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omen have historically partici-
pated less in sports and other 
fitness activities than men (Ber-

ger, O’Reilly, Parent, Seguin, & Hernan-
dez, 2008; Wiley, Shaw, & Havitz, 2000), 
with this dynamic continuing today 
(Owen et al., 2019). This gender gap typ-
ically begins in early adolescence, when 
participation rates for girls decrease as 
compared to boys (James, 2000; Cana-
dian Heritage, 2013) with girls dropping 
out of sports at twice the rate of boys 
(Sabo & Veliz, 2008). These factors carry 
over to adult participation rates when 
perceptions of women being less athletic 
and physically weaker prevail, resulting 
in certain expectations that the female 
sex/gender is not as interested in sport in 
general, and strength-based sports in 
particular (Brace-Govan, 2004; Chris-
topherson, Janning, & McConnell, 2002). 
This socially constructed perception is 
part of a normative female role identity: 
prescriptions and prototypes for how 
women are expected to be and act within 
the social sphere. Participation choices 
for women and girls in sport is also much 
more proscriptive, as far more sport gen-

res and activities are viewed as tradition-
ally masculine (Hardin & Greer, 2009; 
Koivula, 2001). Therefore, women are not 
only less likely to participate, but those 
who do are typically viewed as deviating 
from gender norms (Pelak, 2002).  

A recent increase in women’s partici-
pation within certain sports and activi-
ties, however, has shown that the defini-
tion of a sport as masculine or feminine 
sports is not static. For example, 30 years 
ago, long distance running was domi-
nated by men. The first registered 
woman to run the Boston Marathon was 
in 1967 (although she hid her gender to 
register), and women did not run the 
marathon at the Olympic games until 
1984 (Lovett, 1997). Now, women out-
number men in every distance road race 
shorter than a full marathon held in the 
United States (Running USA, 2017). 
Along with a shift in participation, the 
perception that a particular sport is for 
one particular gender can also change. 
With more women participating in long 
distance running, it is no longer per-
ceived as a masculine sport, but rather 
gender neutral (Wegner, Ridinger, Jor-
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dan, & Funk, 2015). A shift in social per-
ception, therefore, can be a powerful fa-
cilitator of opportunities to engage in ac-
tivities previously understood as gender 
deviant.  

The fitness industry in particular has 
undergone a change in recent years, as 
the industry has diversified its portfolio 
of activities, inclusive of new forms of 
group fitness and those that combine tra-
ditional physical activity with the com-
petitive element of sport, such as high in-
tensity interval training (Thompson, 
2014). This portfolio, while developed for 
men and women, often includes activi-
ties that were considered historically 
masculine, including weightlifting and 
boxing (Shaw, 1994). Many of these activ-
ities are run by “commercialized compet-
itive fitness clubs,” which we define as 
an organization that: (a) is part of the fit-
ness industry; (b) creates a sense of com-
munity amongst its members; (c) has a 
competitive element, such as associated 
tournaments, events, or tracking of 
achievements; and (d) is a revenue 
driven business. This term can be ap-
plied to a number of different types of 
clubs, including CrossFit affiliated gyms, 
boxing clubs, Mixed Martial Art (MMA) 
clubs, rowing clubs, cycling labs, Tough 
Mudder gyms, and many more.  

The allure of CrossFit training method-
ology and affiliated culture in particular 
resides in the organization’s claim that 
one’s other identities, such as race, gen-
der, body type, economic status, profes-
sion, sexuality, and politics are irrelevant 
(Knapp, 2015a), despite the gendered or-
igins of its activities. If this is true, study-
ing this organized social space may offer 

an opportunity to understand identity as 
a mechanism through which an activity 
can become gender neutral. As identities 
are important factors for behavioral acti-
vation (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & 
Wetherell, 1987), understanding gender 
differences in identity, particularly 
within sport and fitness activities that 
have been historically gendered, contrib-
utes to the conversation surrounding the 
role of identity in informing behavior, 
and the ability of normative identities to 
change over time. Previous literature has 
examined the potential of commercial-
ized competitive fitness spaces such as 
CrossFit affiliated gyms to fight gender 
norms (Knapp 2015a, 2015b). Therefore, 
the purpose of this study is to examine 
the role of athletic identities and gender 
differences within the setting of a com-
mercialized competitive fitness club to 
further understand identity as a possible 
mechanism through which resistance 
happens, and may create greater inclu-
sivity in the sport and fitness space.  

 

Identity theory traces its roots back to 
Mead’s (1934) Symbolic Interactionist 
Role Theory. According to Mead, identi-
ties and definition of the “self” arise out 
of social interactions with significant oth-
ers in society, and the interpretation 
given to those interactions by each indi-
vidual (Mead, 1934). An individual can 
inhabit multiple identities and therefore 
various roles during different interac-
tions, depending on the saliency of a par-
ticular role to a given interaction. The 
ability to self-categorize into these roles 
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is also inherently socially informed, as 
there are socially designated meanings 
and expectations associated with a role 
and its performance (Burke & Tully, 
1977; Thoits, 1986). This is true of both 
self-selected roles, such as the identity of 
husband, athlete, or member of a self-se-
lected group, and a priori identities like 
race, gender, and sexuality. A priori 
identities can carry with them a stronger 
expectation and can be more difficult to 
break or change (Stets & Burke, 2000).  

