la cobertura periodística del deporte en España

Resumen. El clásico es el nombre que se le da a cualquier partido de fútbol entre los clubes rivales FC 
Barcelona y Real Madrid. Se trata de un evento global lleno de dramatismo que refleja rivalidad deportiva, 
política e identidad. Este artículo analiza el tratamiento de 2090 piezas periodísticas que cubren 34 clásicos, 
publicadas por los diarios deportivos Marca y Mundo Deportivo desde la temporada 2003-2004 hasta la 
2020-2021. Utilizamos el análisis de contenido y la teoría del encuadre para identificar cuándo los sesgos 
periodísticos vinculan el deporte con la política y la identidad. En concreto, buscamos signos de un lenguaje 
que pueda alimentar el conflicto. Los resultados indican que el marco dominante presenta los partidos 
desde una perspectiva atlética y competitiva. Sin embargo, también existe un número significativo de piezas 
periodísticas en las que la confrontación surge de cuestiones de identidad nacional y de la disputa política 
en torno a la cuestión catalana. En ocasiones, se emplea un lenguaje bélico para describir el fútbol. Este es 
un asunto relevante, dado que varios estudios señalan una conexión entre el conflicto en torno al deporte y 
la violencia física, psicológica y simbólica fuera del estadio. El estudio concluye que el periodismo deportivo 
se apoya en un conjunto limitado de fuentes y en la espectacularización de la información.
Palabras clave. Fútbol, periodismo deportivo, información, identidad, análisis de contenido.
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1. Introduction
Soccer is a sport that helps channel peoples’ dif-
ferences in a regulated environment to prevent 
athletic confrontation from leading to violence. It is 
a way for regions and countries to hate each other 
without the consequences of fighting against each 
other. But could it be that, sometimes, the hostility 
between soccer fans brews by mixing sports with 
politics? Is conflict fuelled by the aggressive lan-
guage employed in sports news? This article ex-
amines how leading sports newspapers Marca and 
Mundo Deportivo cover football matches between 
FC Barcelona (Barça) and Real Madrid. It aims to 
identify cues in the stories that use political ten-
sions and display visual and antagonistic discursive 
strategies. These matches are popularly known as el 
clásico (the classic).

El clásico is a significant subject for 
Communication and Sport researchers because of 
its massive reach. It gathers hundreds of millions 
of viewers worldwide. The match also has politi-
cal symbolism: FC Barcelona represents the as-
pirations of many Catalan nationalists, while Real 
Madrid embodies Spanish centralism. El clásico 
embeds historical, political, cultural, and sport-
ing dimensions that have defined a “Real Madrid- 
FC Barcelona axis” (O’Brien, 2013, p. 321). It is a 
“post-modern excess of consumption, celebrating 
the conflicts between [coaches José] Mourinho and 
[Pep] Guardiola, [players Cristiano] Ronaldo and 
[Lionel] Messi, Barcelona, and Madrid, Catalonia 
and Spain” (O’Brien, 2013, p. 315).

This article combines politics, identity, and sports 
journalism studies to identify traces of confrontation 
in sports stories. We use ‘soccer’ as a synonym of 
football for variety’s sake.

2. Theoretical framework

2.1. Soccer and politics
Although there were efforts to separate athletic ac-
tivity from politics, both maintain a close relationship. 
The exceptional power of sports to summon, galva-
nize, and connect people through a shared fondness 
for physical activity has been employed for different 
political purposes. However, this connection is often 
denied. In the prologue of Los cuerpos del poder, 
Josep Ramoneda argues that, while everybody ac-
cepts the political utility of sports, many assure that 
sports are foreign to politics (Suárez, 2015). Soccer 
offers drama, intense emotions, and a combination 
of sport and theatre which makes it useful as a po-
litical tool.

One example is sports diplomacy, which can 
serve to advance foreign policy goals (Murray, 2020). 
Qatar Foundation has employed FC Barcelona for 
country branding (Ginesta & De San Eugenio, 2013), 
and Catalonia has used sports to expand its interna-
tional reach (Xifra, 2009). The Geopolitical Economy 
of Sport (Chadwick et al., 2023) explores the inter-
sections between sports, money, power, politics, 
and state in different situations, including the cur-
rent war in Ukraine and Barcelona’s branding efforts 
through football. At a smaller scale, for instance, 
Guardiola —manager of Manchester City and former 
Barça captain (1997-2001)— has been an unofficial 

Catalan ambassador, opening a Twitter account in 
Catalan for Manchester City and speaking in favour 
of the cause (I. T., 2021). Fans can also be place am-
bassadors, as in the case of another Spanish team, 
Girona FC, whose supporters promote their regional 
identity (Ginesta & De San Eugenio, 2022).

Sports and politics also coexist in public lan-
guage in two ways. First, politicians use sports 
terms to imply that there are attacks, defences, 
tactics, low blows, corners, victories, and defeats 
in political contests. This way, political life is trivial-
ized with these metaphors so that people see the 
actions of politicians as a game. And second, soc-
cer reporting is a particular journalistic genre, full 
of metaphors and terms imported from politics, ge-
ometry, war, religion, and fauna (Murube, 2015). For 
Billings et al. (2017) metaphors work at a deep level, 
influencing our worldviews. This way, sports report-
ing produces images, beliefs, and collective iden-
tities around the nation (González Ramallal, 2014). 
Politics, sports, and media often work together to 
cultivate collective identities. However, mediated 
language can be used to fuel conflict, as Seijbelet 
al. (2002) observe happening in antisemitic or phi-
losemitic discourses about Dutch professional 
men’s football on Twitter.

