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Abstract
Research suggests that exercise groups can provide social resources, such as a social identity, social support, and social comparison, and that people may join groups to manage uncertainty during times of change, such as midlife. This study examines how midlife adults utilize Peloton, an online group exercise cycling platform, as they navigate midlife. Twelve Peloton participants aged 40-64 underwent three data collection stages: (1) an initial exercise history semi-structured interview; (2) a two-week post-exercise diary; and (3) a follow-up topic exploration interview. Data were analyzed using abductive thematic analysis informed by the social identity approach. Findings reveal a midlife process of identity erosion, characterized by reduced agency and physical decline, prompting a reassertion of competitiveness through online exercise and social comparison. This study extends the Social Identity Model of Identity Change into transitional non-event-based (e.g., life stage) rather than event-based (e.g., retirement) life changes. It suggests that identity erosion precedes identity change in transitional life contexts, and that identity remooring may occur sequentially. This study suggests that live feedback and real-time interactions facilitate the formation of group norms and social identity in online exercise groups, even in the absence of live communication. 
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Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk223341128]Despite many studies into midlife, there is minimal consensus regarding the experience of this key life stage. At one end of the scale, Giuntella et al. (2023) posit that the world’s policy-makers have not grasped the range of midlife societal problems such as suicide, sleep issues, alcohol dependence, concentration and memory problems, job strain, disabling headaches, suicidal feelings, and extreme depression. At the other end of the scale, Arnett (2018) showed that midlife is marked by change, uncertainty, and stress, but also by fun, opportunity, exploration, and identity development—seeing it as an exciting time of discovering oneself. In contrast, Balamurugan et al.'s (2024) research adopts a more integrated perspective, suggesting that midlife is a period for growth (i.e., personal reflection and life evaluation) alongside potential feelings of turmoil and dissatisfaction. However, what is not debated is that midlife is a distinct life stage, with changes and demands that challenge people looking to sustain their pre-existing identities. Multiple roles across the home, workplace, and society (Lachman et al., 2015) create multiple demands (e.g., balancing caregiving, career, and financial responsibilities) on an ageing mind and body (e.g., declining physical abilities and rising mental health risks) (Gomez-Bernal et al., 2019). 
Subsequently, people in midlife often encounter increased health-related challenges and barriers to sustaining physical activity (Aldwin & Levenson, 2001). The percentage of physically inactive people increases from age 35 in men (Ekkekakis et al., 2011) and women (NHS, 2017). This can affect midlife individuals’ health as physical inactivity is linked to physical (e.g., chronic diseases) and psychological (e.g., mental health) issues (Cunningham et al., 2020). Research shows interpersonal (e.g., caregiving, loneliness), financial, and career stresses are prevalent in midlife, putting this group at high risk of chronic medical conditions (Gomez-Bernal et al., 2019). More concerning is the legacy this inactivity may leave, as studies have shown that failing to sustain physical activity in midlife can lead to reduced brain and heart health (Aggio et al., 2017). Over time, these cumulative health threats and activity losses can gradually impact and challenge people’s previously valued identities (e.g., as an exerciser).
Exercise is a key way to maintain physical activity, but people in midlife face barriers such as limited time, access, increasing safety concerns, and lower motivation (Spiteri et al., 2019). A recent review suggests exercise programs for midlife adults should consider fitness goals, perceived abilities, social influences, and environmental factors (Pang et al., 2024). Balamurugan et al. (2024) further suggest that reframing challenges, seeking support, and prioritizing physical activity can help. Additionally, midlife adults often prefer home-based exercise, especially when tailored by age and gender (van Uffelen et al., 2017), which may help overcome logistical barriers to exercise.  However, maintaining home-based exercise may require social support and connections. Two recent studies suggest some midlife exercisers use online groups to meet their exercise needs, with social factors influencing their participation (Richards et al., 2025, 2026). 
These studies extend existing research on the social influence of in-person exercise groups, which highlights that such groups can offer social identity, support, and opportunities for social comparison (Golaszewski et al., 2021; Stevens et al., 2017). However, to clarify this further, although related, social identity, social support, and social comparison are distinct aspects of group-based exercise. Social identity concerns who someone is in relation to the group (i.e., seeing themselves as ‘one of the group’ or a ‘regular’ in a particular exercise class). Social support refers to what people give and receive from others (i.e., encouragement, guidance, and companionship) that supports theirs and others participation, while social comparison reflects how people evaluate themselves relative to other group members (i.e., people comparing their effort or progress against others in the class). Research by Stevens et al. (2017) suggests that people are drawn to and remain in groups that reflect their identity. Golaszewski et al. (2021) demonstrated that group membership can offer emotional, informational, and companionship support. Together, these findings raise a key question: how can we deliver the convenience of at-home or online exercise without losing the engagement, support, and identity benefits of in-person exercise groups? Since group membership is vital to ongoing participation, a framework like the Social Identity Approach can clarify why and how group membership matters.
The Social Identity Approach 
The social identity approach—which includes social identity theory and self-categorization theory—offers a valuable framework for understanding group exercise behaviors for those in midlife (Tajfel, 1974; Turner et al., 1987). Social identity theory asserts that group identification leads people to adopt the group’s behaviors, norms, and values (Tajfel, 1974). Self-categorization theory posits that people’s behaviors and sense of belonging stem from classifying themselves and others into social groups (Turner, 1975). Hogg (2000) argues that individuals seek groups and social identities to manage uncertainty, particularly during transitional periods, such as midlife. Self-categorizing with a group and conforming to its prototype reduces uncertainty, provides behavioral guidance, and enhances self-esteem (Hogg, 2007). 
The Social Identity Approach to Life Stage Transitions 
Midlife is a transitional life stage marked by uncertainty that can be viewed through the Social Identity Model of Identity Change (SIMIC) as it suggests that group memberships and identification can support life-stage transitions and, relevant to this study, promote exercise intentions (C. Haslam et al., 2019; Rowe & Slater, 2021). SIMIC explains how group memberships influence individuals’ responses to significant life changes, such as transitions to new life stages, and the effects these changes may have on health and well-being (C. Haslam, S. A. Haslam et al., 2021). SIMIC suggests that life events are more stressful and harmful to well-being when they involve identity loss. Losing identity and the related social and psychological resources can reduce meaning in life and a sense of control (C. Haslam, S. A. Haslam et al., 2021). This impact is stronger for those with a single, strong group identity. SIMIC suggests that maintaining existing group memberships or creating new ones can lessen the negative effects of life changes by providing group‑based resources – belonging, shared meaning, and a sense of control – that support resilience and well‑being. Therefore, understanding how group memberships affect people during midlife transitions is an important research focus.