This expectation tied to a priori identi-
ties also aids in the perpetuation of the 
role’s meaning within social structures 
and social interactions (Stryker & Serpe, 
1982). Identity happens within interac-
tions and there are strong behavioral im-
plications associated with role identities 
(Stets & Burke, 2009; Stryker & Serpe, 
1982). As the behaviors associated with a 
particular role are performed, they also, 
in turn, become actions that perpetuate 
the contents and meaning of a given 
identity (Stets & Burke, 2009). An iden-
tity can therefore be both prescriptive 
and proscriptive of participation oppor-
tunities, and in turn, that participation, 
as action, perpetuates the normative 
meaning behind a given identity.  

In terms of gender, individuals pursue 
‘ways of being’ that are consistent with 
their sense of gender identity, and can 
become stressed when there is conflict 
between their own actions and the stand-
ard of that identity (Burke, 1991). This 
standard can be shaped by numerous 
forces, one of the strongest of which is so-
cietal expectations. Western culture de-
fines both the male and female identity in 
a specific way, assigning particular ways 

of being and behaving as normative gen-
der identity (Henderson, Stalnaker, & 
Taylor, 1988; Messner & Sabo, 1990). 
These values, beliefs, and behaviors are 
then reinforced through imagery such as 
literature, film, advertising, and other 
media, creating a definitional prototype 
from which it becomes deviant to deviate 
(Cooky, Wachs, Messner, & Dworkin, 
2010).  

 

The nature of competitive sport also 
plays a key role in the reproduction and 
affirmation of normative gender role 
identities (Cooky, Messner, & Hextrum, 
2013; Messner, 1988). Sport is an estab-
lishment in which gender differentiation 
can be somehow naturalized, as it at-
tempts to demonstrate absolute physical 
differences between males and females, 
thereby reaffirming male superiority 
(Brace-Govan, 2004; Christopherson, et 
al., 2002). Athletic identities can also be-
come so synonymous with one’s gender 
identity that when individuals are forced 
to leave an athletic identity behind, their 
gender identity is also threatened 
(Brown & Coupland, 2015).  

Within the sport space, women are ex-
pected to be less athletic and less compet-
itive (Kane & Greendorfer, 1994). 
Women’s sporting events are viewed as 
less competitive than men’s (Kane & 
Maxwell, 2011), and girls from a young 
age are given fewer opportunities to par-
ticipate in team sports (Slater & Tigger-
man, 2011). Gender roles can have re-
lated restrictions that promote some and 
prohibit other forms of competitive fit-
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ness (Henderson, 1994; Shaw, 1994). In 
the sporting context, therefore, a 
woman’s role identity can make it more 
difficult to both be exposed to and excel 
in many sports and exercise that have 
masculine associations, such as football, 
basketball, and weightlifting (Dworkin, 
2003). Historically, activities promoting 
weight loss and associated with the out-
come of a slim feminine body have been 
promoted to women (Collins, 2002). Sal-
vatore & Marecek’s (2010) results illus-
trate this concept by finding that the 
bench press was viewed as a men’s exer-
cise and the StairMaster as a women’s ex-
ercise.  

Those who do participate are expected 
to aspire to normative gender practices 
in some way, making it easier to ‘femi-
nize’ and therefore sexualize them (Kim 
& Sagas, 2014). The Salvatore & Marecek 
(2010) study identified women as less 
comfortable than men using their college 
fitness facility, utilizing weightlifting 
equipment less frequently than men, and 
experiencing discomfort at a greater level 
when considering “bench pressing” ver-
sus using an elliptical machine. Further, 
conforming to normative gender identi-
ties results in their perpetuation, as nor-
mative feminine body types and physical 
differences between male and female 
gender identities are continually rein-
forced (Knapp, 2015b). 

Those who participate in activities de-
viant to their gender role identity are of-
ten viewed as deviant in some way 
(Messner, 1988; Caudwell, 2003). They 
may be expected to maintain their status 
as the center of the male gaze, exhibiting 
markers of femininity as a way to be ac-

cepted in the sport community (Koivula, 
1999). Within an activity, women who do 
not conform to the accepted stereotype 
may also be ostracized or face discrimi-
nation within the ingroup (Aitchison, 
2007). Similarly, the consequences be-
come greater when other identities such 
as race and sexuality are considered 
(Gill, 2011). From an individual perspec-
tive, overcoming gender expectations 
can require a manipulation of identity, 
or, conversely can have consequences for 
identity. For example, for female golfers, 
a salient masculine identity informed a 
greater connection to a sport where 
women are underrepresented (Jun & 
Kyle, 2012). But female athletes also must 
balance their role identity as women, 
contrasting the normative expectations 
of a female with those of an athlete, as 
they strive to be masculine enough for 
traditionally male sport, but still femi-
nine enough to be accepted into hege-
monic gender structures (Krane, Choi, 
Baird, Aimar, & Kauer, 2004). Even when 
women as a whole are able to overcome 
participation barriers, other structural 
barriers associated with the feminine 
gender such as the presence of a spouse 
or children may affect the participation 
rates of particular demographics (Ridin-
ger, Funk, Jordan, & Kaplanidou, 2012).  

