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In describing humans’ inherent social orientation, John 
Donne (1975) wrote that “no man is an island.” Our ori-
entation toward social interactions and group function-
ing is adaptive—it provides opportunities to manage 
threats, to create and exchange resources, to procreate, 
and to receive nurturance and care—and availability of 
these social and material outcomes hinges largely on 
how others perceive us. In this light, it is understandable 
that people often care about, and might attempt to 
 control, the impressions that others make of them. Self‐
presentation, or impression management, refers to the 
processes by which people monitor and control how they 
are perceived and evaluated by others (Goffman, 1959; 
Leary, Tchividjian, & Kraxberger, 1994; Schlenker, 1980). 
Usually, the images people try to convey are not “false-
hoods”; that is, people typically attempt to create images 
that are consistent with how they see themselves (Martin 
Ginis, Lindwall, & Prapavessis, 2007). Put differently, 
self‐presentation typically involves the selective presen-
tation of particular self‐relevant information and the 
selective nondisclosure of other information, rather than 
attempts to convey false images (Martin Ginis et  al., 
2007). Acts of self‐presentation are pervasive (Leary, 
Nezleck et al., 1994); in fact, some argue that there are 
few social situations in which people can afford to com-
pletely ignore or disregard others’ evaluations of them 
(Leary, 1995). Perhaps due to the potency and prevalence 
of self‐presentation as a tactic in social intercourse, 
research in this area has been prolific for decades. Self‐
presentation motives and behaviors have been studied in 
domains as varied as social media use (e.g., Fox & Rooney, 
2015), academic performance (Czopp, Lasane, Sweigard, 
Bradshaw, & Hammer, 1998), health behavior (e.g., Leary, 
Tchividjian et al., 1994), sexuality (e.g., Levitt & Ippolito, 
2013), crime (e.g., Sutton, Robinson, & Farrall, 2011), 
and workplace performance (e.g., Barrick, Shaffer, & 
DeGrassi, 2009).

In the present chapter, we discuss self‐presentation in 
sport and exercise, with a particular focus on motivation 

for self‐presentation in these settings. Being categorized 
by others as an “athlete” or “exerciser” can offer a series 
of interpersonal benefits (e.g., Martin, Sinden, & Fleming, 
2000; Martin Ginis, Latimer, & Jung, 2003), such as being 
seen as fitter, stronger, healthier, more attractive, friend-
lier, kinder, and more sociable than others (Martin et al., 
2000), and it is plausible that self‐presentation motiva-
tion in sport and exercise is based on the pursuit of these 
benefits. Interestingly, aside from the apparent “halo 
effect” of being an exerciser (i.e., the tendency for raters’ 
positive global impressions to influence their evaluation 
of individual attributes), there also appears to be a “devil 
effect” for non‐exercisers, whereby the global image that 
is cast when one is portrayed as a non‐exerciser taints 
evaluations relative to control targets on discrete dimen-
sions (Martin et al., 2000; Martin Ginis et al., 2007). On 
the surface, there appears to be a host of benefits to por-
traying an identity as an athlete (or exerciser), and the 
opportunity to claim these identities may constitute an 
important reason for sport or exercise participation 
among some individuals (e.g., Grove & Dodder, 1982). 
An interesting aspect of self‐presentation motivation, 
however, is that it can also have a “dark side”; the desire 
to avoid portraying oneself as uncoordinated or unfit, for 
example, can deter participation in exercise (Martin, 
Leary, & O’Brien, 2001). In addition, evidence has accu-
mulated to suggest that self‐presentation goals are less 
likely to be inherently satisfying than other—especially 
intrinsic—goals for exercise (Sebire, Standage, & 
Vansteenkiste, 2009), so benefits derived from posses-
sion of self‐presentation goals should be weighed against 
such disadvantageous outcomes. We give attention to 
these various issues associated with self‐presentation 
motivation in this chapter.

The chapter is broken into four sections. The first 
charts the history of conceptual and empirical work on 
self‐presentation in sport and exercise. Then, in a second 
section, the 2 × 2 self‐presentation motivation frame-
work (Howle, Jackson, Conroy, & Dimmock, 2015), 
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which is a contemporary framework on self‐presentation 
motivation in physical activity, is overviewed alongside a 
discussion of research on this framework. Third, self‐
presentation motivation is discussed with reference to 
perhaps the most ubiquitous theory in sport and exer-
cise psychology at present—that of Self‐Determination 
Theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Finally, a fourth sec-
tion is dedicated to practical implications from research 
on self‐presentation in sport and exercise, together with 
recommendations for future research on self‐presentation 
processes in these contexts.

 History of Self‐Presentation 
Research

Erving Goffman (1959), who wrote about the impor-
tance of impression management to social interactions 
and self‐identity, is regarded as the first key contributor 
to the literature on impression management. Over the 
subsequent decade (i.e., the 1960s), Edward E. Jones 
 provided a series of conceptual, methodological, and 
empirical contributions to the study of self‐presenta-
tion, including the articulation of particular self‐presen-
tation tactics, and these contributions remained 
influential for the most part of the late 1900s. In relation 
to literature on self‐presentation in sport and exercise, 
Leary’s (1992) review was the first compelling argument 
that impression management could influence a series of 
performance, motivation, and emotional responses in 
athletes and exercisers. Leary’s contribution whetted 
the appetite for researchers in sport and exercise psy-
chology, and in the years since 1992, a steady stream of 
research has been undertaken on self‐presentation pro-
cesses in these contexts. Interestingly, this work has 
been undertaken in the absence of a formal, comprehen-
sive theory of self‐presentation. In fact, some 30 years 
ago, the impression management literature was 
described as immature and lacking theoretical influence 
(Schneider, 1981; Tetlock & Manstead, 1985), and to a 
large extent these criticisms remain valid to this day 
(Eklund & Howle, 2018). Perhaps in response to the 
 continued absence of a well‐recognized theory of self‐ 
presentation, scholars have turned to a variety of other 
theories in their attempts to study self‐presentation in 
physical activity, including SDT (Brunet & Sabiston, 
2009; Thogersen‐Ntoumani & Ntoumanis, 2007), the 
Theory of Planned Behavior (Latimer & Martin Ginis, 
2005), and Social Cognitive Theory (Brunet & Sabiston, 
2011; Gammage, Hall, & Martin Ginis, 2004; Gammage, 
Martin Ginis, & Hall, 2004). Self‐Determination Theory 
may be a particularly useful lens through which to study 
self‐presentation, and we discuss this issue later in the 
chapter. For now, we turn our attention to some inter-

esting insights that have emerged from existing research 
on self‐presentation in sport and exercise.

