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Chapter 5

Psychology of Distance Running

Stacy Winter and Carla Meijen

Highlights
•

Distance running is unique from a psychological perspective

•

Thoughts, feelings, and behaviours are interlinked and play an important role in distance
running performance

•

The role of psychological factors: confidence, motivation, and emotions are discussed in
relation to the demands of distance running

•

To facilitate these psychological factors, the evidence surrounding the use of psychological
strategies in distance running is outlined

Introduction
When it comes to middle- and long-distance running events, whether it is the 800m or a marathon,
psychology plays a major role. The psychological effects on performance can be explained through
what we think, how we feel, and subsequently the way we behave. This is a cyclical process and a key
component to consider, is the way our thoughts, feelings, and behaviours are interlinked and
influenced by our environment (Bandura, 1997). For example, at the start of a race a distance runner
may become aware of how many other runners there are around them, start to get worried about their
positioning, and as a result abandon the conservative pacing strategy they had initially planned. Only
minutes into the race, they can get upset and frustrated at themselves. Not having the right approach
or mental preparation to deal with the demands of distance running can even lead to drop-out
(Antonini et al., 2016). When considering the psychological impacts on endurance running, we
therefore need to be aware of how our thoughts influence the decisions we make, as well as how we
feel.

There are a wide array of psychological factors that can play a role in distance running. Endurance
athletes may recognise the impact of their reasons for running, self-doubts in their ability, feeling
nervous before a race, the difficulty in remaining focused when a session does not go as expected,
worries about sticking to a race plan, or having thoughts around the urge to slow down or quit. To

help manage the psychological factors of motivation, emotions, and self-belief, endurance athletes can
draw on psychological strategies such as self-talk, imagery, attentional focus, and goal setting. In this
chapter we will explain the role of these psychological factors and outline the evidence around the use
of psychological strategies in distance running.

Psychological factors
Endurance performance is unique from a psychological perspective (Meijen, 2019), a runner requires
motivation to put in the training hours, there is a lot of time to think, and it will probably hurt at some
stage. Having that much time to think can also provide fuel for self-doubt and other unwanted
thoughts, or one might question their pacing strategy or reasons for doing the activity. The next
section of this chapter will outline what we currently know about confidence, motivation, and
emotions in distance runners.

Self-belief in distance running
Self-belief is one of the important psychological factors that plays a role in distance running. Athletes
may question ‘Where does my confidence come from?’ ‘Who influences my self-belief?’ and ‘Why is it
important for my performance?’ Self-belief is represented by the psychological concept of selfefficacy (Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy refers to a judgement about one’s own perceived capabilities,
or in simple terms, what a distance runner believes they can do. It is important to note that athletes do
not possess a single self-efficacy belief; instead they are dynamic and specific. Firstly, beliefs are
dynamic, in that they can and do change based upon the information that is available to a distance
runner. For example, beliefs are likely to change based upon how well training sessions have gone,
feedback received from coaches, performances in races, and any setbacks experienced, e.g. injuries.
Secondly, although typically focused on a task (e.g. running a 5km), beliefs are specific, in that a
distance runner may have a high belief in their ability to execute a race plan or sustain a tough pace,
but lower levels of belief in their change of pace or finishing speed.
A distance runner’s self-efficacy beliefs develop through the influence of four sources: past
accomplishments, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and physiological states (Bandura, 1997).
Past accomplishments are the most powerful source and can come from a distance runner’s
perceptions of the volume and quality of work completed, trusting their training schedule, and success
in races. Vicarious experiences are based around modelling from others, for example, observing a
runner from the same training group (who the runner perceives to be of similar ability) achieve a
personal best. The third source, verbal persuasion can either come from within (see section on self-

talk later within this chapter) or from feedback and support from those with expertise and credibility
to the distance runner (e.g. coaches and training partners). Finally, physiological states refers to
perceptions of strength, fitness, pain, and fatigue appraised by the distance runner, in order to
successfully meet the task at hand (Anstiss, Meijen, & Marcora, 2018; Samson, 2014).