Jarvie (2016, p. 286) was the first to note the 
emergence of identity politics in sports. He argued 
that “all identity politics involve a search for commu-
nity, a quest for belonging and recognition”. These 
identity aspirations are often shared among group 
members. They try to answer questions about who 
they are, who they can trust, and who is with them 
(Jarvie, 2016). Namely, soccer permeates spheres 
beyond the game, contributing to building collective 
identities.

Ismer (2011) looks at the process of constructing 
national identity through the creation of symbols and 
the embodiment of shared meanings in the media 
coverage of the FIFA World Cups 2006 and 1974. He 
notes that, first, the debate on nationalism “should 
not ignore the crucial role of emotions in the process 
of embodying the imagined community of the na-
tion”; and second, the “rituals of community”, such 
as the FIFA Football World Cups, provide “an im-
portant frame for experiencing collective emotions 
and thus create feelings of belonging to the nation” 
(Ismer, 2011, pp. 548.

How news media channel these ideas is also es-
sential to forging perceptions about teams, players, 
and competitions. Suárez (2015) argues that the sta-
dium heroes become a reference of the first order, 
capable of legitimizing a dictator or provoking a so-
cial mirage like the one radiating from the multieth-
nic French team that won the 1998 World Cup. The 
success of sports entertainment depends on the at-
tention offered to attractive icons, their star status-
es, and legendary rivalries. This is the case of the an-
tagonism between Lionel Messi (FC Barcelona, from 
2003 to 2021) and Cristiano Ronaldo (Real Madrid, 
from 2009 to 2018) (García del Barrio et al., 2019).

Here we argue that, over the years, el clásico —a 
ritual of community— has played a role in building 
Spanish and Catalan national identities, support-
ed by media, and examine whether that nationalist 
sentiment has been employed by two newspapers 
to fuel conflict.
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2.2. �Soccer, identities, and politics in 
Spain

The background for this analysis is the so-called 
“Catalan question”. In 2019, the Spanish supreme 
court tried 12 Catalan leaders accused of rebellion, 
sedition, and misuse of public funds over their roles 
in the failed attempt for independence in 2017. Nine 
were cleared of rebellion but convicted of the less-
er charges (BBC, 2019). For many in Spain, while 
Real Madrid —based in the Spanish capital— signi-
fies the centrality of the state, FC Barcelona rep-
resents the aspirations of a separate Catalan state 
(Vinicius, 2020).

The case of soccer is paradigmatic due to its ca-
pacity to unite and simultaneously separate groups 
around the idea of the nation. Football connects 
people with diverse sociocultural origins, and, at the 
same time, regroups the others in symbolic spaces 
of identity, us and others. Nationalism and football 
are characterized by the ‘emotional burden’ and 
passion that people invest in defending their sym-
bols and beliefs (González Ramallal, 2014, p. 345).

In Spain, national identity and football are in-
tertwined. For example, Bilbao’s Athletic Club cul-
tivates the idea that it is an independent Basque 
team and engages only Basque players. In contrast, 
FC Barcelona, in 2018, was the Spanish team with 

Table 1. El clásico audiences in Spain (2003-2021).

Date TV channel Stadium TV type Audiences Results
19/4/2003 Autonómicas La 2 Santiago Bernabéu open 7405000 1-1
6/12/2003 Autonómicas Camp Nou open 8 329 000 1-2
25/4/2004 Digital+ Santiago Bernabéu paid 1-2
20/11/2004 TVE / TV3 Camp Nou open 9 290 000 3-0
10/4/2005 Digital + Santiago Bernabéu paid 4-2
19/11/2005 Digital + Santiago Bernabéu paid 0-3
2/4/2006 Autonómicas Camp Nou open 6 429 000 1-1

22/10/2006 Digital + Santiago Bernabéu paid 4 547 000 2-0
10/3/2007 Sexta Camp Nou open 7 251 000 3-3

23/12/2007 Digital+ Camp Nou paid 0-1
7/5/2008 Telecinco Santiago Bernabéu open 9264000 4-1

13/12/2008 Sexta Camp Nou open 8 739 000 2-0
2/5/2009 Digital + Santiago Bernabéu paid 2-6

29/11/2009 Gol TV/Digital+ Camp Nou paid 1-0
10/4/2010 Sexta/TV3 Santiago Bernabéu open 11 096 000 0-2
29/11/2010 Gol TV/Digital+ Camp Nou paid 5-0
16/4/2011 Sexta/TV3 Santiago Bernabéu open 11 123 000 1-1
10/12/2011 Santiago Bernabéu 1-3
21/04/2012 Gol TV Camp Nou paid 1062000 1-2
7/10/2012 Canal+Liga Camp Nou paid 1 517 000 2-2
2/03/2013 Canal+1 Santiago Bernabéu paid 1 016 000 2-1
26/10/2013 Camp Nou 2-1
23/03/2014 Canal+1 Santiago Bernabéu paid 1 693 000 3-4
25/10/2014 Canal+Liga Santiago Bernabéu paid 1266000 3-1
22/03/2015 Canal+1 Camp Nou paid 1693000 2-1
21/11/2015 Canal+Liga Santiago Bernabéu paid 1213000 0-4
2/04/2016 Movistar Camp Nou paid 1151000 1-2
3/12/2016 Bein Liga Camp Nou paid 2214000 1-1

23/04/2017 Movistar Santiago Bernabéu paid 2981000 2-3
23/12/2017 Bein Liga Santiago Bernabéu paid 2 265 000 0-3
6/05/2018 Movistar Camp Nou paid 2357000 2-2
28/10/2018 Bein Liga Camp Nou paid 2 692 000 5-1
2/03/2019 Movistar Santiago Bernabéu paid 2 453 000 0-1
18/12/2019 La Liga por Movistar+ Camp Nou paid 2432000 0-0
1/03/2020 La Liga por Movistar+ Santiago Bernabéu paid 2 610 000 2-0

24/10/2020 La Liga por Movistar+ Camp Nou paid 1 541 000 1-3
10/04/2021 La Liga por Movistar+ Santiago Bernabéu paid 1 834 000 2-1

Source: Own elaboration.
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the most foreign footballers (Rojo & Pecker, 2018). 
However, FC Barcelona —whose slogan is “more 
than a club”— has managed to promote an aura 
of Catalanism (Poqui, 2017). The desire of many 
Catalans to become independent turns their team’s 
triumphs into political victories, while defeats be-
come frustrations (Colomé, 1999).

