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Abstract

The present study aimed to identify and examine the objectives behind
constructing a new identity within the context of Pseudo-athlete. To achieve
this, the research adopted a constructivist paradigm and employed a
phenomenological approach. The statistical population consisted of all
individuals who were engaged in sports activities within fitness clubs across
the city of Tabriz and met specific inclusion criteria. Given the large number
of potential participants, a combination of cluster and purposive sampling
methods was used. Accordingly, the city of Tabriz was divided into five
regions, and participants were selected from each of these areas. The primary
data collection tool was in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted with
eligible participants. After conducting 37 interviews, data saturation was
achieved. All interview transcripts were coded and analyzed using Braun and
Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis method. Following extensive analysis by
the research team, comprehensive findings were obtained regarding sport
performativity in the context of identity reconstruction. The results revealed
four main categories—Ilived experiences and motivations, individual, social,
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and cultural factors, identity reconstruction strategies, and opportunities and
challenges—each encompassing several subcategories. The findings indicated
that the phenomenon of sport performativity is not merely a form of superficial
display within the sports domain, but rather reflects individuals’ efforts to
construct and redefine their personal and social identities in contemporary
culture. Therefore, sport performativity represents a meaningful process of
identity formation driven by the desire to be seen, to belong, and to reclaim
one’s sense of self within a cultural arena.

Extended Abstract

Introduction

In today’s world, profound transformations in the realms of culture, society,
and technology have rendered the process of individual identity formation
fluid, voluntary, and subject to continuous reinterpretation (Sutrisno, 2023).
Within this context, individuals construct and define their identities not merely
based on inherent characteristics or traditional social roles, but through
strategies of self-representation and self-reconstruction (Crocetti et al., 2018).
One of the most striking phenomena in this regard is the concept of "sport
performativity" a process through which individuals present themselves as
athletes, either by engaging in actual physical activities or by displaying
symbolic markers of athleticism within social spaces. This phenomenon has
gained increasing significance in an era where the body is perceived as a
personal project and physical attributes have become a form of social capital
(Xu et al., 2023).

Since social media platforms are designed to facilitate interaction among
people across the globe, it is not surprising that they can also influence the
direction and dynamics of societies. Even within the realm of sports, hashtags,
images, and comments are used to express and construct the identities of clubs,
individuals, fans, and other stakeholders (Smith & Sanderson, 2015).
Individuals who register at stylish and luxurious gyms, engage in newly
popular sports with more attractive and performative aspects, or hire personal
trainers often pursue diverse goals while attempting to demonstrate self-
awareness and a commitment to an athletic lifestyle (Basabain et al., 2021).
For many self-proclaimed athletes, aspirations such as gaining social
approval, adopting a new lifestyle, posting aesthetically appealing photos on
social media, blogging, achieving physical fitness, or attaining certain body
ideals—whether thinness or muscularity—serve as key motivations. All these
factors have contributed to a growing trend in which both athletes and non-
athletes strive to present themselves with a renewed and purposefully
constructed identity (Smith & Sanderson, 2015).

Examining the phenomenon of sport performativity requires an approach
that goes beyond statistical analyses and generalizations, seeking instead to
achieve a deep understanding of individuals’ lived experiences from their own
internal perspectives. The phenomenological approach, by focusing on
uncovering hidden meanings, emotions, and individuals’ active interpretations
of their actions, provides an appropriate framework for exploring sport
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performativity within the process of new identity formation (Gugutzer, 2024).
From this perspective, sport performativity is understood not merely as a
superficial behavior, but as a meaning-making process that contributes to self-
understanding and social positioning. Based on the aforementioned
considerations, it can be inferred that investigating the impact of sport on the
identities of performative athletes—those who engage in sport without
pursuing it professionally—holds significant value. Contemporary society
comprises diverse individuals with varying motivations, and identifying and
effectively engaging with these groups can be beneficial. Therefore, the aim
of this study was to identify individuals who participate in sport for purposes
that may appear illogical or unjustified from the viewpoint of professional
athletes and, subsequently, to examine the phenomenon of sport
performativity within the context of new identity construction.

Methods
In this study, a constructivist paradigm was adopted to gain a deeper
understanding of the participants’ lived experiences. The constructivist
paradigm is a multifaceted approach to knowledge acquisition and learning
that emphasizes the active role of individuals in constructing their own
understanding through experiences and interactions. Accordingly, a
qualitative approach was chosen as the main research strategy to enable an in-
depth exploration of the concepts and meanings related to the research topic.
Among qualitative research methods, the phenomenological approach was
employed, as it focuses on analyzing and interpreting individuals’ lived
experiences and provides valuable insights into how participants perceive and
make sense of the phenomenon under study (Mohammad et al., 2023).
Furthermore, for the analysis of the collected data, which were obtained
through semi-structured interviews, thematic analysis was applied. The
participants of this study consisted of individuals engaged in sports activities
in fitness clubs across the city of Tabriz. Participants were selected based on
predetermined criteria—such as attending the gym for reasons other than
professional training, health improvement, or competitive purposes, and
displaying behaviors such as taking mirror selfies before exercising,
emphasizing fashionable sportswear, leaving the gym before completing a full
workout, or spending time on non-sport-related activities like chatting.
Interviews were conducted with these individuals until no new information
emerged and data saturation was achieved. The collected data were analyzed
using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis, as outlined in the
research methodology section. Data analysis was carried out concurrently
with data collection, a flexible approach that allowed for continuous
refinement of interview questions and procedures when necessary.

Results

In this study, the researcher analyzed 37 interview transcripts and, through
highlighting key sections, taking notes, and color-coding, proceeded to label
and define codes using MAXQDA software. This process initially resulted in
the extraction of 113 primary codes. Given the large number of codes and the
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presence of overlapping or repetitive concepts, the initial codes were
consolidated and categorized into broader groups. In the second stage of
coding, these 113 primary codes were refined into 55 secondary codes through
the combination and integration of frequently occurring and conceptually
related codes. Finally, after completing both the primary and secondary
coding stages, and with consideration of the research questions and objectives,
the researcher organized the core codes into four main categories.
The four major themes derived from the content analysis of the interviews
included:
1. Lived experiences and motivations,
2. Factors influencing identity reconstruction in sport performativity,
3. Strategies for identity reconstruction, and
4. Opportunities and challenges associated with identity reconstruction
in sport performativity.

Conclusion

The findings of this study reveal that sport performativity is a multifaceted
phenomenon that, within the context of contemporary social and cultural
transformations—particularly with the expansion of digital media and social
networks—contributes to the construction of new forms of identity. The
results indicate that sport performativity is not merely a physical or athletic
activity, but rather a process of identity formation through which individuals,
by redefining their appearance, lifestyle, and social interactions, seek
acceptance and legitimacy within specific social groups.

Overall, this research demonstrates that sport performativity exists at the
intersection of sport, visual culture, and social identity. It not only provides a
deeper understanding of the process of identity reconstruction within the
context of sport performativity, but also lays the groundwork for further
studies in related areas such as digital identity, sports consumerism, and the
influence of social media on lifestyle practices. Future research is
recommended to focus on longitudinal studies to examine the stability of these
constructed identities, as well as on gender-based analyses of sport
performativity, in order to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of
this evolving phenomenon.
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