Efficacy beliefs are important, as they help shape the distance runner’s behaviour and thought
patterns. For example, athletes high in self-efficacy set themselves more challenging goals, exert
greater effort to accomplish tasks, are willing to persevere when faced with difficulties, and
experience more positive emotions (Feltz, Short, & Sullivan, 2008; Moritz et al., 2000). Shaping
behaviour and thought patterns is where self-efficacy has been positively associated with sporting
performance. However, as Sir Mo Farah highlighted: “It doesn’t just come overnight, you’ve got to
train for it and believe in yourself; that’s the most important thing” (Abidi, 2012). It is therefore
recommended to establish where a distance runner is currently getting their belief from and the
subsequent influences on their performance. Novice runners, for example, will have less efficacy
sources to draw upon compared to the elite distance runner, as these sources are developed and
accumulated through a variety of experiences, both positive and negative (Anstiss et al., 2018). For a
novice runner, they will need to create an initial sense of belief and develop gradually, compared to
the experienced distance runner whose focus could be on reinforcing and strengthening their efficacy
beliefs. Psychological strategies can be adopted by both elite and novice distance runners for
developing their self-efficacy and will be addressed later in this chapter.

Motivation
Motivation is about wanting (Baumeister, 2016), and what causes us to act in a certain way (Ryan &
Deci, 2000). It is, however, not necessarily just about how much (quantity) motivation someone has,
but also about the quality of motivation. A question to find out about the quality of a runners
motivation is ‘What are the reasons that you take part in running?’ or ‘Why do you run?’. Typically,
answers vary from extrinsic factors such as ‘I want to beat others’, ‘I want to win’, ‘I want to beat a
time’, ‘I want to be faster’, to intrinsic factors such as ‘I enjoy the feeling and freedom of running’ or
as stated by Haile Gebrselassie: “I love running and I will always run” (Quotetab.com, 2020). Selfdetermined types of motivation (or autonomous motivation), where the runner has more control over
their motivation, are associated with more positive outcomes (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Goose & Winter,
2012), including lower perceived susceptibility to injury in marathon runners (Chalabaev et al., 2017).
Examples of autonomous motivation are: (i) identified regulation, where a runner can identify with
the reasons for doing a task, such as a tough weight session; (ii) integrated regulation, where a runner
values a task or a goal because it is meaningful to them; and, (iii) intrinsic regulation, where a runner

engages in a task for the pure enjoyment. Non self-determined (or controlled motivation), relates to
external regulation, where a runner performs a task because of an external demand, such as
completing it for their coach or an external reward. Finally, introjected regulation, is where the athlete
engages in a task because they would feel guilty or ashamed otherwise. Neither types of these
controlled motivation are particularly helpful for enjoyment and long-term engagement with the sport,
although external rewards have been found to benefit performance (see McCormick, Meijen, &
Marcora, 2015, for a review).
It is also important to consider a distance runner’s achievement goals, which represent how they
define success from either a task or ego orientation (Nicholls, 1984). A runner would be task oriented
when their main focus is on the development of the self, irrespective to other runners. Whereas, a
runner would be ego oriented if their main focus was demonstrating superior performances to others.
A task orientation has been associated with greater enjoyment, reported satisfaction, engaging in
positive achievement, striving through effort, persistence, challenging task choices, and intrinsic
motivation (Keegan, 2019). Conversely, an ego goal orientation has been associated with
dysfunctional behaviours (e.g. effort withdrawal, low persistence, avoidance of moderatelychallenging tasks), self-serving attributions for outcomes, greater stress and anxiety, and a tendency
towards morally unacceptable behaviours (Keegan, 2019). Furthermore, within training scenarios,
high levels of task orientation have been associated with valuing practice and committing to it for
development reasons, whereas high levels of ego orientation have been linked to endorsements of
avoiding practice and preferring simply to compete (Roberts & Ommundsen, 1996). However, within
the context of high-level sport, where a clear emphasis is placed on gaining the normative edge,
Hodge and Petlichkoff (2000) found that athletes reported a complementary balance of both the desire
to demonstrate superior abilities over others and to develop through personal mastery. It may
therefore be suggested that a high ego orientation is not necessarily detrimental to the distance runner,
as long as it is combined with a high task orientation.

