Breaking Human Limits:
Identifying the Reasons which Compel Athletes
to Run Ultra Distances

Nadia Portelli
hadia.portelli@um.edu.mll

Abstract

This paper aimed to investigate the lived experiences of ultra trail mountain runners
to make meaning of the reasons why they felt the need to run vast distances
over mountain trails and endure the extreme hours and pain to reach their goal.
Three experienced ultra trail runners who participated in various ultra trail races
registered with the International Trail Running Association (ITRA) were recruited.
In depth interviews were conducted to answer the exploratory question: “Can you
describe your experiences when running a mountain ultra trail?”. The participants
verbally stated their experiences which were then transcribed. Thematic analysis
(Braun and Clarke, 2006) was used to analyse the data collected. Significant findings
which emerged from the data included the disassociation the mind from the body,
where the participants even described a feeling of war between the two. They also
anticipated that the ultra was going to be painful, so they devised strategies to cope
with the pain throughout the duration of the race.

None of the participants referred to the ultra as a race but rather as a journey
and described it as a learning experience comparable to the journey of life.

Keywords: ultra trail mountain running, challenge, pain, journey.

Ultra trail running is an extreme endurance sport, involving distances which exceed
the marathon distance (42.2 km). Sirch (2014) categories it as an “extreme endurance
sport” which is “characterised by long distances” (p.7).

According to the International trail running association (ITRA):

Trail-running is a pedestrian race open to all, in a natural environment (mountain,
desert, forest, plain...) with minimal possible paved or asphalt road (which should
not exceed 20% of the total course). The terrain can vary (dirt road, forest trail,
single track...) and the route must be properly marked. The race is ideally — but not
necessarily — in self-sufficiency or semi self-sufficiency and is held in the respect for
sporting ethics, loyalty, solidarity and the environment (ITRA, n.d.).
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Ultra distance running was recognised as a distinct discipline by the International
Association of Athletics Federation (IAAF) in 1988.

This paper will focus on ultra trail mountain running, a very specialised ultra
distance which involves running on trails across mountain ranges or massifs with
thousands of metres of elevation gains and losses. Races can range from 50 km to
over 300 km, mostly at high altitude over mountain paths, treacherous terrain with
rocks, boulders, scree and ice.

Due to the extreme distances and technical terrain, an average runner takes
about 20 to 24 consecutive hours to run 100 km with more than 6000 m of elevation
gain. Participants suffer fatigue, muscle cramps and inflammation, nausea and
stomach issues, problems associated with high altitude, sleep deprivation and
hallucinations. Jurek (2012) believes that “the distance strips you bare” (p.123).
According to Askworth (2003), “This is how death must feel. Not the pain, although
| imagine most deaths must be painful, but the fear...Every muscle in my body is
shaking, both feet are blistered raw...” (p.1).

The finishing rates in such mountain ultras are not very high when compared to
road marathons. During the 2018 Madeira Island Ultra Trail (115 km, +/- 7100 m),
63.4% finished the race (MIUT, 2018). This is in sharp contrast to the 2018 Boston
marathon where 95.8% crossed the finish line (Boston marathon, 2018).

The preparation for running a mountain ultra is very rigorous. Rist et al. (2012b),
argue that ultra trail runners have to put in an extremely high amount of mileage
and hours. Training demands unmeasurable hours to master the skills of mountain
running, and years to build an extreme endurance. A long training run can take from
4 to 7 hours of running on technical terrain with as much elevation as possible.
Training is also required for mastering the technical steep downhills, as one has to
learn how to keep balance between holding oneself upright while descending at a
dangerous pace on the treacherous terrain.

Research question

Despite these difficulties, the popularity of ultra trail races has increased
phenomenally in the last couple of decades. Prestigious races like Ultra Trail du
Mont Blanc (UTMB) have a demand which far exceeds the acceptance rates, even
though the application process is very rigorous. During the first year of UTMB, 2003,
there were 722 participants, while 2537 participants were accepted in 2017 with
hundreds more not having made it to the entry list. (UTMB, n.d.).