This situation started in the sixties. In 1969, 
the number 386 of the anti-Francoist magazine 
Triunfo published a cover showing the shield of the 
Barcelona Football Club and celebrated Catalan 
writer Manuel Vázquez Montalbán’s catchphrase 
“Beyond football. ¡Barça! ¡Barça! ¡Barça!”. To explain 
Catalanism and the relationship between Barça and 
Catalonia, Vázquez Montalbán began his article by 
describing fans entering their stadium, Camp Nou, 
wearing Catalan symbols and badges displaying 
“Parleucatalà” (La Vanguardia, 2019). FC Barcelona 
was the only legal institution maintaining the link 
between citizens and the idea of a self-governing 
Catalonia. Likewise, the club adopted Catalan cul-
ture. It made it a vehicle for the integration of im-
migrants, as happened with its founder, Swiss Joan 
Gamper. When soccer lacked interest due to its 
political instrumentalization, Vázquez Montalbán 
offered a critical history of Spanish football by con-
sidering its political, cultural, and social dimensions 
when civil liberties were constrained (Osúa, 2019). In 
the mid-seventies, the decline of dictator Francisco 
Franco and the return of Catalan president Josep 
Tarradellas from exile crystallized this connection 
(Poqui, 2017). In the nineties, this association was 
forged by the victory of the Catalan team in nation-
al and international competitions by the so-called 
dream team —directed by the Dutchman Johan 
Cruyff—. In the 21st century, the Pep team—in honour 
of his coach Pep Guardiola— would capture the im-
agination of many nationalists.

Meanwhile, Real Madrid, with the sporting 
achievements obtained in the European Cups of the 
1950s —exceeding the triumphs of sporting icons 
such as Manuel Santana in tennis and Federico 
Bahamontes in cycling— became dictator Franco’s 
best ambassador (Simón, 2015). In this context, 
Franco’s propaganda labelled Real Madrid as the 
regime’s team, representing a prosperous Spain 
(González Ramallal, 2014). In Spain, soccer is very 
popular and there are thousands of clubs in differ-
ent categories; however, only Real Madrid managed 
to represent Spanishness, becoming the Spanish 
miracle’s herald and disseminating a form of banal 
nationalism (González Ramallal, 2014).

The motto that summarizes the Franco regime’s 
ideology was “One, Great and Free”, which refers to 
an indivisible Spain. Although Spain today is split 
into autonomic regions with a great degree of inde-
pendence, the idea of a united Spain is still part of 
conservative parties’ ideological foundations. Many 
people associate leftist voters with FC Barcelona and 
rightist voters with Real Madrid (Rojas & Guerrero, 
2021). Thus, Real Madrid —epitomizing Spanish na-
tionalism— and FC Barcelona —representing Catalan 
nationalism— are on a collision course.

Meanwhile, any clásicos confronting FC 
Barcelona and Real Madrid attract massive glob-
al television audiences. According to Montaño 
(2021), they mustered an audience of 650 million 

international viewers in the 2020-2021 season in 
185 countries, much higher than any other sporting 
events, such as the Super Bowl final in the United 
States, with about 98,4 million viewers. Audiences in 
Spain are substantial, too, as Table 1 shows.

Audience volume depends greatly on wheth-
er the match was broadcasted on open or paid TV. 
However, on open television, maximum audiences 
can be observed from 2008 until 2011. Meanwhile, 
although comparatively much smaller, from 2017 to 
2020, record audiences were registered on paid 
television. Nationalism even interfered with el clási-
co once. In 2019, a match in Barcelona between FC 
Barcelona and Real Madrid planned for October —
the month in which the 2017 frustrated independ-
ence referendum took place—, was cancelled due to 
demonstrations.

2.3. �The role of news media in connecting 
soccer, national identities, and politics

In Spain, sports journalism concentrates on soccer 
because the criterion for selecting newsworthy jour-
nalistic topics depends on a market’s logic (Angulo 
& Moreno, 2016; Rojas, 2015). Due to the popularity 
of televised football and this country’s diverse cul-
tures, this space is essential for the (re)production of 
discourses around race and ethnicity (Longas &Van 
Sterkenburg, 2022). Soccer creates more common 
emotional identities than other sports due to the 
media’s power to disseminate its symbolic attrib-
utes, including flags, shields, logos, anthems, and 
history. The media act as transmitters of symbols 
and as agents that recreate, reinterpret, and update 
the identity of the clubs according to variations in 
the social, political, economic, and cultural context 
(González Ramallal, 2014).

