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Abstract 
Little, if any, research exists that looks into the relational impacts of endurance athletes from 

a systemic lens. The purpose of this dissertation is to fill this gap in the literature and understand 

the individual and relational experiences of endurance athletes and their spouses. This qualitative 

study takes a unique look at the perspectives of endurance athletes, their spouses, and their couple 

interaction.   

A sample consisting of 16 individuals, made up of eight couples, with one member of the 

couple identifying as an endurance athlete. Either engaging in cycling, long distance running, long 

distance swimming, and/or triathlon (all three sports together) the athletes included in the study 

engaged in training and competing ranging in experience of 9-25 years. These married couples 

ranged in years of marriage from 7-35 years. Participants were interviewed individually, athletes 

separately (n=8) and spouses separately (n=8), and then the couple was interviewed together, 

athlete and spouse. All qualitative data (recorded audio files or athlete interview, spouse interview, 

and couple interview) were transcribed and analyzed according to the guidelines outlined 

by Moustakes (1994).   

Themes emerged across interviews with the athletes, spouses, and couples. The categories: 

experiences of athletes, experiences of spouses, and relational experiences, were developed based 

on the interview type to provide structure for the themes. A central theme of support emerged 

across interviews and described the support offered and support expected from athletes and their 

spouses. The theme, the dark side of endurance sports, emerged from the category, the experiences 

of endurance athletes, describing difficulties and hardships experienced because of participation 

in endurance sports.   

The concluding chapter presents discussion on how the study offers unique perspective from 

both athlete and spouse to examine the categories and themes, which supported the small 
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amount of literature available and informed further research based on the findings of this study. 

Additionally, clinical implications and the limitations of the study conclude the document.    
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

          According to United States of America Triathlon (USAT) the number of participants in 

triathlons has increased by 420,446 since 2000. In addition, the United States of America 

Cycling (USA Cycling) association states participants in cycling events have added 281,050 new 

members since 2002. These numbers show the increased level of participation in high endurance 

sports in the last several years. It is clear that participation in endurance sports is gaining in 

popularity, including competing as an endurance. Numerous studies have been conducted 

exploring the physical impacts and lifestyles of individuals participating in various types of 

exercise, especially related to excessive exercise that is sometimes referred to as exercise 

addiction (Guszkowsha & Rudnicki, 2012; McNamara & McCade, 2012; Curran, Appleton, Hill 

& Hall, 2013). However, little is known about the relational impacts on the lives of those active 

at the extreme end of the continuum within this community of athletes.      

 Research is needed that examines the characteristics of endurance athletes, particularly 

focusing on the relationships and the level of joint commitment that endurance athletes and their 

significant others must share in order for them to ever make it to the start line of a race. 

Something unseen must be present that allows the families, and the relationships within these 

families, to function well in context with the overwhelming preparation time and commitment 

demanded by the sport. This study aimed to begin the process of demystifying and illuminating 

this phenomenon and to explore the experiences of endurance athletes and their relationships.  

Part of the goal of this study was to examine the existing research and, using qualitative methods, 

obtain a better understanding of the benefits and challenges of being a competing endurance 

athlete while balancing their athletic endeavors with family life and other responsibilities.  
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Personal Experience 

 The concept of relational impacts of endurance athletes connects with me on a personal 

level. I have always been interested in athletics. In high school, it was made very clear to me that 

I was not going to be the star athlete in traditional team sports such as basketball, football, or 

baseball. However, from an early age it was clear that I could run fast. Moving through High 

School, my interest was in track and field. I was a sprinter specializing in short and fast racing. 

After high school, I stopped running and did not start again for several years. When I did begin 

to run again on my own I began to run for extended times over longer distances.  

 During these longer runs, I recall people whizzing by me on bikes and being jealous of 

how fast they could go. My love for cycling was born in these moments. When I first mounted a 

genuine road bike, I was shocked by how hard it was to ride for an extended time. I had been 

under the impression that riding it would be easier than running. In some ways, it was much 

easier, but cycling challenged me to suffer. Not only suffer, but also continue to pedal while 

suffering. Around this time, I began college and was overwhelmed with the amount of free time I 

had. As a consequence, I rode my bike every day. I commuted to school by bike and then rode 

around two hours every day for exercise. I began to meet people who also loved cycling either at 

the local bike shop or out on the road.  Several friendships developed as a result of our mutual 

affinity for cycling. Many of the people I met participated in completive cycling or triathlon 

events. Eventually, they invited me to race with them. By my sophomore year in college, I found 

myself racing on both the university cycling and triathlon club teams. Most of my friends raced 

and the weekends were filled with traveling and racing bikes. I remember thinking to myself that 

if I did not have to concentrate on all this schoolwork I could be better. So that I am clear, I was 

never the best or the fastest. I did not miss out on a professional cycling career because I was 
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hitting the books. However, early into the sport I was noticing the time and effort I spent on my 

sport and the balance it took to compete and work towards my degree.  

 When I graduated with my undergraduate degree after three years, I had already begun 

taking master’s level courses to pursue a graduate degree. Looking back, part of why I choose to 

stay in school was to continue the lifestyle of a college student and bike racing. I very quickly 

discovered the difference between my previous undergraduate program and my present master’s 

program. I was in an intensive reading and writing program and had to make adjustments to my 

training in order to continue racing bikes. I purchased a bike trainer allowing me to ride my bike 

inside at night once I returned home from school. Again, I found myself being intentional with 

my time management, so I could get everything done during the day including a training ride.  

 I recall making the connection between riding the bike and having more energy on the 

days that I rode. This was odd to me since I was depleting energy by riding, but still experiencing 

benefits in my energy level after a ride. I began working two graduate assistantships, both 20 

hours each. This again called me to change my schedule and search for time to fit my ride into 

my busy schedule. I began to have to go without a ride on certain days of the week due to my 

work and school schedule. I was lucky to get three rides in a week during this time, and I found 

that I needed to be intentional about the type of riding I performed on these days in order to 

achieve an acceptable level of training.  

 At the end of my master’s degree, I started a family and was married. The demand for my 

time and effort again changed in new ways. Through my college career I had learned to adapt to 

change and how to be mindful of my time. This new life style was a challenge, but it was doable, 

and somehow I found time for family, work, school, and a time to ride. I managed to ride, 

sometimes at night on the trainer and even sometimes during the day. I found myself constantly 
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searching for a few hours to steal and get outside to ride my bike. I was experiencing a 

continuous balancing act.  

 My experience has led me to be thoughtful of the balance that must take place in order 

for someone to train, compete, and still participate in daily life demands. I have learned first-

hand that a person must be mindful of time and thoughtful of others. My experience with 

endurance sports has led me to wonder about the experiences of other athletes. Through my 

journey, I have witnessed the harsh impact that training and competing can have on other aspects 

of an athlete’s life. This realization led me to my research questions.  

Assumptions 

 In order to be congruent with the qualitative methods of this study, it is vital to explore 

the personal assumptions I hold as the researcher. This process is to enable the reader to 

understand my views and provide insight to my personal experiences and thought processes. 

Thus, my personal beliefs and assumptions will be woven throughout the document.  

 Throughout my experience outlined in the above section, I have observed a negative 

stigma associated with endurance sports. For many, it is difficult to understand why someone 

would push their body to such extremes. For others, it is incredible to hear about the distances 

and lengths these athletes can push themselves through; however, others may consider these 

individuals insane or crazy for prioritizing such a pursuit.  

 In the process of deciding to study the relationship impacts of endurance athletes, I 

continuously thought to myself, “Nobody seems to understand this phenomenon, and this is 

worth being studied.” I believe this is a valuable area of research that has yet to be explored. 

However, I am amazed by the lack of interest in this area. Through my personal experience of 

training and competing, I have learned that many considerations must be made before I can ride 
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off and train for a few hours. For example, can this work wait until tomorrow? Who is picking up 

the kids from school? Do we have a plan for dinner? Did I send that last email? Did I finish my 

list of things I needed to complete today? These are just a few questions I have asked myself 

before I can venture off for a ride. Because of my own personal experience, I understand the 

many considerations that exist such as scheduling, prioritization, and support that must be in 

place for an endurance athlete long before they make their way to starting line, let alone the 

finish line.  

 One assumption this study makes in regards to endurance sports is that the pursuit of 

training and competing can have both beneficial and harmful effects. This study will explore 

both the positive and negative outcomes of being an endurance athlete. Rather than take an 

approach viewing endurance sports through the lens of addiction, this study will treat these 

athletes as committed individuals and report on their successes as athletes, as well as their 

hardships. More specifically, this study will focus on the athlete’s relationship with their spouse 

and the impacts training and competing have on the couple.  

 Maslow’s hierarchy of needs has informed my research question. Maslow believed we 

have an instinctual force that strives to reach an inborn potential (Maslow, 1971). I relate this to 

athletic achievement because most athletes are successfully completing a task they never thought 

possible. Williams (2016) describes being an elite athlete as the relentless pursuit of greatness. 