In relation to sport, a focus has been given to the poten-
tially deleterious influence of self‐presentation concerns 
on affective experiences. Some of this work has been 
guided by Schlenker and Leary’s (1982) argument that 
self‐presentation concerns are likely to be aligned with 
experiences of social anxiety. Research has generally sup-
ported this premise; self‐presentation concerns have 
been shown to undermine athletes’ trait‐level affective 
experiences (Wilson & Eklund, 1998), and athletes’ state‐
based affect has been shown to be more negative when 
self‐presentation concerns are high or made salient 
(Howle & Eklund, 2013; Podlog, Dimmock, & Miller, 
2011; Podlog et  al., 2013; Renfrew, Howle, & Eklund, 
2017). In addition, a portion of the literature on 
sport‐based self‐presentation has focused on the nature 
of specific self‐presentation tactics or on behavioral con-
sequences of self‐presentation concerns among athletes. 
In relation to the former area, a rich body of literature 
has developed on self‐handicapping (i.e., when individu-
als act or choose a performance setting to enhance the 
opportunity to externalize failure and to internalize suc-
cess; Berglas & Jones, 1978), including studies of first 
(“is”), second (“when”), and third (“how”) generation 
issues on self‐handicapping (see Martin Ginis et  al., 
2007). In relation to the latter issue, research on choking 
in sport (i.e., inferior performance despite striving and 
incentives for superior performance; Baumeister & 
Showers, 1986; Hill, Hanton, Matthews, & Fleming, 
2010) has focused on the potential undermining effect of 
self‐presentation concerns on performance quality (e.g., 
Mesagno, Harvey, & Janelle, 2011). In another line of 
inquiry on the latter issue, social physique anxiety (i.e., 
anxiety experienced in response to evaluations, or poten-
tial evaluations, of one’s body by others; Hart, Leary, & 
Rejeski, 1989) has been shown to be associated with eat-
ing disorder tendencies among female athletes (Haase & 
Prapavessis, 2001) and to steroid use in male athletes 
(Schwerin et al., 1996).

Associations between identity and self‐presentation 
motives have also been investigated in sport‐based 
research on self‐presentation. Sport involvement can 
cast a strong and coherent image to others about one’s 
self (Sadalla, Linder, & Jenkins, 1988), and many individ-
uals seem to be motivated to participate in certain sports 
due to their (the individuals’) desire to create or manage 
image concerns (Nicholas, Dimmock, Donnelly, 
Alderson, & Jackson, 2018). Similar identity‐related pro-
cesses have been examined among sport fans; Wann, 
Royalty, and Roberts (2000), for example, discovered that 
sport fans were more likely to disclose their fandom to a 
rival fan (i.e., engage in self‐presentation behavior) if 
they were highly identified with the team, and fans who 
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were higher in self‐esteem were more likely to mention 
their fandom sooner. Also, highly identified sport fans 
have been found to engage more in acts of self‐presentation 
to display their team identification after a win (i.e., bask-
ing in reflected glory), and engage less in acts to protect 
their team identification after a loss (i.e., cutting off 
reflected failure; Trail et al., 2012).

Research on self‐presentation in exercise has some-
times been framed by Leary and Kowalski’s (1990) model 
of impression management, in which two discrete pro-
cesses of self‐presentation are identified: impression 
motivation and impression construction (see Leary, 
1992). Impression motivation reflects the extent to which 
individuals are motivated to control how others perceive 
them, and can be understood as a function of goal rele-
vance of the impression, the value of the desired out-
come, and the discrepancy between one’s current and 
desired image (Leary, 1995). In other words, impression 
motivation is high when a particular impression services 
a desired goal (e.g., has the potential to affect important 
material or social outcomes, self‐esteem, or identity) and 
when there is a large disparity between current percep-
tions and desired perceptions in relation to the desired 
goal. For example, an exerciser would be expected to 
possess high impression motivation during an exercise 
session with a personal trainer to the extent that the 
exerciser perceives the session to be important for pro-
jecting a positive impression, that a positive impression 
is deemed to be important for obtaining a desired out-
come (e.g., perceptions of attractiveness), and to the 
extent that the exerciser thinks that the personal trainer 
has not already developed a firm impression on relevant 
dimensions (e.g., attractiveness). Impression construc-
tion involves decisions around particular strategies to 
achieve a desired impression, as well as implicit or 
explicit engagement in those strategies (Leary & 
Kowalski, 1990). Five factors were proposed by Leary 
and Kowalski to influence impression construction: the 
individual’s self‐concept (i.e., how he/she sees him/ 
herself ), desired and undesired identity images (i.e., how 
he/she wants and does not want to be seen), values of the 
self‐presentation target (i.e., expectations and desires of 
the individual receiving the self‐presentation communi-
cation), constraints related to the individual’s present 
role (i.e., norms and standards of behavior), and the indi-
vidual’s perceptions of his/her current and potential 
image. As a consequence of these factors, individuals 
who are motivated to manage their image may engage in 
different acts of self‐presentation to achieve their goal.

Despite the fact that a measure of impression motiva-
tion and impression construction has been developed for 
researchers of self‐presentation in exercise (Self‐
Presentation in Exercise Questionnaire; SPEQ; Conroy, 
Motl, & Hall, 2000), use of this scale has not been as 

forthcoming as one might expect. Some criticisms of the 
measure have been made, including arguments that the 
impression construction subscale assesses only a single 
impression construction strategy (see Martin Ginis et al., 
2007), and that the impression motivation subscale may 
also under‐represent categories of impression motiva-
tion (Howle, Jackson, et al., 2015). These criticisms may 
have played a role in subduing enthusiasm for use of the 
scale, but the small volume of research on impression 
motivation and impression construction in exercise is 
still surprising. Of the relatively few studies that have 
directly utilized Leary and Kowalski’s (1990) framework 
in exercise, both impression motivation and impression 
construction have often been shown to positively predict 
physical activity. Conroy et  al. (2000) and Lindwall 
(2005), for instance, found that exercise frequency and 
duration were positively associated with both impression 
motivation and impression construction, and Brunet and 
Sabiston (2011) found that impression motivation was 
predictive of moderate and vigorous physical activity in 
breast cancer survivors. In other work on breast cancer 
patients (Brunet, Sabiston, & Gaudreau, 2014), impres-
sion motivation was associated with moderate and vigor-
ous physical activity at a between‐person level, and 
impression construction was associated with moderate 
and vigorous physical activity at the between‐ and 
within‐person levels. Notwithstanding these significant 
findings, it is noteworthy that findings across (and even 
within) studies on exercise and self‐presentation have 
sometimes been inconsistent. For example, in Conroy 
et al.’s (2000) study, impression motivation was found to 
be positively associated with the number of days of exer-
cise per week, but not the amount of hours spent exercis-
ing or the percentage of leisure time spent exercising. 
Further, Gammage et al. (2004) reported no significant 
difference in impression motivation between high‐ and 
low‐frequency exercisers.

