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Abstract

With the rapid growth of e-commerce and women’s participation in sports, the
online sportswear market has emerged as a dynamic consumer sector shaped by
psychological, social, cultural, and technological influences. This qualitative study
aimed to identify the motivating and inhibiting factors affecting women’s online
sportswear purchases in Kermanshah Province, Iran. Using purposive and snowball
sampling, 18 women with prior online purchasing experience were interviewed
through in-depth semi-structured interviews until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis in MAXQDA, resulting in
380 initial codes, 11 core categories, and four overarching themes. Trustworthiness
was ensured through member checking, peer review, rich description, and audit
trails. Four main themes were identified. First, selective efficiency and focused
control, highlighting perceived structural advantages such as time and cost savings,
product variety, and systematic pre-purchase comparison. Second, active risk
mitigation through multilayered trust-building, involving management of
functional, financial, psychological, and cyber risks via systemic, evidence-based,
interface-centered, and value-based trust mechanisms. Third, personalized
communication and integrated experience, reflecting expectations for tailored
interactions and value-adding services across digital channels. Fourth, ethical and
identity-forming consumption, indicating a shift toward symbolic consumption
grounded in sustainability, social justice, and transparency. Findings suggest that
women’s online sportswear purchasing is a multilayered decision-making process
that begins with rational efficiency, is mediated by trust-building, and culminates
in identity and value expression. Practical implications emphasize personalized
user experience, transparent information, and risk-reduction strategies.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
Over the past two decades, the rapid advancement of information and communication technologies has
fundamentally transformed consumer behavior and retail structures worldwide. The proliferation of high-
speed internet, smartphones, digital payment systems, and social media platforms has accelerated the
expansion of e-commerce, reshaping how consumers search for information, evaluate alternatives, and
complete purchases. Within this digital transformation, the women’s sportswear market has emerged as one
of the most dynamic and rapidly growing segments of the global apparel industry.
Sportswear has evolved beyond its purely functional athletic purpose and has become embedded in
everyday fashion culture through the rise of “athleisure.” This hybrid category merges performance
functionality with lifestyle aesthetics, allowing sportswear to serve as both athletic attire and a symbolic
expression of identity, body image, and social positioning. For women in particular, sportswear
consumption intersects with self-confidence, body perception, gender identity, and social belonging.
Consequently, purchasing decisions are shaped not only by product quality and price considerations but
also by psychological, cultural, and symbolic factors.
Although numerous quantitative studies have investigated online purchase intention using theoretical
frameworks such as the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB),
and the Stimulus—Organism—Response (S-O-R) model, many of these studies have focused primarily on
measurable constructs such as perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, perceived risk, and trust. While
these approaches have contributed valuable insights, they often overlook the deeper experiential, emotional,
and value-driven dimensions of women’s online sportswear consumption.
In addition, existing research in Iran has largely concentrated on metropolitan areas and employed survey-
based methodologies, leaving a gap in qualitative, context-sensitive explorations of women’s lived
experiences in smaller provinces with distinct cultural norms. Understanding these nuanced perspectives is
crucial, as online purchasing behavior is embedded within socio-cultural contexts that shape perceptions of
trust, risk, and identity expression.
Therefore, the present study aims to explore and analyze the motivating and inhibiting factors influencing
women’s online purchase of sportswear in Kermanshah Province, Iran. The central research question
guiding this inquiry is:
What factors motivate and what factors inhibit women’s online purchase of sportswear?
By adopting a qualitative interpretive approach, this study seeks to uncover the multilayered decision-
making process underlying women’s online sportswear consumption, emphasizing efficiency perceptions,
trust-building mechanisms, personalization expectations, and ethical—identity-based consumption.

METHODOLOGY
This study employed a qualitative research design using thematic analysis as the primary methodological

framework. A qualitative approach was chosen to capture the depth, complexity, and contextual meanings
of participants’ lived experiences in online sportswear purchasing.
The study population consisted of women residing in Kermanshah Province who had at least one experience
of purchasing sportswear online within the previous six months. Purposive sampling was initially applied
to select participants with relevant experience, followed by snowball sampling to reach additional
informants. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in 18 in-depth semi-
structured interviews.
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews lasting between 45 and 70 minutes. An interview
guide was developed covering five primary domains:

1. Motivations for online sportswear purchase

2. Perceptions of trust and risk

3. Influence of digital platforms and social media

4. Expectations regarding user experience and service quality

5. Perceived barriers and suggestions for improvement
Participants were informed about the research objectives, confidentiality was assured, and informed consent
was obtained prior to each interview.
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Data were analyzed using MAXQDA (Version 2020) following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic
analysis framework:

1. Familiarization with the data
Open coding (380 initial codes identified)
Axial coding (11 core categories formed)
Selective coding (four overarching themes extracted)
Reviewing and refining themes

6. Defining and naming themes and constructing the conceptual model
To ensure trustworthiness, Lincoln and Guba’s criteria were applied: credibility (member checking and
peer review), transferability (thick description), dependability (audit trail documentation), and
confirmability (reflexive neutrality and direct quotation grounding).

