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Abstract 

With the increasing scholarly focus on exercise addiction, the lived experiences of individuals af-

fected by this condition remain underexplored. Existing studies have predominantly concentrated 

on screening tools and quantitative scale outcomes, often failing to thoroughly examine the causal 

relationships and the lived realities associated with exercise addiction. This underscores the im-

portance of conducting qualitative and in-depth investigations to develop a comprehensive under-

standing of the phenomenon. Accordingly, this study aims to provide an alternative to the predom-

inantly quantitative focus in the literature by analyzing the perspectives and experiences of individ-

uals with exercise addiction and offering new insights into its psychosocial dynamics. Designed 

from a phenomenological perspective, the study collected data through in-depth interviews using 

a semi-structured interview form. The study group consists of 8 individuals residing in Malatya 

who identify themselves as exercise addicts. Findings revealed that while participants initially en-

gaged in exercise for health and emotional benefits, their habits evolved into compulsive behaviors 

characterized by excessive frequency, prolonged durations, and withdrawal symptoms when una-

ble to exercise. This addiction led to paradoxical effects, providing initial well-being but eventually 

causing physical exhaustion, psychological distress, and disruptions in social relationships. These 

results underscore the need for increased awareness, the development of diagnostic criteria, and the 

implementation of interventions to balance the benefits of exercise with strategies to prevent addic-

tion.  

Keywords: Exercise addiction, Behavioral addiction, Exercise psychology. 

Introduction 

Although exercise provides physical and psychological benefits, excessive engage-

ment can lead to exercise addiction (EA) (Weinstein & Szabo, 2023). In modern society, 

the growing popularity of physical activity has, for some individuals, turned exercise 

from a healthy habit into an addiction that negatively affects their lives. EA is defined as 

a behavior characterized by excessive exercise, loss of control, and negative consequences 

in the physical, psychological, or social domains of life (Juwono & Szabo, 2021; Cook et 

al., 2014). This condition manifests in individuals as compulsive and excessive exercise 

habits (Lui et al., 2023). Symptoms include exercising without rest, injuries, a focus on 

intense workouts, and withdrawal symptoms when unable to exercise (Adams, 2013). 

These symptoms can reduce the quality of life, leading to physical health issues and psy-
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chological distress. Like other addictions, EA is described as comprising six core compo-

nents: salience, tolerance, mood modification, withdrawal, conflict, and relapse (Griffiths 

et al., 2005). 

Research has shown that EA can have significant consequences at both the individual 

and public health levels. However, the nature, effects, and risk factors of EA remain poorly 

understood. Research on EA has developed since the 1970s, including case studies (Bam-

ber et al., 2003), cross-sectional studies (İlbak & Altun, 2020), and systematic reviews 

(Colledge, 2020; Di Lodovico et al., 2019). These studies have examined the effects of EA 

on various groups, such as self-esteem (Katra, 2021), eating and substance use disorders 

(Cook, 2014), elite athletes (Cicioğlu et al., 2019; Demirel & Cicioğlu, 2020), coaches 

(Arslanoğlu et al., 2021), fitness participants (Kayhan et al., 2021; Özpolat & Hazar, 2023; 

Polat & Yıldırım Şimşek, 2015), and swimmers (Batu & Aydın, 2020). Recently, the rela-

tionship between EA and psychological factors among individuals engaging in fitness ac-

tivities has been explored (Aygün & Karayol, 2024; Erdoğan et al., 2024). 

However, there is no official clinical diagnosis for EA (Chhabra et al., 2024). For ex-

ample, prominent medical references such as the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition, Text Revision (DSM-5-TR; American Psychiatric Associ-

ation, 2022) and the International Classification of Diseases, Eleventh Revision (World 

Health Organization, 2018) do not mention this disorder (Dinardi et al., 2021). This omis-

sion poses significant challenges for diagnosis and treatment processes and limits the 

comprehensive understanding of EA in scientific contexts. The lack of a clinical diagnosis 

is attributed to unclear diagnostic criteria and limited scientific evidence (Juwono & 

Szabo, 2020; Szabo & Kovacsik, 2019). Results from screening tools for assessing EA risk 

may also be influenced by individual traits such as passion, commitment, or perfectionism 

(Szabo & Demetrovics, 2022). 

Previous studies have predominantly focused on screening tools and absolute scale 

results. These studies often fall short in explaining the causal relationships and lived ex-

periences of individuals with EA. Therefore, qualitative and in-depth research is needed 

to better understand EA. In this context, this study aimed to provide an alternative ap-

proach to the quantitative focus in the literature by analyzing the perspectives and expe-

riences of individuals with EA and shedding light on its psychosocial dynamics.  