Inconsistencies in results from studies on self‐ 
presentation in exercise have been commonplace, and 
such inconsistency is evident in perhaps the most widely 
studied area of self‐presentation in sport and exercise 
psychology—that of social physique anxiety. In research 
on exercise, much of the focus on social physique anxiety 
has involved an examination of its relationship as a trait 
variable with exercise behavior. When conceptualized as 
a trait variable, social physique anxiety reflects people’s 
tendencies to become anxious when others observe or 
evaluate their physique (Hart et al., 1989). Some of these 
studies have shown a positive relationship between these 
variables; other studies have shown a negative relation-
ship, and others have revealed no relationship. A few 
attempts have been made to understand these inconsist-
ent results, primarily by examining possible moderator 
variables (e.g., Lantz, Hardy, & Ainsworth, 1997; 
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Treasure, Lox, & Lawton, 1998; Woodgate, Martin Ginis, 
& Sinden, 2003), but more work is needed to elucidate 
the role of social physique anxiety on exercise, as well as 
to investigate the possible influence of exercise on social 
physique anxiety (Martin Ginis et al., 2007).

 The 2 × 2 Framework for Self‐
Presentation Motivation for 
Physical Activity

The two‐component model outlining impression moti-
vation and impression construction has offered valuable 
insights into self‐presentation processes, antecedents, 
and outcomes in sport and exercise. Nonetheless, one of 
the limitations of the use of this model in these contexts 
is the way that impression motivation has been quanti-
fied. In the SPEQ (Conroy et  al., 2000), impression 
 motivation is measured as individuals’ desire to impress 
others with reference to their physical abilities. 
Unfortunately, such a method of assessment is limited 
because it fails to capture avoidance‐based motives for 
self‐presentation, and it also fails to capture other types 
of images (i.e., beyond physical ability) that individuals 
may wish to convey. Leary and Kowalski (1990) recog-
nized that acts of self‐presentation could be grounded in 
both approach‐oriented motives (e.g., the desire to 
appear fit) as well as avoidance‐oriented motives (e.g., 
the desire to avoid appearing unfit). In addition, the type 
of image individuals wish to present extends beyond 
physical competence (e.g., at times, exercisers might 
wish to self‐present to appear friendly). The Impression 
Motivation in Sport Questionnaire—Team (IMSQ‐T) 
(Payne, Hudson, Akehurst, & Ntoumanis, 2013) is a 
recent addition to the literature that addresses this limi-
tation by taking account of various motivations for 
 self‐presentation (i.e., self‐development, social identity 
development, avoidance of negative outcomes, and 
avoidance of damaging impressions). Although the 
IMSQ‐T is a useful measure due to its multi‐dimensionality, 
it is limited in terms of its scope of use (i.e., athletes in 
sport teams). Also, despite the potential for situational 
factors to influence self‐presentation motives (Howle, 
Dimmock, Whipp, & Jackson, 2015a), both the SPEQ 
and IMSQ‐T orient the responder to consider their gen-
eral motive strength. Recently, in order to overcome 
these limitations in conceptualization and measurement 
of impression motivation, a new framework (and meas-
ure) for self‐presentation motivation in physical activity 
has been advanced.

The 2 × 2 framework for self‐presentation motives in 
physical activity, developed by Howle and colleagues 
(Howle, Jackson, et al., 2015), was derived by integrating 

the agency/communion (Bakan, 1966) and approach/
avoidance (Elliot, 2008) motivation paradigms. That is, 
motives in the 2 × 2 framework are categorized according 
to (a) their focus on physical qualities and task ability (i.e., 
“agentic”) or interpersonal qualities (i.e., “communal”), 
and (b) their focus on seeking social approval (i.e., “acquis-
itive”) or avoiding social disapproval (i.e., “protective”). As 
a consequence of the merging of the two well‐established 
motivation paradigms, four specific self‐presentation 
motivations are proposed in the 2 × 2 framework: 
 acquisitive‐communal, protective‐communal, acquisitive‐ 
agentic, and protective‐agentic. Definitions of the four dif-
ferent motives are provided in Figure 10.1.

When communion is focused upon, individuals value 
affiliation and social connections (Moskowitz, 2005) and 
set goals based on a desire to feel close to, and be liked by, 
others (Ojanen, Sijtsema, & Rambaran, 2013). These 
goals are predictive of agreeable, benevolent, and empa-
thetic acts, and such communal behavior has been pro-
posed to influence the extent to which an individual is 
liked by others and feels connected to them (Locke & 
Nekich, 2000; Wojciszke, Abele, & Baryla, 2009). When 
concerned with agency, individuals value achievement, 
mastery, power, and competence (Moskowitz, 2005; 
Trapnell & Paulhus, 2012; Wiggins, 1991), and agency‐
driven behavior is thought to determine the extent to 
which an individual is respected by others (Wojciszke 
et al., 2009). It is noteworthy that physical activity pro-
vides bountiful opportunities for the satisfaction of both 
communal and acquisitive drives. That is, in various 
sport and exercise contexts, individuals may interact to 
form social connections, and/or they may undertake 
physical tasks to demonstrate competence and mastery.

The acquisitive‐protective distinction in the 2 × 2 
framework is derived from the approach/avoidance par-
adigm that has permeated many fields of psychology 
(Elliot, 2005). It has long been recognized that alongside 
approaching pleasant stimuli, individuals can be moti-
vated to avoid unpleasant stimuli (Elliot, 1999, 2008), 
and in some cases, avoiding negative outcomes is a more 
powerful motivation than approaching positive outcomes 

Protective Acquisitive

Agentic

Communal

Avoiding disapproval from 
others in terms of one’s 
physical qualities and task 
ability.

Obtaining approval from 
others in terms of one’s 
physical qualities and 
task ability.

Gaining approval from 
others about one’s 
interpersonal qualities.

Avoiding disapproval from 
others about one’s 
interpersonal qualities.

Figure 10.1 2 × 2 framework for self‐presentation motives.
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(Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001). In 
relation to self‐presentation, the desire to present oneself 
in a way that will avoid disapproval is referred to as pro-
tective motivation, and the desire to present oneself in a 
way to obtain approval is referred to as acquisitive moti-
vation (Arkin, 1981). Individuals with an acquisitive 
motive are expected to display approach‐oriented inter-
personal behavior, such as being socially proactive, tak-
ing social risks, being assertive with self‐presentation 
behaviors, using coping styles characterized by persis-
tence and a focus on success, and at times, using offen-
sive tactics such as undermining others to promote their 
own standing (Arkin, 1981; Arkin & Sheppard, 1990; 
Howle, Jackson, et  al., 2015; Renner, Laux, Schutz, & 
Tedeschi, 2004; Schutz, 1998). Acquisitive self‐presentation 
motivation is also expected to align positively with par-
ticipation in physical activity participation and effort. 
When driven by protective motives, individuals are likely 
to be hesitant in engaging in social action and are more 
likely to use coping strategies involving escape and avoid-
ance (Arkin, 1981; Howle, Jackson, et al., 2015; Renner 
et  al., 2004). Individuals with strong protective self‐ 
presentation motives are likely to avoid public attention, 
use excuses and concessions, use passive engagement 
strategies, and report social worry and fear of failure 
(Nikitin & Freund, 2010; Shin & Ryan, 2012). Sport team 
participants with a protective motive may avoid taking 
shots or penalties, and exercisers with this type of motive 
may avoid group‐based classes or position themselves at 
the back of classes or some other location where they are 
less likely to be noticed (Brewer, Diehl, Cornelius, Joshua, 
& Van Raalte, 2004; Bushman & Brandenburg, 2009).