The Social Identity Approach to Exercise
Stevens et al. (2017) suggest that people are more likely to join, engage with, and remain committed to exercise groups that align with their self-concept (Stevens et al., 2017). A stronger group identification predicts greater effort (Stevens et al., 2019), more consistent attendance (Stevens, White et al., 2022a), and increased future participation (Rowe & Slater, 2021). While early research has focused on in-person groups, recent studies have examined online settings. For example, Stevens, Fitzpatrick and Cruwys, (2022) found that instructor-led messaging, which sets clear and attainable group norms, can boost exercise performance, especially for those who strongly identify with the group. These individuals adjusted their effort to align with the norm, whereas weak identifiers did not. Explicit, credible norms enhance self-efficacy and social comparison, particularly benefiting those who feel a sense of group belonging. Additionally, a randomized controlled trial by Beauchamp et al. (2021) showed that a group online exercise program fostering shared social identity improved mental and physical health. 
While the previous studies highlighted above have explored the health, performance, and motivational impacts of social identity in online exercise, only two studies have investigated the facilitators of social identification in these online groups. A study by Richards et al. (2026) highlighted how the changes, challenges, and demands of midlife affected participants’ involvement in in-person group exercise classes, contributing to a feeling of gradual exclusion, which initiated their engagement in online exercise. Participants shared how, through participating in exercise groups anonymously via on demand (via LesMills+), they discovered a new sense of agency, belonging, and community in midlife, alongside feeling socially supported during and after participation. Participants reported that being part of collective challenges, which showcased others in midlife on-screen and social media while allowing anonymity and agency without social judgment or comparison, enhanced their sense of shared identity. 
A study of midlife users of the online cycling platform Zwift highlighted the role of social identification in their exercise engagement (Richards et al., 2025). Perceived similarity (e.g., age, life stage) with others contributed to identification as a cyclist, Zwifter, or team member. A combination of real-time cycling, text chat, digital camaraderie via avatars, and supportive post-ride social media communities facilitated this identification. Through these group identities, participants expanded social connections, built support networks, and addressed some midlife exercise challenges. These two studies examined midlife participation in online group exercise: real-time interactive groups with text chat (e.g., Zwift) and anonymous on-demand groups without real-time communication (e.g., LesMills+). Peloton, a hybrid platform, offers live classes and gesture-based interaction (e.g., high-fives) but lacks live chat. Research indicates social factors still influence Peloton users. Kaushal et al.(2021) found that social cognition (e.g., positive reactions to others’ social cues) predicted Peloton participation and exercise intentions at a 4-week follow-up. Blake et al. (2023) demonstrated that group exercise settings with visual displays of data enhanced performance through social comparison. Specifically, 26 Peloton cyclists in group data conditions exhibited higher exercise outputs (e.g., heart rate, calories burned, and distance) than those in individual or no data display conditions, highlighting the motivational effect of group-based data.
Previous studies highlight social influence on individual effort; other research emphasizes the importance of community, connection, and belonging in Peloton participation. Rutledge et al. (2024) found that technology-enabled virtual exercise supported physical and mental health and fostered social connections among 1,036 Peloton users. Those who preferred social engagement features (e.g., high-fives) reported stronger community belonging, instructor attachment, and personal growth. Similarly, Davies et al. (2024) analyzed social media interactions of 663 Peloton users and found that a strong sense of community increased motivation to exercise and platform engagement. These findings suggest social dynamics significantly shape Peloton participants’ exercise behavior, though they have not yet been explicitly examined through the social identity approach.
The Present Study
While Peloton offers both equipment-based and non-equipment subscriptions, this study focuses specifically on Peloton Bike owners and users. Peloton is an online exercise platform where individuals join live or on-demand, instructor-led cycling classes. Using the Peloton Bike, users connect to the platform, which tracks performance metrics (resistance, cadence, output) and displays them alongside usernames on a leaderboard. Group interaction is enabled through instructor-led classes, a real-time leaderboard, a high-five feature, and dedicated social media groups. This study examines Peloton participation among midlife adults through a social identity lens, with two aims:
1. To explore the experience of social identification in midlife on Peloton.
2. To understand the facilitators of social identification in Peloton in midlife.
Method
Participants
Middle-aged adults (aged 40–64) were recruited, with eligibility requiring current Peloton participation and agreement with a statement adapted from prior research on exercise identity (Anderson & Cychosz, 1994) and group identification scales (Cruwys et al., 2020): 
‘I consider myself an exerciser and use it when I describe myself to others. For me, being an exerciser means more than just exercising; I need to exercise to feel good about myself and together with other exercisers.’
After institutional ethical approval, 12 participants (7 female, 5 male; Mage = 51.50, SD = 7.01) were all recruited from Peloton-focused social media groups. None of the participants were known to the researchers prior to recruitment, ensuring independence in data collection and interpretation. The sample size was justified using Malterud et al.’s (2016) concept of information power, which bases adequacy on the richness and relevance of information rather than numbers alone. Information power was considered sufficient due to; (a) the study’s narrow aim of exploring midlife  exercise experiences and social identification within the Peloton context; (b) dense sample specificity focused on active midlife individuals recruited via community social media; (c) application of established social identity theory; d) strong and relevant dialogue fostered by a three-stage interview-diary-interview process and researcher familiarity; and (e) rigorous cross-case analysis using abductive thematic methods. The interview–diary–interview design captured both reflective and real-time experiences of social identification. Reflective accounts enabled interpretation over time, while proximal methods preserved immediacy, balancing depth with ecological and temporal validity to provide a fuller view of participants’ lived experiences.
Procedure
This research is grounded in ontological relativism i.e., the existence of multiple realities and epistemological constructivism (i.e., that knowledge is shaped by social interaction), and this stance informed the use of diaries and interviews to explore participants’ experiences cycling on Peloton.
Interview one. The first online semi-structured interviews explored participants’ exercise background before participating on Peloton (e.g., When did you start identifying exercise as part of who you are?), what led them to exercise via an online environment (e.g., How did you discover online exercise?) and the social aspects of their involvement (e.g., How do you interact with others during a ride?). Interviews lasted 34–75 minutes (M = 47, SD = 13.76).
Two-week exercise diary. After the first interview, participants kept a diary for two weeks following each Peloton session, capturing a variety of rides. Since Peloton sessions occur at home, diaries enabled near-immediate recording of experiences in the exercise environment, documenting the episodic nature of each ride and real-time group identification. At the same time, the two-week duration was chosen to reduce potential research participant burnout. Participants received a sheet containing diary prompts to guide entries, focusing on key moments and potential identification with the activity (e.g., “Taking part in today’s exercise session reflects who I am because…”). Day (2016) noted that diaries can face engagement issues, such as low completion and inconsistent detail or timing of entries. To address this, participants could submit entries via email or WhatsApp, returning them either after each entry or at the end of two weeks. All 12 participants completed this stage, generating 140 entries (5–22 each, M = 11.6), ranging from 499 to 10,976 words (M = 2,728).