Maslow (1943) suggested that there must be foundational pieces or needs being met prior to 

needs or pursuits further up in hierarchy. For example, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs places 

importance on safety, love and belonging, and esteem, before a person can achieve self-

actualization. Maslow believed that self-actualization was the highest level of pursuit and 

described this process as the pursuit of the meaning of life (Maslow, 1943).  I relate this to 
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endurance sports partly because certain basic needs must be met before a person can attempt a 

long run or bike ride. For example, they must first be of good physical fitness and healthy, both 

mentally and physically. In a pilot study I conducted prior to beginning this dissertation, the 

athletes I interviewed spoke within the same theme regarding their scheduling and time 

management. They reported that before they could fully devote themselves to training or 

competing, their other obligations and responsibilities must be met first. Like Maslow’s 

hierarchy, these athletes reported a type of hierarchy of needs, which must be met before they 

could pursue their passion. These needs include relationship obligations that seemed to take 

precedence in their hierarchy over training and competing. Additionally from this pilot study, 

athletes reported negative outcomes when they tried to pursue their training or competing 

without having met other responsibilities first. Concerning Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, the 

athletes seemed to experience problematic outcomes when they engaged in training or spent time 

participating in endurance sports prior to meeting their other needs and responsibilities, such as 

family role obligations, work obligations etc.  

 In addition to Maslow, von Bertalanffy’s (1973) systems theory has influenced my 

inquiry by suggesting that a person’s behavior must be conceptualized within the context of the 

entire system. In my pilot study, I examined athletes and asked them to share their experiences 

about participating in endurance sports. This pilot study yielded useful information on my 

journey of understanding the experience of endurance athletes, but something seemed to be 

missing in what I was focusing on in my research. I seemed to be missing a piece of the puzzle in 

my line of inquiry. As I reevaluated the process of the pilot study and followed the data I had 

collected, I became fascinated with this missing piece. As a systems theory informed therapist, it 

became clear that the true experience of these athletes must be conceptualized within the context 
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of the system; specifically, their family system. Thus, my research took an informed turn, to 

better understand the relational impacts of endurance athletes and their spouses.  

 In addition to the theories developed by Maslow and von Bertallanfy, Whitaker’s 

symbolic experiential approach has informed this proposed study with the idea of alternate 

perspectives (Whitaker & Bumberry, 1988). My pilot study utilized athlete’s self-reported 

experience to understand what was taking place. This worked for the pilot study, but with the 

change of focus for the proposed study, multiple perspectives are needed to fully grasp the 

experience of the couple. Whitaker suggested that within a family system each member has an 

alternate idea and a unique perspective. Thus, rather than just interview one member of the 

system, the proposed study will target multiple perspectives to better understand the experience 

of the athlete and the experience of their significant other.     

 In addition to Maslow, Virginia Satir believes that the way a person copes is directly 

related to their self-worth (Satir, 1988). Her work provides a framework to consider while 

evaluating athletes and their families’ coping mechanisms. According to Satir, if a person has 

low self-worth, they are more likely to cope in unhealthy ways. Thus, the opposite should be 

true. If a person has high self-worth, they are more likely to cope in healthy ways.  

 While research has been limited in this area, athletes from all disciplines have reported 

exercise being a type of coping mechanism. Following Satir’s belief of coping strategies relating 

to self-worth, this study holds the assumption that exercise and endurance sports can be a form of 

coping. In addition to viewing endurance sports as a potential coping mechanism, this study also 

holds the assumption that an individual can turn this coping strategy into a positive or negative 

method, which in turn can impact the family positively or negatively.  



 

 

Texas Tech University, William Young, May 2020 

8 

 Carl Whitaker had similar ideas and believed our healthy or unhealthy ways of coping 

can become a pattern and create our sense of self.  Thus, Whitaker and Bumberry (1988), have 

also informed my clinical work. In order to remain congruent with the proposed qualitative 

methods of this study I find it imperative to address my clinical and personal assumptions. Like 

Whitaker, I view my sense of self as my most powerful tool. I also place great value on powerful 

relational connection. Even outside the clinical lens, I personally value close relationships and 

recognize the importance of a positive sense of self.  

Significance of Study 

 A gap in the literature exists surrounding the understanding of athletes’ experiences and 

their relationships with significant others. Though researchers have identified exercise as a 

coping mechanism (Guszkowsha & Rudnicki, 2012), studying the impacts on the family who 

live with competing athletes has remained untouched. Our knowledge concerning endurance 

athletes to date mostly comes from sports science and reports on scientific data relating to lactic 

acid thresholds and anaerobic metabolism. Research does exist on the psychological resilience in 

sport performers (Sarkar & Fletcher 2014), along with the psychological benefits of exercise.  

While these studies are of value, still little is known about the experiential essence of the 

experience of endurance athletes, especially the impacts their activities have on couples. While 

some related information was discovered throughout this examination of the literature regarding 

high school athletes and triathletes role-prioritization, a lack of literature exists surrounding 

endurance athlete’s relationships.  

 Previous Studies have examined the relationship between exercise and addiction 

(Guszkowsha & Rudnicki 2012), preoccupation in exercise dependence (McNamara & McCabe 

2012), potential for burnout related to preoccupation (Curran, Appleton, Hill, & Hall 2013), self-
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esteem relating to self-confidence (Wann 2013), higher self-esteem in athletes than non-athletes 

(Wann & Javeed 2013), intrinsic motivation (Amorose & Horn 2000), familial support over 

coaching support (Donohue, Miller, Crammer, Cross, & Covassin 2007), and the importance of 

scheduling and role prioritization (Simmons, Mahoney, & Hambrick 2016). However, there are 

no published studies on the relational impacts of endurance athletes.  

 This study was designed to fill the gap of the current state of literature, which does not 

address the relational aspects of endurance athletes. This study is unique as it is designed to 

specifically access not only athletes but also the spouses who participate in this lifestyle. The 

proposed study will allow endurance athletes and their spouses the opportunity to share their 

experiences and stories to facilitate understanding of this phenomenon.  

Full Purpose Statement 

             When researchers in the past have studied athletes and exercise, they have focused on 

over exercising that transforms into addiction through a systematic adoption of physical activity 

(Guszkowsha & Rudnicki 2012). Diving deeper into the experiences of athletes, studies have 

shown that elite athletes are more likely to show symptoms of unhealthy preoccupation toward 

their particular sport (McNamara & McCabe 2012). While there is debate on what is unhealthy 

versus healthy, other studies have related this obsession that athletes have reported experiencing 

to a ‘passion’ to pursue greatness (Curran, Appleton, Hill, & Hall 2013). Still missing in the 

literature however, is the complete experience of being an endurance athlete from the perspective 

of both athlete and spouse According to systems theory, an individual’s behavior cannot be 

explained without the presence of the entire system (Bertalaffy, 1973). This study was designed 

to capture the essence of the experiences of endurance athletes and the experiences of their 

spouses to come closer to understanding the full experience of participating in endurance sports.  
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 This study will focus on exploring the experiences of competitive endurance athletes 

pursuing their passions and the impact this has on their spouse. This study is an effort to better 

understand what is taking place in couples of endurance athletes and answer the research 

question, what are the impacts of endurance sport participation on the couple relationship? This 

study was conducted through a qualitative phenomenological methodology, sampling couples 

with one member identifying as an endurance athlete (Moustakas, 1994). Using this approach, 

this study examined individual experiences of these athletes and the commonalities they share. 

This study offers a new examination of the experiences of endurance athletes and how their 

relationships either promote or deteriorate their chances of training and competing. Moreover, 

this study examined how training and competing for endurance sports promote or deteriorate 

their relationships. While the data available on endurance athletes is extremely limited, we know 

the interest of these types of sports is growing based on the steady increase of memberships in 

organizations like USA Triathlon and USA Cycling. More information is needed to better 

understand this phenomenon of endurance sports and the relational impacts. An expanded 

understanding of how these athletes handle their relationship responsibilities, along with their 

extensive training schedule, will allow mental health professionals, including marriage and 

family therapists, a means to be helpful to these athletes and their families. Further, in the 

examination of the families operating at such a high level of time commitment and division of 

labor, a wealth of information will be analyzed that could be helpful to other families with high 

demands on their time. It may provide further understanding regarding the functional pieces of 

these families and commonalties they share that other families could benefit from. This study is 

an initial step with the potential to identify key factors being utilized by families operating at 

high levels of time commitments. Once identified, these factors could be used as strategies to 
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enable struggling families with methods to improve family collaboration, coping, and managing 

time more efficiently.    

 Prior to this study, I conducted a small pilot study examining the experiences of 

endurance athletes. As referenced above, this pilot study has informed my inquiry of this 

research topic. This study is an expansion of the pilot study and has been informed by the 

findings and areas needed for further research. To remain transparent and congruent with the 

qualitative methods of this study, I have selected sections of the pilot study to share my journey 

with this research question. I believe these sections will provide a rationale for this study.  

Pilot Study 

 I conducted a small qualitative pilot study with a group of athletes who competed in 

endurance sports. I conducted a focus group with a total of three participants, using 

phenomenological interviewing techniques. The qualitative focus group took approximately 90 

minutes and was audio and videotaped for transcription and analysis.  

