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Measuring Athletic Identity in Golfers 
 
In a consumption economy where the concept of identity is often central to decisions on what to buy, where to 
travel and what to do with discretionary time (Ruvio & Belk, 2013), it is helpful, if not necessary, to better 
understand a participant’s level of identity to the sport. Research in sport and tourism recognizes identity as central 
to understanding consumer behavior, both in passive sport activity (see for example Wann’s (2002) work on the 
Sport Fandom Questionnaire) and in active sport participation (Horton & Mack, 2000; Nasco & Webb, 2006). The 
complexity of identity in sport participation has been noted (Anderson, 2004; Cieslak, 2004; Cieslak, Fink, & 
Pastore, 2005) and prompted the development of several scales, all of which struggle to capture a general 
conceptualization of athletic identity that could be applied to participants in multiple roles, sports and levels of 
participation (Anderson, 2004). Cieslak (2004, Cieslak, Fink & Pastore, 2005) expanded the Athletic Identity 
Measurement Scale (AIMS) (see Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993) to include additional items and create the 
AIMS Plus, but this scale has yet to be fully tested in multiple contexts. 
 
In a series of qualitative studies investigating various aspects of the sport tourism experience in multiple samples of 
runners, Shipway and Jones (2007) identify several central concepts that significantly impact the experience. First, 
personal identification was the most prevalent theme addressed by the distance runners. There was a sense of a 
‘badge of honor’ involved with athletes engaging in active sport tourism (Shipway & Jones, 2007). A second related 
theme is the need to present that sense of identity externally, some seeking external validation of their ‘ethos’. Third, 
is the need to exert significant effort, not only in physical effort, but also in the underlying knowledge and training 
about the sport. This insider knowledge is often a source of seemingly continuous discussion that includes training 
routines, nutrition, equipment and strategy (Horton & Mack, 2000). The fourth theme was a need to persevere and 
push through barriers, risks, and pain. The clear message from this research: sport participants seem to have high 
levels of both internal and external identity, and high levels of commitment shown through significant effort and 
perseverance.  
 
One historically strong area of sport participation is golf, both at local/regional levels and overnight tourism “golf-
trips”. However, recent shifts in interest in golf has had significant negative impacts to the overall health of the 
traditional participation part of the industry. The National Golf Foundation (NGF) reports decreasing rounds and 
number of players that started in 2000-2001 (NGF, 2017). Several industry professionals point to external factors 
that may have caused a waning of interest, such as the economic decline in mid-2000’s, the fall of Tiger Woods as 
the professional hero, generational shifts of personal and family values, higher family time commitments, and others 
(Krohn, 2012). Given the importance of identity with the sport in determining decisions to participate, it is necessary 
to measure perceptions of how the self is related to the sport. The purpose of this paper is to test the structure and 
reliability of an athletic identity scale (AIMS PLUS) on a sample of golfers. 
 
Methods 
 
Data was collected from a national sample of active golfers (those that play more than 5 times a year for the past 5 
years) provided by a national online research company. The sample was 65% male, 54% married, 47% with children 
in household full time, and a median age of 36. Respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement with the 25 
items of the AIMS PLUS (Cieslak, 2004). Adjustments were made where the word “athlete” was replaced with 
“golfer” and sport was replaced with “golf”. Analysis was conducted in several stages; 1) examining correlations 
between individual items, 2) testing the data structure against the original AIMS PLUS factors, and 3) exploratory 
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factor analysis to determine the best structure for the sample of golfers. 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
Examining the structure using exploratory factor analysis, 4 items were removed due to high levels of cross loading. 
The resulting 5 factor structure with the remaining 21 items had high internal consistency (Cronbach’s Alpha=.952). 
A 5 factor solution is the best fit to the data, however the items from the self-identity factor and social identity were 
intermixed with low levels of cross-loadings. Investigation of the wording of the questions suggests that some items 
intended to measure self-identity are related to how the respondent perceived their external identity. For example, 
the item “Other people see me as a golfer” is proposed to be social-identity, however the item has high correlation 
with responses to self-identity. The perceived view of others validates one’s self-identity. While the EFA structure 
displays fairly high levels of fit to the data structure, it is difficult to theoretically describe the items. Further test 
results of the iterative fit process will be discussed during the presentation, along with progress in scale refinement. 
The foundation discussed by Shipway and Jones (2007) could guide further item development to measure internal 
and external identification, the challenges and achievement developed through goal setting, and the need to 
persevere through barriers. 
 
It is apparent from this review that the sample of golfers has a somewhat different psychological view of identity 
than proposed in the AIMS PLUS. Effective assessment of a golfer identity scale requires further development and 
testing. Additional work and pilot studies are necessary to refine the wording and factor descriptions to better fit the 
intended study group of golfers. Developing a fairly simple, reliable, valid and easily implemented scale will allow for 
further analysis on how identity as a golfer influences consumption and participation. Perhaps the biggest impact of 
understanding golfer identity allows for comparison of decision for spectating, participating, consuming media, and 
other golf-related activities such as the growing popularity of interactive driving ranges. 
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