Interview two. The second interview built upon themes explored in the first interview and diary entries. Before each session, the researcher reviewed the participant’s previous interview and diary to create tailored questions. This allowed for detailed examination of factors influencing identification, tracking changes over time, and clarifying diary ambiguities. Interviews began with reflection on diary experiences (e.g., “How did you find the diary process? What story do your diaries tell?”), then addressed current identification with Peloton (e.g., “What contributes to your identification with Peloton? Do you monitor your progression?”), and finally considered future participation (e.g., “Five years from now, what will your Peloton participation look like?”). Interviews lasted 30–77 minutes (M = 49, SD = 16.01), with 11 participants (91%) completing this stage.
Data analysis. Seventeen hours and three minutes of audio were merged with diary entries, producing 449 pages of transcribed material (12-point font, single spacing). Abductive thematic analysis was chosen for the centrality of the interplay between the social identification literature and the data (Thompson, 2022), involving eight iterative steps. First, familiarity with the data began during data collection and transcription, shaping the researcher’s evolving interpretations for the second interview. Subsequently, when integrating the participant diary and the transcription of the second interview data, the researcher developed both bottom-up (i.e., inductive) and top-down (i.e., deductive) perspectives, consistent with the abductive analytical approach, in which meaning is co-constructed through dialogue among data, theory, and researchers’ sense-making. Second, handwritten notes were extracted, refined, and expanded using qualitative coding software (https://delvetool.com), with ongoing code modifications shared via this secure online repository for collaborative oversight. This treated coding as a socially negotiated process in which meaning was produced through interaction, acknowledging that different analysts may have seen different realities in the same data.
Third, in line with the abductive approach, a codebook was developed, with labels and interpretations that foregrounded the researcher’s role in assigning meaning to each code, thereby facilitating the researchers' reflections and acknowledging the active role of the researcher in creating resulting themes. Thompson (2022) notes that using a codebook in abductive thematic analysis helps link codes and themes and supports theorizing, but it doesn't assume codes directly reflect participants’ intentions or experiences, viewing them as one of many interpretations. Fourth, themes were constructed by nesting and merging codes, continuously identifying, grouping, and refining themes and sub-themes as co-created meanings evolved. Fifth, the relationships between themes were theoretically explored, assessing how social identity/self-categorization theory explained the findings and identifying gaps or contributions to the theory. Sixth, data were analyzed to identify themes while accounting for contextual differences in how the data were collected (e.g., video, audio, and typed diaries). Each mode was treated as producing a distinct version of reality, but no hierarchy was imposed among the different modes of collection (i.e., the potential spontaneity of interviews vs. the post-exercise diary reflections).
Seventh, the connection between the codes and the themes, along with their theoretical contribution, was visually presented to provoke discussion and facilitate understanding during the critical friends’ process (Sparkes & Smith, 2014), which was used to expand meanings rather than access theme accuracy (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Reflexive diary entries and critical-friend discussions led us to question, and at times re-code, instances where our prior perspectives for competitive midlife exercise had shaped initial interpretations of participants’ accounts. The eighth and final stage involved writing the themes as ‘meaning-unified-interpretative-stories’ (i.e., stories that encompass diversity while maintaining a central unifying or core idea - Braun & Clarke, 2023), reflecting the subjectivity (e.g., acknowledging the researcher’s active role and positionality in creating the themes) of this reflexive approach, grounded in social constructivism (i.e., viewing knowledge as subjective and socially constructed) and underpinned by ontological relativism (i.e., that each participant and the researchers have their own realities).
Methodological rigor
Various techniques were employed to strengthen rigout. A critical friend process encouraged reflective dialogue and constructive feedback, leading to a reassessment and modification of the initial themes (Smith & McGannon, 2018). Further data analysis provided a more in-depth examination of social identification facilitators tailored to specific contexts and life stages. 
The first author adopted a reflexive approach, which was crucial given his significant involvement in the study and shared characteristics with participants (e.g., being a lifelong fitness enthusiast, a former fitness and group exercise instructor, an exercise referral professional, and a midlife adult). As understanding the Peloton community was essential, before the study, the first author engaged with Peloton by participating in sessions to familiarize himself with its technology, platform, language, and interactions. This familiarity with Peloton, and also being in midlife, helped the first author establish rapport with participants, leading to an openness and relatedness in discussions. A reflexive diary was kept to examine personal biases and identify emerging trends in the data. The diary enhanced the research by increasing the researcher’s self-awareness and ethical sensitivity, capturing nuances in rapport‑building that enriched interpretations of participants’ co‑constructed experiences of this online exercise context. The variety of interview lengths and written submissions reflected the communication style of participants. Some communicated in a more concise yet eloquent way, while others engaged in longer conversations. As a research team we considered this during data analysis to ensure that all participants were represented. In particular, we focused on ensuring that more data did not mean the participant had more voice.
Transparency and openness
The data are not publicly available due to privacy and ethical restrictions related to participant confidentiality and the need to maintain participant anonymity. No computer code or analytic syntax was used beyond the abductive, reflexive thematic qualitative analysis procedures and processes highlighted in the paper. The interview guide and diary prompts used in this study, along with the participant information sheet, are available from the corresponding author upon reasonable request. This study conforms to the American Psychological Association’s Journal Article Reporting Standards for Qualitative Research (Levitt et al., 2018). The study was not preregistered.
Results and Discussion
 	The following three themes show how Peloton helped participants navigate midlife: (1) Coping with midlife identity threat, (2) The competitive togetherness of ‘Live’ racing, and (3) The ‘Live’ endorsement of ingroup competitiveness. These linked, yet sequential themes, focus on how Peloton supports the continuity of participants’ competitiveness, alongside the processes and ‘assessment’ mechanisms through which they then confirm their ‘competitive’ identity. In line with our abductive approach, these themes show how participants’ accounts informed our refinement of SIMIC and the development of a sequential online identity remooring model for midlife competitive exercise identities.
Coping with midlife identity threat
This theme illustrates participants’ growing awareness of and coping with the challenges of maintaining exercise identities in midlife. In the context of online group exercise, participants used Peloton to provide a sense of agency over their midlife challenges. They coped by racing others, navigating identity threats through an activity that supports group exercise, identity continuity, and enhanced feelings of agency and competition (i.e., feeling like they are ‘winning’ in midlife).
