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Abstract Qualitative interviews with six female runners shed light on the gender gap in women'’s partic-
ipation in shorter versus longer road races. The interviews reveal that “mother guilt” and “time
constraints” play a significant role in the development of a running identity among women. While
the running community promotes a discourse centered around a “disembodied” runner—someone
totally and unconstrainedly dedicated to running—the participants in this study experienced con-
flicts between their roles as mothers and their identity as runners. The conflicts led them to engage
in challenging the dominant discourse by actively negotiating a mothering and running identity.
The findings suggest that women are redefining the boundaries around running and subsequent-

ly—running subculture itself.
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be complex and involve many factors, a small,
qualitative study I conducted of six women’s run-
ning experiences generated themes that provide
insights and bases for future research. All of the
women [ interviewed were mothers. My main find-
ings were that the decisions women make about
their involvement in running could not be sepa-
rated from their mothering responsibilities, and
that the constraints these responsibilities placed
on their running affected, in turn, their identi-
ties as runners. More specifically, these mothers
found themselves grappling with the dominant
discourse of an idealized, “real” runner, or what
I call a disembodied runner, someone totally commit-
ted to extended hours of training and completely
dedicated to improving running skills. Aware of
the discourse, but also facing serious limitations in
terms of their ability to conform to the image of
the disembodied runner, these women responded
in one of two ways. While some were willing to
relinquish the “runner” identity, others challenged
the discourse and redefined for themselves what it

means to be a “runner.”

In this paper, I look more carefully at these moth-
ers’ experiences of running. In addition to con-
sidering the constraints they faced, I explore the
strategies they used to try to balance and nego-
tiate their mothering roles, their running goals,
and their identities as runners. I begin by briefly
contextualizing my study in relation to the exist-
ing literature on women’s experiences with sport
and leisure, and road racing more specifically. This
is followed by a discussion of the methods I used
to conduct my study. My findings are organized

around three main themes—“running identity,”
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participants’ experiences of “mother guilt,” and
the “time constraints” that acted as barriers to
running. I also address women'’s responses. Lastly,
I consider the implications of my findings for the

running subculture.
Conceptual Framework

Conceptually, there were two areas of sociologi-
cal debate that informed my analysis and oriented
the discussion of my findings—first, the concept
of boundaries, and second, the literature on iden-
tities. A boundary can be understood as an area
where something ends and something else begins.
Wimmer (2008) defines a boundary in two ways;
socially and categorically. Boundaries are used
to categorize groups through social classification
and social representation. The social dimension
of a boundary is established through interactions
and acts of connecting oneself to, or distancing
oneself from, such categories. A social boundary
is “when ways of seeing the world correspond to
ways of acting in the world” (Wimmer 2008:975).
Boundaries are unique in that they can draw clear
lines of distinction, or be “soft and fuzzy” (Wim-

mer 2008:975).

Lamont and Molnar (2002:167) describe social
boundaries as “objectified forms of social differ-
ences manifested in unequal access to and un-
equal distribution of resources (material and non-
material) and social opportunities.” In relation
to the running community, for example, social
boundaries establish who is able to participate in,
or be accepted by, the community. How and where

boundaries are drawn clearly has implications for
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the identities that social actors are able to adopt.
Identities are components of the self that are creat-
ed by interacting with other social actors (Appiah
2001; Vryan, Adler, and Adler 2003; Collinson and
Hockey 2007). An identity is articulated through
conceptions (and practices) made available by re-
ligion, society, school, and states; and mediated by

family, peers, and friends.

Appiah (2001) conceptualized identity as having
two dimensions: the collective and personal. The
collective aspect involves the intersections of iden-
tities (ethnicity, sexuality) that create a kind, or
category, of person and which are realized by the
attributions others make in terms of who we are—
an employee, mother, or a runner. The personal
dimensions of identity are the features that are
socially important, like intelligence, charm, and
greed, but are not the basis for forming a collec-
tive identity. The labels of a collective identity (e.g.,
runner) are the descriptive criteria, which lead to
expectations about how individuals possessing
that label will behave (Appiah 2001). Therefore,
there are conceptions of how one possessing a giv-
en label should act, and consequences in terms of
how that person is treated based on their ability to

perform the acts connected with that label.

Furthermore, identity provides a source of values
for people. To adopt an identity is to make it one’s
own, often necessitating a restructuring of one’s
life to fit the values associated with the identity
(Appiah 2001; Vryan et al. 2003). Certain values are
integral to identity; therefore, for those who aspire
to that identity, take on the values congruent with

that label. Similar ideas concerning identity have
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been found in running subculture research dis-

cussed below.

Literature Review

There is a growing body of literature on the subcul-
ture of running. Altheide and Pfuhl (1980) found
that runners have a high commitment level termed
a “running career” which requires a dramatic re-
organization of other activities in their lives so as
to allow for the time it takes to train and keep the
body in shape to run longer distances. The run-
ning subculture distinguishes between “runners”
and “fun runners” or “joggers.” Smith’s (1998) par-
ticipants made a clear distinction between run-
ning and jogging, and disliked being referred to
as joggers. Joggers tend not to train on a regular
basis, run only when weather permits, and do not
prioritize running in races. Runners, on the other
hand, are committed to training, running greater
distances, participating in races, and running at
higher speeds and race paces. Further, Ogles and
Masters (2003:70) concluded that although runners
are a heterogeneous group, running and train-
ing for marathons, in particular, require training
which “necessitates that work, meals, family, and
social schedules be organized to accommodate the
regime [of running].” Therefore, time with fami-
ly and friends is often reduced if one wants to be
a “real” runner. Here, the subculture is establish-
ing a clear distinction or boundary between differ-
ent types of runners. Using these boundaries, they
have created a hierarchy with “runner” situated
at the top, according to Smith’s (1998) participants,
and “fun runner” or “jogger” towards the bottom.

Such a hierarchy of runners creates boundaries

around the running identity and places restric-

tions around who can lay claim to that identity.

