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ABSTRACT

It has been determined that exercise identity (EI) is a key component of the self-concept and is a
strong determinant of exercise behaviours. The primary purpose of study 1 was to examine EI’s
relationship with three key self-presentational variables: self-presentational efficacy (SPE),
social physique anxiety (SPA), and impression motivation (IM). Specifically, we looked at how
EI contributed uniquely to predicting exercise behaviour over and above these self-presentational
concerns. The analyses demonstrated that EI is positively correlated with SPE and unrelated to
SPA in both genders. Further analyses revealed that EI contributes a significant amount of
variance towards exercise behaviour over and above what is accounted for by SPE, SPA, and IM.
Lastly, EI did not moderate the SPA-exercise relationship in either gender. In study 2 an implicit
measure of exercise identity was developed and tested using the Implicit Association Test (IAT)
procedure on 60 individuals (60% males, 40% females) ranging from 18 to 61 years of age.
Findings showed that (explicit) exercise identity (EI) and implicit identity (II) were distinct
concepts, yet each was moderately correlated with vigorous forms of exercise. Individuals who
ranked EI among their top three identities (high-salient group) scored significantly higher in both
EI and II measures than those who ranked exercise identity among their top bottom three
identities (low-salient group). Implications are discussed for the future utility of this objective
measure of II. The aim of study 3 was to determine if two distinct imagery foci would
differentially impact the following six outcomes: exercise identity (EI), self-presentational
efficacy (SPE), social physique anxiety (SPA), upper body endurance, core endurance, and
cardiorespiratory fitness (CRF). Follow-up exercise data were also collected. The two different
forms of imagery implemented were exercise identity imagery (EII) and self-presentational
efficacy imagery (SPEI). 19 females and 5 males completed the intervention. Results indicated

that both EII and SPEI groups significantly improved in all but one outcome (SPA), relative to

il



baseline assessment. Yet, no significant differences were discovered between imagery conditions
EIl and SPEI. Follow-up exercise data indicated that both groups exercised at statistically similar
rates post-intervention.

KEY WORDS: Identity theory, exercise identity, self-presentation, social physique anxiety,

implicit attitudes, imagery, physical activity intervention
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INTRODUCTION

Identity Theory

As Amin Maalouf (2001, pg. 26) so eloquently states, “A person’s identity ... is like a
pattern drawn on a tightly stretched parchment. Touch just one part of it, just one allegiance, and
the whole person will react, the whole drum will sound.” The term identity carries with it many
meanings. However, for the scope of the forthcoming paper, we will use it to signify the many
parts of the self in which individuals attach meaning to particular roles that are occupied within
contemporary society (Stryker & Burke, 2000). Identity Theory seeks to explain the foundations
of behaviour. Central to this effort is the adage that society shapes the self, which in turn, shapes
behaviour (Mead, 1934). When individuals occupy a certain role (e.g., teacher) within society,
there are meanings and expectations tied to that role. These meanings and expectations set the
standards that guide future behaviour (Burke & Tully, 1977; Burke, 1991). Identities are thus
internalized self-labels that both tie individuals together, and set them apart, by defining unique
responses to stimuli within society. Chief to these identity standards is the concept of identity
salience, which is defined as the likelihood that an identity will be activated across a variety of
circumstances. It is understood that people occupy numerous identities that are theoretically
organized in a hierarchical manner. The stronger the relative position of an identity along this
hierarchy, the greater the odds that particular identity will be invoked cross-situationally
(Markus, 1977; Serpe, 1987). Although identities are relatively stable manifestations of role-
occupancy, theorists acknowledge interpersonal relationships, and society-at-large, is a dynamic
system that tolerates changes within the self over time (Serpe & Stryker, 2011). However, the
greater the commitment (i.e., meaningful relationship) one has to a particular role-identity the

less fluid one’s identity becomes. Similarly, the greater the commitment to an identity, the more



likely it is that one’s internal mechanisms will resist variability in behaviour as it pertains to the
identity standard. That is, the greater our perceived discrepancy to an identity standard, the
deeper the internal drive will be to neutralize this disturbance and render the discrepancy void
(Burke, 1991). It is in this way that identities are both changeable by the nature of a shifting
society, but also staunchly resistant to change cross-situationally, thus acting as strong
barometers for many forms of common behaviours.
Exercise Identity