Participants 

 Each participant either had been or were currently training and competing in endurance 

sports (cycling, running, triathlon, etc.). Two of the participants had a spouse and children. The 

participants varied in levels of experience. One participant was competing at the professional 

level. One athlete had been training and competing for over ten years. Another participant had 

been training and competing for three years. The participant’s length of involvement in the sport 

unintentionally varied. However, within the varying levels of participation, the athletes offered a 

different perspective based on the time they had been involved. Despite their differing levels of 

competing and training, the participants were joined by their commonalities rather than separated 
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by their rank in endurance sports. Each of the three participants reported training several times a 

week.  

Purpose 

 This pilot study aimed to begin the process of exploring the experiences of endurance 

athletes and their relationships.  Part of the goal of this pilot study was to examine the existing 

research and, using qualitative methods, improve understanding of the benefits and challenges of 

being a competing endurance athlete while balancing family and other responsibilities.  

Data Analysis 

 I transcribed the audio recording from the focus groups. After the focus group, I prepared 

summaries of my observations (descriptive memos) and impressions (reflexive memos) of the 

interviews. Analysis of the data followed the procedures outlined by Creswell (2013). The 

procedures include line-by-line coding for significant words and phrases, developing significant 

statements, and grouping statements into meaning units. I then developed textual clusters, which 

described what was happening in these athletes’ lives and the way they experienced the 

phenomenon (Creswell, 1998). Additionally, I developed a structural description of how the 

phenomenon was experienced. Lastly, in order to present the essence of the experience, a figure 

was created to illustrate the athlete’s experiences.  

Theory 

 Whitaker’s symbolic theory was one of the primary frameworks that guided my 

interaction with the participants (Whitaker & Bumberry, 1988). Whitaker believed the way you 

spend the first few moments while meeting with people is pivotal. With this in mind, I was 

thoughtful about the beginning of the interview. I used the first few moments of the focus group 

to go over expectations of the group and discuss how group would be facilitated. I went over the 
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boundaries of the group and discussed what they were agreeing too by agreeing to participate. I 

also was thoughtful about my personal connection with each participant. My goal was to use my 

experience with endurance sports to establish a powerful connection with the participants and 

build trust. Whitaker placed great importance on the powerful connections he built with his 

clients and believed that through his personal connection, he was given more leeway with 

individuals and families. By using my experience in this group and remaining transparent, I was 

able to build a fast bond with the participants and interact genuinely.  

 I experienced this group’s processes as effective in exploring the commonalities the 

participants shared. I believe the group became a temporary safe place because of the boundaries 

and expectations that were set early on. The participants appeared to experience security and 

trust in the group, which allowed each participant to share genuinely. This association was 

neither discouraged nor encouraged during the focus group, but rather seemed to organically 

occur as a result of the safety established early on. Presented below are themes that emerged 

from the focus group conducted. The pilot study resulted in five themes, including; identity, 

validation, confidence, balance, and relational impacts.   

Identity. Each athlete who participated in the study shared the theme of their identity 

being connected to participating in their sport.  Specifically, they used their sport to identify who 

they are saying, “I’m a cyclist” or “I’m a triathlete.” Two of the athletes identified themselves as 

a cyclist, triathlete, or runner over all other titles or identities. One of the athletes made a 

distinction that being a cyclist was only a part of who he was. When asked directly to describe 

themselves, the other athletes did not offer more titles to describe themselves such as father or 

partner nor did they use their profession or other identifiers.    
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 To further illustrate this theme of identity, the participants reported using symbols to 

share this identity with others. For example, stickers in the window of their vehicles were a 

common symbol reported during the focus group interview. These stickers were used to identify 

themselves to other endurance athletes and to others generally. One triathlete described what 

these symbols mean to him in the following words: 

 I keep the sticker on my truck to remember what I accomplished that day and to show  
 everyone I’m a badass. It’s an instant connection when I see a tri-sticker on a vehicle on  
 the highway. It’s like saying hey, I’m in shape. 
  

 Other endurance community artifacts surfaced during interviews.  For example, Ironman 

tattoos marked finishers of 140.6 mile race, while bike racks on trucks and cars identified cyclist. 

Moreover, the type of bike rack was a symbol of the cyclist’s skill. Just as a rolled pant leg 

symbolizes someone who commutes on a bike, endurance athletes also adopt symbols and 

characteristics that add to their identity as an athlete (e.g., a finisher shirt or shaved legs). Each of 

these artifacts signifies and identifies athletes in the endurance sport world and is an important 

part of identify recognition.   

 Every athlete in the study discussed a type of inward desire to train and compete. This 

desire was explained as a piece of their identity. One participant captured this feeling and said, 

“Being an athlete is just who I am, and if I’m not training for something, I do not feel like 

myself.” 

 Each athlete also talked about being driven by an internal force and this internal drive 

being tied to their identity created negative emotional, physical, and relationship consequences.  

One stated, “I have some internal thing, it’s like I am mentally hard on myself and beat myself 

up either when I have not ridden in a while, or when I have ridden, but have not spent time with 

my family.” Another athlete talked about his “internal obligation to drive himself into the 
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ground.” This athlete also reported a tremendous sense of pressure to perform and produce good 

results. This pressure to succeed was beginning to take over his life. He shared phases of training 

where he let obligations fall in order to train or to be at a race. He said: 

I suppose I do pick between my training and my other duties, but I just do not see it that 
way in the moment. Since racing and training is something I do for myself I usually will 
pick training over other things if I can.   
 

 Validation & Coping. A highly present theme, similar to identity, and additionally 

linked to the relational impact the athletes discussed, was that training and competing had 

become a source of self-validation and coping.  

One athlete disclosed: 

When I am stressed or anxious I always turn to the bike. It works every time. I am 
reminded what is important and who I really am each time I go out for a ride. I think 
every big decision I have ever made has been on the bike.  
 

 These statements from this athlete seemed to resonate with the other athletes in the group. 

When this individual first spoke of ‘who he really was,’ it seemed similar to identity until later 

during the coding process, it was clear that these athletes were receiving something in return for 

their commitment to training that was different than their identity. They were receiving 

validation and utilizing a powerful coping mechanism. This authentication is clear by the remark 

made by another athlete: “After each race I have the biggest sense of accomplishment and all my 

hard work and sacrifice is validated.”  

 Validation and coping seemed to be a driving force for all the athletes present during the 

focus group; it summed up the identity, the confidence, and positive life style change each 

athlete reported experiencing. Relationally, athletes often received validation from both their 

spouse/family for their accomplishments and from the experience of training.  More negatively, 
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others did not receive validation from important others and only received this validation from the 

experience of training.    

 Confidence Boost. Each participant reported experiencing higher sense of self-esteem 

and confidence because of their sport. All participants reported training had become their outlet 

which produced a sense of confidence. Endurance athletes compete in grueling events which 

push the body to and past their limits. These athletes have become familiar with this feeling on a 

regular basis and, as a result, they can push themselves further and harder than most average 

healthy or in-shape individuals. All of the athletes spoke of experiencing a sense of great 

accomplishment and confidence after completing a hard training day or race. One triathlete 

described what it is like. He said: 

 You always get the same reaction from people and I love that. You ran how far? That is  
 crazy. They say it’s crazy but inside they think to themselves, what a stud. I mean I can’t  
 describe the feeling of challenging yourself with something that sounds impossible and  
 then making it happen. Unless you’ve crossed the finish line after telling yourself miles  
 back you can’t go on you’ll never know the pride you find in yourself. The confidence.  
 
 Another athlete described how his confidence from his sport plays out in other areas of 

his life. He said: 

After pushing myself so hard physically through what seemed like impossibilities, I knew 
I could do anything. I have used that same drive and determination in my job when I get 
stressed or in school when I have had to push through a long day. After completing an 
iron man triathlon, nothing seems impossible. I can tap into my experience and push 
through anything.  
 

 The confidence in their bodies and appearance was also discussed in the study. 

Endurance athletes are very physically fit people in response to all the work and training they do. 

One of the benefits discussed was athletes being confident about their appearance. “I went from 

drinking to being in shape and I love it.” Another athlete expressed being self-assured of his 

body and appearance: “I can tell I work harder than other people. It shows in the results.”  
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 While confidence about one’s body was present, it did not appear to be a driving force in 

pushing the athletes to their sport. Instead, confidence about appearance seemed to simply be a 

result or product of training in endurance sports. Whereas confidence about one’s 

accomplishments did appear to be a larger factor in motivating participants in other aspects of 

their lives and pursuits. 

 Finding Balance. Participants often had a difficult time balancing this powerful identity 

and internal drive with life obligations and relationships.  Participants expressed having to be 

very intentional to move away from more a problematic view on training and competing. One 

participant said it this way, “My wife and I have had to come to an agreement and usually we do 

very well with it, but that’s not to say we have not had words over my extended time 

commitments riding.”    

 Each athlete also discussed the struggle for balance in some form. One athlete explained 

it fully. He said:  

Balance is in everything, and I often go too far in one direction. I will both ride too much 
and end up missing family obligations, or I will go long periods of time where I will not 
ride because I am working and doing family stuff. Both are miserable feelings. 
 

Another athlete also talked about balance, but in different terms. He said:  

I have gotten too intense in the past with training and competing. When I get like that, I 
completely loose site of why I am doing this in the first place. I constantly have to check 
myself and keep a balance between enjoying the sport and taking the fun out of it.  
 