When originally proposing the 2 × 2 framework, 
Howle, Jackson, et al. (2015) indicated that the four self‐
presentation motives are not mutually exclusive; indi-
viduals can endorse all motives in any given physical 
activity context (e.g., an individual might wish to self‐
present to gain social approval, and at the same time, 
self‐present to avoid social disapproval). Also, Howle, 
Jackson, et al. (2015) specified that individuals endorse or 
adopt these motives rather than possess them as a dispo-
sition. Although it is possible that self‐presentation 
motivation can remain relatively stable over time, 
research indicates that situational elements can lead to 
within‐person changes in these constructs (Jones, 
Gergen, & Jones, 1963; Leary, Robertson, Barnes, & 
Miller, 1986; Schneider, 1969; Tice, Butler, Muraven, & 
Stillwell, 1995). Finally, soon after introducing the 2 × 2 
framework to scholars in sport and exercise psychology, 
Howle and colleagues (Howle, Dimmock, Whipp, & 
Jackson, 2015b) published a self‐report measure of 
acquisitive‐communal, acquisitive‐agentic, protective‐
communal, and protective‐agentic self‐presentation 
motives in physical activity. This measure, called the 

Self‐presentation Motives in Physical Activity 
Questionnaire (SMPAQ), has since been used to investi-
gate predictors and outcomes of the motives, and we dis-
cuss this research, as well as other research guided by the 
2 × 2 framework, in the next section.

Research on the 2 × 2 Framework

The 2 × 2 framework has only recently been developed, 
but a series of interesting findings has emerged from the 
handful of studies that have been undertaken on it (see 
Table 10.1). In general, empirical support for the frame-
work has been forthcoming. Howle, Jackson, and 
Dimmock (2016), for instance, found that individuals’ 
adoption of acquisitive‐communal self‐presentation 
motives positively predicted more favorable communal 
evaluations from sport teammates, and adoption of a 
protective‐communal motive was negatively associated 
with teammates’ communal evaluations. In a separate 
study, individuals’ endorsement of acquisitive‐agentic 
motives was positively associated with exercise task per-
sistence, whereas endorsement of protective‐agentic 
motives was negatively associated with persistence 
(Howle, Dimmock, & Jackson, 2016).

In relation to possible antecedents to the motives in 
the 2 × 2 framework, Howle, Dimmock, et al. (2016) dis-
covered that, in support of their hypotheses, individuals 
who were more confident in their task ability (i.e., pos-
sessed high task self‐efficacy) and their ability to create a 
desired impression (i.e., possessed high self‐presentation 
efficacy) were more likely to endorse acquisitive‐agentic 
motives for the exercise. In other work on antecedents to 
the 2 × 2 motives, trait agency was predictive of agentic 
motive endorsement whereas trait communion was 
 predictive of communal motive endorsement, and indi-
viduals who possessed greater confidence in their ability 
to create a desired impression (i.e., in relation to physical 
appearance and exercise) or who were confident in their 
ability to initiate and maintain relationships (i.e., social 
self‐efficacy) also reported stronger motive endorsement 
related to acquisition of these attributes (i.e., acquisitive 
agency and acquisitive communion, respectively; Howle 
et  al., 2015a). Finally, recent work has uncovered rela-
tionships between narcissism—which reflects a preoc-
cupation with the self—and a variety of self‐presentation 
tactics (Hart, Adams, Burton, & Tortoriello, 2017). In 
this study, grandiose narcissism (i.e., associated with 
self‐assuredness, extraversion, and social competence; 
Miller, Hoffman, Gaughan, Gentile, Maples, & Campbell, 
2011) was shown to be aligned with heightened use of 
acquisitive but not protective self‐presentation tactics, 
whereas vulnerable narcissism (i.e., associated with shy-
ness, neuroticism, introversion after first encounters, but 
arrogance and conceitedness after longer encounters; 
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Table 10.1 Published studies using the 2 x 2 framework of self‐presentation motives.

Topic Area Study Participants Methods Primary Findings

Physical 
education 
classes

Verma et al. 
(2019)

273 adolescent girls from 
Scotland; years S1 to S3 (i.e., 
the first three years of high 
school). S1 mean age = 11.75; 
S2 mean age = 12.71; S3 mean 
age = 13.64)

Self‐report questionnaire at 
time 1 and time 2 (one week 
apart) for all participants. A 
subset of participants (n = 
33) also wore accelerometers 
to collect more objective 
physical activity data.

Significant positive indirect 
effects from acquisitive motives to 
class engagement via physical 
activity identity.
Acquisitive motives mediated the 
positive and significant pathway 
between transformational 
teaching and physical activity 
behavior.

Howle, 
Dimmock, 
Whipp, & 
Jackson (2015a)

Study 1 involved 445 PE 
students (mean age 13.64; 
nmale=202; nfemale =234) from 
an Australian high school.
Study 2 involved 301 PE 
students (mean age 14.15; 
nmale=152; nfemale =143) from 
another Australian high 
school.

Single period self‐report 
questionnaire for study 1 
and study 2. Study 1 used 
Structural Equation 
Modeling (SEM). Study 2 
used cluster analysis.

Significant predictors of 2 x 2 
motives included fear of negative 
evaluation, trait agency and 
communion, self‐presentational 
efficacy, and social self‐efficacy.
Around half of the students could 
be classified into a high motive 
endorsement cluster and the 
other half into a low motive 
endorsement cluster.

Sport Howle, Jackson, 
& Dimmock 
(2016)

112 Australian undergraduate 
students (mean age = 20.43; 
nmale=53; nfemale =58).

2 x 2 self‐presentation 
motives measured prior to a 
basketball game; task 
behavior during the game 
recorded and later coded; 
teammate evaluations 
measured after the game.

SEM revealed positive pathways 
from an acquisitive‐agentic 
motive to task behavior, and from 
acquisitive‐agentic and ‐
communal motives to favorable 
evaluations. Negative pathways 
were observed from the 
protective‐communal motive to 
task behavior and others’ 
evaluations.