Turning to the literature on mothering, research
by Heisler and Butler-Ellis (2008) concluded that
women receive messages from peers, family, and
media about how to be a good mother. These mes-
sages promote putting the interests of their chil-
dren first, because motherhood is understood as
the most important and consuming part of a wom-
an’s life. Other desirable traits of a mother include
being patient and always present. Griffith and
Smith (2005) argue that the mothering discourse is
prevalent and strongly influences the way a wom-
an should be and feel about being a mother. As
such, mothers feel pressured to conform to certain
expectations of motherhood, where “mother” be-
comes their master status. As a master status, this
identity becomes central to women’s identity and
one from which it is difficult to stray (West and
Zimmerman 2007). As a result, other roles—wife,
employee, and, in this case, runner—conflict with
the resources a woman has to dedicate to being
a mother. The responsibilities of being a mother af-

fect the amount of leisure time available to women.

Leisure can be a positive experience for women.
Kay (2003:5) argues that personal leisure is a “cru-
cial area of experience for the (re)assertion of a sense
of self-identity that the demands of paid work and
family responsibilities may otherwise overwhelm.”
Moreover, leisure helps women to challenge tradi-
tional gender relations, find ways to maintain self-
care, and bring balance to their lives. Therefore,
running as leisure can provide positive benefits to

women in terms of creating a self-identity.
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Paid and unpaid workloads affect the leisure time
available to women. Leisure time is defined as
the time left, “after the time spent in market and
non-market work and meeting physiological needs
(sleeping, eating, attending to personal hygiene,
and grooming) is deducted” (Bittman 2004:154).
Bittman (1998) and Gershuny (2000) argue that lei-
sure time for men and women has increased over
the last three decades. Yet, despite this increase
in leisure time, many women still feel a “time
crunch” (Bittman 2004; Bittman and Wajcman 2004;
Mattingly and Sayer 2006; Gimenez-Nadal and Se-
villa-Sanz 2011).

There continues to be a greater lack of free time for
mothers compared to fathers (Sayer 2005; Mattingly
and Sayer 2006). Mothers who work full-time, have
a partner that works full-time, and have children
under the age of 15 suffer the most from leisure time
poverty (Bittman 2004). Overall, women have a sig-
nificantly lower average of weekly hours dedicated
to leisure activities (Bittman and Wajcman 2004).
Women’s leisure is more likely to be interrupted, oc-
cur in smaller increments, and be associated with
unpaid work than for men (Bittman and Wajcman
2004). Men on average have a higher quality of lei-
sure time than women (Mattingly and Bianchi 2003;
Bittman and Wajcman 2004), and benefit more from
leisure time than women (Mattingly and Bianchi

2003; Mattingly and Sayer 2006).

There are gaps in the research pertaining to women,
leisure, and running. Little research focuses on iden-
tity formation of runners. The majority of research
on running focuses on elite male runners under the

age of 30 (Collinson and Hockey 2007). Feminist
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researchers tend to have focused most of their at-
tention on understanding how women have become
involved in sports in general (Jutel 2003; Patel and
O'Neill 2007), and how sport and running oppress
women (Choi 2000; Dowling 2000; Abbas 2004). Fur-
ther, there is a paucity of research on how running
as leisure can act as a site for identity formation,
particularly that of a running identity, and how this
may impact race distance choices of women, par-
ticularly mothers. Lastly, more research is needed
focusing on the experiences of female runners who
are non-elite and middle-aged. The findings of this

study contribute to these areas.

Methods

As part of an undergraduate thesis, I conducted
interviews with six women involved in running.
I specifically targeted women who were accom-
plished runners within their community (having
completed at least one race), worked at paid em-
ployment, and had children under the age of 15.
I established these criteria because I was interested
in how women work running into other responsi-
bilities they have in their lives. In recruiting par-
ticipants, I used both purposive and snowball sam-
pling. Berg (2009) points out that these methods are
an effective way to gain contact with specific pop-
ulations that one wishes to target. As part of a run-
ning community myself, I drew on contacts I had
within the community to initiate recruitment.
I started by requesting an interview with a fellow
runner, Janet.! Janet put me in touch with five other

runners willing to participate.

! All names have been changed to maintain confidentiality.
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I conducted semi-structured interviews with the
participants, which lasted between 45-90 min-
utes. I audio-recorded each interview for accura-
cy with the knowledge and consent of the partic-
ipants. My goal through the interviewing process
was to create a conversational atmosphere rather
than a formal interview. A naturalistic interview-
ing style generates richer, more diverse, and more
complex responses from participants (Berg 2009;
Lynch 2010). I made references to my own running
experience, used humor, and asked questions that

showed a general interest in participants.

During these interviews, I had both an insider and
an outsider status. An “insider” is defined by Kanu-
ha (2000) as someone who is part of the same pop-
ulation as the participants and may also share the
same identity, language, or experience. As a runner
myself I was an insider, which helped me to establish
rapport with my participants. But, being an insider
has its drawbacks. Corbin-Dwyer and Buckle (2009)
point out that participants might make assumptions
of similarity and not be clear on their experiences
when being interviewed by an insider. I found this
to be the case when, as a less experienced runner,
I had to ask participants for clarification with re-
spect to running terminology they used and race
references they made. At the same time, I did not
share with them the experience of being a mother or
having full-time work responsibilities. My outsider
status with respect to these experiences allowed me
to pick up on points I might have missed had the

interviews focused only on common experiences.

Of the six participants, five had at least one child

between the ages of 5 months and 15 years of age.

The sixth participant, Janet, has no children under
the age of 15, but a 26-year-old child with disability
who requires full-time care. I chose to keep Janet
in the study even though she did not strictly meet
the recruitment criteria because the time and effort
that her caregiving responsibilities require make
her comparable in many respects to other partici-
pants. Five of the participants worked full-time at

the time of the interviews.

The length of time the participants had been in-
volved in running ranged from 3 to 13 years. Each
runner had completed at least one race. All had
completed races of distances between 5 to 10 kilo-
meters. Five of the participants had completed at
least one half marathon, four had completed a local
thirty kilometer race, and three had completed at
least one marathon, with one having completed ten
marathons. At the time of the interviews, all were
training for a race that would take place between
March and May of 2013. I sought women who had
different levels of road race experience in order to

get at various running experiences.