Nationalism is about fitting in a group; newspa-
pers make their publics feel connected, boosting 
their sense of belonging. Media, sports, and nation-
alistic sentiment can be coupled, generating “mul-
ti-layered sympathies” (Schep, 2023, p. 21). Similarly, 
Spanish and Catalan nationalism has taken advan-
tage of club symbols and soccer rivalry to strengthen 
the link between soccer and politics via journalism. 
For this reason, the matches between Real Madrid 
and FC Barcelona are often narrated as a reflection 
of the conflict between Catalan independentists ver-
sus the Spanish nationalists defending Spain’s unity 
(Rojas & Guerrero, 2021). A study of media coverage 
by Marca, As, Sport, Mundo Deportivo, and the sports 
sections of La Vanguardia and El País concluded the 
high level of politicization of sports information in 
2017 coincides with the most relevant milestones 
of the Catalan independence movement, known in 
Catalan as El Procés (Rojas & Guerrero, 2021). That 
year, for example, 15,16% of the journalistic pieces 
published by Mundo Deportivo and 16,77% of the ar-
ticles published by Marca allude to politics (Rojas & 
Guerrero, 2021).

Sports journalism has been undervalued com-
pared to other journalistic specialties because it 
relies on dubious sources, does not separate in-
formation from opinion, and is attentive to super-
fluous aspects. Because of these flaws, it has been 
pejoratively called “the newsroom toy department” 
(Rowe, 2007). Sports-themed media have also been 
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accused of not keeping their distance from their 
sources, and their journalists of behaving more like 
fans than professionals. Although Rojas (2011) high-
lights the virtues of sports journalism, such as for-
mat innovation and creative use of language, he also 
notes two deficiencies. First, sports journalism often 
employs theatrics and prioritizes emotions over in-
formation. Second, it sometimes incites violence by 
using war-like language, violent images, and con-
troversial testimonies to create tension. González 
Ramallal (2014) talks about trench journalism pro-
moted by journalists and pseudo-journalists who do 
not hide their affinity for one or another club, losing 
their informative neutrality and professionalism.

Instead of exploring the use of soccer as a po-
litical tool or the meddling of politics in sports, this 
article explores the coverage of soccer matches be-
tween FC Barcelona and Real Madrid to identify how 
journalist language about soccer is used to incite 
political strife.

3. Methodology
The quantitative approach and a descriptive scope 
are used to investigate how the information about the 
Spanish soccer classic between FC Barcelona and 
Real Madrid is produced. The quantitative approach 
defines and measures variables accurately in prob-
abilistic samples to generalize the results, while the 
descriptive scope seeks to know the properties of the 
object of study in detail (Toro & Parra, 2010).

The method applied to a sample of printed news-
papers published by Marca and Mundo Deportivo is 
content analysis. This method develops procedures 
to encode aspects of the textual, auditory, or visual 
material, analyses them, and makes inferences ac-
cording to the hypotheses and research questions 
of the study (Schutt, 2019). Due to its quantitative 
nature, it allows replication and subjection to validity 
and reliability tests (White & Marsh, 2006).

The work presented here is based on framing 
theories. Content analysis is employed here to iden-
tify news stories’ frames (McQuail, 2000). Framing 
refers to communication strategies designed to in-
fluence the importance placed on the topics of the 
public agenda, typically through the repetition of 
concepts and  terms (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). The 
study of framing strategies focuses on how news 
media sway people and establish a news hierarchy. 
The media’s bias on issues often drives framing ef-
fects. That is, framing strategies determine what is-
sues are currently considered the most important. 
The basis of framing theory is that the media focus 
on specific events and then places them within a 
field of meaning (Benford & Snow, 2000). The frame 
influences people’s choices about processing that 
information and how that information should be in-
terpreted. Frames are abstractions that arrange or 
structure message meaning (Scheufele, 2000).

The analytical framework shown in Table 2 is the 
product of a preliminary review of the pieces stud-
ied here. It is based on what Hernández et al. (2014) 
called emerging categories or inductive categories 
(Bryman & Teevan, 2005), and a review of the liter-
ature on sports journalism, communication, and 
identity studies (Angulo, 2015; Rojas, 2011; Rojas 
& Guerrero, 2021). These categories are obtained 

through open coding of the journalistic pieces under 
study to rank, refine, and define them operationally.

The following scoring system was created to 
identify the level of emotionality in the studied piec-
es (see Table 3). The scale arises from analysing 
the constituent elements of an informative unit: 
the photograph/infographic, the sources’ testimo-
ny, the headline, and the characteristics and focus 
of the text. This set of elements is complemented 
and quantified (scoring scale see Table 4) based 
on phrases that suggest identity confrontation and 
journalistic sensationalism and supplement the 
codification process.

Photography/infographics have a lower score 
(0.5) than the other categories because they do not 
always accompany or support the text in a journalis-
tic piece.

From a preliminary examination of the articles, we 
have inductively identified three main frames: a) the 
neutral frame, presenting matches from an athletic 
or competitive point of view without connecting it 
with nationalistic or political ideas; b) the confronta-
tional or aggressive frame, where nationalistic emo-
tions are aroused based on national identity issues 
and political strife around the Catalan question, and 
war-like language is used to speak of football; and c), 
the reconciliatory frame, when the journalistic piece 
focuses on seeking the understanding, appealing to 
concepts of sportsmanship and fraternity.

The two Spanish newspapers, Marca and Mundo 
Deportivo, were chosen because they base their 
business model on the coverage of soccer, besides 
car racing, cycling, and basketball, among others. 
It is widely accepted that Marca is associated with 
Real Madrid, while Mundo Deportivo supports FC 
Barcelona, representing the historical rivalry of the 
two. However, there are differences. Marca has on-
line franchises in Colombia, Chile, Mexico, and the 
United States. Meanwhile, Mundo Deportivo’s main 
market is Spain, and offers a version for Spanish 
speakers in the United States.