However, recent literature has also fo-
cused exclusively on the experience of 
women in sport and leisure spaces, sug-
gesting that women’s experiences may 
be fundamentally different from those of 
men, and be meaningful in different 
ways (e.g. Morton, 2018). Recent qualita-
tive research into commercialized com-
petitive fitness in particular has found 
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that these kind of programs and spaces 
can also provide a site of resistance for 
normative gender role identities (Knapp, 
2015a). Knapp (2015a) noted that repre-
sentations of women in CrossFit in some 
ways transcended previous notions of 
the feminine/masculine dichotomy. The 
masculine traits of accountability, perse-
verance, and courage (Connell & Mes-
serchmidt, 2005) along with a high level 
of fitness engagement would generally 
be expected to describe men. However, 
in a 2018 (Nash) study on CrossFit coach-
ing and masculinity, it was found that 
CrossFit coaches described women as 
“better” athletes and more “serious” and 
“invested” in their CrossFit training as 
compared to men. This contradicts the 
widely accepted notion that men are 
“better” athletes than women and con-
firms the CrossFit gym as a place of nor-
mtive resistance.  

Despite this, the feminine ideal is still 
codified through perceptions that these 
athletes are often still judged on the nor-
matively accepted beauty first, and on 
performance second (Washington & 
Economides, 2016). Washington and 
Economides (2016) also noted that Cross-
Fit in particular still projects an ideal self 
for women that is grounded in the sexual 
objectivity of women. Similarly, female 
boxers have also found the boxing ring to 
be both a site of empowerment and con-
straint for their gender identity (McGan-
non et al., 2018). The feminine codifica-
tion is contrasted with the masculine as-
sociations with the activity, as the Cross-
Fit training methodology pulls its in-
spiration in part from various histori-
cally male dominated sports. (Nash, 

2018). The conflict among these findings 
leaves questions about the extent to 
which female participants themselves 
construct their identity with the activity 
differently from men, given that this 
space itself both affirms and challenges 
normative feminine ideals (Knapp, 
2015b). CrossFit is also simultaneously 
an activity and a club, and identities as 
members of a group also play an im-
portant role in strengthening commit-
ment to behavior and ongoing involve-
ment (see He & Brown, 2013 for a re-
view). Therefore, the lens of identity may 
also be useful in understanding the rela-
tionship between individuals’ identity 
and their behaviors. Even though athletic 
identities may differ between men and 
women (Jun & Kyle, 2012), these differ-
ences may not result in differences of be-
havioral involvement. This kind of space, 
i.e., CrossFit affiliated gyms, could be a 
key strategy for allowing for differences 
in experience but equality of involve-
ment. 

 

This study is interested in the relation-
ship between identities formed through 
competitive fitness clubs, i.e., CrossFit, 
and behavior, and moreover, whether 
gender matters to identity in these kinds 
of organized spaces that seek to create a 
gender-neutral environment. Recent in-
depth qualitative literature has sug-
gested that these clubs, as co-ed social 
spaces, have offered a site where women 
can in some ways resist normative gen-
der stereotypes of beauty over strength, 
despite the existence of masculine stere-
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otypes still prevalent in various aspects 
of the activity (e.g. Knapp, 2015b). We 
sought to examine this phenomenon on a 
larger scale, and find out whether men 
and women in general perceive their 
identities within this activity differently, 
and whether an association exists be-
tween these identities and the volume of 
behavioral involvement in the activity, 
resulting in the following research ques-
tions:  

RQ1: What gender differences are there 
in individuals’ athletic identities 
within commercialized competi-
tive fitness clubs? 

RQ2: What are the implications for these 
gender differences in terms of over-
all involvement in a commercial-
ized competitive fitness club? 

 

Research Context 

This study sampled participants in the 
2016 CrossFit Games Open, to respond to 
the research questions. CrossFit is a con-
stantly varied workout program fea-
turing functional movements (i.e, those 
that mimic everyday life functions) 
performed at a high relative intensity 
(CrossFit, Inc., 2019). The program can be 
performed at a local gym, called a box or 
affiliate (an officially licensee of CrossFit, 
Inc.) or at home in workouts of the day 
(WODs) posted on the CrossFit.com 
website. While the exact number of 
individuals participating in the activity 
across the world is unknown, there is a 
global network of over 14,500 affiliated 
gyms in 120 countries (CrossFit, Inc., 

