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ABSTRACT
The study aims to analyze sociocultural aspects of the practice of trail running and how these 
relate to the performance of amateur athletes. We used a qualitative perspective to observe 
the participants, as well as field-notes. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 
amateur athletes of regional prominence. Data were processed considering content analysis. 
For those under investigation, trail running, besides relieving daily drudgery, is seen as a setting 
which enables personal development and social interaction. We conclude that elements of 
a non-biological nature connected to a practice routine must be considered when planning 
said practice, since they seem to create impacts on athlete performance.
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RESUMO
O objetivo deste estudo é analisar aspectos socioculturais envolvidos na prática do trail run, e 
como estes podem se relacionar ao desempenho esportivo de atletas amadores. Sob um olhar 
qualitativo, realizou-se observação participante, entrevistas semiestruturadas e registros em 
diário de campo. O tratamento dos dados foi realizado à luz da análise de conteúdo. Para os 
investigados, o trail run, além de desafogo aos males sentidos no dia a dia, é visto como um 
ambiente que permite o desenvolvimento pessoal e a interação social. Conclui-se que elementos 
de natureza não biológica ligados à rotina de treinos devem ser considerados no planejamento 
do treinamento, uma vez que parecem gerar impactos na performance de atletas.
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RESUMEN
La investigación tuvo como objetivo analizar aspectos socioculturales de la práctica de trail run y 
como se los pueden relacionar al desempeño deportivo de los atletas. A partir de la perspectiva 
cualitativa, se realizó una observación participante, entrevistas semiestructuradas y registros en 
el diario de campo. Además de un desahogo del día a día, los investigados comprenden el trail 
run como un espacio de desarrollo personal e interacción social. Se concluye que elementos 
quedados fuera de la naturaleza biológica están relacionados a la rutina de entrenamientos y 
podrían ser considerados en el planeamiento, pues existe la posibilidad de generar impactos 
en el desempeño de los atletas.

Palabras-clave:
Resistencia;
Entrenamiento;
Desempeño;
Estudio cualitativo.

1 This article is derived from the doctoral thesis “Managements of the body of “elite amateurs” of the trail run: the sociocorporal 
individuality”, authored by Diego Costa Freitas, developed in the Graduate Program in Physical Education at EEFD/UFRJ.
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INTRODUCTION
According to the International Association of 

Athletics Federations (IAAF, 2015), trail running features 
routes that are preferably done on dirt roads, mountains, 
deserts or forest trails. Recent studies associate contact 
with the outdoors as encouraging for healthy behaviors 
such as the practice of physical activities (MacBride-
Stewart, 2019; Deelen et al., 2019; Luna, 2019; Qviström, 
2016). Characterized by closeness with nature on 
challenging routes, trail running has had a significant 
growth in the last decades (Hespanhol et al., 2018).

Studies centered on biomechanical, physiological, 
and technical aspects of running (Manechini et al., 2020) 
and trail running are predominant in the academic 
literature, with the use of equipment, emphasizing the 
improvement of performance or the prevention of lesions 
(Mo et al., 2021; Lima et al., 2021; Weir et al., 2020; 
Jewell et al., 2019; Vercruyssen et al., 2014; Daviaux et al., 
2013). However, studies where sports are associated 
to social and cultural aspects have also been observed, 
though to a lesser extent (Hockey and Allen-Collinson, 
2016; Davies et al., 2019; Deelen et al., 2019; King and 
Weedon, 2021; O’Brien et al., 2021).

Thus, studies normally focus on the biological 
or sociological aspects, though the communication 
between these different theoretical references appears 
to be insufficient. As far as we could verify, this duality 
is not observed only in running and trail running. Recent 
review studies on sports preparation acknowledge the 
importance of the sociocultural aspects in sports practice, 
but the discussions do not delve much into the matter 
(Mujika et al., 2018; Leoni, 2018; Afonso et al., 2017; 
Gabriel and Zierath, 2017).

Nevertheless, even in the early decades of the 20th 
century, Marcel Mauss (1979) had created the concept 
of “body techniques”, arguing that human movement is 
connected to biological issues and its symbolic component. 
Even with what was developed by Mauss (1979), and 
perhaps due to the fragmented nature of modern science 
(Smith, 2010, 2005), there is still a great deal of difficulty 
in understanding man as a multidimensional being, or as 
a “total man” (Mauss, 1979).

Combining the sociological and biological perspective 
can help unveil important issues that have not been 
fully explained in relation to practice and performance. 
Identifying sociocultural components that interfere in 
the adherence and the degree of dedication to practice 
appears to be a promising tool for coaches, athletes, or 
even recreational athletes.