 In an attempt to find balance, participants often fell into having a “preoccupation” with 

training and preparing for a race.  One participant stated, “I experience a type of preoccupation 

with the sport and for preparing for racing.” This athlete continued by discussing how other 

commitments had been abandoned or forgotten during this preoccupation time.  
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 Relational Impact. Participants offered valuable insights to the perceptions held by 

members of the endurance athletic community regarding relationships. After discussing this in 

depth during the focus group, we began to understand that for most successful endurance 

athletes, training comes first, but most importantly this priority is integrated into their 

relationships.  

One athlete explained how he met his spouse through endurance sports. He explained the 

changes in his lifestyle once they started a family. He also indicated scheduling his rides has 

enabled him to continue his endurance activates. He said:  

My wife and I met because of our training and competing. At the core of our relationship 
is a love for exercise, so of course we both get it. However, when life happens and we 
began our family, things got interesting. Now we must schedule rides and runs around 
watching kids and family activities. This is just part of it and yes it gets stressful and we 
argue, but what makes us successful is that we both get the need and love for exercise. 
Some athletes seem to struggle with the balance of being in a relationship or with not 
being involved with someone or having a partner.  
 

 One athlete explained not having enough time for a relationship. He explained fully in 

this way: 

 Who doesn’t want a girlfriend? Sure, I do but I mean she would have to put up with a lot.  
 It would take a special lady to understand my commitment to racing right now. I’m  
 always so busy. I’ve had relationships in the past and it’s like I’m always running up hill.  
 They just don’t get it and when they don’t get it, things never work. 
  

 Another cyclist commented on the relationship impacts of cycling: “What relationship? 

I’ve never had a consistent relationship. They just require so much effort. That being pointed out, 

I have made several friendships because of cycling. Friends from the cycling community.” 

 For the two athletes with families, they reported having to be very intentional about 

training and competing. Additionally, they also reported how important their spouses’ support 

was. One athlete commented, “In order for me to go train I have to be sure I have first met all 
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expectations. If I don’t, then I feel guilty the whole run or ride and do not get out of it what I 

need.” 

 One participant expressed the extreme side of the spectrum as a professional athlete. He 

indicated he experiences a whole other side to the relational impacts since his livelihood was 

wrapped up in his performance. “Sometimes the relationship suffers for the way time is spent.” 

This individual reported that time is currency, which he never has enough. “Most of the time I 

feel divided as to how I am supposed to spend my time: family or work.” For this athlete, work 

and riding are enmeshed and reported his perspective of how time commitments leave him 

wondering if everyone thinks he should “do something besides ride around on a bike.” This 

perspective adds to the conversation regarding the relational impacts and the pressure associated 

with family and work expectations while training and competing.   

 Lifestyle Change. For each of the athletes interviewed, endurance sports symbolized a 

new way of life. One participant reported being overweight and unhealthy before he began to 

exercise with purpose. The other athletes reported being involved with other sports, like 

motocross and cross country, which provided a good foundation for them to build their love for 

endurance sports. Another similarity that was true for all the participants, regardless of past 

experiences, was that training and competing in endurance sports was a lifestyle change for 

them.  

One triathlete commented on what the lifestyle change meant for him. He said: 

When I see picture of who I used to be, I almost do not recognize that guy. I am so 
different from that lazy, overweight couch potato. I wish I would have found this sooner. 
I’m just glad to have it now. My life looks completely different from what it was. So 
much better. 
 

 The commitment to being an athlete is indeed a lifestyle change. One individual reported 

a social loss due to exercising: “I will choose to not hang out with certain family and friends just 
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so I can wake up early and ride.” For another athlete, exercise was the way he gave up drinking 

alcohol and partying: “I remember when I realized I needed to reprioritize my life because the 

way I was treating my body was not healthy.”  

 A father of two who participated in the study added an additional insight to the concept of 

life style change when he reported what exercise means to him and his family. He commented, 

“I see fitness as the best way I can set an example for my kids. They see mom and dad exercising 

and that becomes the norm for my family. I like that we show our kids our commitment to being 

healthy and setting an example of a healthy lifestyle.” 

Application of Results 

 The data that emerged from the pilot study boosted my desire to further explore the 

relational impacts involved in an effort to provide more understanding of how these athletes train 

and compete. I was fascinated by the emerging themes from the data and excited that what other 

athletes were saying corresponded to my own experiences in the group. I learned a great deal 

from the participants of this pilot study. For example, the themes that emerged from the group, 

namely, validation and relational impact highlighted the need to further explore the relationships 

components surrounding these athletes.  

 I recognize that the way the pilot study was designed, and my personal biases naturally 

influenced the responses and the presentation of the data. First, I made the decision to conduct 

the focus group myself. I did so because I felt my involvement and experience in the sport would 

be helpful to the group and make the participants feel comfortable. This approach was also 

congruent with my theoretical framework and using my “sense of self”. During the focus group, 

I made every effort to be aware of how my biases could potentially influence the type of 

responses received. Additionally, I acknowledge that my involvement posed certain challenges 
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that may have compromised the data. To this end, I asked the participants about the impact of my 

presence on the group. All the participants reported that my presence did not influence them to 

say anything they would not have said to an outsider. They went further to report that my 

presence in the group did make them feel more comfortable in discussing these issues. I 

recognize that my presence influenced the direction of the group along with what was said but, I 

think that the benefits of my facilitation of this group out weighed the potential threats.    

 In summary, the key themes that emerged as part of the pilot study include the following:  

• Each athlete reported that Identity mattered, where a large part of who they are is 

surrounded by their identity as an endurance athlete 

• The athlete’s reported that training and competing had become a source of self-validation 

and coping 

• Successful endurance athletes have learned to integrate the priority of training into their 

relationships.  

Organization of the Presentation of the Study 

 The following chapter will review the existing literature on endurance athletes and 

relational impacts. Chapter III presents the methodology, process of data collection, and data 

analysis. Chapter IV presents the results of the study broken down into categories, themes, and 

sub-themes. Chapter V presents discussion over the results, clinical implications and future areas 

of research.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Texas Tech University, William Young, May 2020 

22 

CHAPTER II 

 LITERATURE REVIEW 

               There is a lack of documented evidence addressing the interaction between 

participation in endurance athletics and the marital relationships of these athletes. With such a 

significant lack of research regarding athletes and their families, the purpose of reviewing 

literature is to highlight the gaps rather than to articulate any well-known concepts and theories 

(May, 1986). Thus, the following literature review presents studies that have relevance to the 

phenomena, thus informing the previously recorded pilot study and any potential future studies 

on this topic.   

Definition of Endurance Athlete 

 Asker (2011) studied endurance athletes and endurance sports by following athletes 

who participated in marathon, triathlon, and cycling. The author was interested in optimizing 

performance through nutrition. Upon utilizing Asker’s (2011) inclusion criteria for endurance 

athletes, this study will examine marathon runners, triathletes, and cyclists while exploring the 

marital relationship impacts of these athletes in an attempt to capture the essence of the 

experience of endurance athletes and their spouses.  

 My definition for “endurance athlete” for the purpose of this study was informed by 

previous studies and influenced by personal experience. As a result, a time marker will serve as 

the best indication of endurance athletics for the purpose of this study. As per Asker’s (2011), 

this study examine athletes training or competing in marathon, triathlon, and or competitive 

cycling for a minimum of two hours at a time. This two-hour minimum requirement will allow 

the study to include athletes participating in a variety of challenge levels (defined by duration, 
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distance, terrain, competitive field, or other measures of difficulty) throughout endurance sports 

as a whole.  

 Endurance sports is an all encompassing genre of exercise including but not limited to 

cycling, long distance running, and swimming. Endurance athletes train and compete at varying 

levels and categories. Some elite endurance athletes have managed to make a career out of racing 

full-time. Similar to other sports, professional endurance athletes are reimbursed for their success 

through advertisements, sponsorship deals, and winning big races. While these elite athletes are 

admired and idealized only a small percentage of individuals who identify themselves as 

endurance athletes compete at a professional level. The majority of endurance athletes compete 

at the amateur level, commonly known as the weekend warriors. Most endurance athletes seem 

to be highly functioning men and women working full-time and training and racing on the 

weekend. Competitive endurance athletes train an average of 10-20 hours per week at the height 

of their race season. The sample of this study was gathered to represent this populations.  

Motivation/Reasons Endurance Athletes Engage in Their Sport 

The word “endurance” is defined as the ability to withstand hardship or adversity and to 

sustain a prolonged stressful effort or activity (Merriam-Webster, 2005). Typically, a sentence 

follows the definition in the dictionary. In this particular eleventh edition of the collegiate 

dictionary I referenced, the sentence offered was “a marathon runner’s endurance”. I found this 

as worth mentioning since the proposed study is examining marathon runners as a type of 

endurance athlete. The dictionary reminded me that for endurance athletes, their sport is not just 

what they do. Endurance becomes who they are. Most of the endurance athletes I have talked to 

thus far, report that withstanding hardships and sustaining through prolonged stressful times in 

their lives is a result of their endurance training. They all talk about endurance sports with pride 
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and seem to use endurance as a marker of their identity. This endurance participation marker is 

familiar, based on personal experience.  

