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����������
�������

Citation: Thuany, M.;
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Abstract: Due to differences in runners’ profiles, which can be related to sociodemographic character-
istics, motivations for running can vary. This study aimed to identify Brazilian runners’ motivations
for their practice, and the factors associated among runners who point to look for performance
improvement as their main motivation. The sample comprised 1097 non-professional road runners.
The questionnaire “Profile characterization and associated factors for runner’s performance” was
used. The results showed that the oldest athletes and those with the highest income levels presented
lower likelihood of reporting performance improvement as their main motivation for taking part in
running. In terms of income level, results showed that as this increased, there was a lower chance of
getting involved in practice with a focus on incremental improvements in performance. Differences
between sexes were also observed, with men more likely to indicate performance improvement as
their motivation for running. In Brazil, most runners reported “health” as their main motivation for
running. Women, older runners, and those with higher income levels were less likely to point to
performance improvements as their main motivation for taking up running.

Keywords: running; Brazil; runners’ profiles; health; performance

1. Introduction

Number of people aiming to improve health and fitness components through running
is constantly growing all over the world, and became a social phenomenon [1]. These
people lead a physically demanding lifestyle, have better mental condition and usually
belong to running subcultures [2]. Some of the health benefits associated with running
that have been highlighted include a decrease in the risk of developing cardiovascular
disease and mortality, and improvements to important aspects of mental health (e.g., well-
being, depression, and anxiety disorders) [3–6]. Development of sport for all is a part of a
philosophy of sustainable development which focuses on improving quality of life, tackling
social exclusion, increasing access, preserving the environment, and expanding the pursuit
of excellence—running can serve as an example [7]. At an international level from 1986 to
2018 data covering different countries and continents showed an increment of 57.8% in
the number of runners [8]. Data comprising 3961 athletes indicated that 28.76% started
running also during the COVID-19 pandemic (perhaps because this sports discipline does
not require close contact with other runners, which may pose a risk of contracting the
virus [9]), with 72% reporting health as their main motivation for doing so [10]. In Brazilian
context, data covering two of the most famous race events in the country indicated an
increase in the number of enrolled runners between 2007–2015 [11].
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Since participation in endurance events has greatly increased, understanding why
those athletes get involved in different races has become one of the main research questions
in literature on the subject [12]. Therefore, recent research has tended to be focused on
trying to understand the motivation behind athletes in different endurance races such as the
triathlon, ultramarathon, cycling or different distance running events [13]. Research into
running has increased with much being carried out worldwide in relation to diverse factors
linked to this practice, e.g., physical health benefits [14,15], physiology and nutrition [16,17]
and psychological aspects of running [18–21]. Running is a worldwide phenomenon, and
research into this topic has been developed in different countries, e.g., United States [22,23],
Spain [24], Poland [25], and Greece [26]. Some studies have also recently compared types of
motivation behind running cross culturally, in an attempt to ascertain whether there are any
differences in reasons for participating between United Kingdom and Indian runners [27].

Previous studies usually reported health as an important factor associated with in-
volvement in running, in a non-professional context [28,29]. Among Brazilian runners,
similar results have been observed, with runners pointing to “health” and proxy factors as
driving their motivation to begin running [28,30,31]. Regarding the socioeconomic status,
we found that high income was inversely related to performance in non-professional run-
ners [32]. In the reported paper, we proposed a theoretical model to explain results found,
understanding that runners with lower income may become involved in running with
the purpose of achieving social and financial support [30] and, as consequence, they also
presented higher chances to point out looking for performance improvement as their main
motivation for the practice, and also a higher training commitment. However, in the cited
study, differences according to place of residence were not considered. In Brazil, studies
that involve physically active population need to consider these differences, since Brazil is
one of the biggest countries in the world (i.e., in both, dimension and population size), split
in 26 states, which are organized into five regions (Southeast, South, Northeast, North, and
Midwest). In addition, there are inter-states differences related to urban design, cultural,
economic, and sociodemographic characteristics, as well as in sports investment, number
of running events and distribution of the best elite athletes, that can lead to differences in
runners’ profiles, that can be linked to sociodemographic characteristics and motivations
for running practice (or another sports practice) [31]. Thus, the purpose of this study is to
identify Brazilian runners’ motivations for their practice, and the factors associated with
runners who point performance as their main motivation, adopting states as cluster. Based
upon previous results, we hypothesized that runners with high incomes and the elderly
are more likely to point “health” as their motivation for running practice.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Ethical Approval