This paper will try to explore the reasons, through lived experiences of ultra trail
mountain runners, why athletes willingly put themselves through such an arduous
experience that only a few are capable of accomplishing.
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Literature Review
Ultra trail mountain running as a challenge

Running such an extreme distance is a challenge of the body and mind to test human
limits (Crust, Nesti and Bond, 2010). This challenge is driven by various factors
including personal goals (Krouse et al., 2011; Hanson et al., 2015).

Ferrer et al. (2015) also agree that “Ultra-marathoners may feel a sense of
accomplishment or achievement by attempting to complete such a demanding
task and the health benefits associated with the large volume of training with
such an event drive their motivation to engage in ultra-marathons” (p.1167). Le
Breton (2000) argues that athletes participating in extreme sports where they have
to overcome suffering by challenging their limits, will gain recognition in today’s
world which gives more significance to physical values than moral values. In doing
so they will feel more fulfilled in their lives. The adventure of the run itself was also
a challenging factor according to Doppelmayr and Molkenthin (2004).

Ultra trail mountain running as an escape

Jurek (2012) explains that, “The longer and farther | ran, the more | realised that
what | was often chasing was a frame of mind. A place where worries that seemed
monumental melted away, where beauty and timelessness of the universe, of
the present moment came into sharp focus” (p.181). When the ultra runner is
running, all day to day frustrations are forgotten, set aside. Csikszentmihalyi, Latter,
Weinkauff Duranso (2017) believe that “The overwhelming sense of pleasure that
accompanies these experiences helps explain why engaging in challenging activities
is still so prized, even as people live in a society where laptops and smartphones
make leaving the couch unnecessary” (p.6).

Scott, Kayla and Cava (2017), on the other hand argue that extreme experiences
help tired white-collar workers escape from the reality of their lives by immersing
themselves in pain during extreme activities. This makes them focus on themselves
and forget the mundane. Through pain they will find the self.

Ultra trail mountain running as a journey to self discovery

Humans are curious creatures who are constantly seeking and exploring. They might
be seeking new limits or how much they can endure. When running a long ultra,
where they are not surrounded by the distractions and comforts of everyday life
they might just discover what they are looking for. Doppelmayr and Molkenthin
(2004) believe that ultra marathons are important because, “If a sport or running is
highly important for a person, makes the life more purposeful or has philosophical
foundations, this of course has an effect on the factor of life meaning” (p.322).
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Ultra trail mountain running for health

Past research has indicated that ultra runners cite health reasons for their
participation in the sport.

Veterans and women especially, consider the health benefits associated with
ultra running as being very positive (Ferrer et al., 2015; Krouse et al., 2011). On the
other hand, Knechtle and Nikolaidis (2018) give details of the adverse effects that
running for such a length of time has on the kidneys, heart, blood values, hormones,
immune system and the musculoskeletal system.

A very interesting fact emerged from a research by Hoffmann and Krouse (2018),
where they asked participants whether they would stop practicing the sport knowing
that it was detrimental for their health. 74.1% said that they would not stop.

Borghini et al. (2015) argue that telomere length which influences the ageing
process is protected by ultra training implying that ageing is slowed down. Denham
et al. (2013) also suggest that normal endurance training protects against ageing.

Methodology

To understand why ultra runners feel compelled to stretch their limits, lived
experiences were deemed the best option, as depth, not aggregates best suited the
research question. Since an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon was being
sought, a qualitative multiple case study research was found to be the most suitable
research strategy. The verbal data was collected through in depth interviews which
were transcribed and coded. The broad and exploratory interview question asked
was “Can you describe your experiences when running a mountain ultra trail?”.

