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Abstract

The present study aimed to explore the role of professional athletes as lifestyle influencers and
analyze their impact on the behavioral patterns and daily choices of their audience. This qualitative
research was conducted based on Glaser's grounded theory paradigm through data collection in the
form of 21 semi-structured interviews with four target groups: active social media users,
professional athletes, sports marketing consultants, and experts in the field of media and sports.
The data analysis process was based on the three stages of open coding(extraction of 97 initial
concepts), axial coding (organization of concepts into 13 sub-categories), and selective coding
(final integration into 5 main categories). The validity of the findings was ensured through data
source triangulation and participant review strategies. The major categories extracted included: 1)
Sports and Health-Oriented Influences (sports choices and habits, lifestyle, dietary habits), 2)
Psychological and Emotional Influences (psychological behaviors, mental health, mindfulness), 3)
Socio-Cultural Influences(social choices, ethical values, charitable contributions, environmental
behaviors), 4) Economic and Consumerism Influences (purchasing behaviors, fashion and style),
and 5) Technological Influences (use of technology, social media). The findings indicate that
professional athletes, through the intelligent use of digital media, act as agents beyond the sports
arena, playing a role in the re-creation of social norms, shaping lifestyles, and directing
consumption patterns. However, challenging consequences such as the dissemination of
perfectionist standards and the reinforcement of promotional consumerism are also traceable. The
findings can assist policymakers, brands, and sports managers in optimally utilizing the influencer
capacity of athletes.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Purpose

In the contemporary digital era, the role of professional athletes has undergone a profound
transformation. No longer confined to the role of competitors within the sports arena, these figures have
emerged as powerful lifestyle influencers, leveraging their athletic success, media visibility, and social
capital to shape the everyday choices, behavioral patterns, and cultural norms of their vast audiences. While
existing literature has primarily focused on the economic dimensions of athlete influence—such as brand
endorsement effectiveness and consumer purchasing intentions—a comprehensive, multi-layered analysis of
their socio-cultural, psychological, and technological impacts remains conspicuously absent. Furthermore,
previous research has predominantly centered on generic social media influencers, leaving a significant
demographic and theoretical gap concerning professional athletes, particularly within specific cultural
contexts like Iranian society. The existing studies also lack an integrated theoretical framework to explain
this complex phenomenon. Therefore, this study aims to bridge these gaps by exploring the multifaceted role
of professional athletes as lifestyle influencers, analyzing their profound impact on audience behavior, and
developing a grounded paradigm model that elucidates the underlying mechanisms of this influence. The
central research question guiding this inquiry is: "How do professional athletes influence the daily habits and
choices of their audience, and what mechanisms are at play in this process?"

Materials and Methods

Employing a qualitative research design, this study was grounded in Glaser's classic approach to
grounded theory, specifically utilizing its "models" coding style to develop a visual representation of the
emerging theory. This methodology was chosen for its capacity to generate a substantive theory from the
ground up, offering deep insights into a relatively under-explored phenomenon. Data were collected through
21 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with a purposively and theoretically sampled group comprising four
key target populations: active social media users, professional athletes, sports marketing consultants, and
academic experts in media and sports. The participant demographic was diverse, including 11 men (52.4%)
and 10 women (47.6%) across a broad age range (20-50+ years), with varying educational levels (from
diploma to PhD) and professional backgrounds (athletes, marketers, academics, and general users). The
theoretical sampling process continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, ensuring that no new
insights emerged from additional data. Data analysis was conducted simultaneously with data collection,
following the three-stage coding process of grounded theory: open coding (which yielded 97 initial
concepts), axial coding (which organized these concepts into 13 sub-categories), and selective coding (which
integrated the sub-categories into 5 main categories). To ensure the rigor and trustworthiness of the findings,
multiple strategies were employed, including data source triangulation (gathering information from diverse
participant groups) and analyst triangulation (using two independent coders). Additionally, member checking
was performed by presenting the findings to some participants for verification and feedback.

Findings

The systematic analysis of the data resulted in a comprehensive model comprising five main categories,
each with its own sub-categories and narrative arc, explaining how professional athletes act as lifestyle
influencers. These categories are:

1. Sports and Health-Oriented Influences: This category demonstrates how athletes shape audience
habits related to physical activity (e.g., increased motivation, adoption of specific sports), overall
lifestyle (e.g., active living, sleep patterns), and dietary choices (e.g., healthy eating, supplement
consumption). The narrative here focuses on the emulation of athletes as models for a healthier,
more disciplined life.
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2. Psychological and Emotional Influences: Findings reveal that athletes significantly impact the
psychological well-being of their audience. This includes boosting self-confidence and self-belief,
improving mood and coping mechanisms for stress and anxiety, fostering a competitive mindset, and
promoting mindfulness, meditation, and emotional regulation. Athletes serve as sources of
inspiration for resilience, positive thinking, and personal growth.