The interviews ranged over several topics. I in-
quired about how much running experience par-
ticipants had, the types of races they preferred,
training programs, and time spent running per
week. I asked how much time they devoted to care-
giving, what tasks their caregiving responsibilities
included, and how they worked running into their
days. I engaged them in discussions about their
leisure time more generally and decisions they
made about how to use this time. To capture their
thoughts in relation to their identity as runners,

I asked whether they defined themselves as run-
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ners and how they understood what it meant to be

a runner.

In analyzing my data, I took a thematic approach.
I used open coding to code my data. Open coding
involves deconstructing or segmenting the data
into fragments that are then compared to each oth-
er and grouped into categories revolving around
the same subject (Boeije 2010). I methodically went
through verbatim transcriptions of the interviews,
coding segments of the data in terms of what was
being said and the significance of those statements.
This allowed me to create categories I then grouped
together with related categories to indicate the spe-
cific properties of the data (Boeije 2010). Guided
by my research questions, I identified three major
themes that ran across the interviews—“running

/ZA7i

identity,” “mother guilt,” and “time constraints.”
These are the themes around which I have orga-

nized my analysis.
Analysis

Three main themes emerged out of the analysis of
my data, the most prominent being running. Partic-
ipants identify what being a runner means to them,
indicating the clear boundaries that exist around
types of running identities. Running identity is, in
turn, affected by mother guilt and time constraints.
Both being a runner and being a mother make great
demands on one’s time and resources, limiting tem-
poral availability for other pursuits. My interviews
show that participating in running poses challenges
to my participants” mothering identity, which leads
to “mother guilt.” It is here that the boundaries be-

tween running and being a mother are in tension,
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which affects participants’ running identity. Time
constrains also affect running identity as the time it
takes to run and train exceeds the time participants
have available in their schedules for leisure activ-
ity. As a consequence, some participants renegoti-
ated their understanding of the running identity in
ways that fit their own lifestyles. They challenged
the boundaries around the running identity, being

a “real” runner, and created a new running identity.

Running Identity

Identity is developed through interactions with oth-
ers. Adopting an identity means conforming to the
roles that are associated with that identity. For the
running subculture, this means being a “career run-
ner” or a “runner” and not a “fun runner” or a “jog-
ger.” Running becomes a commitment that requires

time and dedication.

There are clear boundaries around the running
subculture and community. Being a “real” runner
has specific requirements including the amount of
training, speed, and dedication. Feeling like a “real”
runner, or having the identity of a runner, is a part
of the boundaries of the running community as it
is either confirmed or denied based on interactions
with other runners. Boundaries exist at both the
categorical level and social level. At the categorical
level, a “real” runner is a type of person, a catego-
ry that has been created and socially agreed upon
based on mainstream images of runners and inter-
actions within the running community itself. The
categorical representation of a runner and the social
interactions that reinforce or undermine one’s iden-

tity as a runner are what I call a disembodied runner.
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I have derived the concept of disembodied runner
from Joan Acker’s (1990) “disembodied worker.”
Acker (1990) contends that many workplaces re-
quire a worker to have no outside commitments,
with full dedication to their work. As a result,
a disembodied worker ideally “cannot have other
imperatives of existence that impinge upon the job.
Too many obligations outside the boundaries of the
job would make a worker unsuited for the position”
(Acker 1990:149). Due to the traditional division of
labor still prevalent within Western society, men
are, in fact, the disembodied worker, while wom-
en maintain the private world of the household,
children, and community, thereby leaving men the

freedom to participate in the public sphere.

A disembodied runner is similar to a disembodied
worker in the sense that being a runner requires
the majority of one’s time and dedication with few
outside distractions. Margaret describes a runner
and highlights the criteria of a disembodied run-
ner: “A definition of a runner would be someone
who definitely dedicates their life to mainly run-
ning, and nothing else. Not gyms, not circuit train-
ing, I just picture them out there running all the
time.” Another example of a disembodied runner
is evident in media and advertising like Nike’s
“Just Do It” slogan, emphasizing that one should
be able to accomplish one’s goal, with no excep-

tions or excuses.

Having the opportunity to run without constraints
or restrictions is not something that all runners can
do, particularly mothers. One cannot always com-
mit to the rigorous schedules of running. For moth-

ers, life consistently gets in the way of running. As

I will show, my participants must constantly rene-
gotiate their time in order to accommodate all of
their responsibilities and their running goals. This
work of renegotiation may not be recognized with-
in the larger running discourse. Instead, there is
a conception that women, if they are truly dedi-
cated to running, should “just do it.” I now turn to
two themes that make being a disembodied runner

difficult for mothers.

Mother Guilt

Griffith and Smith (2005) argue that a mothering
discourse does not take into account the amount
of resources needed to raise a child, such as the
time and energy involved in caring for children.
As a consequence, this discourse creates an “ex-
posure to guilt, individual comparisons, and anx-
iety [which] all are constant hazards for mothers
participating in the discourse” (Griffith and Smith
2005:39). As a result, even though making time to
run, for example, is good for these participants
physically and mentally (Choi 2000; Kay 2003),
it defies the standard ideological framework of
“mothering.” Therefore, running conflicts with
what it means to be a good mother. Boundaries
around motherhood promote selflessness and
spending the majority of one’s resources (e.g.,
time, money, energy) on the child. These bound-
aries limit the types of activities mothers can do
on their own without being framed as selfish or
“bad” mothers. Such boundaries, and the result-
ing mothering discourse, deter some women from
committing the extended hours needed to train as
a “real” runner. Moria was the only participant

who had not run in a half marathon. As a moth-
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er with three young children her time was con-

strained:

I wish I could run more. I think I would achieve my
goals faster if I had more time ... I would love to get
to a half marathon probably by the end of 2013. And
then take it from there, but we’ll have to see ... there’s
24 hours in a day, but there is always something that
needs to be done, and when you are always putting

yourself last, that can get difficult.

