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ABSTRACT

Objective: The present research was conducted with the aim of investigating the role of sport
in women's identity formation in Iran.

Methodology: This study was conducted using an exploratory mixed-methods approach. In
the qualitative phase, a constructivist grounded theory approach (Charmaz) was employed,
while the quantitative phase utilized Fuzzy DANP, a technique within multi-criteria decision-
making (MCDM). The qualitative sample included female athletes at amateur, championship,
and professional levels, as well as national team coaches and academic experts in sports
management and sociology specializing in women’s sports research, until theoretical saturation
was reached. In the quantitative phase, 15 experts knowledgeable about women’s sports and
professional female athletes were selected. The research instruments comprised semi-structured
interviews for the qualitative phase and a Fuzzy DANP pairwise comparison guestionnaire for
the quantitative phase.

Results: The analysis of 380 initial codes in this study resulted in 41 focused codes (concepts),
which were ultimately reduced to 9 main categories. Eight of these primary categories were
identified as influential factors in women’s identity formation and subsequently prioritized
using the Fuzzy DANP pairwise comparison method. The results of the Fuzzy DANP analysis
indicate that these factors do not have equal influence. Among them, the role of coaches
(0.1317) emerged as the most influential factor in the identity formation process, followed by
empowerment of women in other aspects of life through sports (0.1302), gender stereotypes
(0.1293), and enhancement of women’s psychological strength through sports (0.1287). In
contrast, factors such as overt gender discrimination (0.1269), gendered perspectives on sports
disciplines (0.1212), obstacles created through regulations (0.1177), and low levels of women’s
physical literacy (0.1141) ranked lower in terms of influence.

Conclusion: The process of women’s identity formation through sport is primarily influenced
by supportive and empowering factors, particularly the role of coaches, whereas structural
barriers and gender-based discrimination exert a comparatively lesser impact. Therefore,
strengthening the role of coaches, enhancing empowering sports opportunities, and reforming
discriminatory policies can facilitate the identity development of women in the athletic context.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and State of Problem
ociocultural environments, including sports spaces, play a crucial role in shaping
identity (Osgood et al., 2022). Sport, by influencing culture and creating a sense
of competence, is an important tool in socialization and personality development.
By participating in sports, women can build identities beyond gender roles and
become empowered (Henderson, 1990; Vertinsky, 1990). Despite some progress
in Iranian women's sports, this field still faces many challenges (Rasekh et al.,

2022). The primary issue is the lack of research on the identity-building role of sport for

women. This is while sport provides a platform for self-redefinition, self-confidence

enhancement, and effective social presence. Therefore, it is necessary to examine the role of

sports in women's identity to provide a basis for cultural policies and reduce gender inequalities.

Methodology

The present study falls within the category of mixed-methods research (qualitative-quantitative)
and, by nature, adopts an exploratory-developmental approach. In the qualitative phase, its main
strategy is grounded theory with a constructivist (Charmaz) approach. Data were collected
through fieldwork and library studies, and the primary data collection tools included in-depth
interviews and theoretical studies in the qualitative phase, and paired comparison questionnaires
in the quantitative phase.

Participants in the qualitative phase comprised athletes (amateur, elite, and professional),
national team coaches, and scientific and academic experts in sports management and sociology,
with specialization in women’s sports research. Given the use of the grounded theory method
and interviews for data collection, purposive sampling was initially employed, followed by
theoretical sampling. The sampling process continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Due to the broad scope of the study, theoretical saturation was reached after 15 interviews.

Furthermore, this study employed the Danp Fuzzy method to analyze the internal
relationships among the criteria and determine their priorities. After identifying the factors
influencing women’s identity formation through sports (qualitative phase), these factors were
incorporated as criteria in a paired comparison questionnaire. To ensure the questionnaire’s
validity, it was first reviewed by three experts in sports management and sociology, and then,
through purposive sampling, administered to 15 informed specialists in women’s sports and
professional female athletes. Subsequently, the factors influencing women’s identity formation
were prioritized. To calculate the reliability of the interviews conducted in the present study, the
intra-subject agreement method of two coders was used. The results of coding the interviews in
question are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Inter-coder Reliability Results

Row Interview No Total Data Entries = Agreements Disagreements Test—retest Reliability (%)
1 8 16 6 1 75%
2 11 15 6 3 80%
3 13 13 5 2 76%
Total 44 17 6 77%

Fadaei Dehcheshmeh et al, Sport and Women's Identity Development ...