Emotions
Emotions can also play a big role in distance running. A marathon, for example, can be a
rollercoaster of emotions where a runner may experience nerves just before the start, excitement
during the first couple of miles, and frustration or despair towards the later stages. Emotions are a
response to what is happening in the athlete’s environment, or a response arising from thoughts in an
athlete’s mind (Lazarus, 2000). This can include anticipation of an upcoming race, as well as thoughts
during and after events. When an athlete faces a demanding situation, like a county cross-country race
with qualification for the national championships, they make a judgement of whether there is

something at stake (‘Is the situation important to me?’), if there is a potential for harm or benefit (‘Is
there a potential for the situation to help me achieve my goal?’), and what is at stake (‘Does it
influence my ego ideals, moral values, well-being?’). These judgements are combined with an
evaluation of what resources an athlete perceives to have to cope with the demands of the situation,
leading to the experience of emotions (Lazarus, 1999; 2000). Typically, when there is a potential for
harm and the athlete does not feel that they have the resources to deal with the situation, they are
likely to experience a negatively valanced emotion such as anxiety, frustration, despair, or anger. For
an athlete, it is helpful to understand what influences their emotions, as these are likely to influence
performance (Beedie, Lane, & Wilson, 2012).

When an athlete experiences an emotion, this can influence their behaviour and decision-making, such
as pacing. For example, Paula Radcliffe mentioned: “You see with me, when I'm nervous, I smile and
laugh” (Brainyquote, 2020). How athletes perceive and regulate their emotions is a relevant factor to
consider. Some runners may perceive that a negatively labelled emotion, such as anxiety or anger, to
be helpful to performance, for example feeling anxious before a race could be an athlete’s optimal
pre-performance state. Whereas, other athletes will perceive anxiety to be unhelpful (Beedie, Terry, &
Lane, 2000; Robazza et al., 2008) resulting in behaviours such as holding back. Being aware of one’s
emotions and being able to regulate emotional states can influence running performance (Beedie et
al., 2012; Rubaltelli, Agnoli, & Leo, 2018). The awareness of which emotional states are helpful to an
athlete’s performance can be developed through reflective practice. This can help an athlete to engage
in emotion regulation to move towards an optimal emotional state, which is not only beneficial to
performance, but also to a runner’s well-being. To help regulate emotions, runners have reported
using goal-setting, recalling of previous accomplishments and how they feel afterwards (Stanley et al.,
2012), emotional intelligence (Nicolas et al., 2019), and having a pacer. These have all been shown to
benefit positive emotions within distance running (Fullerton et al., 2017).

Summary of psychological factors
Thoughts, behaviours, and feelings play a big role in distance running performance. We have
specifically considered the psychological impacts of self-belief, motivation, and emotions to highlight
the unique demands of endurance events. It is important to develop an awareness of how these
psychological factors impact our thoughts, the decisions we make, how we feel, and subsequent
behaviours because they can directly impact coach-athlete interactions, training sessions, and
performances in races, in addition to athlete enjoyment, satisfaction, and well-being. We can, to an
extent, influence these psychological factors through the use of psychological strategies. In the section
above we have started to outline ways to facilitate psychological factors and manage the

psychological demands of distance running. In the section below we will outline some of the
strategies that can help push the psychological limits in running, these include self-talk, imagery,
goal-setting, and attentional focus.