Hill, Carvell, 
Matthews, 
Weston, & 
Thelwell (2017)

9 elite athletes (mean age 
27.14; nmale=6; nfemale =3).

Participants were 
purposefully selected for 
their experiences with 
choking and/or clutch 
performance. In‐depth 
phenomenological 
interviews were conducted.

Participants’ reports indicated 
that immediately prior to choking 
they tended to endorse 
protective‐agentic motives, 
whereas acquisitive‐agentic 
motives tended to be endorsed 
immediately prior to clutch 
performance.

Exercise and 
physical 
activity

Howle, 
Dimmock, & 
Jackson (2016)

Study 1 involved 133 
Australian undergraduate 
students (mean age = 20.89; 
nmale=62; nfemale =70). Study 2 
involved 150 Australian 
undergraduate students (mean 
age = 20.23; nmale=74; nfemale 
=74).

Self‐report questionnaire 
prior to completing an 
endurance‐based physical 
activity task (wall‐sit or 
bridge).

Indirect pathways were observed 
from agentic self‐presentation 
motives to task performance via 
personal task goals. Acquisitive 
agency had a positive indirect 
effect, and an indirect negative 
effect was observed for protective 
agency.

Measure 
development

Howle, 
Dimmock, 
Whipp, & 
Jackson (2015b)

Study 1 involved six expert 
reviewers.
Study 2 involved 206 group 
exercise class attendees in 
Australia (mean age = 34.23; 
nmale=36; nfemale =170).
Study 3 involved 463 
Australian high school PE class 
students (mean age = 13.28; 
nmale=230; nfemale =210)

Study 1: Development of an 
item pool Subsequent item 
culling and refinement based 
on expert feedback provided 
via quantitative survey and 
written comments.
Studies 2 and 3: Self‐report 
questionnaire prior to or 
following the class.

Support for the 2 × 2 factor 
structure, evidence of construct 
validity and the motives aligning 
with impression motivation and 
construction, social anxiety, social 
and achievement goals, efficacy 
beliefs, and class engagement.
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Miller et  al., 2011; Wink, 1991) was associated with 
heightened use of both acquisitive and protective self‐
presentation tactics.

Although many hypothesized relationships involving 
the 2 × 2 motives (i.e., involving predictors and out-
comes) have been supported in empirical research, sup-
port for the model has not always been forthcoming, 
either because of non‐significant findings or because 
statistical significance has been obtained for unexpected 
relationships. For instance, in a study of antecedents to 
the 2 × 2 motives (Howle et al., 2015a), only 8 of the 11 
predictions regarding pathways from predictors to 
motives were supported. Not only were some predicted 
pathways non‐significant in this study (e.g., physical 
education self‐efficacy did not predict acquisitive 
agency), but some significant pathways were contrary to 
predictions (e.g., fear of negative evaluation was posi-
tively related to acquisitive agency). These inconsistent 
results have not been limited to the study of antecedents 
to the self‐presentation motives. For instance, unex-
pected findings were reported across the two studies by 
Howle, Dimmock, et al. (2016), inasmuch as significant 
(negative) direct and indirect effects were reported 
between protective agency and personal task goals in 
one study, whereas these effects were not significant in 
the other study. Clearly, more work is needed to eluci-
date the nature, predictors, and outcomes of the 2 × 2 
motives, and we recommend continued investigation in 
this area.

For different reasons, two recent studies that have 
been based at least partly on the 2 × 2 framework have 
highlighted the dark side of self‐presentation motives in 
physical activity. The first—undertaken by Hill and col-
leagues (Hill, Carvell, Matthews, Weston, & Thelwell, 
2017)—focused on relationships between self‐presentation 
motives and choking in a variety of sports. Findings from 
this study revealed that although the possession of 
acquisitive‐agentic self‐presentation motivation might 
facilitate clutch performance under pressure, another 
self‐presentation motive—protective agency—may be 
associated with choking. This study highlights that a 
focus on the presentation of the self can have deleterious 
or maladaptive consequences (especially when this focus 
is expressed through an avoidance orientation), an issue 
to which we return in the next section. Another recent 
study has brought to light differences between motives 
for agency and communion versus motives to portray 
images for agency and communion. Obviously, the 2 × 2 
framework is centered on impression motivation—the 
desire to portray an image to others—in physical activity 
settings. However, the agency and communion con-
structs that are integral to the 2 × 2 model can be pur-
sued for reasons other than self‐presentation, and Howle 
et  al. (2017) explored the relative merits of exercise 

advertising in which agency or communion (rather than 
self‐presentation based on agency and communion) is 
emphasized. These authors reported a communion‐
over‐agency effect, which supported their hypotheses, in 
which participants who received a communal‐oriented 
message reported greater exercise task self‐efficacy and 
more positive affective attitudes relative to those who 
received an agentic‐oriented message. Communal, rela-
tive to agentic, messages were also indirectly predictive 
of greater intentions to attend the class. Howle et  al. 
(2017) discussed a variety of possible reasons for their 
findings, but irrespective of the underlying mechanisms 
for the results, consideration of the study by Howle et al. 
(2017) alongside the 2 × 2 framework brings into sharp 
focus the differences between undertaking exercise to 
achieve competence (i.e., agentic motive), to achieve 
social connections (i.e., communal motive), or to self‐
present as being agentic or communal. In the next sec-
tion, we shed more light on the distinction between these 
motives, and we use SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985) to argue 
that motives to present as agentic or communal are less 
desirable than motives to be agentic or communal.

 Self‐Presentation Motives and SDT

The 2 × 2 self‐presentation framework offers a coherent 
picture of impression motivation in physical activity 
contexts. What is perhaps lacking at present is a contex-
tualization of the framework alongside other motivation 
frameworks that are popular in the exercise psychology 
literature. This goal—of positioning the framework 
alongside others—is important in determining the 
potential of the 2 × 2 framework in offering novel predic-
tive insights. This is an opportune time to discuss the 2 × 2 
framework alongside perhaps the most popular theory of 
motivation in the field of exercise psychology at pre-
sent—that of SDT—because self‐presentation is integral 
to discussions in Goal Contents Theory (e.g., Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006), which is 
a new sub‐theory within SDT. We start this section by 
providing a very brief overview of SDT (for more details 
on the theory, please see Chapter 3 in this volume), and 
then discuss implications of research on, and theorizing 
in, SDT for self‐presentation in sport and exercise.