In the realm of physical activity, the theoretical foundations of identity theory are surely
applicable to the role of an exerciser. Hence, exercise identity would not only affect the
processing of exercise-related stimuli, but would also provide direction for future exercise
behaviour(s). Identity theory would hold that the likelihood of activating your exercise identity as
a basis for performing behaviours in a related role (e.g., going for a hike on a sunny day) is a
reflection of exercise identity’s standing within your identity salience hierarchy. Thus, the more
you identify with exercise as an important part of who you are, particularly relative to other
potential roles, the greater the probability it will occupy a superior position along your identity
hierarchy. This enhances the odds you will engage in exercise behaviours which act to reaffirm

this identity.

The Exercise Identity Scale (EIS; Anderson & Cychosz, 1994) is the main questionnaire
designed to measure the degree that one internalizes exercise as a central part of self-identity.
Additional research has demonstrated further construct validity for EIS analyses within
community-dwelling populations, thus substantiating the relationship between enhanced
perceptions of an exercise identity and physical activity outcomes (Anderson, Cychosz, &

Franke, 1998; 2001). In a noteworthy study conducted by Cardinal and Cardinal (1997), female



college students joined either a one-hour exercise class, twice a week for fourteen weeks
(experimental group), or a non-exercise health education class (control group). This resulted in
steady, significant increases in exercise identity throughout the study for only the exercise group.
Furthermore, the experimental group’s mean exercise identity scores at week one and week
seven significantly predicted persistent exercise involvement throughout the entire fourteen
weeks. The control group, however, showed no change in exercise identity. The authors
contended that exercise behaviour alone could not account for the significant increase in exercise
identity displayed by the experimental group (Markus, 1977). These studies point to the
importance that developing and upholding a salient exercise identity has on health and fitness

practices.

Self-Presentation

Self-presentation is the manner in which individuals attempt to regulate and self-monitor
the impressions others form of them (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). We dedicate ample resources to
assess how others are feeling about us, and subsequently, we behave in ways that endeavor to
control how we are treated in various situations. Society often dictates that those who appear
more favorable are advantaged. Naturally, we highlight features of ourselves that emphasize
positive attributes as to increase the prospect of constructing favourable impressions upon others.
Conversely, we generally attempt to downplay characteristics of ourselves that may result in
unwelcome impressions. Self-presentation has been shown to impact an assortment of behaviours
in situations pertaining to physical activity, motivation, confidence, exercise choice, and level of
exertion (Gammage, Hall, & Martin Ginis, 2004). It was proposed that both self-efficacy and
self-presentational theories could be fused into the resultant construct of self-presentational

efficacy (SPE; Leary, 1983). It is the subjective conviction in one’s own ability to exhibit a



sought after impression or perform a preferred behavior thus leading to a desired outcome
(Maddux, Norton, & Leary, 1988). SPE is a compelling predictor of high-frequency exercise
(Gammage et al.).
Social Physique Anxiety

In many social contexts, when people don’t believe they possess the requisite abilities to
meet the situational demands they may experience social anxiety (Leary, 1992). This is
especially heightened when the desire to convey a particular impression is strong (e.g., talking to
your grade nine crush). Social physique anxiety (SPA) is a variant of social anxiety about the
body that stems from apprehensions one’s physique may be judged by others (Hart, Leary, &
Rejeski, 1989). In physical activity contexts it has largely been recognized as a latent barrier to
exercise participation and fulfilment (Carron & Prapavessis, 1997). However, in some instances
SPA may actually spur exercise behaviour, as individuals attempt to alleviate their personal
anxieties over body image concerns (Frederick & Morrison, 1996). Research has demonstrated
that self-presentational reasons for exercise (appearing physically attractive, controlling weight,
and toning the body) are positively connected with SPA even when controlling for body
composition effects (Eklund & Crawford, 1994). Women typically score higher on SPA, likely
due to disparities in body image and body dissatisfaction between genders (Miller, Linke, &
Linke, 1980). Gammage and colleagues claimed that SPA is the “most widely studied aspect of
self-presentation in exercise psychology research” (Gammage, Hall, & Martin Ginis, 2004, p.
1639).
Implicit Cognitions