Some of the participants felt conflicted about the
amount of time their running takes and the time
spent away from their children. Moria joked that her
running was “pure selfishness,” despite the fact this
is the only time she takes for herself. Carrie described
the conflict she experienced between her running and
being a mother as “mother guilt,” and claimed that
this conflict figured prominently in the decision she

faced about whether to train for another marathon:

[After discussing if she will do the Toledo half mar-
athon or full marathon race]

Me: Are you concerned about the time constraint
over training for a marathon versus a half marathon?
Carrie: Yes, that would be the biggest thing. Um, it’s not
that I don’t think physically and mentally I could do it,
because I know I just did it ... It’s more that extra, um
.. | find Saturday mornings, if I didn’t have children
at home, no problem I'd be running a marathon every,
twice a year. Um, but it’s that extra seven, eight kilome-
ters that takes another hour, two hours, depending of

your Saturday, and mother guilt starts setting in.

For Carrie, not spending enough time with her

kids was a challenge. The time it takes to run long
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distances, despite her love for the activity, conflict-

ed with her role of being a “good” mother.

Moria shared similar sentiments to Carrie about not
wanting running to interfere with mothering. She
stated that she wished she could run more, and have
time to dedicate to training. A gendered notion of
what it means for her as a mother to take care of her

children conflicts with the wish to run more:

... don’t want to miss out on the younger age’s groups,
um ...] am more the caregiver.  wipe the noses,  make
the lunches, and I set up the doctor’s appointments ...
Um, so if I want all the little details accomplished so
that the household can run, so to speak, then I need

to be the one to do it.

As evidenced by her last comment, being in charge
of scheduling time and making all of her commit-
ments fit was important for Moria. Although Moria
was the only participant who explicitly stated that
she was the only one in the family who could bal-
ance the schedule and run the household, all par-
ticipants expressed the importance of time man-
agement in order to balance their running, family

responsibilities, and work.

Though most participants did not explicitly discuss
their experiences in terms of gendered inequalities
in their childcare and domestic responsibilities, it
was clear there remains a gendered dimension to
their running, and more specifically, their running
goals. Women are almost always identified as the
sole or primary caregiver of children. Women are
socialized to be a specific type of mother, as stat-

ed above. This conception of a mother can conflict
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with women’s other roles or identities. In some
cases, it may prevent women from dedicating their
time to other interests, as seen with the participants
who are hesitant to commit the extended amount

of hours needed to complete a marathon.

The experience of mother guilt among the partic-
ipants is an expression of the broader problem of
gender inequality within the context of leisure and
sports. Running was important to the participants,
but not as important as their domestic responsibili-
ties. If it was as important, then in many cases, the
participants had difficulty finding time to engage
in a satisfying amount of running. This is not only
a barrier in terms of juggling being a “good mom”
with being a runner, but such gendered issues also
affect women’s ability to compete, or perception of
their ability to compete in longer distance races.

Carrie states:

We [her running group] are going to do Toledo. Some
are doing the half and some are doing the full. Some-
times, I don’t go on very many of those [races out of
town] ‘cause it is a weekend away from the family ...
I don't want to take a weekend away from the family
to do a run. You know? I love running, but while the
kids are really little it’s more important for me to be
home, whereas my husband, he loves running like he
loves it as well, but he is so dedicated to his training
schedule with his marathon group that he, it’s well
worth it to take a weekend away from the family to

go and do his race.

For Carrie, it was not worthwhile to leave her chil-
dren for a weekend because she was “less” dedicat-

ed to running than her husband. It may not be that

she is less dedicated, Carrie has run a marathon,
rather, she felt like less of a “real” runner because
she finds it harder to balance her running with do-
mestic responsibilities. Beyond mother guilt, but
not fully unrelated, are the time constraints that

can make running difficult.

Time Constraints

As discussed in the literature review, women
who are married and have children have the least
amount of leisure time (Bittman 2004). This theme
came through in my interviews with participants.
For Moria, the barrier to longer road races is clear,
time is not on her side. For her, the maximum
amount of time to run per week was four hours,
a small amount compared to participants like Janet
and Kathy who trained eight to ten hours a week
for a marathon. This lack of time for training is
not a unique experience; all participants wished
they had more time to run. Time, then, is a distinct

barrier.

In addition to the lack of time available to compete
in longer races, not having time to train for longer
distances can affect one’s identity as a runner. This
is true if the boundaries around being a “real” run-
ner require the individual to accomplish a certain

mileage a week in order to meet their goals.

The training program that I had was given to me
through one of the running groups and, um, I think
their methodology is run more. So, I did, and felt that
I had to or otherwise I just wouldn’t be prepared for
the marathon. Um, but I think realistically it real-

ly isn’t suited to the average person. And so, I, even

Mothering, Running, and the Renegotiation of Running Identity

though I had already been running for a few years, it

was still too much. (Kathy)

These standards for what it means to be a “runner”
may impact one’s desire to do a marathon if they do
not feel that they can accomplish being a “real” run-
ner. Moreover, it may impact whether one perceives
oneself as capable of doing a marathon. When full
marathons came up in interviews, there were mixed
responses. Theresa has no desire to run a marathon
and was happy running a local 30k road race and

half marathons:

I'have never done a marathon ... It just does not interest
me ... Um, I think actually because of the amount of
training time it takes for me. Especially when working
.. And [, for me, yeah, it’s just a matter of time. ‘Cause
I know how much time, I mean the long runs take up
a lot of your Saturday, and plus you are exhausted for
the rest of your Saturday. And then your other runs
also need to be longer, it’s not just a 30-minute run
a couple times a week. It’s another hour run and then
another 45-minute run, you know, so. For me, I've just

found I am not willing to commit the time.

Similarly, the other two participants who had not
run a marathon identified time as the chief con-
straint. Even for participants who had completed
marathons, there was hesitation about committing
to marathons in the future. Janet, who was 57 at the
time of the interview, had completed over ten mar-
athons, including three Boston Marathons, but was

hesitant to fully commit to another one:

...if I run a marathon again, I have no desire to get any

longer than four and a half hours. I probably won't
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ever run if I think I'm going to do a five hour mar-
athon ... Too long ... it’s hard enough to get through,
well, it’s boring, but it’s just you're forcing yourself
to ... I liked it better when I could run it under four
hours, and maybe if I worked my tail off, I could do
that again ... I'd have to be really [fit], and I physically
don’t know if I can. Like when you get older, you just

can’'t necessarily. I'm not a natural born runner.