The study followed the Declaration of Helsinki statements and was approved by the
Ethics Committee of the Federal University of Sergipe, Brazil (protocol n º 3.558.630). All
participants were informed about the study purposes, procedures, benefits and risks, and
also the possibility to check the study’s ethical aspect. Only runners who signed the consent
form to take part in the study were included.

2.2. Design and Sample

The sample comes from participants enrolled in the InTrack project [33]. To be included
in the study, participants should self-classify as runner and answer the online questionnaire
used to obtain information. Participants who did not give their informed consent to study
participation, and/or were aged below 18 years, and did not provide answer (or provided
a non-sense answer) for the mandatory questions (i.e., running pace, training frequency,
running motivation) were not considered in the present study. The final sample for the
present study comprised 1097 non-professional road runners (mean age: 38.08 ± 9.41 years;
mean body mass: 70.9 ± 12.6 kg; mean body mass index (BMI): 24.3 ± 3.20 kg·m2), which
were sampled for convenience, living in the five Brazilian regions.
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2.3. Data Collection

The questionnaire “Profile characterization and associated factors for runner’s per-
formance” was developed, and previously validated before its use in the study [34]. The
questionnaire was sent and available for those who were eligible to be included in the
study via an online platform (Google forms) and through social media, between November
2019 and March 2020. The information used in the present study is listed below.

2.4. Individual Characteristics
2.4.1. Sociodemographic Information

Information related to runners’ sex, age, height, and weight were self-reported, and
BMI was computed [weight (kg)/height (m2)]. A previous study demonstrated the accuracy
of runners’ self-reported heights and weights [35].

Age: Runners were categorized into different age intervals that included young adults
(18–29 years); adults (30–39 years); early middle-aged (40–49); older adults (50–59 years);
and seniors (≥60 years). These age categories were based on a previous study conducted
on two of the main Brazilian race events [32].

State of residence and socioeconomic status (SES): runners indicated their estimated
monthly income, based on the Brazilian minimum wage in 2019 [36]. For the present
analysis, answers were split into the categories: “Low” (≤R$998.00 or about ≤241.06US$),
“Medium” (> R$998.00 – ≤ R$2994.00 or about >241.06US$ – ≤ 723.18US$), “Medium-high”
(>R$2994.00 – ≤ R$4990.00 or about >723.18US$ – ≤ 1205US$) and “High” (>R$4990.00 or
about >1205US$).

2.4.2. Training Variables

Running pace (s/km): Runners reported the time taken to cover one kilometer within
a preferred distance (5 km, 10 km, half-marathon, and marathon). This information was
used for sample characterization.

Motivation for the practice: runners indicated their main motivation for practice from
the following options: performance, health and quality of life, physical conditioning, social
interaction, competition participation. Categories were dichotomized into “performance”
(performance, physical conditioning, and competition participation) or “health” (health
and quality of life, social interaction).

Frequency of training: runners informed the number of training sessions they usually
complete per week (2–7 training units/week). The variable was considered in counts.

Volume/week: runners indicated the average total distance (in kilometers) they cover
in a typical weekly training sessions.

Practice time: runners were grouped into two classes, namely “up to one year” of
practice or “more than one year” of practice time.

2.5. Statistical Analyses

Descriptive statistics are presented as mean ± standard deviation (SD) for continuous
variables and frequencies (%) to categorical variable. Logistic regression, considering the
state of residence as a cluster, was used to identify the variables associated with the chances
of runners point out “performance” improvement as the main motivation for running.
A model was built considering sex, age interval, and economic level as predictors. All
analyses were undertaken using STATA V.14.0 software (STATA Corp, College Station, TX,
USA), with a 95% confidence level.