It is frequently expected that measures of the self-concept should be entertained within

the framework of our conscious thoughts and perceptions (Baumeister, 1988). At first glance it



makes sense, since we meander through our days considering what to do and how to do it.
Sometimes we reflectively weigh the pros and cons of a decision, with a mindful consideration of
what goals we wish to pursue and the actions necessary to accomplish them. Yet, a separate line
of investigation questions these assumptions — instead advancing that many of our daily manners
emerge without deliberate introspection, but rather through implicit, subconscious operative
modes (Devos & Banaji, 2003). The term “implicit” explains mental processes that transpire
outside of our conscious awareness and/or without conscious control.

Advances in social cognition-based evaluative tools have led to the rise of dual systems
theory (DST; Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). DST posits that both conscious considerations, and
inversely, automated subliminal conclusions operate in parallel to effect behaviour. As stated by
Markland, Hall, Duncan, and Simatovic (2015, pg. 24) “Explicit processes are those that are
rational and deliberative, effortfully initiated, accessible to awareness, and can be assessed by
self-report measures. Implicit processes are automatically activated in response to contextual
stimuli and are not deliberately initiated or controlled by the individual.” It is gathered that
implicit and explicit cognitions are drawn from the same knowledge system but maintain unique
properties since implicit cognitions are indirectly measured (Buhrmester, Blanton, & Swann Jr.,
2011). In recent years implicit measures have been widely deployed in social psychology trials
(for review, see Fazio & Olson, 2003). The most prominent tool that assesses these implicit
cognitions is the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998). The
IAT uses a response-latency paradigm that measures the associations between two constructs of
interest (e.g., attitudes towards Black and White persons). Subconscious, latent appraisal is

helpful in ascertaining social cognitions because it restrains the conscious alteration responses.



As such, outcomes on the IAT are more liable to secure unfiltered, valid aspects of social
cognition (Olson, Fazio, & Hermann, 2007).
Imagery

Imagery, also referred to as visualization or cognitive rehearsal, is akin to playing a
movie in your mind. It is a mental skill that all individuals are capable of, and thus can be
improved with training (Feltz & Landers, 1983; Hall, 2001). The way individuals typically
acquire and process information is considered bottom-up processing; an environmental stimulus
is transduced to a cell of the nervous system and afterwards the signal is transmitted from the
nerve ending to the brain, via an axon. However, imagery is unique in that it is considered a top-
down cognitive process; the cerebrum generates images that can neurologically impact the rest of
the body’s senses (Kosslyn, 1996). This is analogous to executing perception backwards (Moran,
Guillot, Maclntyre, & Collet, 2012), and the generally agreed upon rationale is that imagery is
closely linked to perception, thus the images are largely congruent to the actual object being
formed mentally. This proposal that imagery relies on the same neural network employed in
actual perception and motor control has since been referred to as the functional equivalence
theory (Kosslyn, Ganis, & Thompson, 2001). Imagery tends to be most effective when the
visualization is both highly vivid and under great degrees of control (Corbin, 1972).