According to Yin (2003), “case studies are the preferred strategy when “how”
or “why” questions are being posed, when the investigator has little control over
events, and when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life
context” (p.2). A multiple case study approach was adopted as according to Herriott
and Firestone (1983), when multiple cases are being studied, it strengthens and
solidifies the overall study. Gustafsson (2012), also agrees that that the “benefits
are that the evidence generated from a multiple case study is strong and reliable
and the writer can clarify if the findings from the results are valuable or not” (p.11).
To analyse the data, thematic analysis was used. According to Braun and Clarke
(2006), “Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting
patterns (themes) within data” (p.7). Important overall themes were elicited from
the transcripts which were then analysed. “A theme captures something important
about the data in relation to the research question and represents some level of
patterned response or meaning within the data set” (p.840).
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Participants

Three active ultra runners were recruited via word of mouth. Two participants were
male (ages 44 and 35) and one was female (age 30). Of the males, one resided in
Italy and one in Malta. The female resided in Ukraine. Names were changed.

The athletes had participated in ultras from the ‘Ultra Trail World Tour Series’
ensuring that they had the same level of mastery of the sport. These ultras require
that the participants accumulate points or have proof that they had previously
participated in approved ultras.

THEMES CODES
Coping strategies
The body achieves what the mind Meditation
believes Psychological resilience

Overcoming the challenge
Immersion/‘Flow’
Time warp Mindless running
The present
Conquering the challenge of extreme
duration
Victorious
Feeling special
Physical and mental resilience
Embracing pain
Sweet pain Pain is finite
Breaking limits
Achievement
Idealisation
The tribe Camaraderie
Trail running community
Undulating journey
Parallel with life
Self discovery
Goal oriented/scope
Motivation, discovery, curiosity,
addiction

Flat is boring

Microcosm of life
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Findings and discussion
The body achieves what the mind believes

A recurrent theme emphasised by the participants was the dissociation of the mind
from the body.

All agreed that they could only complete the ultra and overcome pain by using
the power of their mind as a separate entity from their body. According to John,
“When your body shuts down, from there on it’s the mind that takes over”. Irina
even personalised it. “It was like my mind was telling me enough, no more suffering”.
Dario talked about “voices in my head” and cited “inner demons” which left him
“shaken”.

According to John, the body and mind are acting against each other. “When you
cannot even lift your foot from off the ground, there is a war at that stage, between
mind and body.”

The participants appeared to be using a method of disassociation between
embodiment and mind as a coping mechanism whereby the mind acted as the driving
force when fatigue and despair took their toll. This body and mind disassociation in
the cognitive function of the athletes during ultra, was also referred to by Holt et al.
(2014) as a “mental/physical battle” (p.29). Carriker (2017), also sees the importance
of both physical training and mental preparation to combat the elements of fatigue
in a high intensity event.

Sweet Pain

The participants revealed that they were aware that during the race, they were going
to feel discouraged, or in pain. Lane and Wilson (2011), argue that such feelings are
always going to be present in endurance events. The outcome then depends on
how the athlete deals with such feelings. Holt et al. (2014) identify such problems as
“during race stressors” (p.7).

“In ultra races, there is a sort of point, when you feel pain and just run with
this pain, walk with pain, so you become friendly. Kiss the pain” (Irina). This is
in accordance with the findings of Crust and Bond (2007), who refer to mental
resilience. Ultra runners are not any different from other human beings. They still
feel the pain, but their threshold may be a bit different from that of other people only
because they train a lot and they adapted their body to the demands of mountain
ultra running. In a study referred to by Roebuck et al. (2018), cold pain threshold of
ultra trail runners was studied. The authors of this study, Freund et al. (2013) argue
that ultra trail runners have a higher cold pain threshold.
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However, none of the athletes felt superior with regard to higher pain tolerance.
They embraced pain as they knew it is only a transient phase. “I won’t feel like this
for ever. Everything shall pass” (Dario). In fact, they even developed strategies to
cope with it. These experiences are in contrast to the idea that people are actually
seeking pain during extreme experiences as mentioned by Scott, Kayla and Cava
(2017).