In this instance, time is an important factor, but for
a different reason. Time becomes an issue in terms
of speed. For Janet, taking too long to finish a race
takes the joy out of it. Similarly, Margaret expressed
this sentiment after she described the completion
of her first half marathon. She said that after taking
nearly two and a half hours to complete a half mara-

thon, she had no desire to try a marathon.

Time availability for these women is a palpable
constraint that prevents them from participating
in the ideal amount of training necessary to be
a disembodied runner. For these women, whose
lives are spread thin with their familial and work
commitments, time is relentlessly ticking away.
When asked about leisure time, Margaret, Moria,
and Kathy said that the only leisure time they had
for themselves was when they run; and for Janet,
Theresa, and Carrie, who said they have addition-
al leisure time, half of that leisure time or more is

spent on running.

For all participants, time was central to making,
working towards, and accomplishing their running
goals. When asked the question “What would you
say is the biggest barrier to your running?” partici-

pants clearly stated it was time:
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Time, there’s 24 hours in a day, but there is always
something that needs to be done, and when you are
always putting yourself last, that can get difficult.
(Moria)

Not enough hours in a day ... Three kids and a hus-
band, full-time job ... you know there are expectations
bigger than myself on me with ... So yeah, I think,
just the time kind of gets allotted to so many differ-
ent things, and there are so many expectations on my

time ... so, um, yeah. I'd say it’s time. (Theresa)

Most participants believed that running is great
because it is one of the only forms of exercise that
they are able to fit into their schedule. Ironically,
all believed they did not have enough time to run,
and must carefully manage their time in order to
do so. Griffith and Smith (2005) recognize time
management as an essential part of the mothering
discourse. However, efforts for such time manage-
ment often go unnoticed. The time it takes to man-
age time is usually not recognized as work itself,
because it is considered part of women’s domestic
responsibilities (Griffith and Smith 2005). Time
managing their families’ lives becomes an import-
ant part of running as it requires allocating the
right amount of training time for specific running
goals. Having to allocate time to time manage is
also not part of the running culture, or being a dis-
embodied runner. Being a disembodied runner as-
sumes the successful management of those respon-

sibilities.

Importantly, leisure remains a crucial site for both
men and women as a way of asserting their sense

of self-identity, where the demands of paid work

and family responsibilities have the potential to
overwhelm (Kay 2003). Women find it challenging
to carve out guilt-free leisure time. Similar to the is-
sues of mother guilt, women struggle to persuade
themselves to feel a sense of entitlement to leisure
time because they tend to prioritize others” needs

over their own.

Additionally, Kay (2003) concluded that when
women do secure leisure time, they do it in less
direct ways. In order to feel like they are not “on
duty,” women tend to participate in leisure that
is removed from their home and family. Joining
running groups is one way for women to remove
themselves from the home. Their respective run-
ning groups have allowed them to set in stone their
running time—their leisure—without feeling the
guilt or pressure to change it for others. Though
these group runs are “rarely missed,” most partic-
ipants said they have to get creative when it comes
to scheduling the rest of their runs each week. In
some cases, runs which were not part of a group

run were not completed.

It is clear that the biggest barrier to women’s run-
ning is time. All of the participants feel that they
do not have enough time to train, wish they could
train more, and—ironically—have to spend consid-
erable time managing and organizing their time.
Time management becomes an essential asset to
the participants’ attaining running goals. Liter-
ature on women and sports seem to overlook the
importance of time management. The time con-
straints, the struggles these participants face in
terms of meeting their running goals, are a part of

a larger gendered society that still unloads a sec-
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ond shift onto women, leaving them with less lei-
sure time and a higher requirement to time man-

age (Hochschild and Machung 1989).

Renegotiation of Running Identity

Part of establishing a running identity is conform-
ing to the roles and social boundaries attached to
that identity (Appiah 2001; Vryan et al. 2003). If
those cannot be met, it is logical to assume that
identity may not be taken on. I found this with my
participants. If the participants cannot hold both
running and mothering identities in the way de-
manded by the running subculture, they are put
in a position where they must prioritize one or the
other. It is clear from the interviews that the moth-
ering identity takes precedence and is less subject
to accommodations. All participants felt strongly
that family comes first. The other option, then, is
to adapt and renegotiate their running identity. In
discussing their understandings of what it means
to be a runner, three of the participants felt uncom-
fortable calling themselves a runner. Moreover,
there appeared to be no real consensus on what it
meant to be a runner. The majority of their defini-
tions of “runner” did not fit the typification of the
running identity in the discourse that characteriz-

es the running subculture.

As Appiah (2001) suggests, if one is to conform
to a given identity, they must embody the values
of that identity. Part of the identity process is to
conform to the boundaries that surround the sym-
bolic category of a disembodied runner. In this
case, these women cannot, so their alternative is to

create a running identity with established values

Qualitative Sociology Review ® www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 29



Samantha Skinner

that fit their sense of self and are compatible with
their mothering. As a result, participants have
created definitions of a “runner” that best suited
their needs, lifestyle, and commitment to running.
Some participants defined running identity as fol-

lows:

Um, I would say, I would say, yeah, it’s something
about a love of the sport. ‘Cause I think there are ex-
runners too, there are maybe people who can’t run
anymore because of whatever circumstances or phys-
ical, but I think there’s a, yeah, there’s a certain ele-

ment of craziness [laughs]. (Kathy)

It’s, it’s, you know, a person who runs on a regular
basis, you know, a certain amount of distance regard-
less of time, um, that’s dedicated to, you know, doing
a few races and, you know, kind of getting out there
as much as possible. I guess I am a runner, I just never

really call myself a runner. (Theresa)

Someone, motivated, for health reasons and enjoy-
ment, who gets up off their butt and goes for a run
consistently. You know, it’s not enough to do it once
a month ... Um, you need to keep at it because you are
not going to get any better if you are not consistent

with it. (Moria)

Creating a running discourse different from the
dominant discourse requires active contestation
of the disembodied runner and a realization such
a definition of a runner is not the only option.
Through their construction of an alternate defini-
tion of a runner, participants are challenging the
boundaries created by the dominant discourse.