Imagery is a key determinant of cognition and exercise behavior. An early model of
imagery use for motor performance proposed that it is utilized by athletes for both cognitive and
motivational purposes (Paivio, 1985). Hall (1995) later exhibited that those in the exercise
domain can reap the benefits of imagery similar to those in the sport domain. Ensuing research
by Hall, Mack, Paivio, and Hausenblas (1998) updated previous models in order to put forward

imagery’s five principal functions: (1) the mental practice of specific skills or techniques; (2) the



mental practice of strategies or routines; (3) visualizing specific outcome goals; (4) regulating
affect (typically used for anxiety reduction); and (5) augmenting confidence and preserving
focus.
Overview Of Present Research

In light of these previous concepts, this dissertation endeavoured to build out the current
knowledge base relating to exercise identity and it’s utility within the research landscape. Phase 1
of this project was aimed at examining the relationship EI has with various aspects of self-
presentation. Given SPA’s equivocal relationship with exercise behaviour (Hausenblas &
Symons Downs, 2002), it would be prudent to explore whether a strong, internalized exercise
identity is meaningfully related in some way with SPA, or not. This may offer insight into the
nature of SPA’s relationship with exercise — if it is caused by a fundamental belief that exercise
is part of the self-concept, or not. Moreover, individuals tend to self-present in a manner that is
congruent with their self-concept (Leary & Kowalski, 1990). The self-concept supplies a guide to
the credibility and plausibility of trying to create these varied impressions. It would similarly be
useful to better understand the relationship between SPE and EI. This may better inform our
insight into SPE as, in part, a reflection of deep-rooted views of the self. It has been suggested
that identity progression and self-efficacy advancement are affiliated, perhaps in a reciprocal
manner, with intense forms of physical activity resulting in greater identification with exercise
(Miller, Ogletree, & Welshimer, 2002). To this end, it’s of merit to explore this relationship
deeper, while also testing if EI alone might significantly predict exercise behaviour over and
above that already spoken for by self-presentational variables.

For phase 2 of this project, the goal was to better understand exercise identity’s placement

on the identity salience hierarchy relative to other prominent identities. Of consequence,



answering the question: does a more salient exercise identity actually translate to greater exercise
behaviour? By gathering this information, practitioners may better design interventions aimed at
bolstering identity salience. Adjacent to this goal, we also aimed to better understand exercise
identity’s role in cognition processes; principally the role an exercise identity has in informing
exercise behaviour. Do the devices of exercise identity operate at a more sub-attentive, implicit
level? Does exercise identity operate more so at a level of explicit, conscious awareness? Or
perhaps, do both cognitive tracks play an influential role? Again, a more refined grasp of how
both types of cognition works may better inform intervention design and implementation
strategy. If we are able to capture aspects of an exercise identity at both the explicit and implicit
operative levels, this could potentially alter the way we approach the measurement of EI from a
validity standpoint.

Phase 3 of this project ventured to introduce an exercise identity-based intervention in an
applied setting. We chose imagery as the vehicle in which to package the underlying exercise
identity properties. Further, since an abundance of research has established that imagery
interventions are effective (see Kossert & Munroe-Chandler, 2007 for a review) and that imagery
combined with physical practice is better than physical practice alone (Munroe, Giacobbi, Hall,
& Weinberg, 2000) we elected to devise a protocol that compared exercise identity imagery with
self-presentational efficacy imagery (SPEI) rather than with a control group. This was done in
such as a manner as to answer the primary question: can distinct forms of imagery content
differentially impact both psychosocial and physical outcomes, and if so, which approach is more
effective? Much emphasis during this phase was placed on external validity, as there is a pressing

need in health-related research to structure investigations with a real-world perspective in mind



(Glasgow, Bull, Gillette, Klesges & Dzewaltowski, 2002). This allowed our participants to
maintain a proper level of autonomy within the confines of study framework.

Overall, a deeper examination of the self will allow us to better understand the
deep-rooted mechanisms that inform our behaviours. With exercise rates trending downward and
sedentary rates trending upward (Brownson, Boehmer & Luke, 2005) it is imperative that
researchers learn more about why individuals choose to partake in inactive, as opposed to more
physically active, choices. By unearthing more knowledge about how the exercise identity
operates, this may offer an added piece of the puzzle that holds value in shaping a healthier

global community.
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STUDY 1
EXERCISE IDENTITY AND ITS RELATION TO SELF-PRESENTATION
CONCERNS IN MALES AND FEMALES