Midlife factors provoke exercise reappraisal. Participants implied that they initially sought an online group exercise solution in parallel with the accumulation of midlife challenges and transitions. Research indicates that merging personal identity with a group enhances agency and inclusion (Besta et al., 2016), but barriers to integration (e.g., such as the ability to attend in-person exercise groups) can negatively impact health and well-being. Having at-home access to exercise groups provided midlife participants with agency and eased concerns about in-person attendance, as one participant noted,
I'm 60 soon and all my life I've done exercise […] I've got three children, and my middle one is profoundly disabled. [Cycling on Peloton] was a way for me to exercise that didn't require me to leave the house. I could do it at whatever time I wanted, and because of the nature of caring, I lost a lot of confidence socially. So, the idea of going and doing something, even if it was a quiet gym, that's too bigger hurdle for me to get over (P9 – int 1).
The growing awareness of a sense of transition was a central theme across all participants, with their narratives often combining the noticing of perceived physical changes (i.e. weight gain, feeling unhealthy) with other midlife factors such as increased work pressures. Describing her rationale behind purchasing a Peloton, she shared,
Initially, it [buying a Peloton] was because I put a lot of weight on it. And the weight itself was getting me down. And I felt like I needed to do something. It was making me feel very unhealthy. And I wanted help to do something I felt like doing. And I felt like going to the gym just wasn't, I don't drive, so getting to the gym was just going to be a struggle for me. I needed to chat to someone at the time. ‘Cause I was feeling quite low at that point, so I went and chatted with a friend about what was going on (P5 – int 1).
Previous research suggests that feelings of self-uncertainty motivate people to seek groups to identify with (Hogg & Gaffney, 2023). Seeking social support from a friend and purchasing a Peloton were ways this participant used to try to regain control over her life and address her low mood, which she linked to midlife work pressures and health concerns. Across participants, midlife changes prompted a forced reappraisal of their identity, leaving them feeling temporarily lost and affecting other areas of their lives. Reflecting on the erosion of their competitive identity and inability to compete, one participant shared:
When we [participant and wife] were 40 [my badminton play was] no longer getting better, it was starting to hit the peak. Work was getting really rather intense as well. You’ve probably worked out by now that I'm quite competitive. Let's just say second is first of the losers. By then [when he was 50] I'd stopped any activities from an exercise point of view and slowly but surely started to put on a little bit of weight (P8 – int 1). 			
This participant described how, feeling they had reached their peak in their sport, when combined with increased work pressures, led them to stop exercising and gain weight, which hints at a multi-factor drift away from exerciser and competitive identities. Research suggests that during identity transitions, reduced ingroup support and agency can cause identity erosion (Jauregui et al., 2019). While previous SIMIC studies have focused on identity loss from explicit life events like retirement or driving cessation (C. Haslam, Lam, et al., 2018; C. Haslam et al., 2024; Pachana et al., 2017), these results of this study point to a different form of identity change and raise analytic tensions related to these studies. Analysis of these accounts suggests that midlife change is better understood as a gradual, multi-factor process rather than a discrete event and can be reconceptualized as a non‑event-based transition that precedes midlife identity change, extending SIMIC to gradual non-event-based transitions in midlife.  
These participants’ accounts indicate that multiple midlife factors combine to gradually erode identity over time, rather than through a single life-stage event. Unlike event-based transitions such as retirement, where identity loss follows a discrete life event (C. Haslam, Lam, et al., 2018), participants' accounts revealed that multiple midlife factors (e.g., physical decline, work intensification, and caregiving demands) accumulated gradually over time, eroding their exerciser and competitive identities.   This gradual, multi-factored erosion process is often only recognized in hindsight, making it difficult to identify and prevent, in sharp contrast to the immediate awareness typical of event-based transitions. While previous research has shown that both new and existing groups can support the transition into retirement, (C. Haslam, Lam, et al., 2018) current evidence indicates that, in midlife, rising expectations can obstruct the transition into midlife and challenge exerciser identity, as work and family demands limit exercise opportunities. This distinction informed our refinement of SIMIC by positioning identity erosion as an antecedent transition pathway specific to non-event-based (i.e., life-stage) contexts, where the transition precedes rather than follows the triggering change.
Coping with midlife by competing. Building on participants’ accounts of gradual identity erosion in midlife, this theme focuses on how Peloton competition itself became a deliberate way to cope with those pressures and (re) assert a competitive identity. Meeting the growing expectations and demands of midlife identities (e.g., family, career) was a central theme for all participants. They used Peloton not only for exercise, but also to compete—both in group workouts and in life. Peloton participation served as a medium for enacting their competitive identity  (i.e., engaging in exercise groups that align with their self-concept — the basis of social identification — Stevens et al., 2017) and as a coping mechanism for the challenges of midlife. One participant described how Peloton helped them regain workplace confidence after experiencing a loss of confidence in midlife, sharing a reflection on the process,
Couple of years ago I was mentally not very well, it [competing on Peloton] gave me a bit more confidence and it's building my confidence back up in the workplace, going back pre-Peloton, I would've sat with a tub of ice cream, cried, and just felt sorry for myself (P5 – int 2).
Later in the same interview, this participant linked their increased workplace confidence and identity to Peloton participation, which reflected their career ambitions stating: “I think I've always I'm a very ambitious person in my career. Perhaps the two of them tie together I'm ambitious in trying to get myself fit, and ambitious in trying to get my career to where I want to be at the top” (P5 – int 2).
There were many examples of how participants competed with others on their Peloton to distract themselves from the midlife challenges they faced. One participant shared that competing on Peloton offered a temporary distraction and respite while coping with his dying husband. He suggested that the social and midlife distraction benefits of competing helped, 
when my husband was dying, the hospice was very good. They would come in and sit with him and that meant I got upstairs and spin. I was able to forget about what was happening downstairs. I was able to spin for an hour and […] turn it off for a couple of hours and I felt better. Competing with other people, is a great big part and the leaderboard (P11 – int 1).
[bookmark: _Hlk224650161]Participants were surprised how competing with others on Peloton transformed their way of coping with midlife, providing a range of social resources (something noted in previous SIMIC studies — C. Haslam, Lam, et al., 2018). Previous studies examining gaming online have suggested that it can promote healthy mental disengagement while enabling socio-emotional connections through community engagement (van Ingen et al., 2016). Recent evidence suggests that competition via online group exercise can serve as a therapeutic social resource, offering a life stage distraction and social benefits, including support, motivation, and camaraderie (Richards et al., 2025).  One participant reflected that competitive camaraderie increased motivation and transformed their self-perception from solo rider to a group competitor, especially during race moments: 
I didn't really want to get on the bike because I thought I wasn't in the right mental zone for it. But it's surprising how the bike seemed to change me so quickly. I recall that one [referring to a ride in their exercise diary]. Because three of them [riders on peloton] were going up the leaderboard, I thought, let’s join the fight, so I did (P8 – int 2).