3. Socio-Cultural Influences: This category illustrates how athletes act as agents of social and cultural
change. They influence audiences' social choices (e.g., participation in sports events, shifting leisure
interests), ethical values (e.g., promoting sportsmanship, patriotism, gender equality), charitable
contributions (e.g., motivating followers to join humanitarian campaigns), and even environmental
behaviors (e.g., advocating for recycling, sustainable consumption, and reducing plastic use).

4. Economic and Consumerism Influences: The findings confirm the powerful role of athletes as
economic role models. They directly influence purchasing behaviors (e.g., preference for endorsed
brands, increased sales of sportswear, supplements, and tech gadgets) and fashion trends (e.g.,
popularizing specific sportswear styles, colors, and accessories). This category highlights the
mechanisms of brand ambassadorship and aspirational consumption.

5. Technological Influences: Finally, the study found that athletes play a pivotal role in shaping the
digital habits of their audience. They promote the adoption of new technologies (e.g., smartwatches,
fitness apps, VR training tools) and influence the choice of social media platforms and daily digital
engagement. Athletes act as tech-savvy role models, normalizing and encouraging the use of digital
tools for fitness tracking, learning, and content creation. The resulting paradigmatic model visually
maps the dynamic and complex interactions between these five categories, underscoring that athlete
influence is a multi-causal and multi-dimensional process.

Discussion

The findings of this study robustly support the central proposition that professional athletes are far more
than sports figures; they are powerful symbolic agents in the digital age. Aligned with Bourdieu's theory of
practice, the results show how athletes leverage their accumulated symbolic capital—fame, athletic
accolades, and media visibility—to shape the habitus and tastes of their audiences. The process of emulation
observed is intricately linked to Featherstone's concept of symbolic consumption, where audiences consume
not just products but the meanings, status, and lifestyle ideals represented by the athlete. Concurrently, the
study validates Giddens' perspective on modern self-identity, demonstrating how audiences actively, not
passively, select and reinterpret aspects of an athlete's life to construct their own identities. However, this
relationship is not without its challenges. Mirroring Dickens' (2023) findings on social comparison theory,
this study acknowledges the potential for upward social comparison to lead to decreased self-efficacy, body
dissatisfaction, and anxiety among audience members who fail to meet the often-unrealistic, perfectionist
standards displayed by elite athletes. Furthermore, the heavy reliance on commercial endorsements raises
concerns about the authenticity of athlete messages and the potential reinforcement of hyper-consumerism,
transforming athletes into vehicles for unchecked promotional culture. The results consistently align with
and extend recent international findings (e.g., Szymkowiak et al., 2024; Gonzalez et al., 2024; Schartel Dunn
& Nisbett, 2025) while uniquely contributing a holistic, culturally-contextualized model from an Iranian
perspective. This research empirically demonstrates that athletes inhabit a paradoxical role in society: they
are simultaneously facilitators of positive change (promoting health, social responsibility) and potential
reproducers of symbolic inequalities (through idealized body standards and materialistic consumption).

Conclusion

This study concludes that professional athletes have definitively transitioned into multi-dimensional
lifestyle influencers, exerting significant and measurable influence across the individual (health,
psychology), social (values, norms), economic (consumption, fashion), and technological (digital habits)
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spheres of their audience’s lives. The developed grounded theory model offers a novel and comprehensive
framework for understanding the complex mechanisms behind this influence. While the potential for
positive impact—such as promoting public health, social responsibility, and technological literacy—is
immense, the study also cautions against the inherent challenges, including the propagation of perfectionist
standards, the risk of psychological harm through adverse social comparisons, and the reinforcement of
commercial consumerism. For policymakers, sports managers, brands, and media planners, these findings
underscore the need for strategic and ethical engagement with athlete influencers, leveraging their reach for
positive messaging while mitigating potential harms through media literacy programs and responsible
marketing guidelines. Future research should focus on longitudinal studies to assess the long-term effects of
athlete influence across different generations and cross-cultural comparative studies to examine how varying
societal norms moderate this relationship. The primary limitation of this study is its focus on a specific set of
sports and athletes within a single cultural context; future work should diversify the sample to include a
wider range of sports and international athlete-audience dyads.
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