Physical inactivity is currently the fourth leading cause of death worldwide (WHO,
2009), causing an estimated 3.3 million premature deaths globally. Given the publically funded
nature of many health-care systems and the undesirable health consequences of a sedentary
lifestyle, steps must be taken to counteract this troubling trend. Recognizing why people engage
in exercise vs. sedentary behaviours contributes to evidence-based planning of public health
interventions, allowing programs to carefully target factors known to cause inactivity. Continued
research into the psychological bases of physical activity, health, and fitness are part of a robust
solution. Additional research into the roles played by variables such as self-presentational

concerns and exercise identity is warranted and consequently explored below.

Exercise identity

One such factor that continues to gain traction among researchers studying the
determinants of physical activity is exercise identity. As unique individuals, we possess a
multitude of possible identities. For example, if you attend or work in an academic institution,
and value learning, it is likely that you possess a relatively high academic identity. The self is
often based on these multiple identities and is said to be reflexive, in that it makes decisions
based on interactions with others in a social surrounding (Mead, 1934). This is referred to as the
interactionist perspective. Stryker’s identity theory (1968) built upon this interactionist concept
and postulated that the roles we maintain are embedded positions within the larger social
structure. That is, it is through interaction with others that individuals develop these distinct

roles, in turn creating internalized expectations for our own behaviour. Thus, in a variety of
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settings, our sense of identity is either reaffirmed or contradicted based on the actions we take.
The multifaceted self reflects the wider social structure, and its identities exist insofar as they are
role participants in social relationships. The strength of one particular identity has a direct (but
not exclusive) effect on behaviour choice. Termed identity salience, it measures the probability
of an identity being invoked in an interactional situation. Returning to our previous example, if
one’s academic identity is highly salient (i.e., more important, relative to other identities, on the
identity hierarchy) it would be likely that one would stay in and study the night before an exam,
rather than go out to a social gathering.

Identity theory’s close theoretical tie with role-related behaviour justifies its promising
foundation for examining physical activity. Exercise identity (EI; Anderson & Cychosz, 1994)
measures the centrality and value of exercise within one’s self-concept. This concept has helped
identify persons least likely to maintain an exercise program and has assisted in the development
of effective intervention strategies. For instance, exercise behaviour indices have demonstrated a
robust relationship to exercise identity. Measurements of frequency and duration of exercise
account for approximately one-third of the variance in one’s identity (Anderson & Cychosz,
1995; Miller, Ogletree & Welshimer, 2002). This substantiates the mutually reinforcing
relationship between the ‘role’ of exerciser and one’s behaviour. Moreover, EI and exercise
behaviour have been measured together in a prospective design (Cardinal & Cardinal, 1997).
Participants who enrolled in an aerobics class, when compared to a control group who received a
basic health-education class, exhibited significantly greater increases in both exercise
participation and EI over a four-month span. EI scores at week one and week seven were
significant predictors of exercise involvement through week fourteen of the study. Further, with

respect to specific physiological indicators, research has also shown that EI is correlated to



17

decreases in body fat percentage, increases in muscular endurance, and heightened maximal
oxygen uptake (Anderson, Cychosz, & Franke, 1998).
Qualitative research has explored the cognitions associated with EI. Hardcastle and

Taylor (2005) conducted a series of semi-structured interviews to probe how a physical activity
intervention for inactive, older individuals influences physical self-cognitions over time. It was
apparent that the participants began to view exercise as central to their weekly routines and as an
important part of who they are. They alluded to feelings of achievement, a greater sense of
control, a sense of belonging, and social interaction as critical factors in fostering the identity of
an exerciser. Over the course of ten weeks, many remarked how their priorities were changing
and how they were now engaging in “guilt-free” exercise. The enhanced identity as an exerciser
was coupled with feelings of empowerment and well-being.

EI’s established links with both fitness and psychological contentment render it notable in
the effort to improve health and wellness. However, little research has been conducted examining
how one’s EI might be related to the important psychological components associated with one’s

self-presentational concerns.

Self-presentation