Psychological strategies

Self-talk
Runners may be familiar with having an internal dialogue, which can be statements you say to
yourself out loud or inside your head. This internal dialogue can be automatic or strategic (Hardy,
2006). Automatic self-talk is an internal dialogue that is not planned or prepared, and there is not
always an awareness of this dialogue. Whereas, strategic self-talk relates to planned statements that
serve a purpose to achieve a goal. Using self-talk in a strategic manner has positive outcomes, it can
benefit confidence (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2009), emotional states (Lane et al., 2016), pain
management, motivation, perceived effort (Blanchfield et al., 2014; Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2018) and
attentional focus (Van Raalte et al., 2015), as well as performance (Barwood et al., 2015). When using
strategic self-talk, the distance runner can choose between instructional and motivational types.
Instructional self-talk includes statements that focus on technique or form (‘Run tall’), tactics (how to
pace a race; ‘Start steady’), or how to direct attention (‘Pay attention where the course gets slippery’
in cross-country). Motivational statements can be used to facilitate confidence (‘I can do this’) and for
motivational reasons such as putting in effort (‘Try hard!’) and psyching yourself up. Ryan Hall
provides a great example of the motivational self-talk he uses: "I just tell myself over and over
again: You're doing great” (Lobby Havey, 2020). It is helpful to distinguish between these two
types of self-talk so runners can be more strategic and specific in their use, and adapt the self-talk
according to their needs, rather than relying on one or two general recurring self-talk statements.
Distance runners can develop self-talk plans through the ‘IMPACT’ approach (McCormick &
Hatzigeorgiadis, 2019). This approach works through six steps: 1) Identify what you want to achieve,
2) Match your self-talk to your needs (considering the type of self-talk: instructional or motivational),
3) Practice cues with consistency, 4) Ascertain which cues work best for you, 5) Create specific selftalk plans, and 6) Train self-talk plans to perfection. In essence, this approach encourages distance
runners to reflect on what they want to achieve and adjust their self-talk accordingly. Throughout this
process, it is recommended that different self-talk statements for different parts of a race or training
session are identified; for example, in the early stages of a race a runner might want to focus on their
pace and use an instructional self-talk statement (‘Focus on my own race’) and for the later stages, a
motivational statement such as ‘Dig deep’ can be helpful. Adapting your self-talk is important,

considering that internal dialogues change when the intensity of the exercise increases (Aitchison et
al., 2013). When ascertaining which cues/self-talk work best, ensure to notice your self-talk and the
effects it has. When practicing different statements, reflect on what is useful and practice in training
first. It may take some time to master self-talk plans, which is why there may not be an immediate
performance effect. For example, McCormick, Meijen, and Marcora (2018) did not find an immediate
effect of motivational self-talk on ultra-marathon performance, but they found that runners were still
using the self-talk strategies after six-months. The effect of self-talk may also relate to the
psychological factors previously covered in this chapter, such as positive emotions, confidence, or
improved quality of motivation. Finally, when developing self-talk statements, it is useful to keep
them brief, memorable, ensure the statement feels right for you, and they have a motivational or
instructional purpose (McCormick & Hatzigeorgiadis, 2019).

Imagery
Imagery is a popular psychological strategy used by athletes across all distance running events. It is
defined as: “Using all the senses to re-create or create an experience in the mind” (Vealey &
Greenleaf, 2006, p.248). The most important thing with imagery is using multiple senses, such as
what an athlete sees (visual), smells (olfactory), feels (kinaesthetic), and hears (auditory). For
example, a distance runner can see where other athletes are around them, smell the fresh air, hear the
crowd cheering, and feel their legs striding strongly. From using as many senses as possible, the
athlete can imagine an upcoming race or use imagery to reflect back on a previous successful race or
training session.

There are two different perspectives athletes can choose from when using imagery. Internal (firstperson perspective) is when a distance runner would see the image from inside their body, the way
their eyes would normally see the situation. Whereas, external (third-person perspective) is seeing an
image from outside their body, as if viewing themselves on video footage. Athletes have successfully
used both imagery perspectives for a number of different reasons, which can be linked to the
previously discussed psychological factors in this chapter (Martin, Moritz, & Hall, 1999). For
example, focus of attention, by imagining the correct running technique or execution of a race plan. It
can aid drive and commitment by imagining a specific setting that is highly motivating (e.g. standing
on a podium receiving a medal). Self-belief can be enhanced through imagining past accomplishments
and coping with situations the athlete perceives as challenging, helping them prepare for any race
scenario. Finally, images designed to induce relaxation or increase arousal can be used by the athlete
to reach their ideal pre-race performance state.