Wimmer (2008:995) notes that in ethnic groups,
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subordinate members may choose counter dis-
courses and other ways of “dividing the social
world into groups than those propagated by the
dominant actors.” Similarly, participants in this
study actively challenge the boundaries surround-
ing a “real” runner and, by extension, the category
of runner itself. Janet describes her experience at
a local competitive running group and gives an ex-

ample of the disembodied runner:

... rtunning was their life. Like some of them have gone
on to do Iron Man and stuff, too, but they do the six
times a week running, or if they are really runners,
they do the program called pfitzinger and it’s like 90
to 120 miles a week 6 days a week. Sometimes they

are running twice a day.

Janet, however, has actively been able to contest the
social boundaries of a runner and has developed
her own running discourse; one that fits her run-
ning experience. In reference to the competitive
runners making it to the Boston Marathon, Janet

stated:

And yet, I've got to the Boston Marathon before some
of them. Running, three times a week, run less, run
faster. It’s just, it’s a real mental, I'm glad I hang with
people I do [that don’t focus on time and competi-
tion] and think more like that because I don’t know
what I'd do if I had to hang with people that felt, and
felt the pressure to do a pfitzinger program 6 days
a week running. I know I'd hate it. I would not want
torunif I had to make myself run 6 times a week. No
all those people, all my group are runners, they run
regularly three or four times a week and that’s their

main choice of physical fitness. They are runners.

Janet has chosen to view running in a different
way. Running, for her, is not about competitiveness
but rather about doing it consistently and choosing
it as a main form of exercise. She applies this defi-
nition to herself but also to those in her running
group. Janet’s ability to successfully renegotiate
what being a runner is has helped her to construct

and maintain a running identity for herself.

Um, I mean, it’s interesting ‘cause everybody who
knows you run asks you if you are still running, or
about your running. For me, ‘cause I don’t have like
another “job,” a paid job, that’s my identity with peo-
ple. It’s weird. Do your people ask you if you're still
doing yoga? Are you still going to Goodlife? You
know [laughs] kind of do a bit, but running is a funny
thing. Even if they are not runners at all. So it’s kind
of a sense of identity I guess and a sense of accom-

plishment that I can do that.

Some of these participants, despite defining a run-
ner in ways that challenge the dominant running
discourse, still do not feel like a “runner.” Theresa
recognizes that she fits her own definition of a run-
ner, but struggles to say, “I am a runner.” Carrie
also realizes that she, by her own definition, is in
fact a runner, but feels a runner should perform
with ease and grace, and be thin, which she does
not consider herself to embody. The struggle for
both of these participants to call themselves a run-
ner indicates that self-defined categorical identities

can be difficult to sustain.

In some instances, these participants choose not
to commit themselves to the running identity and

say, “I run” instead of “I am a runner.” This speaks
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to the influence the dominant running discourse
has on women who run. Margaret and Carrie ex-
plain why they choose to say, “I run” instead of

“T am a runner”:

Um, just because I'm not one that goes the distances.
I always think these little ones [races] are just things
people do because they want to stay healthy and
whatever. 1 think, I look at someone like Janet and
who, to me she is a runner. She is my motivator. She’s
the one that got me kind of thinking, “Oh, I can do
this, too.” I just don’t want to do it with her [laughter

from both]. She goes too far! (Margaret)

...no, I mean, I know I'm a runner and I have medals
and I run, you know, three times a week and do long
runs. I don’t, I don’t know. I guess ‘cause my physique
is not like a, you think of a runner and you think
of someone like, not so, not so big like just a small,
um ... I look through Runners World magazines and
I think now those people are runners ... But, not me,
you know? ... I don’t know. I think for me it’s probably,
you know, it’s just, um, a stigma out there like a social
thing, like you have to have a certain physique to re-
ally be a runner. Which is not true ‘cause if I look at
all those people that are running in races beside me,
ahead of me, behind me and out on Saturdays we all
look different ... and I know I am a runner, like how
can you run a marathon, how can you run for 5 hours
and 28 minutes and not call yourself a runner. It’s not

possible. (Carrie)

Carrie takes pride in her running accomplishments,
but struggles with calling herself a runner, despite
her significant accomplishments. Margaret looks to

the other participant, Janet, and believes her to be
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more of a “runner,” despite Margaret’s own running
accomplishments. Margaret also refrains from call-
ing herself a runner because she mostly does short-
er distances. It may be that Margaret views herself
as more of a “fun runner” or “jogger,” as described

by Smith (1998).

Additionally, one may refrain from using the term
“runner” for fear of not being able to conform to
that identity, and being recognized by the running
community as a “fake.” Saying “I run” instead of
“I am a runner” removes the responsibility and
expectations of being a runner. McLuhan and col-
leagues (2014) have recently found individuals can
take on a cloak of incompetence, that is, present
themselves to others as inept or less than capable
in some way, as a way of managing others” expec-
tations. For example, in some situations, those with
disabilities may choose to highlight those disabil-
ities rather than hide them as a way of signaling
what they can and cannot do. Or, a stutterer may
make an obvious show of their stuttering at the be-
ginning of a conversation so as not to set up expec-
tations of verbal fluency they would not be able to
meet. In terms of running, by avoiding the label of
runner and saying simply “I run,” my participants
are effectively taking themselves out of the “dis-
embodied runner” category. Outsiders and those
within the running subculture will not expect the
participants to be as fast, fit, or dedicated to run-
ning. This allows the participants to avoid feeling
like a “fake” and manage any sort of disappoint-
ment or rejection from the running community.
An example of this fear could be seen by Kathy
who despite being an experienced runner worried

about being judged in her new running group. If
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Kathy used the disclaimer of “I am not a runner,”
she may not have been so anxious about other run-

ners judging her.

External validation from peers outside of the run-
ning community may not be enough to convince the
participant that she is a runner. This point was illus-
trated by Theresa who did not call herself a runner
even after recognizing that her colleagues and fam-
ily do. The most important validity may come from
their running community itself. As shown by Ship-
way, Holloway, and Jones (2012), the running com-
munity is an important site for identity formation.
It is central to running experience and developing
a running identity. The running group can provide
rewarding experiences for runners (Shipway et al.
2012), however, if one does not feel like a runner or
is uncomfortable within the running group, those
experiences may not be positive. Carrie explains
an experience with her husband’s running group,
where she felt uncomfortable on the bus when all

the men were comparing race times.