Material and Methods 

Research Design  

This study adopted a qualitative research methodology. This approach, character-

ized by its flexible structure and exploratory nature, was chosen to gain an in-depth un-

derstanding of under-researched topics and to develop new perspectives throughout the 

process (Neuman, 2012). The study is based on a case study design (Fossey et al., 2002). 

Known as the phenomenological approach, this design aims to thoroughly investigate 

phenomena that are noteworthy and broadly recognized yet require detailed analysis 

(Patton, 2002). Data collection began after approval was obtained from the İnönü Univer-

sity Scientific Research and Publication Ethics Committee (Session Date: 03-12-2024, Ses-

sion Number: 21, Decision Number: 15). 

Study Group 

The study employed a purposive sampling method for participant selection (Patton, 

2002). The inclusion criteria were defined as participants identifying themselves as exer-

cise addicts, being over the age of 18, and voluntarily agreeing to participate in the study. 
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Among the inclusion criteria for this study, participants were required to have a minimum 

of three years of regular exercise experience and to engage in exercise at least three times 

per week over the past year. All participants were fully informed about the purpose, 

scope, and procedures of the research and provided their written consent by signing the 

participant consent form. To maintain confidentiality, participants were anonymized us-

ing coded identifiers based on their participant number, such as P1, P2, and P3. The char-

acteristics of the study group are shown in table 1. 

Table 1. Characteristics of the study group. 

Participant Code Gender Age Sports Discipline Exercise Duration 

(Years) 

P1 Male 28 Boxing 6 

P2 Male 35 Swimming 10 

P3 Male 18 Football 5 

P4 Male 40 Running 15 

P5 Male 22 Basketball 8 

P6 Male 50 Cycling 20 

P7 Male 30 Bodybuilding 12 

P8 Male 45 Tennis 18 

When Table 1 is examined, it can be observed that all participants were male, with 

ages ranging from 18 to 50 years. The duration of exercise varied between 5 and 20 years. 

The sports disciplines included boxing, swimming, football, running, basketball, cycling, 

bodybuilding, and tennis. 

Data Collection Tools 

In this study, data were collected through a semi-structured interview form. The in-

terview questions were developed following an extensive literature review and were 

shaped with feedback from both regular exercisers and field experts. The interview form 

was reviewed and validated by two independent experts in the field to ensure its content 

validity and appropriateness for the research objectives. The interviews were recorded 

with their permission. The interviews were conducted at locations selected by the partic-

ipants, ensuring they felt comfortable and at ease during the process, such as cafes, res-

taurants, or similar neutral settings. To maintain consistency, all interviews adhered to a 

semi-structured format. The data collection process concluded when saturation was 

reached, and each interview lasted approximately 25 minutes. The interview questions 

are presented in figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Interview questions. 

Can you describe why you started exercising and how you feel while exercising?

How do you feel when you do not exercise? (For example, guilt, restlessness)

How often and for how long do you exercise each week? 

What effects do you think exercise has on your body and mood?

How do your exercise habits affect your social relationships?

Have there been times when you couldn’t control your desire to exercise? 
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Data Analysis  

The audio recordings of each interview were transcribed into written texts by the 

researcher. After the transcription process was completed, the collected data were consol-

idated into a comprehensive document. These documents were analyzed using the the-

matic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Data analysis stages are presented in Fig-

ure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Stages of thematic analysis. 

During the analysis process, the identified themes were constructed inductively, ad-

hering closely to the participants' narratives and ensuring their voices were authentically 

represented. The thematic analysis was conducted by two researchers, who inde-

pendently coded the data to enhance trustworthiness and inter-coder reliability. In in-

stances where discrepancies in theme identification arose, the researchers engaged in re-

flective discussions to reconcile differences and achieve consensus, thereby ensuring the 

analytical process remained rigorous and grounded in the data. Various methods were 

applied to enhance the reliability of the research. Each phase of the process was carefully 

detailed, and the data obtained from the participants were thoroughly reviewed. Com-

parisons were made between participants' statements, ambiguities were clarified, and the 

consistency of the data was verified by asking the same questions in different ways. 