 Another selection criterion is that according 
to the Association for Media Research, Marca and 
Mundo Deportivo are widely read newspapers in 
Spain. If we combine print and digital readership, 
Marca leads this segment with 2% penetration 
in 2021, and Mundo Deportivo with 0.6%, ranked 
8th, only behind the Madrid-based AS Deportes 
(Association for Media Research, 2022).

 Furthermore, Marca and Mundo Deportivo are 
media outlets that have typically been studied from 
different theoretical and methodological perspec-
tives. Three studies analyze the evolution of the roles 
played by female journalists in the production of ar-
ticles in both media outlets during the 2010, 2014, 
2018, and 2022 editions of the Men’s World Cup, 
concluding that female journalists play an almost in-
visible role in the production of news pieces (Faedo, 
2023; Faedo et al., 2022, 2024). Gómez-Corell et al. 
(2017) analyze the front pages of the four most widely 
read sports newspapers in Spain (Marca, As, Mundo 
Deportivo, and Sport) over five years (2010-2015) to 
identify gender stereotypes in journalistic production. 
They conclude that sport exists by, for, and about men.

For this article, the journalistic pieces on the 
Spanish soccer classics are analysed. We gather 
the pieces published one day after the match when 
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the emotions of the fans and reporters emerge de-
pending on who wins or loses. The sample covers 37 
games from 2003-2004 to 2020-2021, played with-
in the Spanish professional soccer league. Matches 
from other competitions, such as the Champion 
League or the Copa del Rey are not included, not 
to underestimate the im po rtance of the Spanish 
League Championship for both teams. It is worth re-
membering that only two clubs, Valencia and Atlético 
de Madrid, have won titles this century; the rest have 

been shared between FC Barcelona —11 titles— and 
Real Madrid —eight titles— (Angulo, 2024).

An intercoding reliability test was conducted, in-
volving two independent coders and one of the arti-
cle’s authors, to code a sample of the newspapers’ 
content to ensure scientific consistency. For this, 
Holsti’s (1969) reliability formula was used. Reliability 
= 3M / (N1 + N2 + N3). Here, M is the number of cod-
ing decisions in which the coders agreed (in this 
case, 56); N is the number of codings performed by 

Table 2. Analytical framework including categories, variables, and frames.

Category Variables Frame
Headlines Appellative

Creative
Indirect quote
Mixed quote, in-text
Declarative
Expressive
Informative
Informative explanatory

Neutral/competitive
Confrontational/aggressive
Reconciliatory

Journalistic genre Articles
Short stories
Letters to the editor
Opinion pieces
Features, editorials
Interviews
Photo news
Infographics
News stories
Other
Reports
Vignettes/caricatures

Opinion
Interpretation
Information

Focus of piece Football and identity
Football, rivalry, and competition
Football and confrontation
Football and the economy
Football and celebrities
Football and data and precision journalism
Football and politics
Football and reconciliation
Football and health

Neutral/competitive
Confrontational/aggressive
Reconciliatory

Language Language of war
Language of sportsmanship
Language of neutrality
Language of competition
Language of nationalism
Language of racism
Language that increases the differences
Language that highlights the skills of the winner
Language that highlights the loser’s mistakes
Language that remembers the past
Semiological/artistic language

Neutral/competitive
Confrontational/aggressive
Reconciliatory

Photography Caricature
Photo of the protagonist’s face
Photo shows attacks against the referee
Photo shows aggression between fans
Photo shows aggression between the coaches
Photo shows aggression between the players
Photo shows the competitive moments of the match
Photo shows how the goal happened
Photo shows patriotic symbols
Photo does not apply
Other
Photo proposes coexistence and reconciliation
Defeat/victory faces
No photograph
No relevance

Neutral/competitive
Confrontational/aggressive
Reconciliatory

Infographic Shows how the goal happened
Shows the tactical system of the teams
Shows statistics and/or qualitative assessments
Shows match timeline
Does not apply
No infographic

Source: Own elaboration.
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each of the coders (20 each, resulting in 60 piec-
es coded); and N1 refers to the author, while N2 
and N3 refer to the two independent coders. The 
three coders agreed on 56 of the codings (56/60 = 
0.93). According to international literature (Bryman 
& Teevan, 2005; Weerakkody, 2009; Wimmer & 
Dominick, 1996), if there is a coincidence equal to 
or greater than 0.9%, the operational definitions of 
the category system and coding process are relia-
ble. The two coders were hired by the Vice-Rectory 
for Research at the University of Tolima, Colombia. 
They are independent researchers with expertise in 
content analysis whose permission was given to use 
their coding decisions. The coding of the journalistic 
pie ces was carried out using Excel (Microsoft).

4. Results
Of the 37 games played from 2003- 2004 to 2020-
2021, Real Madrid won seven at Santiago Bernabéu 
(Madrid) and five at Camp Nou (Barcelona). FC 
Barcelona won ten at the Santiago Bernabéu and 
seven at Camp Nou. There were two draws at the 
Santiago Bernabéu, and six draws at Camp Nou.

Marca (N = 1.049 or 50.3%) published more 
journalistic pieces about the football classics than 
Mundo Deportivo (N = 1.035 or 49.7%). Although 
from 2003 to 2011, Mundo Deportivo outnumbered 
Marca, the latter broke that trend in 2012, 2013, and 
2015, and 2019, 2020, and 2021. It is worth noting 
that the difference in favour of Marca in 2019 stands 
out since it publishes seventy news stories on the 
classic and Mundo Deportivo, only 36.

Marca and Mundo Deportivo show an equal dis-
tribution of appellative, declarative, quoted, and in-
formative headlines (see Figure 1). However, Marca 
opts for more appealing headlines (14.4%). Although 

the appellative headlines are numerous in Mundo 
Deportivo (12.5%), declarative statements are even 
more frequent (14.6%). It is worth noting that the 
two newspapers do not stand out for creative titles 
(Mundo Deportivo, 0.7%; and Marca,0.8%).