In SDT, three basic psychological needs are articulated 
as influencing motivation, well‐being, growth, and 
performance. These needs—for autonomy (i.e., self‐ini-
tiation and feeling ownership over decisions and 
behaviors), competence (i.e., feeling proficient to suc-
cessfully carry out pursuits), and relatedness (i.e., feeling 
understood by, cared for, and connected to important 
others)—are thought to be intertwined with motivation 
in a reciprocal manner. That is, not only is need satis-
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faction expected to influence motivation, but the experi-
ence of motivation is also expected to influence 
satisfaction of the psychological needs (e.g., Weinstein & 
Ryan, 2010). Also at the heart of SDT is the premise that 
motivation is multifaceted, and that motives differ in the 
extent to which they are self‐determined (i.e., reflect a 
sense of volition as opposed to pressure; Ryan & Deci, 
2000). The least self‐determined—or most controlled—
form of motivation is termed external regulation, and is 
characterized by pursuit of an activity in response to 
external rewards and punishments. Introjected regula-
tion—the pursuit of an activity due to internal pressures 
(e.g., to avoid guilt)—is considered more self‐determined 
than external regulation, although it is still characterized 
by the experience of pressure and is positioned alongside 
external regulation in the self‐determination continuum. 
Next in the continuum is identified regulation, which 
reflects motivation to obtain valued or personally impor-
tant outcomes from the activity, and then integrated 
regulation, in which individuals pursue activities due to 
their alignment with other values and identity. Finally, 
the most self‐determined (autonomous) form of motiva-
tion is termed intrinsic motivation, which is character-
ized by behavior due to pleasure and satisfaction that is 
experienced inherently in the activity.

Intuitively, one might assume that self‐presentation 
motives reflect the lower quality, or controlled, forms of 
motivation on the self‐determination continuum. 
However, from a conceptual standpoint, it is possible 
that an individual could be motivated to engage in acts of 
self‐presentation due to any of the regulations in the pre-
vious paragraph. A desire to appear friendly and kind to 
others, for example, could be driven by a person’s recog-
nition that personally important outcomes can be 
obtained from such an image (e.g., maintenance of val-
ued interpersonal relationships). Alternatively, motiva-
tion for the same goal (to appear friendly and kind) could 
be based on pursuing external rewards from the image 
(e.g., being made captain of a team). Proponents of SDT 
acknowledge that self‐presentation could be driven by 
different regulations in the self‐determination contin-
uum (e.g., Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008). However, self‐
determination theorists also argue that self‐presentation 
concerns are undesirable not only because they may be 
driven by controlled motives but because their inherent 
nature is unlikely to be (needs) satisfying. In other words, 
a differentiation is made in SDT between the motives 
that energize behavior (i.e., the “why” of goals), which 
were discussed in the previous paragraph, and the nature 
or substance (i.e., the “what”) of goals (Kasser & Ryan, 
1993, 1996). In relation to the nature (the “what”) of 
goals, intrinsic goals, such as those for self‐acceptance, 
affiliation, community contribution, and health, are 
thought to be concordant with humans’ innate personal 

growth and (psychological) flourishing tendencies and 
are closely associated with basic need satisfaction. In 
contrast, extrinsic goals, which are related to contingent 
approval or external signs of worth (e.g., image or fame) 
are, on average, less likely to satisfy basic psychological 
needs and may even detract from it (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
By definition, self‐presentation concerns are under-
pinned by a desire to project an image, and so the content 
of these concerns, regardless of how they are conceptual-
ized in different frameworks on self‐presentation, are 
extrinsic in nature. Self‐determination theorists not only 
argue that the “what” and “why” of goal pursuits are con-
ceptually distinct, but they also indicate that both the 
reason for goal pursuit and the content of goals bear an 
expression on a host of outcomes (e.g., Ryan et al., 2008).

Accumulating evidence supports predictions in SDT 
inasmuch as the “what” and “why” of goals have both been 
shown to predict cognitive, affective, and behavioral out-
comes (e.g., Carver & Baird, 1998; Sheldon, Ryan, Deci, & 
Kasser, 2004). In relation to exercise goals, relatively 
intrinsic goal contents (i.e., a greater proportion of intrin-
sic than extrinsic goals) have been shown to positively pre-
dict physical self‐worth, self‐reported exercise behavior, 
psychological well‐being, and psychological need satisfac-
tion, and negatively predict exercise anxiety, and that most 
of these relationships are significant after controlling for 
exercise motivation (Sebire et al., 2009). Also, Vansteenkiste 
and colleagues have shown that advertising an exercise 
activity in terms of fitness and health benefits (i.e., an 
intrinsic goal content) has a positive effect on effort 
expenditure, autonomous exercise motivation, perfor-
mance, long‐term persistence, and sport club member-
ship, whereas exercise framing on physical appearance 
and attractiveness (i.e., extrinsic goal contents related to 
self‐presentation) undermined those outcomes, relative to 
a no‐future‐goal control group (Vansteenkiste, Simons, 
Soenens, & Lens, 2004). In their systematic review of exer-
cise, physical activity, and SDT, Teixeira and colleagues 
(Teixeira, Carraça, Markland, Silva, & Ryan, 2012) 
reported that, across a variety of studies, extrinsic exercise 
goals (i.e., those related to self‐presentation, such as social 
recognition and appearance) did not predict, or negatively 
predicted, exercise participation.

The development of the Goal Content for Exercise 
Questionnaire (Sebire, Standage, & Vansteenkiste, 2008) 
has allowed insight into broad relationships between 
exercise‐related goal contents and a variety of outcomes 
associated with those goals. Interestingly, the two forms 
of extrinsic goal contents in this measure are both related 
to self‐presentation motivation (i.e., the goals are focused 
on influencing others, either through image creation or 
social recognition). Interestingly, too, these subscales in 
the GCEQ use acquisitive‐framed items. That is, items 
for these subscales are framed in terms of goals to 
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improve social recognition or image, rather than to avoid 
social disapproval or poor image. In the 2 × 2 framework, 
arguments are made (and research has demonstrated) 
that acquisitive motives often yield better outcomes than 
protective motives, and yet research using the GCEQ 
has  shown that even acquisitively oriented (and self‐
presentation oriented) concerns are unsupportive of 
basic  psychological needs and healthy functioning (see 
Sebire et al., 2008).