A review of literature will follow, which is organized into sections that explain the 

reasons for, as well as the motivational factors supporting, an individual’s endurance activity 

participation. These sections are informed by available literature that addressed the topic. A 

review of the theoretical framework behind this research question will follow.  

 Self-Esteem and Confidence. Different than the athlete’s potential for addiction, 

obsession, and preoccupation, is participation’s potential impact on an athlete’s identity. This 

impact may be related to the concept of elitism. Endurance athletes often possess and create a 

notion of elitism; placing themselves above others because of their physical conditioning and 

accomplishments. Wann (2013) found this notion of elitism resulted in higher self-esteem and 

confidence in athletes. Specifically, he found that athlete’s success in his or her sport-fostered 

self-confidence in other areas of their lives. Wann explained that “self-perceived ability level 

was a key variable” in self-confidence (p. 630). He suggested that confidence was vital to an 

athlete’s success and was a product of their athletic achievements.  

             In addition, Wann and Javeed (2013) studied self-esteem and self-confidence involving 

individuals who identified themselves as athletes compared to those who identified themselves as 

non-athletes. He discovered much higher self-esteem and self-confidence in athletes compared to 

non-athletes. Thus, the ideas of elitism, high self-esteem and confidence may be related factors 

for endurance athletes.       

Impact of Important Others on Athletes. Amorose and Horn (2000) studied intrinsic 

motivation among collegiate athletes.  Closely related to endurance athletes, college athletes with 

higher levels of intrinsic motivation perceived their coach’s leadership as influential with high 
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frequency of positive and information-based feedback. Thus, these researchers found that 

relationships between athletes and their coaches played an important role in their success, where 

a closer relationship between the athlete and coach resulted in better athlete performances.   

          Similarly, Donohue, Miller, Crammer, Cross, and Covassin (2007) examined and 

identified common problems experienced by student athletes in relationships with their coaches, 

teammates, family, and peers. Using a population of high school athletes, they developed a 

measure called the SARI (Student Athlete Relationship Instrument). This instrument served to 

identify key factors relating to an athlete’s pressure to perform, their lack of support, and the 

pressure to use performance-enhancing drugs.  Overall, researchers found that participants 

perceived happiness in family relationship as the strongest influence, followed by peer and 

teammate relationships. Furthermore, the results of this study showed student athletes were least 

happy in their relationship with coaches. In summary, participants valued the contributions of 

family members to their sports performance more than that of their peers or coaches. Donohue et 

al.’s study took a critical step forward in addressing an existing gap in the literature. They 

seemed to notice this lack of information on familial support for athletes. Their study yielded 

relevant and useful information for this study. This study was relevant and worthy of note, 

however little is still known about the couple relationships of endurance athletes.  

 Serious Leisure. Lamont, Kennelly, and Moyle (2017) conducted interviews with 15 

spouses of endurance athletes. They examined amateur endurance sports and defined this type of 

exercise as ‘serious leisure’. They included the spouses of 15 endurance athletes in Australia 

who regularly competed in distance running, triathlon, and adventure racing in their study. They 

investigated from the spouse’s perspective if the benefits of their partner’s serious leisure career 

outweighed the stressors. Lamont et al. (2017) reported that these spouses had adopted a 
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supportive role and they endured their athlete’s frequent absenteeism because the benefits, such 

as enriched family lives, counteracted the stressors.  

 Pursuing Balance:  Ironmen studies. Popular media within the endurance athlete 

community often discusses pursuing balance within the sport and maintaining healthy family 

life.  These discussions have transcended into the literature found on this topic. For example, 

Simmons, Mahoney, and Hambrick (2016) published an article entitled, Leisure, work, and 

family: how IronMEN balance the demands of three resource-intensive roles, which offered 

scheduling and role prioritization to help make this lifestyle possible. Within this article, they 

discussed the importance of family and work role support. The authors concluded that in order to 

make the athlete’s aspirations possible, the entire family needed to be supportive and willing to 

make sacrifices.  

 Simmons et al. (2016) investigated an interesting piece of the puzzle with the 

aforementioned study. They explored the different perceptions of eleven male triathletes around 

leisure, work, and family. Conducting semi-structured interviews, they uncovered minimal inter-

role conflict within their population. Their athletes emphasized the need for family support, 

along with work role support, role prioritization, sacrifice, and scheduling as the mechanisms 

that made their pursuits in Ironman a reality.  

 Hambrick, Simmons, and Mahoney (2013) examined the perceptions of leisure, work, 

and family conflict among female ironman participants. Hambrick et al. (2013) identified 

financial constraints, time commitments, and gender stereotypes as difficulties shared by their 

participants. Their athlete participants reported relying on support systems, which included 

family, friends, and colleagues, when managing these difficulties.  
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 Simmons et al. (2016) and Hambrick et al. (2013) are important to this study. Although 

similar to the study in that they both examined triathletes and the high demands of their 

lifestyles, these works offer an interesting lens to view triathletes’ role prioritization. However, 

these authors investigated the population from a sports administration and sports management 

perspective. These studies added texture to the conversation by validating the gap in literature, 

where little is known about endurance athletes as a whole, the experience of their spouse, and the 

relational impacts of participating in their sports. The current study offers a unique perspective 

on the couple interaction of endurance athletes that has yet to be investigated. Further, the 

clinical lens and perspective that I offer as a researcher and my participation as an endurance 

athlete, leads this study to capture new and exciting experiences. 

 Family relationships. Searching for literature surrounding family relationships and 

athletes uncovered selected studies discussing the psychiatric treatment of athletes. Ritvo and 

Glick (2005) investigated psychiatric disorders in elite athletes. The authors examined a high-

profile case of an athlete whose wife abused medication and alcohol to cope with depression and 

anxiety. They concluded that elite athletes and their families rarely seek treatment for clinical 

disorders, which can affect athletic performance. Ritvo and Glick (2005), reported that clinicians 

who treat athletes should be aware of family dynamics, which could affect athletic performance. 

In a related study Stillman, Brown, Ritvo, and Glick (2016) discussed disorders that can emerge 

in athletes that included obsessive-compulsive rituals, perfectionism, aggressive and risky 

behaviors, such as gambling, infidelity, substance use, suicidal ideation, narcissism, and 

aggression. These studies were reassuring, as these authors specifically stated a need for family 

therapy within an athlete population.  
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 Jowett and Meek (2000) explored an interesting population by examining coach-athlete 

relationships in married couples. The authors sought to better understand aspects in the married 

coach-athlete relationship. By interviewing four dyads, they revealed close relationship 

facilitated the formulation of a co-oriented view of important issues, which affected the way in 

which cooperative interactions were expressed in training. The authors found that these couples 

unique lifestyle facilitated common goals that lead to complementary behaviors.  

 Building off these studies, the goal of the present study is to include the portions that we 

know surrounding triathletes, coach-athlete relationship, and the spouses of triathletes, to 

examine endurance athletes and their couple relationships and dynamics. This study is unique 

from previous studies in that the population will be comprised of endurance athletes that include 

cyclists, marathons runners, and triathletes with their spouses. With this population, this study 

will offer a unique perspective while examining these athletes along with their spouses. While 

the review of literature has pointed me in this direction, this study will be the first of its kind.  

 Demanding careers and family relationships. With a lack of literature surrounding 

athletes and spouses, I searched for studies whose samples could share similarities with an 

endurance athletic population. Given that elite athletes train year-round and see training as an 

occupation (Fillnow, 2015), I looked for other demanding lifestyles and careers. Individuals 

working in demanding fields with stressful jobs and workloads seemed to share commonalities 

with endurance athletes. Swanson and Power (1999) reported that their population of dual-doctor 

partnerships struggled with work encroaching into family time, which was a major source of 

conflict. Additionally, they reported discovering that work stress had a greater impact on home 

life than vice versa. Swanson and Power (1998) found that gender was a significant factor on 

role complexity. They found that more was domestically expected of female doctors versus male 
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doctors at home. They reported that male doctors with children worked longer hours than female 

doctors with children. They reported that work-to-home stress outweighed home-to-work stress.  

 Looking further into demanding careers, I found work by Allen, Crowe, Baran, and Scott 

(2015), that examined work-family conflict among firefighters. This study took an interesting 

look at stressful and demanding careers with high stakes. While endurance sports do not 

typically present with life threatening repercussions, the perceived stakes of an endurance event 

for an athlete are considerably high. The authors noted that for their population of firefighters, 

trauma can be associated with the high stakes within their career, which is also associated with 

work-family conflict.  

 Balance is a strong theme, which emerged in the pilot study and seems to be emerging 

repeatedly throughout the review of literature. While examining the balancing relationship 

between work and family, Greenhaus, Collins, and Shaw (2003), assessed time balance, 

involvement balance, and satisfaction balance among professional employed in public 

accounting. Greenhaus et al. (2003) reported that individuals, who spent more time on family 

than work, experienced a higher quality of life. Collins (2018) also expresses the need for work-

life balance among staffers juggling personal lives, commitment, to stressful jobs, travel for 

work, long hours, weekend events, and deadlines.  