3. Results

Descriptive results are presented in Table 1, taking into account the motivation for
running categories. When observed alongside the age groups, it is observed that with
increasing age, there is an increase in the frequency of runners who indicated running
for health benefits. Similar results are observed when taking into account the SES – the
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higher the SES is, the lower the frequency of subjects that indicate performance as their
main motivation.

Table 1. Descriptive information for practice motivation.

Health Performance Missing

Age categories

18–29 y (n = 273) 155 (56.8%) 115 (42.1%) 3 (1.1%)
30–39 y (n = 358) 253 (70.7%) 103 (28.8%) 2 (0.6%)
40–49 y (n = 237) 190 (80.2%) 46 (19.4%) 1 (0.4%)
50–59 y (n = 103) 91 (88.3%) 12 (11.7%)
≥60 y (n = 126) 97 (77%) 27 (21.4%) 2 (1.6%)

Training frequency
(session/week) 3.2 (1.25) 3.8 (1.6)

Training volume (km/week) 30.6 (22.6) 40.8 (28.9)

Running pace (min:sec) 5:43 (56.9) 4:55 (66.3)

SES
Low (n = 67) 32 (47.8%) 34 (50.7%) 1 (1.5%)

Medium (n= 284) 178 (62.7%) 102 (35.9%) 4 (1.4%)
Medium-high (n = 228) 175 (76.8%) 53 (23.2%)

High (n = 504) 391 (77.6%) 110 (21.8%) 3 (0.6%)
Missing 14 (1.3%)

Practice time
≤1 year (n = 173) 115 (66.5%) 54 (31.2%) 4 (2.3%)
>1 year (n = 922) 670 (72.7%) 248 (26.9%) 4 (0.4%)

Missing 1 (0.3%) 1 (0.3%)

Figure 1 presents the frequency of running motivation by state of residence. Athletes
from Maranhão were those with the highest percentage of subjects who pointed perfor-
mance as their main motivation, followed by Ceará and Acre. On the other hand, athletes
from Roraima, Rio de Janeiro, and Rondônia most frequently reported health as the major
factor associated with running practice.
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Results from the logistic regression, clustered by states, are presented in Table 2. Men
were twice as likely as women to engage in running due to performance aims (OR = 2.09;
95%CI = 1.53–2.87). Increasing SES (OR = 0.74; 95%CI = 0.62–0.86) and age (OR = 0.75;
95%CI = 0.65–0.86) decreased the chances of athletes pointing performance as their mo-
tivation for practice. The model explained 6% of the variance in motivation for practice
among runners.
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Table 2. Logistic regression, to chances to running for performance, considering states with a cluster.

Variables OR SD p-Value CI95%

Sex (man) 2.09 0.34 <0.001 1.53–2.87
SES 0.74 0.07 0.002 0.62–0.90

Age category 0.75 0.05 <0.001 0.65–0.86
Constant 0.64 0.13 0.032 0.43–0.96

Note: OR—Odds ratio; SES—Socioeconomic status; SD—Standard deviation; CI95%—Confidence Interval 95%.

4. Discussion

The main goal of this study was to identify the most important motivation for run-
ning practice among Brazilian runners, and the factors associated with runners pointing
performance as their main motivation. Considering states as a cluster is a new approach in
comparison to previous studies. In the present study, this adjustment was performed due
to the fact that runners came from different states, and these states were different regarding
economic, social, and environmental characteristics.

Based on previous studies, we hypothesized that runners with high-income levels
and the elderly would be less likely to point performance as their main motivation for
running practice. The results found were in agreement with this hypothesis, since the
oldest athletes and those with the highest income levels presented a lower likelihood
of reporting performance as their main motivation for taking part in running. These
results are in accordance with published studies that pointed age as an important factor
for motivation [37,38]. In this sense, young runners are more focused on getting “better
results” in sports practice, while older ones take part in practice with the aim of improving
their social interactions, mental health, and well-being [26].