The coping strategies mentioned during this study were:

Dividing the ultra in sections, like from Refugio to Refugio (feed stations are
located there). “I break up the distance and time into smaller amounts that | can
manage that time” (John).

Thinking about the goal (the finish) and looking at the kms and elevations
conquered instead of what still needs to be done.

Being positive and happy for small achievements like reaching a peak, arriving on
time at the checkpoints, seeing the sunrise after a night running. “Forcing positivity
also usually works for me and this can be as simple as smiling and thanking the
spectators or volunteers” (Dario).

Appreciating their capabilities and feeling gratitude for the privilege of having
them, “Just understanding that you can run the route that normal hikers take 5 days
to walk it and you run it in 20 hours, just that...it makes it exciting and you feel
satisfaction” (Irina).

Self Motivation: Irina mentioned that when she was suffering she told her “mind
to shut up” and “just start doing simple counting. One two, one two...l just like
talking to myself with some simple words like, let’s go, keep doing it and then just
trying to increase the pace”. This was also reported by Dolan, Houston, and Martin
(2011) when studying strategies used by triathletes.

Some of these coping strategies mentioned were in accordance with strategies
mentioned by Holt et al. (2014).

The Tribe

Participants pointed out that the trail community acts like a family. “After the race, |
like the atmosphere around, because the community of trail is completely different
from the road one... You have a big family, everybody is very supportive” (Irina).
“That is the primary reason | think, the community” (John). This concurs with Holt
et al. (2014), who argue that, “A rather unique aspect of our findings was that
participants also drew support from other racers” (p.11).

Although participants show a great sense of camaraderie and willingly assist each
other during races, amongst the regulations of races like Lavaredo Ultra Trail (LUT),
it is specified that failing to assist a participant in need will result in disqualification
(LUT, n.d.).
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Time warp

The race is an undulating journey where athletes feel either on top of the world or
carrying the weight of the world. Sometimes a feeling of timelessness ensues and
all the attention is focussed on running. Irina compared it to “meditation”. “Your
head is kind of empty and free and you think about nothing and you just enjoy the
moment”. According to Jurek (2012), “An empty mind is dominant mind” (p.87).
During these moments, athletes perform to the best of their abilities. “You are not
even noticing that you are running and km after km you are arriving to the finishing
line” (John).

This is similar to what is referred to a being in the “zone” or as Csikszentmihalyi,
Latter, Weinkauff Duranso (2017) describe it, “as having a moment of “flow” where
the “attention is so sharply focused on the task that all extraneous thoughts and
anxieties disappear” (p.6). Past research has shown that during marathons,
distractions will not help in obtaining a good result and athletes will be more likely
to hit the wall (Stevinson & Bidle, 1998). But as Holt et al. (2014), rightly argue it is
impossible not to distracted during such a length of time.

Flat is boring

Training for a mountain ultra must include long challenging runs with steep
elevations. To make it more bearable, the trail running axion, “flat is boring” is often
used.

The participants agreed that they drifted into the sport because they wanted a
challenge. “I like to explore, first myself and to challenge myself to see how far | can
go” (Irina). For John, “...the real challenge is to do mountains and difficult terrain...
to see the limit for myself, the limit to what happens to my body, what happens to
my mind”. This concurs with past research which also concludes that motivation
arises from overcoming a challenge. (Doppelmayr and Molkenthin, 2004; Hanson et
al., 2015). Jurek (2012), also believes that to find one’s limits, one has to challenge
them. “What were my limits? And how could | discover them unless | tried to go
beyond them?” (p.189).