Imagery, just like physical performance, is considered to be a collection of skills that can be improved
with practice and experience. The extent to which distance runners can benefit from imagery depends
on their ability to create vivid images and control them in a desired way (Vealey & Greenleaf, 2006).
For example, some athletes may initially have very blurry images or are only able to hold an image in
their mind for a few seconds. The more runners practice their imagery, the more skillful they will
become in producing clear, multisensory, and controllable images. To aid the effectiveness of using
imagery, the PETTLEP model (Holmes & Collins, 2001) was developed. Each letter of the PETTLEP
acronym relates to an element of the real-life situation: Physical, Environmental, Task, Timing,
Learning, Emotional, and Perspective. The authors of PETTLEP conceptualise actual physical
performance and imagery on a continuum (Holmes & Collins, 2001). The closer towards the physical
end of the continuum, the more effective imagery is likely to be.
Eluid Kipchoge was noted as saying: “Sometimes I dream of running fast and being beaten on the
line, then I wake up and realise it was a dream” (Phillips, 2018). Although this quote indicates it was
a dream, PETTLEP guidelines can be applied to his real-life scenario of preparing to break the twohour mark for the marathon distance. For example, Eluid Kipchoge could purposefully imagine his
marathon pacing strategy (Task), wearing his racing attire (Physical), using video footage to stimulate
vivid details of the Vienna course (Environment), the 4.34 min per mile pace (Timing), incorporating
his Emotional responses, and viewing this internally from what his eyes would see, e.g. the car,
projected laser beams, and pacers around him (first-person Perspective). The final recommendation
from the PETTLEP model, is that as any Learning takes place, the athlete should update their imagery
accordingly to reflect this (Wakefield & Smith, 2012; Williams et al., 2013).

Goal-setting
Goal-setting has consistently been demonstrated as one of the most effective human behaviour
techniques, which both coaches and athletes can employ: “It’s so motivating to have goals to aim for
and achieve; it gets you out of the door when you might be having second thoughts” Jo Pavey
(timeoutdoors.com, 2020). Specifically, goals can fuel motivation, by encouraging persistence in the
pursuit of a runner’s aims and helping to direct their attention (Tenenbaum, Spence, & Christensen,
1999). For example, if a runner has set themselves a goal of decreasing their 1 km repetition time, this
may help them focus on what is required, and promote intensity and effort to achieve this outcome.
Across all sports, a distinction is made to three types of goals: outcome, performance, and process
(Burton et al., 2010). Outcome goals focus on achieving a desired result often at the end of a race,
such as finishing in the top three. An athlete is not in total control of reaching their outcome goal,
since it depends, at least in part, on the performance of opponents. Performance goals refer to an

athlete’s individual performance in relation to their own standard of excellence, such as a particular
time-based goal or achieving a personal best. An athlete has greater control of achieving a
performance goal because other athletes do not directly affect the goal’s attainment. Process goals are
concerned with how an athlete performs a particular skill, displays a certain technique, or carries out a
specific strategy, such as focusing on foot strike, posture, or stride length. These types of goals are
directly within the athlete’s control. Process goals are especially important, as performance and
outcome goals fail to focus on preparing the runner for difficulties that could be encountered. Runners
may feel dejected if they are far away from the time-based goal they were looking to achieve, or
surprised if it’s going much better than expected.

It is recommended distance runners set all three types of goals for motivational purposes, with an
emphasis on performance and process goals to direct attention and positively affect behaviour (Burton
et al., 2010). Given the large amount of time athletes spend running, it is important performance and
process goals are set for training scenarios as well as races. Setting goals alone though does not ensure
they will impact changes in behaviour and subsequent improvements in performance (Weinberg,
2010). Table 5.1 shows six goal setting principles that are tailored to a distance runner.