Theoretical Framework 

 Marriage and Family Therapy. The field of Marriage and Family Therapy (MFT) has 

yet to formally address the growing field of endurance sports and how endurance athletic 

endeavors impact spouses. Searching the topic of relational impacts of endurance athletes in the 

fields’ most predominate journal (Journal of Marital Family Therapy) yielded zero results. 

Further, searching in the fields’ top journals (Family Process, Family Relations, American 
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Journal of Family Therapy, and Contemporary Family Therapy) all yielded zero results. Further, 

searching beyond marriage and family therapy into prominent family studies/ science journals, 

yielded zero results.  

 Family Systems Theory. In order to remain congruent with the proposed qualitative 

methods of this study, it is vital that personal held assumptions must be discussed from the 

perspective of the current principle investigators. This discussion aims to enable the reader to 

understand my own views and provide insight to the influences of personal experiences and 

thought processes. Family systems theory must be discussed, which informs my work as a 

clinician and a researcher. Dr. Murray Bowen (1913-1990) introduced the idea that individuals 

cannot be understood in isolation (Bowen & Kerr, 1988). He further suggested that a family is a 

system in which all family members have roles and rules. Within this system, the behavior of the 

members leads to balance or dysfunction. This idea that the behaviors and tendencies of 

members in a family influence each other is at the root of the proposed research questions. An 

important construct to this idea stated that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts (Bateson, 

1980). This assumption supports the current research, where the whole equates to the family unit 

and the parts describe the individuals that make up the whole. This belief places importance on 

the whole, meaning that individuals that make up a family can influence the family as a whole, 

which is the greater than its parts.  

 For context, if the relational or family whole is made of individuals and these individuals 

are preoccupied or given more energy to something else (like endurance sports), the whole 

potentially may not be operating at its full potential, because the parts’ actions are holding the 

whole. In this context my research question (what are the relational impacts of being an 
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endurance athlete?), is one that holds merit with other couple and family research questions and 

further contributes to the field. 

 Another important assumption of family systems theory is that an individual’s behavior 

must be explained in the context of the family system (Bertalaffy, 1973). Moreover, an 

individual’s behaviors must be conceptualized in the presence of the entire system. This 

assumption reinforces the need for questioning the relational impacts of one person’s lifestyle on 

the family as a whole.  

 Experiential Therapy. While remaining congruent with the proposed methodology and 

disclosing any personal assumptions, I self-identify as a Satir therapist, strongly believing in this 

branch of the humanistic tree of psychology (Andreas, 1991). I am drawn to humanistic theory 

through the universal truth proposed by the model that human beings all have an instinctual drive 

to reach an inborn potential, referred to as self-actualization (Maslow, 1971). I relate this to my 

experience in endurance sports which is always pushing me further, into that inborn potential. 

All athletes know there is a limit to our endurance, which is why we push ourselves to find it. 

My experience with endurance sports has taught me about life and several things about myself 

throughout my pursuit of my inborn potential.  

 Further, Satir’s work provides a framework to consider strategic exercising as a coping 

mechanism in the face of emotional stress, or even past trauma (Satir, 1988). Satir believes that 

the way a person copes is directly related to their level of self-worth. A person with low self-

worth is in poor condition and more likely to seek out unhealthy ways to cope, or deal with their 

pain. Satir’s work aids in conceptualizing how an individual’s behavior is connected to family 

dynamics and how the behavior impacts their relationships.   
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Addiction and Endurance Athletes. Essentially, endurance sports are a lifestyle choice 

with a heavy time commitment that can potentially overload the couple and the family system. 

Like many past-time activities, endurance sports can become a healthy lifestyle choice, but can 

easily transition into negative coping strategy and even addictive types of behaviors. When 

talking with endurance athletes and listening to them describe their activities, the word 

“addiction” often emerges (Guszkowsha & Rudnicki, 2012). Most athletes use this term because 

it is the best way to describe the intense way they engage in their sport. Some individuals have 

been injured and promised to stop, only to continue to compete despite harm to their bodies or 

relationships. Others have let other important obligations go so they could train or compete.  

Additionally using “addiction” to describe their experience suggests the athlete receives some 

“high” in return; something strong enough to keep them coming back for more and more despite 

a possible heavy cost. Several studies have attempted to address a concern for addiction to 

endurance athletics. For example, Guszkowsha and Rudnicki (2012) identified adhering to a 

strict program, a systemic adoption, of physical activity as one of the risk factors of addiction.  

They found exercise addiction is more common in men “especially those undertaking intense 

aerobic workouts” (p.16). Moreover, they also found that athletes, who systemically exercised 

and then stopped, experienced a mood deterioration that apparently increased with the length of 

the athlete’s involvement with his or her chosen sport. This conclusion suggests the longer an 

athlete has been involved, the more likely mood deterioration will be present upon activity 

discontinuation of the activity.  

              McNamara and McCabe (2012) studied exercise dependence and described exercise 

addiction as a preoccupation and over involvement with training and exercising. They used the 

diagnostic term of “dependence” when discussing this addiction and discovered individuals who 
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were categorized as exercise dependent held extreme maladaptive beliefs regarding training and 

exercise when compared to those who were non-dependent.  McNamara and McCabe also found 

elite athletes were more likely to show symptoms of unhealthy preoccupation toward their sport 

(2012).    

             Related to preoccupation, Curran, Appleton, Hill, and Hall (2013) identified the potential 

for participation burnout related to the athlete’s obsession.  In this study, they examined athletes’ 

psychological need for sport satisfaction. They reported that an athlete’s passion for the sport 

produced an internal need for satisfaction. “Passion” was described as an athlete becoming 

obsessive, pushing beyond their limits in the search for greatness. It was this intense passion and 

the difficult activities in pursuing satisfaction that often resulted in burnout. 

 Nogueira, Molinero, Salguero, and Marquez (2018) reviewed exercise addiction literature 

and specifically examined endurance sports. The authors reviewed 25 studies in an effort to 

analyze the state of literature around addictive exercise behaviors. The authors reported that 

obsessive passion and dedication might be predictors of addiction to exercise. In addition, they 

reported that individuals taking part in marathons exhibit shown higher probabilities to be at risk 

to suffer from exercise addiction.  

Conclusion 

 The literature on this subject, while limited, has shown a need for family support, 

scheduling, balance, and role prioritization (Simmons et al. 2016). Further, athletes have been 

found to have higher levels of self-esteem and confidence (Wann & Javed, 2013) and intrinsic 

motivation (Amorose and Horn, 2000). These studies demonstrate that an interest in this area 

exists, but only a small piece of the puzzle has been examined. I believe there is something worth 

discovering surrounding the individuals who have learned to balance this type of high paced 
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lifestyle while managing their work and family lives. At the couple level, something is taking 

place, which is allowing these athletes to cross their finish lines. This study aims to explore these 

factors.  

Purpose Statement 

 Based on the steady increase of memberships for organizations like USA Cycling and 

USA Triathlon, the interest in endurance sports appears to be growing. However, the collected 

knowledge on this population remains limited. This study seeks to better understand the impact 

endurance sports has on the spousal relationship of the athlete. Further, the study examines the 

roles of the individuals in the marriage, if and how supports is offered, and how they make the 

relationship work. The aim of the study is to explore the relational impacts of being an endurance 

athlete.  Meaning, what are the experiences of these couples and commonalties they share that 

other couples would benefit from? My hope for this study is to capture the experiences of these 

couples and present them in a way that describes the essence of their experience individually and 

relationally. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY  

 This study is exploratory in nature and utilized qualitative methodology from the 

phenomenological tradition to explore the experiences of endurance athletes and their spouses. In 

this chapter, I will outline the study methods and the specific phenomenological methods I 

utilized. In addition, I will describe the role of the researcher, participant criteria, and the overall 

guidelines for the study.   

 Qualitative research is an accepted method of research and has been utilized more 

extensively in the social sciences in the last twenty years (Creswell, 2007). While qualitative 

methodology existed prior to the 1950’s, it lost traction in the 60’s. It gained popularity in the 

1970’s and was recognized as a legitimate method of exploration in the social sciences. While no 

perfect research methodology exists, and both qualitative and quantitative methods reflect a 

particular discourse, each is useful in specific types of research. To put it simply, qualitative is 

more exploratory in nature and focuses on in-depth understanding of human phenomena, while 

quantitative is aimed at testing hypotheses. Each methodology has proven to play a role in the 

advancement of the field (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).   

 Qualitative methodology fits well with my own beliefs and views of the world. Based on 

my research question, qualitative methodology is proposed in order to build a holistic picture of 

the experience of endurance athletes and their spouses. Creswell (1998) defined qualitative 

research as:  

“an inquiry process of understanding based on distinct methodology traditions of inquiry 

that explore a social or human problem. The researcher builds a complex, holistic picture, 
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analyzes words, reports detailed view of informants, and conducts the study in the natural 

setting” (p.15).  

Due to the nature of this research question, this dissertation utilized the phenomenology 

tradition. In deciding the tradition that best fit my proposed study, I asked myself, what am I 

after? To this question, I had one answer, which was the individual and couple experience. The 

phenomenology tradition is best described as capturing the essence of the experience and thus, 

was the best fit for my proposed study and my research question (Creswell, 2013).   