Results 

The findings of this study are categorized under five main themes, reflecting the mul-

tifaceted experiences of individuals with exercise addiction. These themes include moti-

vations for starting exercise and feelings during exercise, emotional and physical distress 

when unable to exercise, frequency and duration of exercise routines, perceived effects of 

exercise on physical and mental health, and the impact of exercise habits on social rela-

tionships. Together, these themes provide a comprehensive understanding of the psycho-

social dynamics of exercise addiction, illustrating how an initially beneficial activity can 

Stage 1
•Familiarization with the Data

Stage 2
•Generating Initial Codes

Stage  3
•Searching for Themes

Stage  4
•Reviewing Themes

Stage  5
•Defining and Naming Themes

Stage  6
•Writing the Report
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evolve into a compulsive behavior with profound implications for individuals' well-being 

and social lives. 

Motivations for Starting Exercise and Feelings During Exercise 

 Participants shared various reasons for starting exercise, including physical and psy-

chological needs. Over time, exercise evolved from a routine habit into a dependency: 

"Boxing is not just a sport for me; it’s a way of life. I started to learn self-defense, but 

now I feel incomplete without stepping into the ring." (P1) 

"I started playing football to burn off energy, but now it’s a daily routine. When I 

don’t play, I feel like something is missing." (P3) 

"Swimming has always been a sanctuary for me. Being in the water makes me feel 

peaceful, but now I feel restless on days I don’t train." (P2) 

"I began running to lose weight, but now it feels like an addiction. On days I don’t 

run, I feel irritable and unsettled." (P4) 

Feelings When Unable to Exercise 

Participants reported experiencing emotional and physical discomfort when they 

could not engage in exercise, highlighting one of the critical indicators of exercise addic-

tion: 

"If I miss a training day, it feels like I’ve wasted the entire day." (P7) 

"When I don’t run, my body feels restless, and my mind constantly reminds me that 

something is missing." (P4) 

"On days I don’t cycle, I feel physically sluggish and emotionally uneasy." (P6) 

"When I skip swimming, it feels like I’ve done something wrong. This guilt pushes 

me back to the pool." (P2) 

Frequency and Duration of Exercise 

Individuals with exercise addiction tend to engage in frequent and prolonged exer-

cise sessions, often neglecting the need for rest days: 

"I train six days a week for 1-2 hours each day. I know I should rest, but I find it hard 

to stop." (P7) 

"I run 5-6 days a week, covering about 5 kilometers each session. It’s become a part 

of who I am." (P4) 

"Cycling is a passion for me. I go on long weekend rides and even sneak in shorter 

ones during the week. On average, I cycle 10 hours weekly." (P6) 

"I lose track of time while playing basketball. I train five days a week, with each ses-

sion lasting around two hours." (P5) 

Effects of Exercise on Physical and Mental Health 

While exercise was initially perceived as a source of physical and mental well-being, 

its excessive nature led to notable adverse effects: 

"Boxing makes me feel strong, but now I do it not because I need the strength but 

because I’m addicted to it." (P1) 
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"Running calms my mind, but it also exhausts my body. It’s hard to stop, even when 

I know I should." (P4) 

"Swimming keeps my body flexible and strong, but I fear losing this strength if I skip 

a session." (P2) 

"Bodybuilding boosted my confidence, but it also took a toll on my social life." (P7) 

Impact on Social Relationships 

 Participants noted that their exercise routines significantly influenced their social 

lives. While some formed social bonds within their exercise environments, others reported 

neglecting their relationships outside of these contexts: 

"The friends I’ve made in the boxing gym feel like family. However, I realize I’m 

drifting away from my other social connections." (P1) 

"Cycling tours have allowed me to meet new people, but I don’t spend enough time 

with my family." (P6) 

"I’ve built strong bonds with my basketball teammates, but I don’t have much of a 

social life outside of it." (P5) 

"Running groups are my primary social circle now, but I feel it distances me from 

other relationships." (P4) 

 Discussion 

This qualitative study provided an in-depth exploration of the lived experiences of 

individuals with exercise addiction, shedding light on its physical, psychological, and so-

cial impacts. Participants shared that their initial motivations for engaging in exercise 

were rooted in physical and psychological needs. Initially, exercise was perceived as a 

health-promoting activity and a means to relieve stress, but over time, these activities 

transformed into an addiction. This finding is consistent with previous studies (İlbak & 

Altun, 2020; Weinstein & Szabo, 2023) that indicate, although individuals may experience 

positive outcomes initially, these habits become compulsory as time passes. 

The inability to engage in exercise caused significant emotional and physical discom-

fort among participants. Most reported feeling irritability, restlessness, and internal dis-

tress when they were unable to exercise. This aligns with earlier findings, where the ina-

bility to exercise was associated with psychological issues such as anxiety and depression 

(Kun et al., 2022; Weinstein et al., 2015). In a study conducted by İlbak et al. (2025), indi-

viduals with exercise addiction were found to crave exercise due to concerns about the 

deterioration of their current physical appearance or exercise regimen. 