<TABLE 5.1 HERE>

Attentional focus
Finally, how we focus our attention is helpful to consider when distance running. There are different
ways of focusing your attention, such as focusing on how the run feels, the weather conditions,
pacemakers, or opponents. This is important to consider, as throughout a run a distance runner can
adapt their attentional style to optimise performance. Traditionally, a distinction was made between
associative (focusing thoughts on bodily sensations) and dissociative (focusing thoughts on external
distractions to move attention away from the task) strategies (Morgan & Pollock, 1977), but this has
been seen as overly simplistic. More recently Brick, MacIntyre, and Campbell (2014) introduced a
five-category model of attentional focus where they identified three categories for associative focus
(active self-regulation, internal sensory monitoring, and outward monitoring) and two categories for
dissociative focus (active distraction and involuntary distraction). When a runner engages in active
self-regulation, their thoughts focus on relaxing their body, their technique, rhythm, or their pacing
strategy. Internal sensory monitoring includes focusing on breathing, how the body feels, and muscle
tiredness. Whereas, a runner who uses outward monitoring focuses on environmental information that
is relevant to them including mile markers, competitors, and split-times. A dissociative focus can be
involuntary, where a runner distracts themselves by the scenery or irrelevant daydreams. Or active,

where the runner’s focus is on task-irrelevant thoughts such as talking to others during a run or
attending to a task such as planning the interior redecorating of a house in your mind.

Being aware of these five categories is relevant because strategically focusing your attention in a
specific way can influence feelings and benefit various aspects of running (Brick, MacIntyre, &
Schücker, 2019). Laura Muir made an interesting distinction between training and racing, regarding
her attentional focus: “With training you can get away with it – you know what splits you have to do,
so you can just get on with it. But when it comes to racing you need to be really switched on” (Ingle,
2018). Therefore, it is helpful to consider what the context, goal, or aim is when directing your
attention, is it to optimise your pacing, to help reduce anxiety, your running rhythm, or deal with pain
and discomfort? Consider making a plan beforehand, when a particular attentional strategy may be
useful. For example, focusing on bodily sensations such as tense shoulders or breathing can help to
inform pacing decisions when you are going too fast or too slow. However, focusing too much on
bodily sensations throughout a run can increase the perceived effort of a run. A focus on technique
can be helpful in situations where a task is difficult or when a runner is fatigued (Samson et al., 2017).
Conversely, it is important to note that focusing too much on breathing or technique can interfere with
automated running processes and running economy (Schücker et al., 2014; Winter, MacPherson, &
Collins, 2014). The act of (periodic) smiling, an active self-regulation strategy, has been found to be
useful to help reduce perceived effort and improve running economy (Brick, McElhinney, &
Metcalfe, 2018). Voluntary and involuntary distraction can be useful to help distract from painful
sensations when the run feels hard, but this can interfere with running fast and can lead to ignoring
warning signals of injury. Outward monitoring can be helpful when it comes to pacing, such as being
aware of the weather conditions and when one might encounter a head or tailwind, or a twisty section
of a cross-country course.

To help integrate these attentional strategies, the first step is to become aware of the various demands
of the run, the second step is to identify which attentional strategy would be suitable for these
demands, and finally the athlete can draw upon psychological strategies such as self-talk and imagery
to aid switching attentional focus during the distance run.

Summary
Within this chapter we have considered the psychological impacts on distance running and the
importance of being aware of how thoughts influence decisions we make, how we feel, and
subsequent behaviours. There are a wide array of psychological factors that can play a role in distance
running. The role of self-belief, motivation, and emotions were specifically discussed to

highlight the unique demands of endurance events and how impactful these psychological factors can
be. To facilitate these psychological factors, the evidence around the use of the psychological
strategies (self-talk, imagery, goal-setting, and attentional focus) in distance running were outlined.
To help push the psychological limits in running, these strategies target thoughts, feelings, and
behaviours within an endurance setting, influencing the way a distance runner functions or performs.
The psychological strategies we have outlined can benefit distance runners from all age groups and
experience levels.

You may consider working with a qualified sport psychologist who can assess your specific
psychological needs and educate you on the psychological factors and corresponding strategies you
could employ. Not only will these strategies be aimed at changing thoughts, feelings, and
behaviours impacting distance runner performance, but they may also have a long-term effect on
an athletes perception, which will change how they approach future situations. Finally, we
would recommend distance runners practice using the psychological strategies of self-talk,
imagery, goal-setting, and attentional focus before and during their runs and training sessions, before
adopting a strategy within a competitive scenario. This will allow familiarisation with the
psychological strategy, and any modifications required to suit the individual distance runner can be
applied before implementing the strategy into a race.
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