Phenomenological Methods 

 A phenomenological study “describes the meaning of the lived experiences for several 

individuals about a concept or phenomenon” (Creswell, 1998, p.51). The grand tour question for 

this study is, “What is the overall experience of endurance athletes?” According to Creswell 

(2007) the major research question, called the grand tour question, is open-ended, evolving, non-

directional, and allows the participants to understand the purpose of the study. Several follow-up 

question accompany the grand tour question of this dissertation to better understand the 

experiences of endurance athletes (e.g., What are the relational impacts of being an endurance 

athlete? What role does identity play? What keeps these athletes motivated?). These questions 

are listed in their entirety in Appendix A.  

 The philosophical roots of phenomenology can be traced back 50 years to when it 

originated in Europe (Dahl & Boss, 2005). Phenomenology is said to be the ‘microsociology of 

knowledge’ (Berger & Kellner, 1964) and as a way of “understanding the social actor’s frame of 

reference” (Deutscher, 1973, p. 12). Historically speaking, this particular methodology has been 

relied upon to find the essential meaning within a phenomenon.  
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 Since a true phenomenological study describes the meaning of the lived experiences by 

the individuals experiencing the phenomenon, its approach is meant to suspend all judgments 

about what is real. Husserl (1931) referred to this suspension of judgment as ‘epoche’. In order to 

achieve this suspension of judgment and bias, I spent time reflecting on my own personal biases 

and assumptions while being transparent about what I already know and believe. I have tried to 

be overt about this exploration of my own truths and assumptions in the previous chapters of this 

dissertation. Husserl believed that our subjective experience was the source of all our knowledge 

of objective phenomena (Wojtyla, 2002). This phenomenological tradition was known as 

transcendental, based upon the ideology of Husserl (1931). The transcendental tradition has been 

described as a way to scientifically study what we see and how it appears to us in consciousness 

(Moustakas, 1994).  

Role of the Researcher 

 According to Creswell, the qualitative researcher is an instrument of data collection 

(Creswell, 1998). Thus, I am acknowledging my personal biases, assumptions, and experiences, 

which have influenced my current interest in endurance athletes. In order to be congruent with 

the primary core of the methodology I am utilizing for this study, I have stated my personal 

biases in previous chapters of this dissertation. Moreover, qualitative research allows each 

researcher to own their unique qualities, which may influence the data collection and analyzing 

procedures.  

Sample and Selection 

Participants for this study included individuals who identify themselves as someone who 

participates in endurance sports or a spouse of an athlete. Sixteen participants (n=16) were 

interviewed once individually and once in a couple interview. 24 interviews took place 
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consisting of an interview with the athlete separately, an interview with the spouse separately, 

and concluded with a couple interview with both the identified athlete and their spouse. Inclusion 

criteria for the participants are: (a) male or female identifying as an endurance athlete, or identify 

as a spouse of an endurance athlete, (b) aged 18 years or older, (c) one member of the couple has 

taken part in training and then competing in an endurance sport in the last year (d) heterosexual 

married couple with 1 or more children, and (e) not a professional athlete. Criterion sampling 

was chosen because of the nature of this methodology. It is essential that all participants have 

experienced the phenomenon being studied (Creswell, 1998). The purpose of the study is to 

better understand the impact of endurance sports on couples. This study examined the athletes 

along with their spouse. In this unique study, I interviewed couples on how they make their 

relationship work, what roles they play, and what support, if any, is offered.  

I recruited participants in several ways. First, I accessed individuals who have already 

shown interest in participating in endurance athlete research. These participants were individuals 

who participated in a focus group regarding endurance athletes I initiated in January 2017. 

Second, using snowball sampling methods, I asked these athletes for referrals for other athletes 

they felt would be appropriate for the study. Lastly, I utilized public forums and discussion 

boards for endurance events and athletes to recruit participants. Please refer to the Appendices 

for the list of interview questions (Appendix A), the invitation to participate (Appendix B), 

consent form (Appendix C), demographic questionnaire (Appendix D), and the debriefing 

statement (Appendix E). 

All of these methods utilized the same letter of invitation (Appendix B). This letter 

briefly described the nature of the study and requested their participation. Upon the agreement to 

participate, the subjects were contacted directly to schedule interviews.  
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My goal with data collection was to continue interviewing research participants until I 

reached saturation and the experiences of being an endurance athlete is thoroughly identified 

through the participant data. According to Creswell (1998) it is recommended to include up to 

ten interviews, whereas others suggest phenomenological research can attain saturation with as 

few as six interviews (Searight & Young, 1994). Saturation is obtained once additional data does 

not generate further understanding. I conducted twenty-four interviews with sixteen participants, 

including sixteen individual interviews, and eight couple interviews.   

Procedure 

Once potential participants were identified and agreed to participate, I called to confirm 

inclusion criteria were met. Interviews took place face-to-face or utilizing tele communication. 

The initial athlete interview, spouse interview, and couple interview took place in their 

household, face-to-face (n=1). All subsequent interviews utilized either telephone conference call 

format (n=3) and online based conference format (n=4). The identified athlete was interview 

initially before spousal interviews took place. The spousal interview was the second interview to 

take place. Based on scheduling constraints of participants, most interviews took place over 

several days, with one interview being held on one day and the next interview being held the 

following day. All three interviews, athlete interview, spouse interview, and couple never took 

place in the same day, or twenty-four hour period. While formal analysis did not take place until 

all interviews were completed, interviews were preliminarily evaluated to understand the 

richness of the data. Upon completion of all 24 interviews, analysis procedures commenced.  

Consent and Confidentiality. Participants were given an informed consent to participate 

at the initial meeting (Appendix C). This included information about the study and notified the 

participant of important elements to the research process. It informed participants that they have 
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the option to withdraw from the study at any time for any reason if they preferred to do so. 

Included in this consent form was information regarding their responses as being strictly 

confidential and cautioned that the researcher, the research committee, and a professional 

transcriptionist will have access to recorded interviews. The participants were informed that 

instead of using their real name a pseudonym of their choosing would be assigned and attached 

to their data to further protect their confidentiality. This pseudonym was marked on all 

identifying materials (e.g., audio files, transcripts, observation notes, member check documents, 

etc.). 

 Included in the informed consent were the potential risks and benefits of participating in 

the study. It was not anticipated that participation would cause harm; it was assumed the 

interview would bring more benefits than risks as it offered the opportunity to share their 

experience and educate others. However, referrals to appropriate mental health services for any 

stress caused were provided in order for participants to have access to follow-up care if needed. 

Additionally, a list of mental health resources were provided to each subject upon completion of 

their participation.   

 All digital files, transcripts, field notes and member checking documents were kept on an 

USB drive designated for this project or my personal computer, which were both password 

protected. Any hard copies of documents were kept in a locked file in my locked office at the 

Lubbock County Juvenile Justice Center and personal information was deleted.  

Demographic Questionnaire. Each participant was given a demographic questionnaire 

(Appendix D) during the initial interview. This demographic questionnaire served as the means 

to gather the gender, age, ethnicity, sexual orientation, type of occupation, marital status, 
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education level, religious affiliation, and history of the endurance athlete’s training and 

competing.  

Debriefing Statement. Once the interviews were concluded, participants had the 

opportunity to debrief and were given a debriefing statement (Appendix E). This statement 

included potential needs from participating in a research project that elicits sensitive information 

and provided various professional referrals that may be helpful. Participants were also asked to 

debrief with the researcher, which allowed assessment of any current risks or safety issues that 

resulted from the study. While this precaution was in place for participants, it was never utilized.   

Data Analysis 

Qualitative researchers should be concerned about issues of validity and reliability. In 

order to design a trustworthy study procedures must be utilized different to those in quantitative 

studies. Lincoln and Guba (1985) refers to these strategies as credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability.  

Credibility. Credibility is achieved by using various activities to increase the likelihood 

that credible findings will be produced (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). “Credibility” is an evaluation of 

whether or not the research findings represent a “credible” conceptual interpretation of the data 

drawn from the participants’ original data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 296). I utilized three 

methods described by Lincoln and Guba (1985) to achieve credibility peer debriefing, 

triangulation, and member checking. 

First, I utilized peer debriefing. I participated in this process by debriefing with Jerod 

Foster Ph.D., whom is knowledgeable about the research topic and has vested interest in this 

study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I shared my personal experiences of the study with him, and he 

received regular progress reports, while being encouraged to pose questions regarding the 
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research question, methodology, ethics, trustworthiness, and other research issues. He was 

invited to make pointed observations and suggestions, and pose as “devil’s advocate” as he saw 

fit. He also contributed a written report of his experience, which is included in the final report of 

the study. I also kept a detailed record of these interactions in my field notebook.  

Second, the use of triangulation was employed to increase the confidence or validity of 

the methodological plan. I utilized data triangulation by checking each interview transcript 

against my field notes that I wrote during or after the interview itself. As described by Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) this process improves the probability that the findings and interpretations of the 

study will be found credible.  

Finally, I employed the process of member checking and asked each participant in the 

study if they would be willing to participate in this process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Upon their 

agreement, I gave each of the research participants a summary of the data analysis results and a 

summary of the interview. Participants were encouraged to offer comments on whether or not 

they felt their data was interpreted in a manner congruent with their own experiences. My hope 

was to honor the participant’s experiences and summarize the interview. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) state that member checking is “the most crucial technique for establishing credibility” (p. 