The shift in language from ‘I’ to ‘we’ and ‘us’ showed how shared competition contributed to group identification among the riders, in line with the social identity approach. Observing others’ race on the leaderboard motivated them to adopt group norms (e.g., racing together) and experience a sense of shared fate, factors that are known to form mutually supportive psychological groups (Neville et al., 2022). For another participant, simply competing and having others present felt like encouragement, support as a group, and unity through shared experience, using competition to cope with midlife. Reflecting on competing against others, they shared: “the role of others is the encouragement just being there, and the competitiveness as well, feeling like you're all on a journey together” (P3 – int 2).
One participant recognized their need for competition with others and explained that selling their business left them with a competitive void, potentially contributing to a loss of their competitive identity. Peloton helped them cope with the transition by bridging the competitiveness gap and reclaiming their identity, they reflected stating: 
my life is competitive. When we had a business, it was very competitive ranked, against other competitors and things like that […] I think the Peloton has probably filled a gap from when we sold the business, and I do think I need competitiveness in my life really (P7 – int 1).
These participants’ accounts suggest that midlife change is gradual, driven by accumulating pressures rather than a single event, which prompts coping actions such as exercising on a Peloton. The social identity model suggests that groups help people cope with change (C. Haslam, S. A. Haslam et al., 2021). Reflexively, we noted a tension here, as in this context, coping actions (e.g., initial solitary rides gradually drew participants into group support), as exercising led participants to compete with and feel encouraged by similar others, boosting mood, group belonging and adherence (Golaszewski et al., 2021; Stevens, White, et al., 2022b). This adds a midlife overlay to Jauregui et al.’s (2019) identity remooring model, in that identity erosion from midlife commitments initiates identity drift, followed by frustration, before the new activities begin (i.e., Peloton use), and then develops from individual coping into group-based engagement through repeated competitive interaction. Participation allowed exercisers to rebuild and reclaim their competitive identities in midlife. The social-cure approach reframes health as collective activity, where group belonging builds ‘we-power’ that enhances control, self-efficacy, and confidence, supporting healthier lives (Cruwys et al., 2025). Evidence here suggests that agency and online group competition helped participants cope with midlife as a form of social support while competing in group exercise functions as a specific form of identity remooring in this context that can help them ‘feel like they are winning in midlife’. 
The competitive togetherness of ‘Live’ racing 
Extending this focus on coping through competition, this theme examines the specific live and leaderboard processes through which competition is experienced as a shared, collective ‘we’ rather than an individual pursuit. Research by Postmes, Haslam and Swaab (2005) showed that group members can inductively develop a shared identity and how unspoken norms, through interaction and observation, can guide collective action. This theme highlights how, through personal experiences and live interactions with other Peloton riders, participants began to see themselves a s in-group competitors. Prior studies have found that sharing knowledge in virtual communities builds social bonds (Cheng & Guo, 2015) and that synchronizing physical activity increases social identification (Krishna & Götz, 2024). In this theme, participants described learning group norms from live races, leaderboard competition, and exchanging real-time high-fives. 
Competing live with others. Live rides were central to participants’ Peloton experience, enhancing their sense of unity, belonging, and comfort with the group—even though they were physically alone and limited to high-five interactions.  Participants shared how they assumed the group’s norms and meaning through what it means to be with other riders, suggesting that social support and belonging can come from acknowledging the need for others to simply be there (i.e., the perception of social support) with them while competing and competing against them. As one participant noted:
You might be in your garage, but you're not alone. You're riding together. There's a few hundred of you for [on a ride], it means that you belong to a community. And I think that gives a lot of people comfort. It's not as much fun when you do a ride and you're the only one there -  I think there's not much to ride for [no-one to race against] (P7 – int 1).
Research indicates that identity signals (i.e., like increasing speed to catch another cyclist) can enable social learning, signal group membership, and shape ingroup cooperation (Smaldino, 2022). Although classes are instructor-led, participants frequently ignored the instructor’s plan when observing others surge on the leaderboard, interpreting this as a cue to race. The Peloton leaderboard can undermine the instructor’s session pace as members’ behaviors set a stronger norm. (i.e., racing) than the instructor’s instructions One participant described in their diary how seeing another rider race ahead on the leaderboard influenced their own behavior, stating,
you all start at the same time, you race them [other riders on Peloton], so this fella today, set off clearly going faster than the instructor's telling us to. And I was just like so, well, see then, [participant then raced after the other rider on the leaderboard] I did begin to catch him, and then when I caught him up, he's piling on to the end, and he beat me (P2 – diary). 
Research shows that behavioral adaptability (i.e., adjusting one’s behavior to meet others’ expectations) can be influenced by people forming social categories or subcategories (Palese & Schmid Mast, 2022). When another rider races ahead on the leaderboard, group leadership appears to shift, with other riders influencing the in-group rather than the instructor. This tension between the instructor and the peer norms highlights how this behavior reinforces their competitive identity, as they enact it through these online interactions with others, and it contributes to inductive identity formation, in which shared interactions transform individual traits into group norms (Cadinu et al., 2020). This suggests an extension to social identity research by suggesting Peloton’s peer-driven leaderboard and its design features as facilitators of norm formation, rather than viewing instructor-led messaging as the primary source of influence. Participants continually assessed their competitiveness against others on the leaderboard. While open competition is possible on Peloton, many preferred comparing themselves selectively, often by age or gender, to create a sense of ‘fair’ competition. One participant described how this process influenced their decision to race. 
You can't beat a 30-year-old lad, can you?  I do look at the age, yeah. If you see M30 [M=male] or F30 [F=female] you think oh, well fair play I'm not catching that, but when you see F60 and M60 I make an effort and think woah - dig in time (P1 – int 1).
Participants used the age filter and ‘here-now’ button [showing who is riding each class live] to form age-based subgroups, highlighting how having agency over comparison provided a life-stage similar point to remoor to. Previous research by Beauchamp (2019) found that perceiving similarities with fellow exercisers creates a shared ‘us’, boosting cohesion, motivation, and norm-driven commitment (e.g., deciding when and whom to race), thereby increasing adherence to the program or ride. As one participant noted,
I wanted to stick to the plan [of following the instructions of cadence and resistance], but then part way through, a guy looked like he wanted a race, so I had to get ahead of him (he is in his 60s😂). I managed to stay ahead and finish 1st in the group (P1 – diary).
Research by Garcia et al. (2013) indicates that social comparison promotes competitive behavior, as individuals compare themselves to others and strive to excel. Factors such as similarity and closeness to rivals, along with proximity to a desired rank (e.g., leaderboard position), interact to influence competitiveness. Racing offers a social identity, of competition amplified by visible displays of performance on leaderboards. S. A. Haslam and Reicher (2006) suggest that when individuals lack a secure social identity, like experiencing identity erosion, one of the ways people manage stressors related to perceived lower status is use a social creativity strategy, which involves reframing their perception of a low-status group, such as focusing on new comparisons (e.g., filtering participants on the leaderboard by age) or redefining what constitutes success to feel better about their situation.  
