
Results: Three narrative case studies which illustrate important theoretical concepts:

Summary: This study was the first in sport to ask athletes about their reality of a broad range of theoretical constructs 

from the self-presentation theoretical framework. The resultant stories supported the authors’ assertion of the relevance of 
self-presentation to the sport context, and compellingly suggest that many positive (and negative) psychosocial and sporting 
consequences are associated with effective (and ineffectual) self-presentation. 

Figure 1. A preliminary model of S-P in sport.

Please, ask questions so that we may discuss the theoretical and practical contributions of the case 
studies presented above! (and the data that there wasn’t space to present here)

METHODOLOGY

(1) Participants were video-taped performing 
in a competitive event; (2) Within 48 hours 
participants joined the researcher for a 
video-stimulated-recall interview designed to 
encourage storytelling and co-creation of the 
reality, for them, of self-presentation.

Narrative inquiry 

underpinned by a constructivist ontological 
and interpretivist epistemological position.

University/semi-pro athletes 

(n = 15) from seven sports.

Introduction:  Self-presentation (S-P) is: “a goal-directed act 

designed, at least in part, to generate particular images of self, and 
thereby influence how audiences perceive and treat the actor” 
(Schlenker & Leary, 1982, p. 643). Team sport athletes in particular 
have demonstrated the goal-directed nature of S-P with self-
presentational motives centred on self-development, social identity 
development, avoidance of negative outcomes, and avoidance of 
damaging impressions (Payne, Hudson, Akehurst, & Ntoumanis,  
2013). S-P motives bring with them associated cognitive, affective,  
and behavioural corollaries, but the S-P research programme in sport 
has comprehensively explored neither the motives nor these 
consequences. Hence, the aim of the present study was to explore 
with athletes their experiences of S-P on the field and off.
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Athletes’ storied experiences of self-presentation

42.3hrs of interview 
tape were transcribed 
verbatim and narrative 
accounts were located 
within each 
participants’ cluster of 
‘stories.’
In-situ member-
checking was carried 
out within each 
interview (Guba & 
Lincoln, 1981).

1. Dispositional self-presentation motives: 
interpersonal influence for the development 

of social- and self-identities

“I think there are probably times when I might think, 
‘Ohhh, I don’t wanna go fencing,’ and then I might 
think, ‘But actually, if I wanna get...a better spot on 
the team then I’d best be there. Or...if I want the 
coach to take time out and give me lessons when he 
could be giving other people lessons I’d better be 
there, I’d better show my commitment’…I think it’s 
certainly a contributing factor that I think that I 
should be seen at fencing by the people who it 
matters to be seen by” (Randy, fencing).

“I am much more approvalistic (sic) around the 
coaches...than I am with the fencers...you look at the 
coaches and they will happily engage certain 
members of the fencing club in conversation, uhh, 
and not with others...they tend to talk to the people 
who come for lessons most often...I guess I’m much 
more formal, to a certain extent, with [Coach O]...I 
only discuss things to do with fencing, and ask him 
questions to do with technique and stuff……I try and 
keep my conversation with him technically-slanted” 
(Casey, fencing).

“…when I get particularly self-conscious I suppose, I 
think I’m probably quite a bit of a show-off. Yeah, I 
think that’s probably the most valid explanation of 
that [laughs]...the more pressure that’s on, in any 
situation, I think probably the better I perform” 
(Randy, fencing).

2. Emotion-presentation

“at change of ends I’d sit down and just be totally relaxed; even if 
I was down in the set I’d try and not show any negative emotion. 
So I was very aware of why I was portraying myself, rather than 
just playing tennis” (Eric, tennis).

“…for me, I wanted to prove to myself that I didn’t want them to 
get to me, like, I didn’t want them, you know, doing whatever 
techniques they were doing throughout the match to put me off 
my game: I didn’t want it to bring my game down; you know, I’m 
better than that. So that’s...yeah, I think I had an impression to 
myself to maintain, you know...And I think part of the reason    
they probably gave me Man of the Match was because I didn’t 
lose it...you know” (Kitty, netball).

“I’ll always try, within the first set, to break their first game. And 
then, if I do, I’ll give a, a massive ‘Come on,’ or some sort of show 
of, like, ‘Ha,’ you know, show them glee within myself. And you 
see the other person get a little bit more down about themselves 
because of that…I’ve found that it does affect...like how the other 
person thinks and feels on the court” (Eric, tennis).

3. Self-presentational efficacy

“I feel like sometimes the players who are known to be the best players never have to – if they have a bad  
game – they never have to feel like, ‘Arrgh, now I’m gonna be judged for it,’ like, as in, could be dropped. But 
if, like, players who are still trying to like fight to be better, like me, have to work a lot harder to, like, keep 
that, you know, keep that impression that you are good enough to be on the team” (Laurie, hockey).

…a prominent narrative theme that emerged from the netball players in particular, but also Laurie (hockey) 
and Midge (rugby union), was that self-presentation cognitions are more distracting – or appraised as a 
potential distraction – when the target is a peer who, in their eyes, has higher public esteem than them (e.g., 
team members who have solidified their place in the team): it is entirely plausible that self-presentational 
efficacy mediates the impression motivation-choking/thriving relationship.
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