For Around the Bay [local race] there’s a bus of peo-
ple that go to the race and I sat on my husband’s bus
... I sat beside a guy who ran Around the Bay, 30k in
an hour and fifty something minutes, and I ran it in
3 hours and 38 minutes. I was almost embarrassed to
tell my time right? [Laughs]. And again, he’s the tall
skinny running guy and here I am sitting beside him
[laughs], so I said I don’t want to sit on that bus again
because it’s a little intimidating. I don’t care, that’s
wonderful all you people did that great times and
continue, and you all look like a million bucks and
you look so fit like the people in the magazines, but

I just want to be over here on my bus with my friends

just saying, “Yay! We did it, we're still upright!” You

know?

In this instance, Carrie did not fit the requirements,
or values, of what it meant to be a runner in her hus-
band’s group; she ran more slowly than her male
peers, did not look “thin” and “fit” and was ex-
hausted after her three and a half hour race. Such
experiences in a running group may reinforce why
one does not feel like a “real” runner. This quote
also highlights why Carrie enjoys her running
group where being a runner is not about being fast,
but about the process and experience. As Shipway
and colleagues (2012) discuss, Carrie’s own running
group is a site of positive experiences. In some cas-
es, it takes a certain running community to affirm
one’s identity as a runner, particularly when using
definitions divergent from the mainstream running
culture. As a result, Carrie recognizes the boundary
between those types of runners and herself. Carrie
chooses not to challenge this by stating she would
rather be on her own bus with friends celebrating

the fact that she was “still upright.”

For other participants, it took the recognition of the
running community before they could confidently
validate themselves as “real” runners. This relates
back to Appiah’s (2001) argument that identity can
only be shaped through interactions with other
people. In terms of boundaries, internal identifica-
tion with a subgroup requires the recognition of
those within the community and those outside the
group (Lamont and Molnar 2002). Further, Wim-
mer (2008) notes that boundaries are also relevant
based on social networks as social networks may

impose a category onto someone. That imposed
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category may eventually be adopted as a self-iden-
tification. Kathy explains how she began to see her-

self as a runner, despite her speed:

You can be a little elitist just in your thinking [about be-
ing a runner] ... but, I don't really feel that way. I think
it’s an accomplishment, like someone who would take
six hours to do a marathon is actually putting them-
selves out more than someone who runs it in two hours
and thirty minutes. I mean, if you can commit to any-
thing for six hours, then frankly I think that deserves
an extra shirt and medal ... it was a faster runner that
pointed that out to me, and I really appreciated his per-
spective on that ... but, thinking for myself, well, you
know, “I'm not really accomplished enough compared
to you,” and he just turned and looked at me and said,
“Are you kidding me? Like, you ran four and a half
hours! I would have walked off the course if I knew it
would have taken me that long, I just wouldn't do it.”

So, yeah, good perspective.

Moria, who recognized she was a runner after fre-
quently visiting a local running store, expressed

a similar sentiment:

I, uh, had walked into the, actually it was the [run-
ning store] and a gentleman there knew me by name
because I had been there so many times to earn my
running shoes and, uh, I was like you know what ...
I'm a runner. He recognized me, he knows what my
issues are, he knows that I am consistent, and he is

acknowledging that.

In these two examples the running community
helped confirm participants’ experiences and identi-

ties as a “real” runner. If a new running identity can
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be accomplished, the benefits become clear. For these
women, renegotiating what it means to be a runner
is a vital part of feeling they are runners. It has al-
lowed them to have more pride in their running,
and to be more confident in their running abilities.
When I asked these runners if they were confident in
their running, they all said yes, and were excited and
proud to talk about their running accomplishments.
Kathy recognizes that when she began to look at her-
self as a runner through her own lens, and not the
dominant discourse, she became a more confident

runner:

I think I've come a long way on that. Um, I think
I've gotten, um, I think I've gotten a lot more realis-
tic on what I can do and can’t do, and where I fit on
the scheme of runners. And, and worked at making
it more about myself, like it’s not about anyone else,
it’s totally an individual sport. So if you start getting

caught up in comparing yourself, then you are done.

Another benefit is that participants see themselves

as positive role models for their children:

Actually, you know, I think it’s as a role model for my
kids too, right? ‘Cause they just know, oh, it’s Satur-
day morning, mom’s running, right? They just know
that ... And, um, my oldest daughter now is running,
and, um, she’s been texting me periodically, “Oh,
I ran four miles today, or I ran 5 miles, I'm thinking of
running a half marathon.” ... So, um, yeah, I think it’s
good to be a good role model for them, and to kind of

promote healthy active lifestyle. (Theresa)

Um, and they [kids] were really excited for me, like

when I did my first 10k, it was on mother’s day that
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was my mother’s day celebration, and then the next
year for the half marathon they were all there again,
same thing ... Um, and it’s been neat because we've
done a couple of races together ... Um, but I'd like to
think that they might be inspired to, they don’t have
to run, but like just to try things. You know? It can be

a little bit crazy and you can try it. (Kathy)

Running is a great source of pride for these wom-
en. It is an integral part of their identity and how
they view themselves and their accomplishments.
Carrie brought her marathon medal and race bib to
the interview. Theresa spoke of a shadow box full of
her race medals, and Janet has all of her race med-
als hanging up in the entrance to her home. Despite
participants” reservations about calling themselves
runners, running is clearly an important and intrin-

sic part of their lives.

Discussion

What emerged from these three themes are expe-
riences of boundaries and the difficulties of nego-
tiating boundaries. Boundaries around being both
a mother and a runner can make it difficult for the
participants to put the necessary time into running
longer distances, such as a marathon. Boundaries
around time constraints and running make it diffi-
cult for the participants to find enough time to train.
Attending to boundaries makes it clear why some
women choose to complete smaller distances road
races instead of marathons. Lastly, recognizing the
boundaries around running subculture and choos-
ing not to conform to the dominant running identi-
ty can lead to more positive experiences of running

and a new sense of running identity.