[bookmark: _Hlk224659600]There is an assumed esprit de corps, in which mutual support is expressed through competition, with competition perceived as encouragement. While being competitive can be a personal identity (i.e., people can compete against themselves through personal bests, etc.), these participants chose to exercise on a platform that elevates comparison to other participants via the leaderboard, making identifying as competitors a social identity. In this sense, Garcia et al.’s (2013) social comparison model implies that to see oneself as ‘a competitor’ is to adopt a social identity, because competitiveness is activated by shared rankings and subgroups based on shared attributes (e.g., age or gender), as well as audience contexts (e.g., performing on the leaderboard), that position the self-relative to others that becomes the main basis for comparison and competition.
 Ellemers et al. (1999) found that group commitment rises with self-selected membership; in this context, choosing to compete and having others as opponents is seen positively and mutually agreed upon, as one participant recalled, 
it [competing against others] promotes positivity, pushing you to be that better person with no apparent harm to others. After the ride I had comments [on social media] from one of the riders I chased throughout, and we dragged each other along. It was virtual racing, no malice, only support all the way (P2 – int 2).
[bookmark: _Hlk224647963]The phrase ‘we dragged each other along’ indicates in-group members, transforming their rivalry into cooperative, performance-enhancing partnerships, in effect shifting from a feeling of individual competition to a broader sense of collective solidarity, contribution, and collaboration within the competing group. The ‘live’ leaderboard, which displays real-time ranked scores, creates a competitive environment where participants learned inductively. While Peloton does not overtly promote competition, its structure (e.g., leaderboards) implicitly signals competitive norms, which participants adopt as inductive norms, making peer leaders more influential than instructors (Postmes, Spears et al., 2005).  Enacting these norms is central to social identity construction, as people signal their group affiliation through their behavior (Vignoles, 2011). Thus, the ability to ‘race’ others live on the leaderboard enables participants to express their identity as competitors.
	Acknowledging other competitors live. The built-in high-five feature on Peloton enables participants to acknowledge and be acknowledged by others in real-time, confirming in-group membership. Peters (2020) suggests a sense of ‘we’ develops through three communication stages: initiation (e.g., the gesture), encoding (i.e., converting the gesture to communication), and interpretation (i.e., assigning meaning). However, the meaning and timing of a high-five are open to individual interpretation (e.g., as an acknowledgement, a sign of respect, or a goading gesture). One participant described being acknowledged with a high-five by someone they perceived to be the ‘winner’ at the end of a ride, sharing
if I've seen him on the leaderboard and I get one [a high five] off them, they're doing the same thing as me. it's about acknowledging the competitiveness of the person, especially when you're all set off at the same time. I think there was about 30 or 40 of us in one of the classes the other day, and I got one [a high five] off the 'winner'. So I think I was 3rd or 4th - it's just like saying well done at the end of a race isn't it (P1 – int 2).
When participants filtered by age to compete with those in their age bracket, they used the high-five feature to acknowledge and respect competitors of similar age or older. This suggests that participants sought similarity (in terms of age proximity) and also recognized those representing their aspirational identity (i.e., older age riders). Participants seem to find their group and support similar others. One noted that filtering by age increased high-fives when sharing,
I'll look for the 50-year-old age group because I will high-five more. I do find myself filtering for 50-year-olds. If I see a 60-year-old on there or a 70-year-old on there, that's a definite high-five. Cause that's someone still going at it, and that's good (P2 – int 2).
Alongside the assumed norms (i.e., a belief about a norm taken as true without proof) for recognizing when someone wanted to race, there was also an expectation that all racers would stay and finish. One participant described a breach of these norms when a Peloton user quit a race after falling behind. While competition is present, this raises a reflexive question about the ingroup norm assumed by this participant was that all riders should support the group and persevere, regardless of their placement. Although there are no formal disqualification rules, this participant noted:
He stopped, and I didn't want that, everybody should finish the class. Even if it's a class I don't like, I still finish it. And I got the impression that his high five was I gave up and I don't want a giving up high five. That's not what it's about for me. […] now he's accepted defeat. But if it had been the other way around, yes, I've high-fived him, but I would've finished; if you don't finish, It's a disqualification. that's not acceptable at all. (P9 – int 2).
Findings by Steffens et al. (2024) found that perceiving fellow members as strongly attached to a group increases the group’s perceived meaningfulness, collective efficacy, organizational citizenship, and performance. Conversely, members who violate injunctive norms (i.e., the assumed social rules that guide how people should behave, based on perceptions of social approval or disapproval) are often seen as outsider members (Gavrilets, 2020). The point is that the absence of actual communication led to norms being assumed or perceived.
The ‘Live’ endorsement of ingroup competitiveness
This theme highlights how participants’ competitive identities are visibly enacted and then endorsed through the Live Leaderboard, serving as both a motivator and a marker of midlife  belonging to online exercise groups. A link between social identification, activity engagement, and group membership reveals nuanced connections between competition, social support, and sustained participation in midlife . Specifically, this theme highlights the impact on participants’ categorization processes as ingroup members based on either their performance against other riders or the number of rides completed. Ingroup norms were inferred through leaderboard rankings that compared output to other riders and shout-outs from instructors for ride milestones (e.g., completing the 100th ride).
Live leaderboard endorsement enables self-categorization as an ingroup competitor. Peloton's live leaderboard displays riders' names, ages, genders, and outputs to the community, highlighting competition, often with participants focusing on their final position. Prior research indicates that feeling peripheral in a group triggers self-uncertainty, increasing ingroup behaviors ( e.g., riders lower on the leaderboard try to boost their output; Hohman et al., 2017). One participant noted that age influenced their view of an unacceptable leaderboard position, “I still feel I need to justify my sort of age of position where I am in the ride. But yeah, definitely would be unhappy at the bottom” (P4 – Int 2). Participants evaluated their leaderboard position relative to the size of the field, with competition on Peloton becoming a socially mediated activity that affirms group membership and belonging. The live community leaderboard visibility prompted riders to set targets for an ‘acceptable’ final rank aligned with their competitive identity, as one participant said shared, “if you are live with 20,000 riders, I would expect to come somewhere between 7,000 and 5,000 when I finished, the top third or top quarter, as long as I finish in that, it doesn't really matter”  (P11 – int 2).
