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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the factors influencing identity formation among
male bodybuilders in Kerman, Iran, with a focus on the role of consumer culture in
this process. A mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative and quantitative
methodologies, was employed. The qualitative phase utilized the classical grounded
theory approach, conducting 25 semi-structured interviews until theoretical
saturation was achieved. The quantitative phase adopted a descriptive-analytical
design, collecting data through 385 questionnaires distributed via simple random
sampling among active male bodybuilders (with at least six months of training
experience) in Kerman’s gyms. Qualitative findings revealed that identity formation
among bodybuilders is shaped by a complex interplay of economic, social, cultural,
media, gender, technological, and psychological factors. Accordingly, bodybuilders
engage in creative consumption strategies and individual efforts to achieve
distinction and social acceptance, often reinforcing masculine identities through
symbolic consumption. Quantitative analysis using multiple regression (R? = 0.67)
indicated that media factors (B = 0.351) and economic factors (f = 0.301) were the
strongest predictors of identity formation. Overall, the findings suggest that
consumerism in bodybuilding is a multifaceted process influenced by socio-cultural
structures, which can be guided toward healthier behavioral patterns through
informed policymaking in areas such as technology, education, and targeted
advertising. Future research is recommended to explore the role of new media and
social networks in shaping body representation and athletic identity among women
and other age groups. Sports and cultural institutions should develop targeted
educational and promotional programs to foster positive attitudes toward health and
reduce tendencies toward performative consumerism in bodybuilding.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

Identity formation is a key concept in sociology, representing a dynamic and multidimensional process that evolves
through interactions with social, cultural, and economic structures. In contemporary societies, consumer culture is
widely acknowledged as a major factor shaping both individual and collective identity (Bauman, 2024). Sport,
particularly bodybuilding, serves not only as a means of physical development but also as a social arena where
identities are expressed and reproduced through the symbolic consumption of sports products and services
(Featherstone, 1991). Male bodybuilders, through their choice of branded clothing, nutritional supplements,
equipment, and gym memberships, construct and reinforce their athletic identity (Shilling, 2012). Sociology of sport
underlines the role of sport in shaping values, norms, and identities (Coakley, 2009), while sport management
emphasizes the influence of marketing and organization of sports services on identity-formation (Giulianotti, 2015).
This study examines how consumer culture influences the identity formation process of male bodybuilders in Kerman,
Iran, using Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic consumption (Bourdieu,
1984), and Bauman’s concept of liquid modernity (Bauman, 2024) as theoretical frameworks

METHODOLOGY

This research adopted a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative and quantitative strategies. The qualitative
phase followed the classical grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss), aiming to develop conceptual categories
based on participants’ lived experiences. Twenty-five semi-structured interviews were conducted with active male
bodybuilders (minimum six months of gym participation) in Kerman until theoretical saturation was reached.
Interviews lasted 40-60 minutes and were audio-recorded with consent. Data analysis involved open, axial, and
selective coding, resulting in 15 conceptual categories related to identity formation and consumer culture. The
quantitative phase employed a descriptive-analytical design. A sample of 385 participants was selected through simple
random sampling from an estimated population of 324,000 active male gym members in Kerman. A structured
questionnaire was designed based on categories emerging from the qualitative phase, including economic, cultural,
social, technological, psychological, competitive, and media-related factors. Responses were measured using a five-
point Likert scale. Reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.82) and validity were confirmed through expert review and pilot
testing. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and multiple regression analysis to examine causal
relationships between variables.

RESULTS

Qualitative findings indicated that identity formation among male bodybuilders is shaped by economic constraints,
social pressures, cultural norms, media influences, technological engagement, psychological needs, and competitive
motives. Participants reported using creative consumption strategies to maintain group belonging and achieve
distinction even under financial limitations. Quantitative results from the multiple regression analysis confirmed that
the overall model explained 67% of the variance in identity formation (R2=0.67, F(7, 376) = 31.50, p <.001). Media
factors (B = 0.351, p <.001) and economic factors (B = 0.301, p <.001) emerged as the strongest predictors, followed
by technological, cultural, psychological, and competitive factors, all statistically significant (p <.05). The Variance
Inflation Factor (VIF) results indicated no multicollinearity issues among predictors (VIF < 1.2 for all variables).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings demonstrate that identity formation in bodybuilding is a socially embedded process, shaped by economic
realities, cultural expectations, and mediated representations of the ideal male body. Unlike Bourdieu’s (1984)
emphasis on consumption as a tool for class reproduction, this study highlights creative consumption as a means for
athletes to maintain identity under economic constraints. Media influences, rather than merely imposing standards,
also function as tools for guiding healthier consumption patterns when combined with targeted educational and
managerial interventions. Practically, these results suggest that sport managers and policymakers should focus on
designing inclusive gym environments, promoting affordable product options, and leveraging technology and media
campaigns to encourage positive identity construction. Limitations of this study include its regional focus on Kerman,
which may limit generalizability. Future research could explore identity formation and consumer culture across
diverse sports and cultural contexts, as well as investigate cross-cultural comparisons to enrich the theoretical model.
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Table 3. Summary of the Multiple Regression Model
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