SN

RESULTS
The thematic analysis revealed four overarching themes representing a multilayered and dynamic decision-
making structure in women’s online sportswear purchasing behavior.
1. Selective Efficiency and Focused Control
This theme represents the initial cognitive attraction to online platforms and includes three interrelated
dimensions:
e Time-Cost Efficiency: Convenience, elimination of physical travel, 24/7 accessibility, and price
comparison.
e Access to Extensive Variety: Availability of diverse brands, sizes, and specialized products not
accessible locally.
o Systematic Pre-Purchase Research: Ability to compare features, read user reviews, and evaluate
technical specifications.
This theme reflects a rational and utility-driven entry point into online shopping.
2. Active Risk Mitigation through Multilayered Trust-Building
Participants described trust as a multidimensional construct composed of four interconnected layers:
o System-Based Trust: Presence of official e-commerce certifications, secure payment systems, and
platform reputation.
o Evidence-Based Trust: User-generated reviews, ratings, and authentic customer images.
e Interface-Based Trust: Responsiveness of customer support, professionalism, and
communication quality.
o Value-Based Trust: Transparency, honesty in advertising, and fair return policies.
Multilayered trust functions as a moderating mechanism that balances perceived risks (functional, financial,
psychological, and cyber risks) with platform attractiveness.
3. Personalized Communication and Integrated Experience
Participants emphasized the importance of personalized engagement and omnichannel consistency:
e Instagram used for product discovery and inspiration
o Websites preferred for final transactions and detailed information
e Desire for smart recommendations based on previous purchases
« Need for accurate size guidance and advisory services
Online shopping was perceived not merely as a transaction but as an interactive and experience-centered
journey.
4. Ethical and Identity-Forming Consumption
At a deeper symbolic level, purchasing decisions were linked to personal values and identity expression:
e Environmental Sustainability: Preference for eco-friendly materials and responsible production.
o Social Justice and Inclusivity: Appreciation for size diversity and ethical labor practices.
e Transparency and Value Alignment: Interest in brand authenticity and supply chain
transparency.
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This theme indicates a shift from purely functional consumption toward value-driven and identity-based
consumption.

The final conceptual model suggests a dynamic cycle: cognitive efficiency initiates platform engagement;
multilayered trust moderates risk; personalized experience enhances satisfaction; ethical alignment deepens
identity expression; and post-purchase experience feeds back into future trust and repurchase intention.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The findings demonstrate that women’s online sportswear purchasing is a complex, multilayered process

integrating rational evaluation, emotional reassurance, social validation, and ethical alignment.
The theme of selective efficiency aligns with the perceived usefulness and ease-of-use constructs of TAM.
The multilayered trust structure expands existing trust models by illustrating that trust in digital commerce
is not unidimensional but constructed across systemic, relational, evidential, and value-based dimensions.
Furthermore, the results support the S-O-R framework: platform features (stimulus) influence cognitive—
emotional processing (organism), leading to purchase behavior (response). Importantly, the ethical
consumption dimension extends beyond traditional acceptance models, highlighting the role of symbolic
consumption and value congruence in shaping digital purchasing behavior.
The study also contributes culturally grounded insights by demonstrating how trust-building and risk
perceptions operate within a non-metropolitan Iranian context.
This study concludes that women’s online sportswear purchasing behavior is a dynamic, multilayered
decision-making process characterized by:

1. Functional efficiency as initial motivation

2. Active and multilayered trust-building to mitigate risk

3. Demand for personalized and integrated digital experience

4. Ethical and identity-based value alignment
For online sportswear businesses, strategic implications include:

o Designing intuitive, user-friendly platforms

o Establishing multilayered trust mechanisms

o Offering transparent return and sizing policies

e Implementing Al-driven personalization

e Communicating authentic sustainability and ethical commitments
By proposing an interactive, multi-level conceptual model, this study enriches the theoretical understanding
of digital consumer behavior and offers practical guidance for e-commerce managers operating within
culturally specific contexts.
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