Live rides can have thousands of participants with a live instructor, while encore rides (e.g., on-demand rather than live) feature smaller groups and a recorded instructor. One participant noted that the leaderboard position is more motivating in the smaller encore ride groups, 
I was middling like I say, I looked up the leaderboard middling would've been okay, I'd have come fourth or fifth. I'm happy with. That's fine. But I looked up the leaderboard and thought 15th, and it was like, What? No way. I'm not having this, I'm better than this (P8 – diary).
Participants used the leaderboard to choose competitors and express their competitive identity. One participant described the leaderboard as a symbol of competition, "it's so competitive. Yeah. If I see somebody on the leaderboard and I think I'm gonna beat you today” (P10 – int 1). Despite Peloton rides being seen as competitive and having limited communication (effort and high fives), participants viewed chasing others on the leaderboard as a source of social support. Participant 10 later shared a personal example of this in their diary, describing how it made them feel part of a community;
there was a who had no chance cuz I was gonna beat them there no matter what […] I was chasing a guy on the leaderboard. We finished within 10 points of each other, but it definitely spurred me on and made me work hard. Plus everyone was being friendly and nice, so I felt part of a large community. I’m going to be buzzing all night now. 
[bookmark: _Hlk224650666]The leaderboard symbolizes deductive top-down norms, fostering a competitive group identity (Postmes, Spears, et al., 2005), while community support is demonstrated through encouragement, such as high-fives, and a competitive spirit. The community leaderboard affirms everyone’s competitive identity; however, the threshold for being ‘competitive enough’ is flexible (Ellemers et al., 1988), with some finding that an unacceptable leaderboard position motivates riders to improve. Those feeling peripheral will increase ingroup behaviors, like improving output, using the leaderboard for identity construction, and group belonging through self-categorization.
Live leadership acknowledgement offers endorsement as an ingroup competitor. Peloton classes are led by an instructor who guides the ride and communicates clearly throughout. Evidence here suggests that people with a competitive identity often disregard the instructor, instead focusing on competing with others on the leaderboard. This complicates a purely deductive view of norms, as all participants emphasized the importance of receiving a shout-out from the instructor for a milestone ride—the higher the milestone number, the greater the emphasis the instructor placed on it, using it as an example for others. One participant noted that the instructor gave them two shout-outs for their achievement, “I got the world's best shout-out ever, congratulations on your 1500th, and I'm going Yes” (P12 – diary).
	By calling out participant names, instructors reinforce the norm that prototypical riders achieve the most rides and demonstrate identity impresario, bringing a shared group identity to life through practical means, making riders feel valued for their milestones (Fransen et al., 2020). Participants planned milestone rides, seeking live shout-outs for social support and community encouragement. A participant suggested that this recognition from an aspirational group member enhanced their sense of shared identity and self-esteem, and in doing so, increased their motivation and identification as a group member, stating
I'm going to be doing the hundredth ride [live]. Just because of that possibility [getting a shout out] because is it filling your self-worth in some way? I don't know, but I will, that hundred ride will be a live ride and the 200th and the subsequent, if you get a high-five and you get that, shout out, how good would that be? (P2 – int 1).
One participant shared in their diary the sense of event they experienced, how they got especially dressed for a milestone ride and how it felt to be held up as an example to everyone on the ride: 
[referring to their 200th ride] I'd heard that Sam [instructor] was really good at shouting your name out when you do your hundred ones off at I'm gonna book into his seven o'clock in the morning. Get up early. Quite excited about that one. So, I was all prepared, got myself all dressed up for it. No one can see me while I'm getting all dressed up for an 80s session in my 80s gear, but never mind. About halfway through, he started going through all the different people, and he went and “well done [username on peloton].” That's my name, [username on peloton], “two hundred sessions! Way to go. You're doing really well.” And it just, it feels good. It feels good to have your name shouted out (P5 – Int 2).
This evidence demonstrates how instructor shout-outs act as a motivator by boosting participants' self-esteem related to the community, which may influence deductive norms by signaling that the instructors value those with the most rides (Postmes, Spears et al., 2005). Milestones, such as completing hundreds of rides, become goals, and the shout-outs reward adherence. This aligns with research showing a reciprocal relationship between adherence to group norms and the development of social identity and group connection (Rathbone et al., 2023).
General Discussion
This study examined how social identity processes affect midlife adults’ participation in Peloton, utilizing interview and diary data within a qualitative framework. Findings suggest that participants navigated and coped with the challenges, changes, and restrictions of midlife by transitioning their exerciser and competitive identities into an online context, thereby maintaining a sense of identity continuity, both as exercisers and as competitors. The study offers new insight into how social identity shapes online exercise participation on Peloton in midlife. Key facilitators of social identity included rediscovering a sense of agency over exercise (i.e., reclaiming the ability to join, participate in, and stay involved in exercise groups despite midlife restrictions), the perceived social support from live racing and real-time social interactions such as ‘high-fives’ and shoutouts, alongside performance feedback and the self-categorization as a competitor offered via age-based leaderboard comparisons.
Three key themes illustrate this process. Firstly, Peloton provided agency and a way to cope with midlife identity threats by enabling participants to maintain and reappraise their exercise-related selves. Secondly, competitive togetherness was built through ‘Live’ races and social interactions like leaderboards and high-fives. Thirdly, recognition via self-categorization, peer comparison and instructor-endorsed endorsement of members’ competitiveness, reinforced their competitive identity and belonging within the group.
Contributions to theory and research
This study contributes to the social identity literature in three key ways. First, this research builds on the claims of a recent study by Richards et al. (2026), which suggested that emerging identity transitions (e.g., awareness of ageing) differ from event-based identity transitions. Schlossberg (1981) first acknowledged the concept of non-event-based transitions, noting that a transition (i.e., event-based or non-event-based) occurs when any experiences alter one’s assumptions about self and the world, thereby requiring a change in behavior and relationships. It is important here to note Chick and Meleis's (1986) contention that something becomes a transition only when a person becomes aware of a change and then begins to process it. Richards et al. (2026) posited that transitions that emerge (i.e., non-event-based transitions) are initiated by processes of identity deconstruction and demooring. However, the findings of this research suggest that perceived gradual awareness of declines in exercise ability (i.e., physical decline), adherence, and agency (i.e., being able to sustain involvement around the challenges of midlife) during midlife contributed to the erosion of participants' identification as exercisers and being able to be competitive (i.e., an identity threat). 
Previous research has defined identity erosion as the gradual loss or detachment from one’s self-concept, but also that awareness of identity erosion can be countered by remooring processes that re-anchor individuals to new or reaffirmed identities (Jauregui et al., 2019). We derived this conceptualization directly from participants’ descriptions of gradual, midlife pressures and their sense of a slow drift away from exerciser and competitive identities.