An example of an appellative headline is the one 
that appears on the first page of Marca on March 11, 
2007: “Baño al Barça’”. Bathroom, in Spanish foot-
ball slang, implies that Real Madrid was far superior 
to FC Barcelona.

Mundo Deportivo and Marca use the informative 
(news story type), interpretive (feature), and opinion 
(opinion piece or commentary) genres to narrate the 
incidents of the Spanish football classics. Alcoba 
(2010) highlights the use of the feature and the opi-
nion piece in sports journalism because they are 
genres that allow the reporter to make judgments, 
take sides, and describe the high points of the match.

In Mundo Deportivo, news stories are 13.2% of 
the total —including articles, short stories, and let-
ters to the editor, among others—, features 11.4%, 
and opinion pieces 8.1%. In Marca, news stories are 
13.3% of the total, features 11.8%, and op-eds 9.6%.

For example, the feature published in Mundo 
Deportivo on March 3, 2019, page 2, which descri-
bes FC Barcelona’s triumph over Real Madrid at 
the Santiago Bernabéu stadium, using a sensatio-
nal headline: “Rematan al Madrid” (They finish off 
Madrid). The predominant themes are football and 
competition, although they appear more in Mundo 
Deportivo (42.3%) than in Marca (39.4%).

We next analyse the contents of the stories. The 
main themes identified are identity; rivalry and com-
petition; confrontation; the economy; celebrities; 
data and precision journalism; politics; reconciliation, 
and health. These are distributed, as seen in Figure 3.

Table 3. Scoring system.

Photography/
infographic

Combines nationalist/independence symbols with incidents during the 
match

0.5

Shows confrontation between players/managers/coaches/fans 0.5

Sources’ testimony
Someone claims/offends race, identity, territory, or nationality issues 1
Someone emphasizes the opponent’s flaws 1
Someone talks in terms of good and bad 1

Journalistic piece’ frame

The journalist passes judgments about race, identity, territory, or nationality 1
The journalist passes judgments to discredit the opposing team’s 
sportsmanship

1

The journalist recalls the past to highlight differences beyond sports 1

Language’s 
characteristics

War-like 1
Highlighting sporting and cultural differences between regions and clubs 1

Titles Sensational, showcasing cultural differences between regions 1
Maximum score 10

Source: Own elaboration.

Table 4. Scoring scale.

Scoring

Maximum emotionality From 8 to 10
High emotionality From 6 to 7.9
Medium emotionality From 4 to 5.9
Low emotionality From 2 to 3.9
Minimum emotionality From 0 to 1.9

Source: Own elaboration.
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(5.9%) than Mundo Deportivo (2.8%). This category 
includes offensive statements, accusations of lack 
of sportsmanship, allusions to physical and symbol-
ic attacks, and, occasionally, references to national 
identity as an excuse to exacerbate political differ-
ences (Marca, 0.7%; Mundo Deportivo, 0.3%). One 
example of the latter is the journalistic piece pub-
lished on April 26, 2004, on pages 4 and 5 of Mundo 

This thematic lens captures emotions, strategies, 
and tactics during the matches, the decisions of 
the technical directors, and the results. It allows us 
to connect the thematic contents with the frames. 
Connecting identities, rivalry, and confrontation 
with football tend to be used more in confrontation-
al and aggressive frames. From this point of view, 
Marca maintains a higher confrontational approach 

Figure 1. Type of headlines in the journalistic pieces of the result of the Spanish soccer classic.

Source: Own elaboration.

Figure 2. Journalistic genre of the pieces.

Source: Own elaboration.
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Deportivo, in which Catalanism is highlighted as a 
sign of identity. One of its paragraphs says:

Pero Ronaldinho, generoso y conocedor del 
Barça, sabía que debía compartir el lideraz-
go. Sabía que Puyol debía destacar como el 
más destacado, porque el alma catalana es 
única, porque la siente y es grande, porque 
no solo hay fuerza, sino también Calidad. (But 
Ronaldinho, who is generous and understands 
what Barça is, knew that he had to share the 

leadership. He knew that Puyol had to stand 
out as the most outstanding because the 
Catalan soul is unique because he feels it and 
it is big, because there is not only strength but 
also quality). (Mundo Deportivo, April 26, 2004)

The predominant language is that of the com-
petition (see Figure 4). Marca (24.8%) and Mundo 
Deportivo (23.4%) talk about relevant matches and 
tactical systems, and venture explanations of the 
final scores. The language of war —the aggressive 

Figure 3. Thematic focus of the journalistic piece.

Source: Own elaboration.

Figure 4. Language of the journalistic pieces.

Source: Own elaboration.
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frame— is more frequent in Mundo Deportivo (2.2%) 
than in Marca (1.6%).

The aggressive speech can be found in the journal-
istic piece entitled “El Barça toma Madrid” (Barça con-
quers Madrid), published by Mundo Deportivo on April 
26, 2004, page 2, where phrases such as “the league 
was blown up”, “the funeral of the famous galaxy”, and 
“needed a banderilla of fire”, are found to talk about FC 
Barcelona’s victory over Real Madrid. Another example 
of language that heightens differences is the headline 
on the front page of Marca: “Tramposos: frieron a lás-
er a CR9 y Pepe” (Cheaters: CR9 and Pepe were la-
ser-fried) on November 30, 2009.