Within the running community there are subcul-
tures of runners that create a hierarchy of runners
with “real” runners at the top and “fun runners” at
the bottom. Running subcultures, in addition to the
public image of runners, require one to dedicate
time, energy, and additional resources to running.
Running is not simply “to run,” but rather a way of
being; running must “become part of one’s daily
life. One must become a runner, one must be a run-
ner” (Altheide and Pfuhl 1980:132). Further, Tulle
(2007) suggests that running becomes something
that takes importance over other aspects of every-
day life. It is not enough to be a “fun runner” who
occasionally runs, weather permitting (Smith 1998),
but rather a “runner” is dedicated to training, im-
proving, and completing races. In order to become
this kind of runner, a “career runner,” one must be
emancipated from other responsibilities. My par-
ticipants are not emancipated from other respon-
sibilities and thus experience boundaries around
their running and ability to be a “real” runner in

the hierarchy of runners.

The boundary between being a runner and being
a mother is clear in my interviews. Mothering re-
quires the majority of the participants’ time and
resources and interrupts their ability to run on
a regular basis or for the desired amount of time.
The participants must create a division between
their mothering and running. This is why the ma-
jority of them run outside of the home with a run-
ning group. It is this division between the home
and a running group that allows the participants
time to accomplish running goals. Participants
might not call themselves a “runner” because be-

ing a mother is a more important identity to them.
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Running and mothering both require the majority
of one’s finite resources, and all of my participants
stated mothering as more important. Additional-
ly, the participants may recognize the boundaries
of being a “runner” are not compatible with being
a mother, and therefore refrain from calling them-
selves runners. Participants that have redefined
what it means to be a runner have done so to ac-
commodate a compatible mothering identity and
a running identity. Time constraints are a part of
motherhood and being a proper mother. In per-
forming proper mothering, the majority of one’s
resources go to mothering, and therefore little lei-
sure time is left over for activities such as running.
This is usually seen as a personal problem, and my
participants have framed it as such. Participants
did not address the lack of time as a broader gen-

dered inequality within leisure itself.

The participants who do not call themselves run-
ners may do so for various reasons. As seen above,
parenting time constrains and mother guilt may
prevent them from fully dedicating themselves to
a running identity. Despite being recognized by the
outside community as runners, they may not feel
they fully embody a running identity. Researchers
have studied running identity specifically, as a con-
ceptualized “commitment” that has explicit implica-
tions for identity. If identity is a commitment, once
one claims an identity, they must act accordingly
(Leonard and Schmitt 1987). There are certain be-
haviors and roles one must fill in order to accom-
plish that identity. It could be that my participants
do not call themselves runners because they do not
want to fill the requirements of that role. Fitting the

dominant running role would mean they have to
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become a disembodied runner, which is not desir-
able. For the women in this study, the mothering
role is more important and conflicts with that run-

ner identity.

Participants may also refrain from calling them-
selves a runner because they are operating under
the “cloak of incompetence.” Using the disclaimer
of “ am not a runner; I run” relieves them of expec-
tations that follow the label of a “runner.” In con-
sidering their running, my participants recognize
that there are boundaries around being a runner,
and actively refrain from engaging those boundar-
ies. For participants who choose to redefine what
being a “runner” means, they, too, are choosing
not to engage the boundaries that established what
makes a “real” runner. Instead, they are creat-
ing their own subgroup of running that involves
different boundaries and defining aspects. These
boundaries may be similar to a “real” runner, such
as running as a main form of exercise, but are more
lenient. For example, my participants believe that
being a runner is someone who runs consistently,
despite speed or appearance. This definition is not
only broader than a disembodied runner but also
more inclusive of various runners, without rele-
gating themselves to “joggers” at the bottom of the
hierarchy.

There are still boundaries around the types of run-
ners that my participants conceive of as appropri-
ate. These runners, however, are still different and
distinct from a “fun runner.” My participants are,
in fact, redistributing themselves within the hier-
archy of runners. Wimmer (2008) argues that this

is often done by those within boundary hierarchies
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as a way of recreating the boundaries of a category
to allow themselves a place higher up within the
hierarchy. Though my participants do not consid-
er themselves disembodied runners, they have es-
tablished themselves as having higher status than

a “fun runner.”

Running identity is complex, with many influenc-
ing factors. Despite the fact these women actively
seek to transform what running means to them,
accomplishing that transformation is dependent
on many aspects, including validation from the
running group, outside peers, and themselves. In
some cases, the creation of new criteria for run-
ning identity may be applied to other runners, but
may not be applied to oneself, like as in the cases
of Theresa, Carrie, and Margaret. These three par-
ticipants have redefined what it means to be a run-
ner, but still refrain from using the running label
themselves, demonstrating these newly formed
running identities are still fragile, and constantly
in conflict with the dominant running discourse
that promotes the disembodied runner. Further re-
search could explore how such running identities
are challenged, developed, transformed, and main-
tained within the running community. What may
be more important to further explore is why some
runners subscribe to the “runner” label, while oth-

ers choose not to.

Research addressing groups of runners that are
often overlooked, such as middle-aged amateur
females, offers insights into identity formation in
instances of conflicting categories of identity. Run-
ning experiences and, by extension, running iden-

tity may be vastly different for other understudied

types of runners, such as various representations
of ethnicity, disability, economic class, or single
parenthood. Including participants of minority or
marginalized groups is just one way that research-
ers can continue to learn about running, identity,
leisure, and the boundaries that surround these

three components.

This research contributes to the growing body of
literature on sport, running, and identity. Further
research can be done on runners who do not fit
the runner ideal (i.e.,, white, male, elite, and un-
der the age of 30). This article begins to fill-in that
gap by focusing on women who are middle-aged,
non-elite, and mothers. It also contributes to an

understanding of how identities work for and
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pertinent to the work role, parenthood, and oth-
er master statuses. Whichever research questions
may arise, the results of my interviews are just one
stepping stone to understanding the world of lei-

sure, mothering, sport, boundaries, and identity.
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