An individualized adaptation of practice requirements 
demands knowing the logics that contemplate the 
subjective conditions present in sports that are not 
always elucidated by means of traditional studies on 
sports practice. The hypothesis is that there are elements 
of a non-biological character connected to practice 

routines that substantially impact the level of effort and, 
consequently, athletic performance.

Therefore, this study aims to identify and analyze 
sociocultural aspects of trail running and how these are 
related to the sports performance of amateur athletes. In 
addition, this study intends to expand the understanding 
of the idea of sports performance in a multidimensional 
perspective.

METHODOLOGICAL PROCEDURES
The present study, of a qualitative character, will not 

be based on a rigorous mathematical model, but develop 
a coherent system of relations with the systematic 
investigation of specific phenomena, with the purpose 
of providing general properties (Bourdieu, 1994).

COLLECTING DATA
As recommended for this research paradigm, we 

used a triangulation of techniques (Bauer and Gaskell, 
2000). These are a) participant observation; b) qualitative 
interviews; c) field journal.

PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION
The present study is similar to what is proposed 

by Wacquant (2004), who, by means of participant 
observation, places himself as researcher and boxer 
apprentice at the same time. To Crossley (2007), the body 
is not only a measurable, visible, palpable substance, 
it also has a dimension that is not easily accessible, 
including values, sensations, and feelings.

The researcher ’s involvement is essential in 
participant observation, and their capacity to emphasize 
aspect of the group from an insider’s perspective 
is fundamental (Flick, 2011; 1998). The technique 
was carried out for 21 months and consisted of the 
researcher’s immersion as a coach and runner in the 
setting of sports counseling for trail running in the city of 
Rio de Janeiro. In counseling, on-site practices were done 
on weekends. Moreover, each participant had a practice 
worksheet to be implemented during the week. Among 
the counseling participants, aside from the coaches (only 
two), there were clients (around thirty1) and amateur 
athletes (around ten).

QUALITATIVE INTERVIEW
According to Bourdieu (1994), the study group was 

chosen based on subdivisions of pre-existing categories 
in the research setting. Thus, we chose amateur runners 
with prominent sports results in the studied area. These 
runners were identified by means of having been on at 
least one podium in the 3 main mountain races taking 

1 As with any service of this type, the number of clients 
and athletes could vary slightly during the 21 months in 
which the research was carried out.
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place in Rio de Janeiro from 2015 to 2017: XC Búzios; 
XC Itaipava; World Trail Run Arraial do Cabo. These 
competitions attract many contestants because of the 
prize and the organization. All the selected runners 
compete in distances between 10 km and 32 km.

The interviews were based on a previously validated 
semi-structured guide2 3 (Bauer and Gaskell, 2000). 
Each interview lasted around 40 minutes; they were 
audio recorded and later transcribed. We carried out six 
interviews with trail runners (Table 1).

FIELD-NOTES
Notes were taken in a field-notes throughout the 

21 months of the study (Flick, 1998, 2011). These were 
recorded on a mobile phone and later transferred to the 
computer. Practice, groups on social networks, chats and 
mainly competitions were particularly rich moments for 
observations and notes. With this technique, we obtained 
data of a subjective nature, mainly connected to the 
runners and their practice routine which was essential 
for the development of the present research.

DATA ANALYSIS
Data processing was based on content analysis 

favoring categories of analysis that emerged in the field, 
based on the criteria of repetition and relevance. Data 
presentation was guided by the analytical categories that 
were discussed considering the field information, the 
researcher’s experience, and the theoretical references 
(Pope and Mays, 2006).

2 The questions in the interview guide included 
socioeconomic data and the following: How did you 
become involved in running? What is your practice 
routine? How do other runners see you? How do you feel 
about your body? Where do you go for advice about the 
practice of physical activities? Do you wish to make any 
further comments about the topics mentioned?

3 Validation was done based on the evaluation of the 
question guide by five specialist professors in the area, 
besides the completion of a pilot study.

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF DATA
As an organizational strategy, this section was 

subdivided into two parts. First, four emerging categories in 
the studied area were presented: extra routine; discipline; 
competitive side and price to pay (abnegation). Second, 
based on the categories found and the gap observed in 
the literature regarding sociocultural aspects of sports 
performance – though tentatively - was the proposal of the 
idea of corporeal individuality as a new practice principle.