Participants with exercise addiction reported engaging in physical activity five to six 

days a week, for several hours at a time, resulting in exercise becoming a lifestyle; this 

behavior demonstrates that individuals with exercise addiction typically engage in longer 

and more frequent exercise sessions compared to average individuals, exhibiting addic-

tive behaviors. These findings are in line with the results of Berengüí et al. (2019), who 

found that individuals with a higher level of addiction exercised more days per week and 

spent more time on exercise. Additionally, a study by Özpolat and Hazar (2019) high-

lighted a positive and statistically significant relationship between exercise addiction, the 

duration of exercise, and concerns about social appearance. 
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While exercise was initially believed to have a health-improving effect, it was ob-

served that excessive exercise led to physical fatigue, muscle pain, and psychological 

burnout among participants. Although exercise has beneficial effects, when taken to ex-

tremes, it can have negative consequences on both physical and psychological health, as 

highlighted in numerous studies addressing exercise addiction. Research has found that 

depressive disorders are highly prevalent among individuals with exercise addiction 

(Meyer et al., 2021; Tschopp et al., 2023). Furthermore, studies on recreational exercisers 

have shown that higher levels of depression and anxiety are linked to exercise addiction 

(Alcaraz-Ibáñez et al., 2022; Costa et al., 2013). In the study by Baltes-Flueckiger et al. 

(2024), it was found that depressive symptoms are a stronger predictor of exercise addic-

tion in frequent exercisers than symptoms of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD). Although individuals with ADHD may engage in intensive exercise, they may 

be at a lower risk of developing exercise addiction compared to those with depression. 

These findings contribute to understanding the complex psychiatric profile of individuals 

with exercise addiction and emphasize the need for further research to explore the rela-

tionship between mental disorders and exercise addiction. 

Exercise addiction also significantly affected participants' social relationships. They 

reported forming new social connections within exercise environments, but these relation-

ships weakened their connections with the outside world, particularly within their fami-

lies. This finding is consistent with the study by Egorov and Szabo, (2013) suggesting that 

exercise addiction may lead to social isolation, with individuals focusing solely on their 

exercise community while neglecting other social ties. The study by Koçyiğit et al. (2022) 

also concluded that an increase in addiction levels among athletes can lead to physical, 

psychological, and social problems that negatively impact their performance.  

This study has several limitations. Firstly, the participant group was identified as 

exercise addicts based solely on self-declaration, without formal diagnostic tests. Addi-

tionally, as a qualitative study, the findings are not generalizable due to the small sample 

size and the subjective nature of the data. Moreover, all participants were male, limiting 

the applicability of the results to other gender groups. 

Conclusions 

The findings of this study provide a comprehensive understanding of the psychoso-

cial dynamics of exercise addiction, highlighting the multifaceted experiences of individ-

uals engaged in compulsive exercise behaviour. The study revealed that exercise, initially 

undertaken for physical and psychological needs, gradually evolved into an addiction 

characterized by frequent, prolonged sessions, emotional distress when unable to exer-

cise, and significant impacts on social relationships. While participants initially sought 

exercise for health improvement and stress relief, it became a lifestyle, with exercise often 

surpassing its original purpose of well-being. This transformation into compulsive behav-

iour reflects the key components of addiction, as participants exhibited withdrawal symp-

toms, such as irritability and restlessness, when they could not exercise. 

The study also demonstrated that excessive exercise, although beneficial in modera-

tion, can lead to negative physical and psychological consequences, aligning with previ-

ous research indicating the association between exercise addiction and mental health is-

sues, such as depression and anxiety. Moreover, the social implications of exercise addic-

tion were profound, as participants reported neglecting relationships outside their exer-

cise environments, reinforcing the notion that exercise addiction can lead to social isola-

tion. 



Journal of Sports Science Academy – Vol. 1 No. 1 Year 2025 27 
 

 

 JOSSA 
 

These findings contribute to a deeper understanding of the complex relationship be-

tween exercise, addiction, and mental health. However, the study's limitations, such as 

the reliance on self-declaration for identifying exercise addiction, the small sample size, 

and the exclusive focus on male participants, suggest the need for further research to ex-

plore the diverse experiences of individuals with exercise addiction, particularly across 

different genders and using more robust diagnostic tools. Future studies could also inves-

tigate the long-term psychological and social effects of exercise addiction and its relation-

ship with other mental health disorders. 
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