Another potential disadvantage of self‐presentation 
goals, as found in SDT‐based research, relates to possible 
interactions between the nature of these goals and the rea-
sons for their enactment. Notwithstanding the conceptual 
differences between the content of goals and the motives 
that underscore them, it appears that goal content and 
goal motives are related to some degree. Extrinsic goals, 
such as those related to self‐presentation (e.g., image or 
fame), often seem to be driven by introjection or external 
regulation (i.e., controlled motives), whereas intrinsic 
goals tend to be more autonomously enacted (Ryan et al., 
2008; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995). According to Deci and 
Ryan (2000), such covariation is understandable—and 
even typical—in light of the notion that goal‐related con-
tent and processes both relate to underlying satisfaction 
versus thwarting of basic needs. For example, if people’s 
need for relatedness is repeatedly thwarted over time, 
then these individuals might compensate by attempting to 
gain approval by pursuing image‐related goals, such as 
appearing fit to others. These “need substitutes” can sub-
sequently lead to further interference with attainment of 
basic psychological needs, leading to a cycle of maladap-
tive functioning (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Support for the 
interplay between intrinsic (extrinsic) goal contents and 
autonomous (controlled) motivation regulations has been 
obtained in a number of studies, and in exercise, the influ-
ence of specific goal contents on exercise participation has 
even been shown to be fully mediated by motivation regu-
lation (Ingledew & Markland, 2008). More specifically, 
Ingledew and Markland (2008) found that appearance/
weight motives, which are at least partly related to self‐
presentation concerns, were associated with increased 
external regulation, which in turn was associated with 
lower exercise participation. In the same study, health/fit-
ness motives were positively aligned with identified regu-
lation, and social engagement motives predicted intrinsic 
motivation; in turn, both of these motivations were 
 positive predictors of participation.

In a direct test of the association between self‐presentation 
and self‐determination, Lewis and Neighbors (2005) 
showed that (a) an autonomy orientation was inversely 
related to the use of self‐presentation strategies, (b) a 
controlled orientation was aligned with the use of more 
self‐presentation strategies, and (c) an impersonal orien-
tation was associated with the use of self‐presentation 

strategies to gain assistance or prevent high expecta-
tions. The authors concluded that image‐bolstering 
forms of self‐presentation were more consistently asso-
ciated with a controlled orientation, and that efforts to 
present the self less favorably (e.g., in order to receive 
compassion and/or assistance) were more consistently 
aligned with an impersonal orientation. In other research 
on relationships between self‐determination and self‐
presentation, Zuckerman, Gioioso, and Tellini (1988) 
found that more controlled individuals preferred image‐
based advertisements versus quality‐based advertise-
ments, and across multiple studies, individuals who were 
more autonomously motivated (relative to controlled 
motivation) engaged in less self‐serving bias and self‐
handicapping (Hodgins, Yacko, & Gottlieb, 2006; Knee & 
Zuckerman, 1996, 1998). Also, individuals with an auton-
omy orientation have been found to take greater respon-
sibility for their actions that resulted in harm, whereas 
controlled or impersonally oriented individuals were 
more defensive and deceptive in attempting to minimize 
personal responsibility (Hodgins & Liebeskind, 2003; 
Hodgins, Liebeskind, & Schwartz, 1996).

Overall, research and theorizing couched within SDT 
indicates that goals related to self‐presentation lead to a 
series of suboptimal outcomes, at least when compared 
to outcomes from goals that inherently satisfy basic 
 psychological needs. We would like to close this section, 
however, by echoing Eklund and Howle’s (2018) call to 
avoid underestimating the potential benefits of self‐ 
presentation in physical activity. By engaging in effective 
forms of self‐presentation, individuals can create favora-
ble interpersonal outcomes (e.g., being perceived as 
appealing or competent), and it possible that in some 
cases, presenting an image as warm and/or competent 
may precipitate supportive behavior from others (toward 
oneself ). For instance, presenting one’s achievements to 
others, such as leaders, may at times encourage those 
others to provide encouragement and reinforcement of 
those achievements. In addition, when self‐presentation 
acts portray an accurate part of self‐concept, the act 
itself, as well as people’s responses to the act, could rein-
force the portrayed image in one’s self‐concept. Overall, 
self‐presentation has been referred to as natural, adap-
tive, and often essential (Leary, Allen, & Terry, 2011), and 
in this light, it is understandable that individuals might 
occasionally become concerned about the impressions 
they cast. Moreover, self‐presentation goals are likely to 
reside alongside a host of other goals for exercise, and 
what seems to be important for predicting overall health, 
functioning, and ongoing participation is the relative 
weight of intrinsic versus extrinsic exercise goals 
(Gunnell, Crocker, Mack, Wilson, & Zumbo, 2014; Sebire 
et al., 2009; Sebire, Standage & Vansteenkiste, 2011), rather 
than the possession of self‐presentation goals, per se.
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 Applications and Research 
Opportunities

Our discussion on self‐presentation carries implications 
for goal setting in physical activity contexts. Many 
 individuals are attracted to physical activity due to self‐
presentation concerns (e.g., to appear attractive or to 
gain social recognition), but as previously argued, these 
extrinsic goals are less likely to satisfy basic psychologi-
cal needs than intrinsic goals and are consequently less 
likely to support well‐being and sustained participation 
in physical activity. As a general rule, interventionists 
should encourage individuals to pursue intrinsic goals in 
exercise, and a number of strategies could be employed 
to achieve this end. One option is to utilize the 2 × 2 
framework as a lens through which to administer goal 
setting programs. For instance, prior to offering partici-
pants the opportunity to set personal exercise goals, 
individuals could be educated about the relative merits 
of approach‐related goals and avoidance‐related goals, 
and then be introduced to examples of common agentic‐
related goals and communion‐related goals. Through the 
provision of rationales, individuals who set self‐presentation 
goals related to these constructs could be encouraged to 
re‐appraise how they evaluate their progress toward 
communion and agency. More specifically, instead of 
relying on contingent approval or external measures of 
worth (i.e., the likely basis of evaluation for self‐presenta-
tion goals), participants could be encouraged to measure 
progress toward agency or communion by using self‐
referenced goals. Agency could be measured, for exam-
ple, by comparing one’s health and fitness across time, 
and communion could be measured according to 
whether one feels closer to others as a function of par-
ticipation in group exercise. In sum, it may be possible to 
work with individuals to encourage a shift in focus from 
presenting the self as agentic and/or communal to being 
agentic or communal.

In terms of future research on self‐presentation, the 
elephant in the room is that a comprehensive theory on 
self‐presentation is needed. Undertaking research on 
self‐presentation is difficult without a theoretical frame-
work to test, and review papers (and book chapters) are 
difficult to structure in the absence of a theory to scaffold 
discussion. Martin Ginis et  al. (2007) noted a linear 
increase in the volume of self‐presentation studies pub-
lished in the 20 years prior to their review, and there is 
every chance that the trend has continued over the last 
decade as well. Despite the volume of work in this field, 
however, it is difficult to bring coherence, structure, and 
order to these collective efforts, and such difficulties are 
likely to remain until a comprehensive theory on self‐
presentation is developed. Of course, the 2 × 2 frame-
work might help in this matter to some extent, but it 

lacks the testable hypotheses and comprehensiveness of 
a formal theory. The framework draws from and applies 
theory rather than representing a theory in itself. There 
is no doubt that SDT, with its clear articulation on the influ-
ence of goals (including those related to self‐presenta-
tion) on need satisfaction and downstream outcomes, 
offers a useful lens through which self‐presentation in 
sport and exercise could be viewed.