WHEN LIFE IS A RACE
The research showed that running is usually 

selected by people who the main objective is to lose 
weight, improve the physical conditioning, leisure, and 
so on. In these situations the activity is associated with 
achieving a specific goal. The practice becomes an act 
indispensable in their lives or, like other studies indicate, 
a “necessity”. So, the runners allege a mixture of feelings 
which stimulate them by the “endorphin sensation”. In 
the other hand, it’s frequent when beginners quit or 
change to a different kind of sport.

Even though they do not intend to become 
professional athletes and receive national acclamation, 
some runners cultivate being athletes in their own 
imaginary and, therefore, of being recognized in the social 
setting of sports practice. Before or after work, or quickly 
during lunch break, practice is seen as extra routine, where 
days off are left for the longer and more grueling practice:

“When I’m off, I practice in the morning, and when I’m 
working, I do it at night, and have the weekends off.” (R14).

“My priority is work, first I work as a personal in the 
morning, then I go to college, then I train… it all works. 
I give more attention to more specific practice on my 
day off.” (R6).

4 To preserve the image of the interviewees, runners are 
identified by the letter R, followed by a number from 
1 to 6, following the order of the interview. It is also 
important to say that a limited number of comments 
were used as examples due to the need to adapt to the 
number of characters.

Table 1. Profile of interviewees.

Identification Sex Year of birth Marital Status Academic background profession Began running

R 1 F 1971 Single Physical Education Military police 1991

R 2 M 1985 Single Physical Education Running Coach 2005

R 3 F 1990 Single International Relations English Teacher 2015

R 4 M 1982 Married High school graduate Professional driver 2009

R 5 M 1978 Married High school graduate Machine operator 1997

R 6 M 1971 Single Physical Education Running Coach 1988

Source: Developed by the author.
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The trail can be seen as a portal where runners are 
transported to a parallel world. They leave behind their 
daily lives and become somewhat “super- human”, with 
special powers that make them different from the rest, 
placing them in a privileged social position. Wacquant 
(2004) reported the same feeling in boxers, who felt they 
were protected in the boxing gym.

Also, according to Wacquant (2004), the boxers who 
went through exhausting practice with elevated physical 
effort, consider boxing a second job, and dreamed of a 
professionally victorious career. Similarly, the degree of 
involvement of elite amateurs with trail running is even 
more surprising, since even if they do not have any hope 
of becoming professional runners, the interviewees still 
participate in running responsibly and diligently.

For Bourdieu (1986), society can be thought to 
function based on the idea of capital, exchanges and 
profit for other relations that are not economic, but 
symbolic. Theses apparently selfless exchanges end up 
overlooking the reach of economic capital regarding 
other possibilities for profit that are not material. In 
this sense, Crossley (2007) argues that, when analyzing 
a physical activity, it is essential to understand the 
exchange of capital that make sense out of these, and 
that contribute to the participants’ dedication.

Specifically, in this study group, there was no 
financial gain that could ever cover the costs of the 
logistics of practice, competitions, and travel. The reward 
may possibly be, in the case of elite amateurs, the status 
and visibility in a specific social setting.

Another relevant aspect in elite amateurs is 
discipline for the proposed practice. Except for some 
circumstances, normally associated to a health issue or 
work, they do not even consider the possibility of not 
practicing:

I see many of my friends saying, ‘well I couldn’t go 
to practice today, tomorrow I’ll make up for it”, and I 
think, ‘what?’ That’s out of the question, if it’s on the 
worksheet, you have to practice. (R3).

“I am very disciplined, I’m a real pain in the neck. I 
rarely give up on practice, except if I’m sick, I’m that 
nerdy. (R5).

Discipline in practice seems to come naturally for 
the interviewees. Focus and determination apparently do 
not give way to feelings or sensations that could hamper 
the “extra routine” they have as runners.

When sports are seen as a culturally rooted activity 
(Bourdieu, 1993), several adjustments are incorporated 
to a person’s lifestyle. This goes from it being a relief from 
daily drudgery to a social setting that enables personal 
development and social interaction (Skinner, 2015; 
Shipway and Holloway, 2010).

In the case of elite amateurs, the activities that are 
part of trail running include: practice routines, financial 
investments, physical and mental discomfort, sacrifice 

and resilience. This whole “package” demands a high 
level of discipline. According to Hockey and Allen-
Collinson (2016), in a study done with diligent runners, 
among the changes that occur with the high level and 
intensity of practice, the ability to resist and bear the 
load of practice, routine and exhaustion is the most 
remarkable.

For elite amateurs, competing, dedicating 
themselves to the utmost and beating adversaries are 
the main motives to keep their discipline in this arduous 
routine. Some characteristics that evince the competitive 
side of these runners are seen here:

I don’t expect to be in the Olympics, but I want to beat 
myself really, maybe reach the podium, or win a good 
position in a hard race, but the motivation is personal. (R2).