0\ Journal of
~, Sport Management and Development

University of Guilan

(JSMD)

Print ISSN: 2322-4800
Online ISSN: 2538-5348

According to the reliability results in Table 1, the test-retest reliability for coding the
interviews in the present study is 77 percent, which is confirmed by the fact that the reliability
rate is greater than 60 percent (Myers, 2019).

In this study, the fuzzy DNP hybrid method was used to analyze the internal relationships
between the criteria and prioritize them. After identifying the factors affecting women's identity
through sports (qualitative stage), these factors were included as criteria in the paired
comparison questionnaire. First, the questionnaire was given to 3 sports management and
sociology experts for validity, and then it was given to 15 experts knowledgeable about
women's sports and professional female athletes through purposive sampling. After that, the
factors affecting women's identity were prioritized.

Results

The coding of the research findings is presented in the section of initial coding: 380 codes,
focused coding: 41 codes, and finally 9 theoretical codes. In fact, the initial codes were
combined and placed in focused codes based on the content of each of them, and finally in
theoretical codes. The results of focused and theoretical coding are given in Table 2.

Table 2. Focused and theoretical codes extracted from the interviews

Theoretical Codes Focused Codes
Significant Others
Mythologizing
Inspiring Women
Building a Supportive Sports Community
Physiological and Functional Differences
Male Dominance
Sport as an Empowering Factor
Changing Gender Norms
Women's Movement
Women's health, the heart of the family
Exercise is the foundation of health
Negative view of families
Dominant social and cultural norms
Obijectification
Sports as a vulgar phenomenon
Sports for men
Breaking taboos in sports
Superior forces in sports (sports administrators)
Suspicion of female athletes
Common stereotypes
Gender Inequalities
Invisible Ceilings
Systemic Challenges in Education and Infrastructure
Media Avoidance
Less Media Coverage
Gender Wage Gap
Sexualization of Sport
Patriarchal Culture of Sport
Coach, Role Model, and Guide
Identity Building Coaches

Increase Mental Strength

Gendered Perception of Certain Sports
Disciplines

Empowered Women through Sports

Physical Literacy

Gender Stereotypes

Gender Discrimination

Function of The Coach

49

€/-/¥ ‘T anss| ‘9T awn|oA ‘220z ‘Bunds ‘(QINSE) uswdojanaq pue Juswabeuen 110ds Jo Jeuinor



Fadaei Dehcheshmeh et al, Sport and Women's Identity Development ...

50

Journal of

Sport Management and Development
(JSMD)

University of Guilan
Print ISSN: 2322-4800
Online ISSN: 2538-5348

Creating gender inequality by sports administrators
Prevailing Rules Inequality in investment
Gender segregation in the rules
identity development through sports
Creating a positive self-concept
The appearance and behavior of identity
Sports identity
The dynamism and excitement of sports
Fan
Sports compensation
Covering weaknesses and problems as a consequence of
participating in sports
Club affiliation tendency
Aestheticism
Ideal bodies in sports

Sports ldentity Development

After identifying theoretical codes in the qualitative stage using the constructivist method,
the codes were placed as criteria affecting women's identity in the multi-criteria decision-
making questionnaire, and then the criteria were prioritized in 8 stages using the fuzzy DNP
method. The results of prioritizing factors affecting women's identity through exercise using the
fuzzy DNP model are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Relative and final weights of factors affecting women's identity through sports

Criterion name Weight Rank
The role of coaches in women’s sports 0.1317 1
Empowering women in other aspects of life through sports 0.1302 2
Gender stereotypes prevailing in women’s sports 0.1293 3
Increasing women’s psychological strength through sports 0.1287 4
Overt gender discrimination in all sports sectors (such as media, etc.) 0.1269 5
A gendered perspective on certain sports disciplines 0.1212 6
Creating obstacles through the regulations governing sports and non-sports 0.1177 7
organizations
Physical literacy in women 0.1141 8