2018a). CrossFit affiliated gyms fit the 
profile of a commercialized competitive 
fitness club with the CrossFit Games 
Open being one form of organized 
competition. At CrossFit affiliated gyms 
group physical preparedness classes are 
the core service provided with specialty 
classes (e.g., gymnastics, kids, strength, 
endurance, Olympic lifting) offered at 
many locations. The group nature of the 
experience plus regular social activities 
and shared fitness values is reported to 
create a strong sense of community 
amongst members. The annual CrossFit 
Open is a competition open to anyone 
from around the world, but many partic-
ipants compete at their CrossFit affiliate. 
Local competitions and in-house compe-
titions are also regular occurrences at af-
filiates. Notably, almost all CrossFit affil-
iates are for-profit businesses which seek 
revenue through memberships and other 
efforts for owners to sustain operations. 
CrossFit is an appropriate context for this 
research because it is both an organ-
ization and a sport. Individuals who 
identify themselves as “CrossFit 
athletes” are not only identifying with 
high intensity interval training, but also 
with the organization that provides the 
program. Notably, CrossFit athletes have 
been shown to have a higher sense of 
community within their affiliate than 
traditional gym members (Pickett, Gold-
smith, Damon, & Walker, 2016; 
Whiteman-Sandland, Hawkins, & Clay-
ton, 2016) increasing the likelihood that 
they will create strong connections with  
the organizations as a whole, including 
salient identities.  
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Table 1 
Sample Demographics 

Residence Percent 
Foreign Country 37.8 
United States 62.2 

Age  

19-24 10.0 
25-34 36.7 
35-44 30.7 
45-54 15.8 
55+ 6.8 

Education  

Less than a High School Degree 1.6 
High School Degree or GED 7.8 
Some College 14.7 
2-Year College Degree 9.2 
4-Year College Degree 38.6 
Master's Degree 20.4 
Terminal Degree 7.6 

Gender  

Male 56.2 
Female 43.8 

Household Income  

<$40,001 18.7 
$40,001-$80,000 25.3 
$80,001-$120,000 23.3 
$120,001-$160,000 13.2 
$160,000-$200,000 7.3 
>$200,000 3.6 

Race  

White/Caucasian 81.5 
Other 18.5 

Marital Status  

Partner/Married 64.3 
No Partner 35.7 

Children  

Kids 49.1 
No Kids 50.9 

Employment  

Not in employment 2.2 
Part time employment 8.8 
Full Time Employment 89.0 
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Participants and Procedure 

Participants were recruited from indi-
viduals who signed up for 2016 CrossFit 
Open in which 324,307 individuals from 
175 countries competed. The survey was 
sent to 252,860 valid email addresses of  
individuals who opted into the survey, 
which was sent directly to participants 
from CrossFit via an anonymous online 
link. A total of 138,759 individuals 
opened the email invitation. The survey 
remained open for 12 days and a total of 
32,607 completed the survey during this 
time period, for a response rate of 12.9% 
of valid email address holders, and 
23.4% of individuals who opened the 
email.  

In comparison to the overall CrossFit 
Games Open participant population of 
316,754 individual competitors aged 18 
and over, the sample was considered 
representative. Using a chi-square com-
parison, we found no significant dif-
ferences between the population and the 
sample with respect to gender (χ2=.0001, 
p=.999), age (χ2=.151, p=.999), and dome-
tic vs. international participant (χ2=.0003, 
p=.999). A full breakdown of the demo-
graphics of respondents by gender, race, 
income, and education can be found in 
Table 1.  

 
Measures 

A participant’s identity as a CrossFit 
athlete was measured using two items 
from each of the five dimensions of the 
Athletic Identity Scale (Cieslak, Fink, & 
Pastore, 2005): positive identity, negative 
identity, social identity, self-identity, and 
exclusive identity. Positive identity 

measures the positive affect associated 
with the identity, while negative identity 
measures the negative affect experi-
enced. Social identity refers to their cate-
gorization as a participant in the larger 
CrossFit community. Self-identity mea-
sures the importance of the identity to 
the respondent’s self, and exclusive iden-
tity measures the extent to which an 
individual’s self-worth is determined by 
their participation. This multidimen-
sional scale has previously been used to 
capture identity with a number of sport 
activities (e.g., Jun & Kyle, 2011; 2012). 
While there are multiple group identity 
scales, all of which can measure various 
components of a group identity, this 
scale was chosen because, in addition to 
having been previously validated as a 
scale measuring identity with an activity, 
it also mirrors closely other validated 
group/social identity scales in social 
psychology (e.g., Ellemers, Kortekaas, & 
Ouwerkerk, 1999). A list of the items in 
the scale, along with their means and 
standard deviations can be found in 
Table 2.  

The outcome variable, degree of in-
volvement with CrossFit, was measured 
by a scale variable gathered from a ques-
tion asking how many hours each week 
participants engaged with the CrossFit 
brand. Respondents were informed that, 
for this study, engagement included 
training, competing, consuming CrossFit 
information, and socializing about 
CrossFit. Given the inclusive nature of 
this variable and the broad consideration 
of inputs in how engagement was de-
fined, this variable is supported as a 
clear, single outcome variable. 
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Several covariates were also measured 
and considered as independent variables 
along with the five identity dimensions. 
Demographics included: age, using year 
of birth; employment, a categorical vari-
able mirroring census categories; level of  
education, a 7-point ordinal variable 
ranging from “Some high school” to 
“M.D., J.D.” and “Ph.D.”; family status, 
which included both marital/partner 
status as well as presence of children; 
country of origin; race; gender; and 
household income, measured in ranges 
of $20,000, beginning with <$20,000 up to 
>$200,000. Previous open participation 

was measured numerically. Advocacy 
was also measured using a ten-point sin-
gle item net-promoter score that asked 
the following: “how likely are you to rec-
ommend the CrossFit brand to a friend?” 
(Reichheld, 2003).  
 