I want to compete, I like competing. And running is 
about competing, even if you’re friends out there, but 
when you’re at the starting line, when the bell rings, 
that’s it. (R4).

There is evident confidence seen among the 
interviewees in that, if they dedicate themselves to the 
maximum, the desired results can be reached. More than 
that, they can transfer the motivation for a race to the 
preparation phase. They somehow seem to carry this will 
to win to moments with no spotlights, in other words, in 
practice routines.

When observing a group of amateur runners, Luna 
(2019) noticed that, even when they demonstrate a good 
level of performance, they try not to show any effort, 
suggesting they could run even more. On the other hand, 
in the case of the runners in this study, they are proud to 
show exacerbated competitivity.

In the panorama observed with elite amateurs, 
perhaps due to the level of involvement and competitivity, 
they are driven to resist and tackle pain in pursuit of 
victory. As Le Breton (2009) posits, some athletes go 
after alternative challenges where socials structures limit 
daily tasks, filled with banal, predictable, and repetitive 
moments that repress abilities such as courage, creativity, 
and resistance.

It is important to emphasize that, in more extreme 
cases, there is the possibility of physical exercise 
becoming an obsessive-compulsive behavior (Banbery, 
Groves and Biscomb, 2012). Therefore, these runners 
seem to walk a fine line of intricate limits between 
discipline, focus and organization, on the one hand, and 
narcissism, obsession, and compulsion on the other.

To achieve this level of competition, the interviewees 
pointed out several factors, among which are focus and 
determination, to follow practice routines. However, 
dedication often means there is a price to pay (abnegation):

I’m sometimes … not there for my son and wife very 
much, so you kind of pay a price. It’s a high price to pay, 
but when I can, I try to be there for them. (R4).
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Unfortunately, you have to put that aside, not go to a 
party with friends or family… especially if it’s the day 
before a race, you have to negotiate with family, so it 
doesn’t look bad. (R5).

Skinner (2015) argues that having time to compete 
is not enough, you need time for practice, especially 
when you have high level practice, as is the case with the 
interviewees. The author corroborates Shipway e Holloway 
(2010) in saying that there is detailed time management 
to combine practice and other tasks, such as family, 
physiological needs, leisure, and other daily activities.

Bourdieu (1986) demonstrates that a form of capital 
is configured through social relations as well. Social capital 
is the aggregate of real or potential resources that are 
linked to owning a long-lasting network of relations of 
reciprocal familiarity and recognition that are more or less 
institutionalized. In the case of the elite amateurs, when 
dedicating so much time to practice and races, besides 
their regular jobs, time with family is reduced. On the other 
hand, for these runners, their activity is a chance to broaden 
their social circle, where they find a favorable setting for the 
importance given to personal accomplishments. The large 
network of relationships developed among trail runners 
enables the accumulation of social capital, thus greatly 
influencing their dedication to the activity.

In several contexts, such as the symbolic, economic, 
and social; physical capital becomes a possible provider 
of other types of capital (Wainwright and Turner; 2003; 
Bourdieu, 1994). Hence, as they become known in the 
milieu because they had been on podiums in races in which 
they ran, thus acquiring social capital, the interviewees 
receive support from those who wish to be associated to 
the image of the winning athletes. In the amateur setting, 
though it does not cover their cost fully, this support 
generally occurs not in a directly financial form, but through 
waivers in the cost of professionals, supplements, sports 
material, race entry costs, transportation, and lodging. This 
transition of capital is enabled by their special performance, 
i.e., by the physical capital acquired which allows them to 
participate, by means of symbolic exchanges, in an activity 
of high economic cost (Shilling, 2005; Bourdieu, 1993).

The majority of trail run competitions is far away 
from urban perimeter and includes extra taxes with 
trip, feeding and accommodation. This additional 
investment gives a symbolic value to the trail run 
because is apparently justified by the possibilities of 
experiencing some “risks”, new sensations and natural 
beauties promoted by the activity in the mountain. This 
perspective represents a possible explanation about the 
environmentalist content identified in the research. So, 
when the runners associate the sport with the concern 
about nature, the practice receives a new interpretation. 
Recently, near to the reality studied in this research, at 
Rio de Janeiro, 2 trail run competitions were created 
and one of the objectives was to raise funds to protect 
and conserve parks situated in environmental areas. 
The examples were: Desafio Corja (2018 and 2019), 

cooperating with the Parque Estadual da Pedra Branca 
and Trail Marathon Rio de Janeiro (2019), collaborating 
with the Parque Nacional da Tijuca.