The language of sportsmanship is more frequent 
i  n both, but more so in Marca (4.7%) than in Mundo 
Deportivo (2.5%).A case of sportsmanship that re-
sorts to a pun is the Marca article dated October 8, 
2012, page 26, entitled “The Camp Nou was inde-
pendent”. This article highlights ironically how most 
Barça followers watched the match peacefully in 
Camp Nou instead of shouting slogans in favour of 
Catalan independence.

Graphic reporting is a regular resource in both, 
mainly to show the faces of the winners and los-
ers and the incidents of the Spanish classics. The 
protagonists of the matches are photographed in 
Mundo Deportivo (15.9%) more thanin Marca (13.3%), 
and the competitive incidences of the match ap-
pear in 11.1% of the contents in Mundo Deportivo and 
11.6% in Marca (see Figure 5).

The images related to nationalism and symbols 
have minimum percentages: Marca (0.7%) and 
Mundo Deportivo (0.6%). It is worth mentioning the 
photo published in Marca, page 10 of November 21, 
2004, in which fans say that “Catalonia is not Spain” 
(in English). This story, entitled “This banner should 
have been removed”, says the then-president of 

Barcelona Fútbol Club, Joan Laporta, should have 
confiscated the separatist poster. This match was 
played at Camp Nou, and FC Barcelona defeated 
Real Madrid 3-0.

Infographics are a frequent resource, to supple-
ment the match’s start, showing tactical systems, 
and quantitative and qualitative assessments of the 
players, among other information. In some circum-
stances, photomontages describe how the goal was 
produced. The most common infographic in the two 
newspapers is one that shows statistics or qualita-
tive evaluations (Mundo Deportivo, 4.1%; and Marca, 
3.5%) or the tactical system of the teams (Marca, 
1.5%; and Mundo Deportivo, 1.6%). This example 
shows the tactical approach of the teams in Mundo 
Deportivo on March 3, 2029, page 2.

A total of 30.7% (N = 812) of the journalistic piec-
es of Mundo Deportivo and 26.7% (N = 706) of those 
published by Marca do not have a source providing 
statements about the sporting event.

Only a few sources have significant percentag-
es in Mundo Deportivo, such as the testimonies of 
soccer players/athletes (8.1%, N = 214), managers/
clubs (3.2%, N = 85), coaches (2.5%, N = 66), and 
fans (2.5%, N = 65). Marca maintains a trend with 
similar and dissimilar values in some sources: soc-
cer players/athletes (8.5%, N = 224), club represent-
atives (1.6%, N = 43), coaches (5,9%, N = 157), and 
fans (2.8%, N = 75). Both newspapers infrequently 
consult other sources linked to the political, educa-
tional, and cultural fields (Mundo Deportivo, 0.2%, N 
= 6), academics (Marca, 0.4%, N = 10), government 
representatives (Mundo Deportivo, 0.1%, N = 2, and 
Marca, 0.1%, N = 3), and opposition leaders (Marca, 
0.6%, N = 16).

The emotionality levels in each journalistic piece 
are based on a combination of quantified variables 

Figure 5. Illustration types.

Source: Own elaboration.
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(see Figure 6). This measurement includes the pic-
ture’s characteristics, the tone of the sources’ tes-
timonies, the story’s framing, the language, and the 
title’s style, which can go from minimal to maximum 
emotionality (see Tables 3 and 4). Minimum emo-
tionality —a neutral frame— prevails in Marca (in 
31.9% of the pieces) and Mundo Deportivo (35.3%). 
Low emotionality appears in 15.5% of the pieces 
Marca published and 11.1% by Mundo Deportivo. Low 
emotionality refers to reporting without resorting to 
demonstrative, confrontational, or nationalist ex-
pressions. However, some journalistic pieces show 
a high emotionality because of their photographs, 
testimonies, approach, language, or headlines, 
which relish the followers’ rivalries or tackle political 
and cultural differences. For example, the story pub-
lished in Marca on November 30, 2009, page 16, en-
titled “Guerra sucia” (Dirty war), encourages hatred 
among the fans.

5. Discussion and Conclusions
This analysis brings to the surface interesting traits 
of Spanish soccer reporting. It does so by process-
ing data from eighteen years of reporting during an 
exceptional period —in which both Spanish football’s 
golden age and the Catalan procés arose—; it analy-
ses the political language in sports and searches for 
aggressive language and confrontational frames in 
the journalistic pieces  examined.

A salient component in the journalistic pieces 
of the coverage is the significant use of appella-
tive and sensationalist headlines (Mundo Deportivo, 
12.5%; Marca, 14.4%), adding excitement, surprise, 
and conflict to the stories. This propensity might 
have to do not only with political aims but also with 
commercial goals. Rojas Torrijos (2011) points out 
that, in Spain, the specialized sports press replaced 
the generalist Spanish tabloids in sports report-
ing because the latter could not consolidate their 
business model and disappeared. Meanwhile, the 
specialized press thrives in sensationalism. In our 
study, we observe this sensationalism is channelled 

typically in journalistic genres such as the feature 
(Marca, 11.8%; Mundo Deportivo, 11.4%) or the opin-
ion piece (Mundo Deportivo, 8.1%; and Marca, 9.6%). 
In this type of piece, journalists have the license to 
take sides and show their preferences. This practice 
amounts to trench journalism or scarf journalism 
(González Ramallal, 2014). Although the news sto-
ry is a genre that prevails (Mundo Deportivo, 13.2%; 
Marca, 13.3%), at times, it is difficult to code it as 
“informative” because there is a tendency to com-
bine it with other genres that allow more room for 
commentary. This is a questionable practice in inde-
pendent journalism.