Analysis 

All analyses were conducted using SPSS 
24.0. A total of 1,822 respondents indi-
cated that they owned a CrossFit box/ 
affiliate. These individuals were re-
moved from the data prior to analysis, 

 
Table 2 

Items and Descriptives 

Item Mean Std 
Deviation 

Other people see me mainly as a CrossFit® athlete (SOCID 1) 3.56 1.05 

(SOCID_2)  2.94 0.99 

I make many sacrifices to engage in Cross-Fit® training 
(EXCLUSID_2) 3.31 1.10 

CrossFit® training is an important part of my life (EXCLUSID_2) 4.39 0.64 

I consider myself to be a CrossFit® athlete (SELFID_1) 4.18 0.75 

Being a CrossFit® athlete is an important part of who I am 
(SELFID_2) 3.81 0.93 

I am happy when I am performing my CrossFit® workout 
(POSID_1) 4.54 0.63 

I feel good about myself when I perform well in my CrossFit® 
workout (POSID_2) 4.52 0.56 

I feel bad about myself when I do poorly during a CrossFit® 
workout (NEGID_1) 3.27 1.10 

I feel badly when I fail to meet my goals related to CrossFit® 
training (NEGID_2) 3.53 0.98 
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as their engagement with the CrossFit  
brand would include hours spent in the 
capacity of employment, therefore skew-
ing their engagement as a participant. 
This left a total of 30,785 responses used 
as the sample for analysis.  

Means for each of the five dimensions 
of CrossFit identity were calculated using 
the items corresponding to that dimen-
sion. An overall composite of identity 
was also created using mean scores of the 
items. Dummy variables were created for 
several demographic variables for use as 
independent variables, including kids/ 
no kids, partner/no partner, Caucasian 
/minority, male/female, and US/for-
eign. Income, which had been measured 
in ranges, was adjusted using the mid-
point of each range. Finally, the employ-
ment variable was broken down into an 
ordinal variable of “not working” (which 
included retired and those who indicated 
not employed), “part-time work,” and 
“full-time work.” Full-time work also in-
cluded self-employed, full-time stu-
dents, and homemakers with children. 
Importantly, those who indicated they 
were homemakers without children 
(n=42) were removed from the sample, 
since we were unable to assess whether 
that individual would consider this full-
time or part-time work.  

 

An observation of the descriptive sta-
tistics comparing male and female partic-
ipants, find that men had higher incomes 
on average than women (t= 8.750; 
p<.001), men were significantly older 
than women (t = 8.743; p<.001; MD = 

1.12), and that women were significantly 
more educated than men (t= 6.283; 
p<.001). Men, on average, also had signif-
icantly more experience with the Cross-
Fit Open (t= 10.618; p<.001). Women 
were significantly less likely to be mar-
ried/living with a partner (χ2 =193.288, 
p<.001) and significantly less likely to 
have children (χ2 =188.091, p<.001) than 
their male counterparts. The independ-
ent samples t-test used to explore RQ1 
found that women had significantly 
higher levels of social identity, exclusive  
identity, self-identity, and positive iden-
tity, and that men had significantly 
higher levels of negative identity. Men 
also reported significantly higher levels 
of engagement with the CrossFit brand 
than did women. Results of the t-tests 
can be found in Table 3.  

Initial regression results using just the 
five identity dimensions to predict in-
volvement showed that for CrossFit 
athletes in general, the dimensions of 
social identity (β = .504; t = 7.947; p<.001), 
exclusive identity (β = .1.484; t = 20.257; 
p<.001), self-identity (β = 1.381; t = 17.144; 
p<.001), and negative identity (β = .256; t 
= 5.444; p<.001) were all significant 
positive predictors of the number of 
hours that participants engage each 
week with CrossFit. Positive identity, 
meanwhile, was not a significant predic-
tor (β = -.008; t = -1.093; p=.274). The 
model explained 8.6% of the variance in 
the dependent variable. In terms of 
gender differences, a pair-wise t-test 
found no significant gender differences 
in the beta weights of men and women 
when predicting number of hours 
engaged with the brand. 
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Table 3 
Independent Samples t-Test 

  
 

Mean Std. 
Deviation 

t Sig. 