Earlier in this chapter, we indicated that acts of self‐
presentation typically involve disclosure, or strategic non-
disclosure, of aspects of the self rather than the portrayal 
of false images (Martin Ginis et al., 2007). In some cases, 
however, it may be beneficial to present impressions that 
do not necessarily portray aspects of the self. Embodiment 
research on power posturing indicates that it might be 
possible to “fake it until you make it,” whereby individuals 
obtain adaptive psychological, physiological, and behavio-
ral changes merely from posturing as powerful (e.g., 
Carney, Cuddy, & Yap, 2010; Cuddy, Wilmuth, Yap, & 
Carney, 2015). Despite these findings, conjecture remains 
about whether power posturing is beneficial for all indi-
viduals; it is possible, for instance, that power postures 
operate as a self‐validation mechanism, increasing confi-
dence in one’s initial feelings and thoughts irrespective of 
the nature of those feelings and thoughts (Briñol, Petty, & 
Wagner, 2009). In this manner, power postures, as might 
be exhibited by the New Zealand rugby team (i.e., “haka” 
ritual) prior to performances, may be detrimental for per-
formance among players who are worried about the con-
test, because such posturing could serve to validate those 
worries. For the same self‐validation reasons, individuals 
who are confident about an upcoming performance might 
benefit from power postures due to the affirmation of 
those thoughts via the embodiment mechanism. More 
research is encouraged on this topic in sport and exercise, 
because self‐presentation related to power (agency) is 
likely to be common among athletes and exercisers.

An area that is deserving of future research on self‐
presentation in sport and exercise relates to the effects of 
impression management on others. A large amount of 
research in sport and exercise psychology has been 
undertaken on the influence of self‐presentation on 
actors’ cognitive, affective, and behavioral experiences, 
but more work is needed to explore the effects of self‐
presentation on individuals who observe these acts. 
Others’ interpretations of impression construction, and 
the moderators and consequences of such interpreta-
tions, are not well understood in relation to acts of self‐
presentation by athletes and exercisers. Research in 
other contexts is more advanced, showing, for instance, 
that individuals who are unfamiliar to an audience are 
regarded as generous when those individuals communi-
cate their prosocial deeds but as selfish when they 
 communicate to an audience that is familiar with the 
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individuals’ prior behavior (Berman, Levine, Barasch, & 
Small, 2015). In fact, for every desired impression man-
agement technique (e.g., ingratiation, self‐promotion, 
exemplification), the impressions that are created can 
align with the impression being sought (e.g., likeable, 
competent, worthy) or can be interpreted in negative 
terms (e.g., obsequious, conceited, sanctimonious; Jones 
& Pittman, 1982). We encourage research on the con-
cordance of desired images and created images for 
 athletes and exercisers, as well as an assessment of actor 
and recipient moderators to these effects.

The 2 × 2 framework could be a useful lens through 
which to undertake research on others’ evaluations of 
actors’ self‐presentations. Are acquisitive self‐presenta-
tion motives more conducive toward eliciting favorable 
evaluations in others than protective motives, as was 
found by Howle, Jackson, et al. (2016) among participants 
in basketball? Also, are communal self‐presentations more 
influential than agentic self‐presentations in determining 
others’ affective and behavioral reactions? Fiske, Cuddy, 
and Glick (2007) argue that evaluations of warmth (i.e., 
related to communion) are usually judged before evalua-
tions of competence (i.e., related to agency), and that 
warmth judgments carry more weight in affective and 
behavioral reactions. This general pattern of  prioritizing 
warmth in evaluations of others is fitting, according to 
Fiske et al. (2007), because it is more important for sur-
vival to determine people’s intent for good or ill than to 
determine whether people are capable of acting on those 
intentions. However, Cuddy, Glick, and Beninger (2011) 
warn that there are exceptions to the primacy of warmth 
(over competence) in evaluations of others, such as when 
individuals are already closely related. Athletes who have 
been teammates for an extended period (and have already 
developed trust between each other), for instance, might 
find themselves more focused on agentic self‐presenta-
tions by the other person. Similarly, in sports in which 
opponents engage in little confrontation, opponents’ 
agentic self‐presentations might be more salient than their 
communal self‐presentations. In other sports, in which 
the possibility of harm from an opponent is more real, the 
typical pattern of evaluation (i.e., communal‐over‐agen-
tic) of opponents may be more likely to remain.

Research within the broad area of others’ impressions 
could investigate the serial position effect (Murdock, 1962), 
in which first or last impressions might be most impactful 
when a series of impressions are made. It is well known that 

people are quick to judge others,  possibly as a result of 
adaptive mechanisms and evolutionary pressures (Cuddy 
et al., 2011; Todorov, 2008), so primacy effects might well 
occur in shaping others’ opinions. Also worthy of investi-
gation are the inter‐relationships of self‐presentations 
between athletes or exercisers. Judgments about commun-
ion are likely to determine approach‐avoidance tendencies 
(Fiske et al., 2007), so effective self‐presentations related to 
friendship and kindness from one person may predict 
acquisitive responses in others. Priming and contagion 
effects may also exist, such that particular features of the 
environment or types of self‐presentation in others may 
predispose the same types of self‐presentations from one-
self, and this influence could occur below the threshold of 
one’s consciousness (Tyler, 2012). Finally, we encourage 
self‐presentation research on social media use among 
 athletes and exercisers. Self‐presentation motives in face‐
to‐face interactions might differ to those that underpin 
social media use because, among other factors, self‐pres-
entation efficacy (i.e., confidence in one’s ability to present 
the images that lead to desired outcomes; Maddux, Norton, 
& Leary, 1988) might differ between these contexts. For 
instance, perhaps athletes and exercisers are more inclined 
to adopt acquisitive motives in their social media use (rela-
tive to face‐to‐face interactions), because they are likely to 
feel a greater sense of control over the content in their 
self‐presentations.

The literature on self‐presentation in sport and exer-
cise has steadily increased in size, but a coherent picture 
of self‐presentation processes in these contexts is still 
lacking due to the absence of a significant theory to guide 
research efforts. In this chapter, we have overviewed 
existing literature on self‐presentation in sport and exer-
cise, and we have discussed two frameworks that can be 
used to provide structure to research in these areas. The 
2 × 2 framework, with its grounding in the large 
approach‐avoidance and communal‐agentic literatures 
in social psychology, provides a promising lens through 
which to examine self‐presentation processes. Likewise, 
Goal Contents Theory, under the umbrella of the more 
substantial and comprehensive SDT, offers researchers a 
useful scaffold to undertake self‐presentation research. 
We hope that our discussion of these frameworks will 
stimulate more work on self‐presentation in sport and 
exercise and help to build a coherent picture of the 
nature, antecedents, and consequences of self‐presenta-
tion among athletes and exercisers.
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