In the research field that deals with the social class as determinants of sport practice,
it is not observed many studies about running [39]. In our study, regarding income level,
results showed that increasing the income level, decreases the chances of getting involved
in practice with a focus on improvements in performance. Similar results were found
in a previous study, where this variable was negatively associated with performance
among Brazilian runners [32]. These results can be associated with changes in runners’
profiles observed during recent decades [40]. Marathon statistics between 2008–2018
showed an increment of 49% in the number of participants, but a reduction in running
pace of 3:55 min [41]. Data covering 70 thousand events from 1986 to 2018 showed a
slowdown of ≈40min in time taken to complete a Marathon, with an incremental increase
in mean age (from 35.2 years in 1986 to 39.3 years in 2018). These variations are associated
with changes in motivation for participating in running - from achieving personal bests
to improving health, well-being, and social factors [9]. Furthermore, these data can be
confirmed through the number of runners who travel to take part in race events [42],
the rising in the number of thematic events, and the economic tourism associated with
participation in these events [43].

Regarding income levels, a different scenario is observed among African runners, as
the motivation to become an elite athlete is associated with a desire to raise the income
level and economic conditions [44]. These results are associated with specific conditions
and cultural aspects observed among African athletes. On the other hand, in Brazil, for the
most of non-professional athletes, running is associated with being a recreational leisure
practice, while soccer is perceived as the main sport associated with economical-social
ascension [45].

According to Stempel (2005), the highest economic classes in the United States use
such sports as recreational running to build barriers to differentiate them from those from
the lowest classes. Based on the ideology of healthism in Western societies, the distinctive
feature is care for the body, health and physical condition, which makes it possible to
distinguish itself from inactive and lazy lower classes [46,47]. In the Western countries,
subjects from the middle- and upper-classes are the primary participants at non-elite level
distance running [48].
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Differences between sexes were also observed, with men more likely to indicate
performance as their motivation for running. These results are similar to those observed in a
recent systematic review, where authors reported the same sex difference with men scoring
higher on competition and challenge or achievement reasons in comparison to women [49].
Results from Polish marathon runners indicated that among female marathoners weight
concern, affiliation, coping psychologically, life meaning, and self-esteem were the factors
most cited as their motivation. Results for male runners showed a higher motivation for
competition [50]. Another significant difference between sexes appeared in the reasons of
desire to get away from everyday life and its prevailing fashion, which were more important
for women than for men [51]. These differences can partially explain the differences in
performances between sexes, given that athletes motivated by competition tend to present
more commitment to training, leading to better performance [32].

This paper has some limitations. Firstly, notwithstanding the large diversity in moti-
vation for the practice of a given sport, we used a dichotomous variable, presenting just
two categories (health and performance). Although we understand this limitation, we are
confident that these two domains capture a large number of possibilities; previous studies
generally point these two as the most relevant in the context of sports practice. Secondly,
the sample distribution was not homogenous across states, which may limit the generaliza-
tion of results. Separately, in recent years researchers’ interest to understand motivations
for involvement in sports has increased, due to its relevance for exercise practice mainte-
nance [52]. One of the main concerns driving this interest is the increase in the incidence of
diseases associated with low physical activity levels, meaning that involvement in sports
practice can act as a public health strategy, due to its possibility of improving health and
quality of life of its practitioners and also the broader population. Moreover, this can also
contribute to the local economy, through the sustainable development of sports tourism
and the organization of sports events [53].

5. Conclusions

The results of the present study point that in Brazil, most runners reported “health” as
their main motivation for running. When running performance motivation was analyzed
considering state as a cluster, we showed that women, older runners, and those with higher
income levels were less likely to point to improvements in the performance as their main
motivation for taking up running. Future studies could investigate motivations for running
practice and participation in events, considering differences between events that are free of
charge and those that require payment to take part. Besides that, information on different
levels could be considered, for example, differences in runners’ profiles according to club
participation, country, or continent of practitioners’ origin or residence.
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50. Waśkiewicz, Z.; Nikolaidis, P.T.; Gerasimuk, D.; Borysiuk, Z.; Rosemann, T.; Knechtle, B. What Motivates Successful Marathon
Runners? The Role of Sex, Age, Education, and Training Experience in Polish Runners. Front. Psychol. 2019, 25, 1671. [CrossRef]
[PubMed]
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