SOCID Male 3.18 0.81 -17.92 p<.001  
Female 3.34 0.79 

  

EXCLUSID Male 3.82 0.70 -9.31 p<.001  
Female 3.89 0.69 

  

SELFID Male 3.93 0.72 -17.78 p<.001  
Female 4.08 0.69 

  

NEGID Male 3.43 0.95 5.34 p<.001  
Female 3.37 0.94 

  

POSID Male 4.49 0.50 -15.36 p<.001  
Female 4.58 0.49 

  

BRAND_INVOLVEMENT Male 9.52 6.85 7.78 p<.001 
  Female 8.87 6.28   

 

 
 

Finally, RQ2 was also addressed using 
a multiple regression model incorporat-
ing several indicators of involvement 
with the CrossFit brand. The model is a 
linear regression with the dependent 
variable as engagement with brand (de-
fined earlier in the measures section of 
the method) as measured by volume of 
time (hours) per week of involvement in 
CrossFit related activities. The left-hand 
side of the model is comprised of 15 in-
dependent variables as described in the 
measures section. These are (i) advocacy 
(measured by scale of 1 to 10 on propen-
sity to recommend), (ii) geography (bino-
mial variable: US or other), (iii) race/di-
versity (binomial variable: Caucasian or 
other), (iv) CrossFit Identity #1: Social 
Identity (5 point scale), (v) CrossFit Iden-
tity #2: Exclusive Identity (5 point scale), 
(vi) CrossFit Identity #3: Positive Iden-
tity (5 point scale), (vii) CrossFit Identity 

#4: Negative Identity (5 point scale), 
(viii) CrossFit Identity #5: Self Identity (5 
point scale), (ix) education (scale from 
less than high school to PhD/JD/MD), 
(x) age, (xi) gender, (xii) income (recoded 
as midpoints of ranges), (xiii) children 
(binominal variable—yes or no), (xiv) 
partner (binominal variable—yes or no), 
and (xv) employment situation variable 
(three groups—Full-Time / Part-Time / 
Not Working). 

The first step was to check the inde-
pendent variables for multicollinearity 
amongst the 15 variables. In any multi-
variate analysis, it is important to reduce 
the independent variables into the result-
ing factors that best represent the data 
before the analyses (Weir & Vincent, 
2012). Using SPSS, the 15 variables, a 
principal-components analysis via a vari-
max rotation was used to identify those 
factors of high commonality. Per com 
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mon convention, factors with Eigenval-
ues of 0.8 or higher were retained in or-
der to provide understandable results 
(Weir & Vincent, 2012) and for each fac-
tor, a representative proxy variable was 
identified based on its correlation with 
the factor (Nadeau & O’Reilly, 2006). 
This resulted in the identification of 
seven factors that accounted for 69.1% of 
the variance. A linear regression model 
was then run using these seven factors 
against the dependent variable. This re 
sulted in a good overall model 
(F=17219.621, p<.001), with gender 
clearly one of the strong influencing var-
iables of CrossFit participation/engage-
ment. See Table 4 for factor description 
and model results.  

 

The purpose of this study was to look 
at the relationship between identity and 
behavioral involvement, and more spe-
cifically the gender differences in both 
identity and involvement within com-
mercialized fitness spaces. Demographic 
differences in the overall sample of those 
who participate in the CrossFit Games 
Open support previous research on 
gender constraints to participation in 
sport. Specifically, in the 2018 CrossFit 
Games Open 216,830 (56.7%) men and 
165,833 (43.3%) women registered to 
compete (CrossFit, Inc., 2018b). It has 
been found that men who participate in 
sports with high training commitments, 
such as mass participation sporting 
events, are more likely to have children 
and a partner (Ridinger et al., 2012), as it 
has been suggested that women are less 

able to overcome the greater time con-
straints placed on them by gender roles 
as family caretakers (Jackson & Hender-
son, 1995; Shaw, 1994). In this sense, 
these spaces may not be so different from 
other sport spaces (i.e., executive em-
ployment in the sport industry, high 
level coaching positions, etc.), as they 
give women opportunities previously 
viewed as gender deviant, but they do 
not address the many of the structural 
barriers still present in many women’s 
lives. This may be particularly true for 
those from other countries, where only 
41% of participants were female, versus 
the 45% of U.S. based participants.  

Speaking to RQ1, gender differences in 
identity with the activity suggest that 
men and women formulate their identi-
ties as CrossFit athletes in different ways. 
Previous research has suggested that 
women must form a significantly higher 
connection to an activity than men in or-
der to overcome the barriers that they 
face (Jun & Kyle, 2012; Wegner et al., 
2015). This was consistent across four of 
the five dimensions of athletic identity 
and supports Nash’s (2018) assertion that 
female CrossFit athletes are actually 
more connected and committed to the 
activity. However, men had a signif-
icantly higher negative identity. As nega-
tive identity refers to feelings associated 
with underperformance, it is possible 
that men inherently place greater import-
ance on competitive outcomes, that they 
compare themselves to other competitors 
of the same gender (as opposed to com-
paring their outcomes to past personal 
performance measures), or they feel a 
stronger pressure to perform in spaces 



164 Commercialized Fitness Clubs 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPORT MANAGEMENT 

where both genders are present. Atkin-
son (2007) found that men in gyms feel 
an immense pressure to create tradition-
ally masculine bodies to enhance and 
maintain their masculine identity. More 
empirical work is needed to further ex-
plore this dynamic.  