It is important to point out that because of the 
analysis made through a sociological perspective, sports 
activity is re-signified, mainly by means of exchange 
of capital involved in a specific sociocultural setting, 
influencing the athlete’s performance. We will expand our 
understanding of the relations between the sociocultural 
setting and sports performance in the next topic.

SOCIAL-CORPOREAL INDIVIDUALITY,  
A NEW PRINCIPLE FOR PRACTICE

According to Zatsiorsky et al. (2020), the body’s 
ability to respond to external stimuli and readapting to 
the environment, is the most important rule for practice. 
However, because of different anatomic-physiological 
conformations, each individual can adapt in a personal 
and singular manner to the same stimulus. This ability 
is called biological individuality (Zatsiorsky et al., 2020).

An individual’s ability to respond to external 
stimuli, considering genetic, physiological, and anatomic 
differences, is well-known. Regarding human beings, who 
also have cultures and values, the response to stimulus 
will necessarily depend on more than only their biological 
characteristics. Not only the response, but the stimulus 
itself, to be carried out with zeal, discipline, and accuracy, 
also depends on subjective characteristics influenced by 
beliefs and values, as classical theories on practice also 
suggest (Zatsiorsky et al., 2020).

Considering the several forms of preparation, 
including practice, diet, and rest for a professional 
athlete - and possibly work, family and other activities 
for amateurs - the argument is that the capacity for self-
management to complete these tasks systematically 
could influence the expected results directly or indirectly.

The present study points to evidence that the 
categories derived from the data collected seem to 
directly influence the outstanding performance of the 
elite athletes we studied. The ability to manage life, 
placing activities associated to running and races as 
a priority, stands out decisively for following the pre-
established practices and, consequently, reaching the 
expected results.

Several recent reviews acknowledge the importance 
of social and cultural aspects in the response to practice 
(Mujika et al., 2018; Leoni, 2018; Hawley et al., 2018; 
Afonso et al., 2017; Gabriel and Zierath, 2017; Joyner 
and Coyle, 2008). Joyner and Coyle (2008) argue that 
cultural factors may be related to an apparently greater 
genetic predisposition to physical performance, though 
they do not present evidence to support this conclusion. 
Hawley et al. (2018), on the other hand, admit that 
performance does not depend only on physiology since 
it involves social and cultural aspects, and that the results 
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of coaches still surprise scientists, though they do not 
present any data that justifies this statement.

Based on the evidence raised in the present study, 
we argue that the studies on practice from a biological 
perspective do not expand on one of the crucial aspects of 
performance. To a certain extent, this fact has contributed 
to a reductionist view of the aspects that influence sports 
performance. Thus, professionals have directed more 
attention to biological aspects and very little to the diversity 
of values related to the context of corporeal practices.

Understanding sports as a culturally connected activity, 
imbued with meaning and value is to understand that these 
aspects may be associated to a greater or lesser degree of 
dedication directed to practice and, therefore, with impacts 
on performance. In view of this, it is possible to point to the 
principle of social-corporeal individuality that can be seen as 
the way each individual incorporates the meanings attributed 
to practicing a sports activity in a specific social context, and 
how this influences not only committing to and managing 
a routine connected to this activity, but also its responses, 
including sports performance.

In certain moments, the literature does recall 
the social dimension, but only as a component within 
the broader biological perspective, by means of the 
principle of biological individuality (Zatsiorsky et al., 
2020). However, to distinguish a concept directed to 
sociocultural aspects, we can articulate more clearly 
the complementary dimension that exist between 
both concepts in the field of sports science or, more 
specifically, in sports performance. We hope that by 
evincing the relevance of subjective and cultural aspects 
in practice more distinctly, these will no longer take on a 
secondary role and can receive due attention.

Having said that, we suggest that social-corporeal 
individuality can contribute to guiding the Physical 
Education professional is their activity, as well as that of 
other professionals in the health field, aiming at a more 
human intervention and, thus, that aids not only in the 
performance-dimension, but also the plural aims of sports.

CONCLUSION
We perceived that the components of a social-

cultural order (extra routine, discipline, competitive side, 
and abnegation) have an influence on commitment, on 
the level of dedication to practice and on performance 
of the elite athletes studied. These components were 
summarized here in the proposal for a new principle 
of training, social-corporeal individuality. The influence 
of these and other aspects of a non-biological order 
need to be further investigated to clarify the possible 
interferences in practice response.
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