Dario believed that our comfortable life has become boring and we are always
looking for ways to escape the mundane. “There is no doubt in my mind that our
lives have become extremely comfortable and therefore unexciting... ultra running is
one of the preferred outlets for many people as it gives a sense of doing something
adventurous and out there...I guess we sign up to feel alive”. This in accordance with
past research which argues that extreme sport experiences may act as a form of
escapism (Edensor, 2000; Scott, Kayla & Cava, 2017).
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Microcosm of life

The participants referred to ultra trail races as a “journey” rather than a race.
Dario explained that

“An ultra always feels like a journey. And not just through the landscape but
also through life as we are surrounded by both nature and humanity in all its race
facets in a race”. When talking about problem solving during the race, John argued
that, “If you compare that with life, it is the same, you know you have a problem,
you know it will pass. Trail running is like a mirror of life”. According to Doppelmayr
and Molkenthin (2004), participants in an ultra have a decreased interest in the
competitive aspect and give more value to life meaning. Irina also felt that it is
parallel to life. “It’s really some small life but compressed in 20/30 hours”.

Holt et al. (2014) argue that the ultra is “a major life experience” which “may
provide opportunities for growth” (p.30), but they do not compare it to a journey.
The participants in this study were very persistent with their view that this “journey”
left an impact, changed them, and gave them tools to handle life situations better.
John admits that he learnt how to compartmentalise life to deal with problems. “You
have your ups and downs. You have to break down your life into smaller pieces like
work, family. So | think that trail running resembles life a lot”. Tedeschi and Calhoun
(2004) also agree that people use life experiences to grow.

Dario questioned the reasoning behind “what is essentially a futile endeavour”.
Jurek (2012), argues that there are times when running to the point of almost
destroying oneself seems worthless, but then a simple a gesture like “an act of
kindness” brings clarity and for that moment also brings understanding that actually
“nothing is futile” and finishing the ultra is “the most meaningful thing in the
world” (p.183). It is the same with life, we question our actions and sometimes our
existence, but then, at times, through actions, or encounters, we find what we are
looking for.

Limitations

The participants did not refer to the same race when speaking about their
experiences, so comparisons within the same event were not possible. They
had roughly the same ability, placing within the first 20% of the finishers, so the
perceptions of back of the pack runners were not analysed.

Being an ultra trail mountain runner myself, and having participated in various
big ultras, | tried to be as objective as possible when formulating the research
question and choosing the literature involved. However, despite my objectivity, |
was also biased, and the choices of the theories consulted, the type of questions
posed during the interviews and the interpretation of data inevitably reflect my bias.
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Conclusions

This research offered a valid insight into the lived experiences of ultra trail mountain
runners. Although sometimes seen as heroes, their motivation stems from curiosity,
the challenge of the endeavour and the need to test one’s limits, rather than from
seeking idolisation. They feel incredibly privileged and grateful for their physical
capabilities which allow them to pursue their goals within a community built on the
spirit of a pure sport.

Although they endure extreme hours of training per week, they feel that training
is part of a journey where they are their own muse, constantly pushing their physical
and mental limits to make it to the start of the race. The race itself is brutal, but
it is through facing and overcoming pain, doubt and obstacles that they find their
motivation and potential.

A salient finding was the dissociation of the body from the mind. Participants
indicated that to be successful, they must use mental strength to force their body
towards the finish line.

By using parallels, trail runners indicate that they are seeking meaning to the
journey of life.

They also develop techniques to get them through the experience and feel that
lessons learnt during training and the race itself will be of value in all aspects of life.

This research does not show that the participants were motivated by health
reasons as revealed by past research (Hanson et al., 2015; Ferrer et al., 2015), but
rather they were responding to an internal calling to test themselves and grow.

Suggestions for future research

The average age of the participants in this study is 36.3 years. Research shows that
the average age of both genders in long ultras is between 45- 49 years (Romer et
al., 2014). However, we find that there is a growing interest from young participants
in trail races. This can be seen from the participation of youngsters in trail races
specifically organised for them. During the UTMB race summit, we find the “Mini
UTMB”, a series of races organised for children from 3 to 13 years. (UTMB, n.d.).
Research can identify the reasons why young people are seeking trail running from
such a young age.
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