There were no gender differences in 
how athletic identity predicted behav-
ioral involvement. This suggests that, 
while men and women may construct 
their identity differently around an activ-
ity, those differences do not alter the 
amount of engagement with the activity. 
Therefore, the differences in identity may 
simply be a different form of expression 
that does not influence actual behaviors 
within the activity. Confirming previous 
research in this area (Woolf & Lawrence, 
2017) this lack of difference between men 
and women suggests that identity may 
connect both genders to their participa-
tion in the same way, supporting the idea 
that this environment supports a female 
identity that is prescriptive within this 
context (Knapp, 2015a; McGannon et al., 
2018). These results also suggest that 
CrossFit is a space where women have 
the ability to carve out their own identity 
and utilize it as a source of empower-
ment, similar to other spaces that were 
once dominated by men (McGannon et 
al., 2018; Pelak, 2002).  

However, the results also showed that 
gender informs involvement in the activ-
ity overall, controlling for other influen-
tial factors, including identity, structural 
constraints, and other potential factors 
(RQ2). Gender was one of seven signifi-
cant predictors of involvement when 
controlling for other demographic varia-

bles as well as identity with the activity. 
Notably, results showed it to be one of 
the most influential drivers of CrossFit 
engagement. Specifically, being a 
woman negatively predicted the number 
of hours spent engaged with CrossFit. 
Results of this model leave questions re-
garding the actuality of a “gender neu-
tral” activity. There is still a gender gap 
in the societal expectations for time spent 
on household chores and childcare, even 
in homes where both adults work, and 
this can inhibit time spent on sport and 
physical activity (Shaw, 1994; Wood & 
Danylchuck, 2012). The findings of the 
current study suggest that these gender 
norms may in some ways still play a 
formative role, even if the CrossFit space 
transcends that in some ways.  

Overall, the results of the current study 
suggest that types of commercialized 
competitive fitness clubs like CrossFit 
affiliated gyms offer a space where 
women can form salient (albeit slightly 
different) identities with an activity that 
has historically been a masculine space. 
Despite this, gender is still a significant 
factor in determining overall involve-
ment. There has been a considerable 
amount of previous research that 
attempts to understand women’s the 
ways in which women connect to a sport 
in ways that are different from their male 
counterparts (e.g. Dilley & Scraton, 
2010). The findings of this study support 
that literature as it attempts to uncover 
new experiences in spaces that have 
attempted to redefine gender roles in the 
sport space. As found in previous litera-
ture concerned with male dominated 
spaces (Jun & Kyle, 2012; Pelak, 2002), 



Commercialized Fitness Clubs 165 

 Volume 21, #2, April 2020 

those spaces that seek to remove gender 
barriers are not necessarily immune to 
gender norms created in sport spaces 
(Aitchinson, 2007; Koivula, 1999). While 
previous work has found this to be true 
both on a smaller scale (McGannon et al., 
2018; Washington & Economides, 2016), 
these results reveal a continuing tension 
between gender norms and sport partici-
pation in a much larger population. 
While individuals participating may be 
able to overcome gender norms and 
create salient identities, there is still a 
barrier for women to actual participa-
tion.  

 
Implications 

Previous research has demonstrated a 
link between an activity identity and be-
havior associated with the activity (Jun & 
Kyle, 2011). Conversely, other literature 
suggests that women must have a higher 
connection with an activity just to partic-
ipate in it (Ridinger et al., 2012; Wegner 
et al., 2015). In this case, women had sig-
nificantly higher levels of identity in all 
but one dimension of their athletic iden-
tity, and yet had significantly less in-
volvement with CrossFit. This creates an 
interesting wrinkle for identity theory 
scholars. While gender and activity iden-
tity in sport has been studied (e.g. Jun & 
Kyle, 2012; Pelak, 2002), there are fewer 
sport studies that look at the role of gen-
der within the organizational setting, as 
members of a group (c.f. Heere & James, 
2007). As both an activity and group 
identity, commercialized competitive fit-
ness clubs such as CrossFit affiliated 
gyms expose the important role that 

gender norms still play in the formation 
of social identities. As Brickson (2013) 
suggests, identities within an organi-
zation are both informed by and inform 
other identities such as race, gender, and 
even other group identities. 

Given these initial findings, sport or-
ganizers in general, and commercial 
competitive fitness clubs in particular, 
may be able to play a role in the mission 
to uncover mechanisms through which 
stereotypes surrounding gendered 
sports can be broken. While sport histor-
ically has been viewed as a male domi-
nated territory, socialization and society 
values have created deep embedded ste-
reotypes of some sports as particularly 
masculine or feminine (Hardin & Greer, 
2009). However, normative identities are 
not necessarily stable, and can shift over 
time (Todd, 2005). In this study, women 
were able to form dimensions in their 
identity that were even higher than those 
of their male counterparts. As organiza-
tions and clubs can offer cues through 
which marginalized groups can feel a 
sense of belonging, these spaces may be 
one of the keys to shifting the labels of a 
sport as masculine or feminine.  