Discussion and Conclusion

This study aimed to investigate the role of sport in shaping women's identities, while also
examining the contextual factors that may influence this process. The main findings of this
study showed that sport plays a crucial role in shaping women's identities, as it provides a
platform for the development and affirmation of one's self. As a result, valuing an identity with
a strong sports component was considered significant. Identity is a single, multidimensional
construct composed of interconnected dimensions (Berzonsky, 2005; Yakushko et al., 2009;
Schachter, 2004). "Sport as performance™ plays a significant role in shaping identity. Sport
provides an opportunity to demonstrate one's capabilities and values, which are both influenced
by society and find meaning within. These findings support the efforts of Stets and Burke
(2000) to integrate identity theory (Stricker, 1968) and social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978); they
believe that the combination of these two theories helps to understand that the "self" both exists
within and is influenced by society, because socially defined shared meanings are embedded in
individuals' mental models and identity standards. Through social comparison, individuals gain
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knowledge about their capabilities. This self-knowledge shapes their self-concept and ultimately
constructs identity. This finding is consistent with the theories of Erikson (1971), Bertschneider
& Heim (2001), Steffen & Breuer (2007), and Schwartz (2001); All of these researchers
emphasize that social comparison is essential for identity development, as it leads to the
formation of a self-concept that nourishes identity (Ward & Georgakis, 2016).

The research findings also showed that several factors, such as family support or restriction,
societal attitudes, gender stereotypes, the media, the role of coaches, and the policies of official
institutions, act as underlying or interfering factors that affect women's lived experience in
sport. Since the social mobility of female athletes is a multidimensional process that requires a
combination of individual, organizational, and social support. Therefore, by removing barriers
and increasing investment in women's sports, not only can their social status be improved, but it
will also pave the way for a more just and developed society. The research findings clearly
showed that sports participation for women provides a platform for psychological
empowerment, breaking dominant norms, reconstructing individual and social identity, and
confronting structural inequalities; concepts that are aligned with feminist theories, sociology of
the body, and social psychology in the scientific literature (Pister, 2010; Flintoff & Scarton,
2002; Coakley, 2016).

The process of identity formation not only enhances women’s sense of self-efficacy and self-
confidence but also enables them to challenge the restrictive boundaries of gender roles and
redefine a new experience of the body, agency, and personal power in the social space. Sport,
especially in contexts where women face cultural and structural constraints, becomes a platform
for reconstructing social status and acquiring symbolic and cultural capital. In other words,
women’s trained bodies appear not simply as tools, but as social actors and a redefined identity.
In the meantime, institutional supports, informed policymaking, and fair representation in the
media play a key role in the sustainability of this transformative process.

Originality/Value

Studies such as the present study show that gender attitudes in sports structures not only limit women's
participation but also affect the process of their identity formation. According to Bandura (1997),
individual identification in social contexts such as sports is influenced by feelings of self-efficacy, social
acceptance, and positive performance experiences. Therefore, the implications of this study are directly
aimed at decision-making organizations in the sports field, sports managers, cultural planners, and
educational institutions. Managers and policymakers should avoid stereotypical views of sports
disciplines and provide equal participation platforms for women and men. In this regard, the presence of
women in sports that are traditionally considered masculine should be encouraged and supported,
enabling women to develop a deeper personal and social identity. Additionally, designing educational,
cultural, and media programs to challenge and change stereotypical attitudes can lead to a more
supportive and equitable environment. Within this framework, sports programs should be designed with a
focus on strengthening women's sense of empowerment, independence, and inner satisfaction, thereby
developing their latent capacities in both sports and society.

Research Limitations/Implications
In light of the limitations of the present study, it is recommended that future research adopt a mixed-
methods design (qualitative and quantitative) to enable data cross-validation and integration, thereby
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enhancing the rigor, validity, and reliability of the findings. Moreover, expanding the study population to
include female athletes in less-explored sports disciplines could provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the role of sports in the identity formation process. Additionally, examining the
comparative perspectives of women and men regarding the impact of sports on identity formation may
further clarify the gendered dimensions of this phenomenon.

Participation in sports enables women to develop their skills and self-confidence while redefining their
social and gender roles. Furthermore, their engagement in sports enhances professional opportunities,
supportive networks, and the capacity to influence policymaking and social structures.
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Table 3. Demographic characteristics of the participants in the quantitative section
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