This research suggests that identity erosion is a non-event-based transition that precedes but gradually builds awareness of a change in identity (e.g., that they can no longer exercise to the level they once did), triggering remooring processes (e.g., midlife adults seeking exercise online), which supports the case for adding it as an antecedent transition pathway to the SIMIC model. This research therefore extends the social identity model of identity change (SIMIC; C. Haslam et al., 2021; Jetten et al., 2010), by suggesting that identity erosion is a social identity transition that precedes the identity change in non-event-based contexts (e.g., life-stage transitions such as teenage, midlife, older adulthood) rather than in event-based contexts (e.g., retirement, marriage, injury) where the transition follows the change.
Second, based on our findings, we propose a sequential online identity remooring model for midlife ‘competitive’ exercise identities (see Figure 1), combining the SIMIC (Neville et al., 2022), and Remooring Identity models (Jauregui et al., 2019). This model suggests four sequential stages of remooring for midlife ‘competitive’ exercise identity transitions, in the form of an identity gateway. The process starts (stage 1) with a gradual awareness of emerging change that leads to a threat and erosion of identity as seeing oneself as being able to compete or be competitive (i.e., demooring), with each subsequent stage provides a point of remooring, with each remooring strengthening identification until identity is remoored.  Through learning the control of access and agency to be able to participate, enables people to discover an exercise context that is compatible for an exerciser and expressing this through competing with others (stage 2). Through this participation, they get to discover social resources that enable them to assume the competitive group norms and social support of racing and the meaning of high fives as a form of social interaction (stage 3), as participants finally remoor as they experience identity continuity as an exerciser identifying as an ingroup competitor that is facilitated by, and enacted in this new context (stage 4).
This model suggests that agency in accessing and participating in online group exercise sessions precedes the discovery of social resources, reframing SIMIC by supporting continuity of group exercise identity in midlife. In this way, agency-based coping precedes and enables social connection and support, reversing the sequence typically assumed in existing models. While C. Haslam, Jetten, et al. (2018) suggest connection, meaning, support, and control as key psychological resources for a social cure, our evidence indicates that in this online context, these resources operated in reverse: participants first controlled their riding times, then experienced support, found meaning in competing with others, and connected with similar-aged competitors. Although not explicitly stated, experiencing agency may facilitate group identification, as prior research indicates that merging personal and group identities strengthens agency and inclusion (Besta et al., 2016). Klein et al. (2024) found that identity fusion (e.g., when a person feels their own self and a group are deeply ‘joined together) fosters prosocial openness, with highly fused individuals reporting greater trust and willingness to join new groups than those who simply identify with a group. In virtual communities, social interaction and self-esteem mediate social identity formation when knowledge sharing is possible (Cheng & Guo, 2015). Peloton lacks a knowledge-sharing facility (e.g., a chat facility), so communication is through activities like rides and high-fives. Access to group rides helps participants learn this 'language' and fosters social support. 
Figure 1.
Sequential online identity remooring model for midlife ‘competitive’ exercise identities [image: A diagram of a brand
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[bookmark: _Hlk224650738]Third, this study sheds new light on the role and impact of live feedback in shaping group norms and social identity in online exercise contexts such as Peloton—where contact with other participants is limited to real-time gesture-based social interactions or the assumed interpretation of performance output. Previous research suggests social identity construction occurs through both inductive (deriving belonging and norms from group interactions) and deductive processes (i.e., the aligning of self-concepts with the established expectations of the group; Postmes, Spears et al., 2005). In this online context, live feedback and member interactions drove both processes in the absence of interactions traditionally associated with in-person groups, such as eye contact, body language, facial expressions, energy, and vocal cues. Beyond a high five and cycling performance output, participants derive their own perceptions of identification and norms from the assumptions and cues afforded by participation on Peloton, such as real-time comparisons, on-screen high-fives, leaderboard positions, and instructor shout-outs. These actions of social support and social interaction all strengthened participants’ community and identification with fellow competitors. These findings indicate that design processes can facilitate social identity construction by enabling self-identification as an ingroup member, supporting peer comparison and acknowledgement, and providing structural ways for exercising community endorsement within online exercise groups.
Applied implications  
[bookmark: _Hlk224647308]The study identifies three sequential strategies for online platforms to enhance social identification with online exercise groups. First, platforms could prompt exercise identity reappraisal by raising awareness about potential social identity erosion in midlife, thereby encouraging engagement with online exercise. Relph et al. (2023) demonstrate that initiatives such as Couch to 5K and Parkrun successfully engage previously inactive individuals in regular exercise, suggesting that such approaches could be adapted for online formats. Second, the findings support social prescribing access to online groups that offer both physical and social resources for diverse populations, from the inactive to those struggling to remain active. S.A. Haslam, C. Haslam, T. Sharman, L. S. Hayes, S. Walter et al. (2024) argue that social prescribing grounded in social-identity principles (i.e., matching individuals with groups they identify with, supported by identity-focused leadership) can improve health outcomes; this study suggests similar benefits for exercise outcomes. Third, online platforms could consider introducing age-based subgroups or a merit-based system to enhance accessibility and foster connections among users with similar interests. 
Limitations and future directions
While the study demonstrates strengths, particularly in the use of the interview-diary approach for capturing both retrospective and real-time experiences, it also has limitations that point to opportunities for future research. First, participants were recruited via Peloton-specific social media pages, and the cohort that subsequently participated in this research reflected users who valued the explicit (e.g., leaderboard) and implicit (e.g., racing despite instructors stating that rides were not about racing) indicators that suggested competition was central to the social identity of participants in Peloton. However, other exerciser identities likely exist on Peloton, and future research should explore these further. Second, by including only current Peloton users, the study excludes the experiences of those who tried Peloton but no longer use or own it. Third, participants focused mainly on their use of the bike, despite Peloton membership offering access to other formats (e.g., yoga, Pilates, strength training). Future research could examine differences between bike-only and other format participation within Peloton. Additionally, participants mentioned racing outside of the class plan, therefore, exploring the differences between those who follow the instructor’s plan and those who race on the leaderboard could provide further insight into social identification. A broader limitation is Peloton's high cost and technical requirements, which may create barriers to participation for many, which limits generalizability to more socioeconomically and culturally diverse, and less active or lower‑fitness, midlife adults.

Conclusion
Midlife is a transitional and often confusing stage, marked by competing responsibilities that can erode identity, particularly for those who once identified with group exercise. As awareness of declining physical efficacy grows and in-person exercise opportunities decrease, individuals may cope by engaging in online exercise competition. This study’s central conceptual contribution is the exploration of the facilitators and processes of midlife identity remooring, as a potential transitional response to the experience of identity threat posed by erosion of participants’ exerciser identity in midlife. Accessing online exercise offers agency, real-time social support, acknowledgement, and competitive challenges, helping to maintain a competitive identity that goes beyond mere participation. 
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