The rise of commercialized competitive 
sport clubs means a wealth of oppor-
tunity for creating welcoming spaces and 
opportunities for historically marginal-
ized groups. Rather than follow tradi-
tional models of sport that separates par-
ticipation across gender, these kinds of 
clubs facilitate a coed sport environment 
where both men and women are free to 
express an athletic identity. As policy 
makers and community interest groups 
seek to reduce health risks associated 
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with growing levels of sedentarism in the 
United States, it may be useful to turn to 
spaces that are open to removing barriers 
between demographic groups. Further, 
these kinds of clubs may be blueprints 
for the creation of spaces that break 
down other opportunity barriers beyond 
gender, including those associated with 
race, the differently abled, sexuality, and 
socioeconomic status.  

These results also speak to the im-
portance of making such kinds of com-
mercialized competitive sports clubs 
more financially accessible. Often times, 
barriers to opportunity, while sourced in 
a priori identities like race, gender, and 
sexuality, are compounded by lack of ac-
cess, and these kinds of clubs are no ex-
ception. For those who indicated they 
did not participate in CrossFit training at 
an affiliate, financial constraints were the 
second biggest reason (after time con-
straints). While many of these opportuni-
ties offer cheaper, at-home versions, the 
importance of social connection in facili-
tating participation in sport organiza-
tions has been well-researched (see Al-
lender, Cowburn, & Foster, 2006 for a re-
view). Therefore, communities seeking 
opportunities for those previously mar-
ginalized who also lack financial means 
might scale the blueprint of for-profit 
clubs in a non-profit, community-based 
setting in an attempt to offer a similar ex-
perience at a more affordable rate. 

 
Limitations and Future Directions 

There are several limitations and op-
portunities to future research with this 
study. First, while CrossFit affiliated 

gyms fit the definition of a commer-
cialized competitive fitness club, there 
are also ways in which these gyms are 
distinct from clubs that are differentiated 
from the activity of which they are a part 
(e.g. boxing gyms). Therefore, some of 
these results may not be extrapolated to 
all commercialized competitive fitness 
clubs. Additionally, this study examined 
only participants of the CrossFit Games 
Open. Those who participate in this 
competition are more likely to have 
higher than normal involvement levels 
with the brand. Surveying those that reg-
istered for the CrossFit Games Open 
rather than general CrossFit affiliate 
members did not allow us to hear from 
those very new to the activity. While 
there was some variation in the identity 
levels of those who participated, sur-
veying new members of CrossFit 
affiliated gyms would help to better 
understand how these identities might 
evolve over time, particularly from a 
gender perspective. It is possible that 
women first exposed to the activity may 
feel a sense of dissonance with a his-
torically male sport, and this may have 
implications for their identity.  

Only surveying CrossFit Games Open 
members also meant that CrossFit 
athletes who do not participate in the 
event may be different than those who 
do. As the CrossFit community in par-
ticular has a wide range of participants, 
including those who are affiliate mem-
bers and those who work out at home, 
there may be some implications for both 
identity and involvement amongst these 
individuals. This sample included a total 
of 546 individuals who only work out 
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alone or outside of a box. Although there 
were not statistically significant dif-
ferences between this group and a ran-
dom sample of other participants, it is 
unknown whether this small sample 
represents the typical individual who 
does not work out at a particular affiliate. 
As identity is formed partially through a 
socialization process and interaction 
with others who also identify (Mead, 
1934), it is possible that an athletic 
identity surrounding these individuals 
would be different.  

Finally, while this study started to illu-
minate the ways in which both men and 
women connect with commercialized 
competitive sport clubs, it also left a lot 
of questions. As gender still appears to 
be a factor in participation, despite 
spaces that offer resistance to gender 
norms, more research is needed to un-
derstand how women can overcome any 
potential dissonance or structural barri-
ers to the activity before they start. It is 
clear that merely providing these spaces, 
at this juncture, is not enough to over-
come historical norms. A long-term 
trend analysis may shed some light on 
changes in involvement as these types of 
activities become more generally ac-
cepted by the public as less gendered.  

 

Sport in general is a space where gen-
der identities have historically provided 
opportunities for some and prohibited 
opportunities for others, due, in part, to 
social gender norms. However, qualita-
tive evidence from several sectors, com-
petitive fitness clubs in particular, has 

shown that the lines that separate activi-
ties for men and activities for women can 
be changed by powerful individuals or 
collectives, and that once deviant spaces 
can be a source of empowerment. In this 
study, we quantitatively explored the ex-
tent to which one such competitive fit-
ness club has created a space where 
women and men alike can construct sali-
ent identities that contribute to their 
overall participation. In finding that gen-
der is still a contributing factor in partic-
ipation, despite the creation of salient ac-
tivity identities, this space, like many 
others, is apparently still both a source of 
empowerment and constraint for 
women. However, the construction of sa-
lient identities in this space offers hope 
for those interested in expanding oppor-
tunities for women and other groups 
whose opportunities are marginalized in 
sport.  
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