The most common frame in these journalistic 
pieces is the competition (Marca 24.8% y Mundo 
Deportivo 23.4%), and sportsmanship/reconciliato-
ry (Marca, 4.7%; Mundo Deportivo, 2.5%). However, 
a relatively significant percentage of the stories 
(Marca, 5.9%; Mundo Deportivo, 2,8%) is identified 
as promoting confrontation or highlighting political 
and identity aspects in the context of the Catalan 
question. In these stories, war-like language seems 
to be employed to inflame spirits. This type of sto-
ry can be harmful and encourage physical, psycho-
logical, and symbolic aggression (Bryant & Zillmann, 
1983; Coakley, 1988).The riots in Barcelona in 2015 
are an example (ABC, 2015). The use of the language 
of war, a confrontational approach, and the utilization 
of emotional messages, in a context of declining so-
cial, economic, and political conditions, can reacti-
vate conflict that was previously dormant, paraphras-
ing Escola de Cultura de Pau (Navarro et al., 2022).

Finally, the study offers a view into the general 
state of sports reporting by capturing the tendency 
to rely on a limited pool of sources and the prefer-
ence for spectacular information. Due to the desire 
to monetize coverage, journalistic pieces are char-
acterized by the reiteration of superfluous descrip-
tions, bland detail, and high-sounding language that 
discredit sports reporting (Rojas, 2015). One aspect 
contributing to this negative perception is the scar-
city of sources. There are no sources in 30.7% of the 
articles published by Mundo Deportivo and 26.7% in 

Figure 6. Emotionality of journalistic pieces.

Source: Own elaboration.
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Marca in the same period. When references are in-
cluded in the piece, often, they are not independent 
sources, but soccer players, managers, coaches, or 
fans. This result corroborates other previous studies. 
Ramón (2017) argues that broadening the variety and 
quantity of information sources would provide more 
context and improve sports journalism as a genre. 
Occasionally, the papers studied venture into the 
untrodden path. Mundo Deportivo talks sporadically 
with politicians (0.2%, N = 6) and government rep-
resentatives (0.1%, N = 2), while Marca does so with 
academics (0.4%, N = 10) and opposition represent-
atives (0.6%, N = 16). However, this is not frequent.

We have collected the terms and visual cues pub-
lished about el clásico and analysed them to identify 
charged language promoting political strife. The ex-
traordinary period from which we have extracted the 
data encompasses the leading two football teams 
ascending to stardom (2003-2004) to their decay as 
nationalist icons (2020-2021). As discerned ten years 
ago, today FC Barcelona and Real Madrid no longer 
embody Catalanism and Spanishness quite so im-
peccably; their main characters have since retired 
or moved on to foreign clubs, and the Catalan cause 
languishes. Although it is not a diachronic analysis, our 
investigation captures some of the unique moments 
in this period by linking the employment of confron-
tational/aggressive frames with political troubles. For 
example, three stories that employ charged language 
coincide with crucial political moments. “El Barça toma 
Madrid” (Barça takes Madrid) was published after the 
general elections of March 14 and before the European 
Parliament Elections of June 2004, while “Rematan al 
Madrid” (Madrid is put down) and “Guerra sucia” (Dirty 
war) appeared during the court hearings against the 
leaders of the Catalan independence process in 2019. 
The independentist process expanded from 2010 
until 2018; from 2017 to 2019, when the trials against 
the Catalan leaders ensued, political tension between 
Spanish centralism and Catalan independentism was 
at its highest. Significantly, our analysis shows that 
7% of the pieces published by Marca and 3.5% by 
Mundo Deportivo employed confrontational frames 
during that period. Although only Mundo Deportivo re-
fers directly to nationalism (0.3% of its contents), both 
newspapers display war-like language in 1.3% of their 
stories. Likewise, audiences increased from 2017 to 
2020 (as Table 1 shows.). Here we agree with Rojas and 
Guerrero (2021) that during the Catalan independence 

process, Mundo Deportivo and Marca have seen an in-
crease in charged expressions attempting to politicize 
information about el clásico. In both media outlets, we 
read overlapping phrases that, amidst many descrip-
tions of the competition itself, attempt to instigate op-
posed positions among fans of both clubs regarding 
the Catalan independence process.

The power of soccer to seduce audiences is un-
deniable; the proof is the abundance of journalistic 
pieces about the Spanish soccer classics between 
FC Barcelona and Real Madrid, which gather 480 
million television viewers in 185 cou ntries (Montaño, 
2021). Print media also offers intense coverage. The 
appetite for sports resulted in the sports-only press, 
which is immensely popular. In our study, Marca 
published 1049 news pieces covering these com-
petitions from the 2003-2004 season to the 2020-
2021 season, while Mundo Deportivo published 1035 
stories during the same time. When these leading 
sports papers use emotional and war-like language 
and confrontational frames promoting political con-
flict, it is worth noting.

 This analysis is limited to not tapping into Marca 
and Mundo Deportivo journalists’ perceptions about 
their journalistic organizations and the conditions of 
their jobs (e.g., professional training, regional identi-
ty). Thus, an approach for future research could be 
interviewing journalists thems elves. Examining the 
tone and direction of the journalistic pieces of the 
Spanish football classics from the sociolinguistic 
perspective and using critical discourse analysis, 
emphasizing the discourse of emotions, as pro-
posed by Gutiérrez and Plantin (2010), seems like 
an interesting venue to explore. Other limitations 
are that the study focuses solely on content analy-
sis from two sports newspapers (Marca and Mundo 
Deportivo), which may restrict the representative-
ness of the results; the sample is limited to league 
matches between 2003 and 2021, excluding other 
relevant tournaments; and, finally, the study does not 
address in depth the impact that media coverage 
can have on audiences.
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