314). Member checking documents were sent to participants via email correspondence. Of the 

sixteen summaries sent out, three participants responded stating their summary captured the 

essence of their relationship with endurance sports.  

Transferability. Similar to the notion of external validity, it is necessary to enable future 

researchers to access the project’s paper trail in order to transfer the conclusions of this inquiry to 

other cases, or to repeat the procedures of this study. “Transferability” refers to the responsibility 

of the researcher to provide necessary information through sufficient explanation to allow 
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another individual to make judgments regarding whether these findings can be transferred to a 

similar situation and context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). For this study, I provided sufficient 

explanation using quotes and ample description, in chapter IV of this document. The 

participant’s own words were utilized to describe the categories, themes, and sub-themes that 

emerged from the data.   

In addition, I employed bracketing procedures to address issues of transferability in an 

attempt to set aside my researcher biases that undoubtedly exists. As seen above in the previous 

chapters, I bracketed my biases. This bracketing was also an ongoing process, which occurred 

before and after each interview and any conversation with research participants. These notes are 

available in the final report and examples are provided.  

To best capture this process and produce the paper trail suggested above, several 

additional elements of the interviews were included in my field notes. Additionally, descriptions 

of the interview including any reactions and thoughts of the interviewer have been included in 

my field notes (Patton, 2002). 

Dependability and Confirmability. “Dependability” refers to the stability and 

predictability of the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I utilized an internal auditor who was exposed 

to the research project at every juncture (i.e., data collection, data analysis, journaling) to address 

issues of dependability and confirmability. Dr. Thomas Kimball, Ph.D., LMFT, served as the 

internal auditor for this project. Dr. Kimball is extremely knowledgeable in qualitative 

methodology and has demonstrated an interest in the research topic. As I advance through the 

project, I maintained continual contact with Dr. Kimball. I incorporated feedback from the 

auditors of the project into my analysis and final documents, as well as my field notes.  
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“Confirmability” is accomplished through the triangulation of a reflexive journal and an 

audit (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The journal reflects how methodological decisions were made, 

the researcher’s feelings and thoughts, analysis schedules, and overall notes and reelections 

about the study. For this study, I kept a reflective journal detailing my feelings and thoughts, 

schedules, overall notes, and explanations of how major decisions were made. The auditors of 

the study examined all of my materials as it related to the gathering of data and data analysis. 

These reflective memos and notes aided me in summarizing the data and organizing my findings.   

For this study, professional transcriptionists were utilized to transcribe the interviews. 

Upon completion, each recorded interview was listened to while reading through the transcript to 

ensure accuracy and serve as an important check in the process. If discrepancies existed, small 

changes were made to the transcripts. Only small grammatical discrepancies were noted through 

the process.  

            For the purpose of this study, I utilized data analysis procedures outlined by Moustakas 

(1994) and described below. During the initial phase of data analysis, the complete transcription 

of each participant was utilized for listing and preliminary grouping (Moustakas, 1994). (1) 

“Horizonalization” refers to listing every relevant expression of the experience (Moustakas, 

1994). In this phase of data analysis, the goal was to find participant statements that describe an 

element of the phenomenon. (2) “Reduction and Elimination” refers to testing each expression 

for two requirements (a) does it contain information about the phenomenon that is necessary for 

understanding it? (b) Is it possible to abstract and label it? Meeting these two requirements, the 

statement is horizon of the experience. All other statements not meeting these two requirements 

were eliminated. All overlapping, repetitive, and vague expressions were also eliminated. The 

remaining horizons are referred to as “invariant constituents” of the experience (Moustakas, 
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1994). (3) “Clustering and Thematizing” refers to the phase of analysis where related units of 

data are clustered together into particular groups of meaning (Moustakas, 1994). These meanings 

are referred to as “themes” and given a descriptive label (Moustakas, 1994). These clustered and 

labeled constituents were the core themes of the experience (Moustakas, 1994). (4) “Final 

Identification of Themes” refers to checking the invariant constituents and accompanying theme 

against the complete record of each participant (Moustakas, 1994). This involves three 

requirements (a) are these constituents expressed explicitly in the complete transcription, (b) are 

the constituents compatible, and (c) if not explicit or compatible, the invariant constituent is not 

relevant, therefore deleted (Moustakas, 1994).  An outline of the data analysis procedure is found 

in Table 1.1.    

Table 1.1 

Data Analysis Procedures  
Procedure    Task(s)    Modifications 
Listing and 
Preliminary 
Grouping 

• Examine all verbatim transcripts of the 
interviews (horizonalization). 

• Find participant statements that 
describe an element of the 
phenomenon.  

• Highlight, separate, and list units of 
data. 

 

Reduction and 
Elimination 

• Each unit of data is tested for two 
requirements: Does it contain 
information about the phenomenon 
that is necessary for understanding it? 
Is it possible to abstract and label it?  

• Keep all statements that meet the two 
requirements. 

 

Clustering and 
Thematizing 

• Related units of data are clustered 
together into particular meanings.  

• These meanings, or themes, are given 
a descriptive label. 

• Repetitive or irrelevant data units are 
discarded.  

At the end of this task, I created 
participant summaries containing 
all clustered units of data and 
gave them a descriptive label, or 
theme. 
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Final 
Identification 
of Themes 

• Final check of themes against the 
complete record of the participant.  

• This final check includes 
determination if the theme is explicit 
in the data, and if not, is it compatible?  

• Themes that do not make this final 
check are discarded.  

 

 • Focus is on the common threads 
between participants to arrive at the 
essence of the phenomenon.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1.1 Continued 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the results for the individual and couple 

interviews that were conducted with both athlete participants (N=8) and their spouses (N=8). I 

have included the results from the athlete participants and the spouse participants to highlight the 

relational impacts of endurance sports.  

The results presented in this study are framed by the categories being linked to the group 

of participants of each interview type. The categories are made up of the athlete’s experience, the 

spouse’s experience, and the couple’s experience. Two hundred significant statements were 

initially identified from 24 transcripts. These statements were included in the participant 

summaries. Throughout the initial clusters of themes between transcripts, 9 themes were 

identified. During initial phases of analysis, categories, themes, and subthemes were combined or 

discarded. During this phase, no themes were eliminated; rather they were simply integrated or 

merged to build richer categories of meaning. For example, themes such as Impact of Endurance 

sports was combined with Negative Experiences of Spouses to build the category Experiences of 

Spouses, versus standing alone. Emergent themes within each category are elaborated upon and 

include several examples of direct quotes from the athletes and spouses. Some themes also 

present with sub-themes. Phrases and words in italics represent how several participants 

expressed their experiences and perspectives.  

Prior to discussing the categories, themes, and subthemes that emerged from the data, I 

would like to first introduce the participants. It is important to understand each participant and 

what experiences they brought to the interview. Therefore, the next section will give a brief 

description of each participant. All participants were given an opportunity to choose their own 
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pseudonym, to protect confidentiality, which were used to identify them throughout the entirety 

of the study.  

Participants 

The following section will focus on each of the individuals that participated in the study. 

In addition, I have included a brief overview of the participant’s demographic information 

including gender, age, ethnicity, occupation, education, religion, years married, and years of 

experience in endurance sports. Each description will focus on information that illustrated the 

uniqueness of the participant. The demographic overview will detail commonalities shared by all 

participants. For example, all of the participants were Caucasian and heterosexual. See Table 2.1 

for an overview.  

Table 2.1 Demographic information for participants in the study.  

Demographic Information for Participants 
Participant Gender Age Ethnicity Education Occupation Religion Years 

married 
Year’s 

Experience 
in 

Endurance 
Sports 

Grump  
(Athlete) 

Male 32 Caucasian Bachelors Director Christian 7 10 

Granny 
(Spouse) 

Female 31 Caucasian Bachelors Business 
Owner 

Christian 7 10 

Niro  
(Athlete) 

Female 43 Caucasian Ph.D. Coach Jewish 7 30 

Redline  
(Spouse) 

Male 44 Caucasian HS Manager Christian 7 8 

KOG  
(Athlete) 

Male 58 Caucasian Ph.D. Professor Christian 35 25 

Durango  
(Spouse) 

Female 57 Caucasian Bachelors Manager Christian 35 0 

Seven  
(Athlete) 

Male 55 Caucasian Bachelors Engineer Christian 26 12 

Harmonylead 
(Spouse) 

Female 51 Caucasian Bachelors Retired Unaffiliated  26 10 

Mermaid  
(Athlete) 

Female 26 Caucasian Doc 
student 

Student Unaffiliated 7 19 
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Mountain 
Man 
(Spouse) 

Male 32 Caucasian Bachelors Engineer Unaffiliated 7 23 

SRAM  
(Athlete) 

Male 49 Caucasian Ph.D. Professor Christian 20 12 

TREK 
(Spouse) 

Female 41 Caucasian MBA VP Christian 20 0 

Indigo  
(Athlete) 

Female 42 Caucasian Masters  Director Unaffiliated 10 9 

DEOGEO 
(Spouse) 

Male 45 Caucasian Ph.D. Professor Unaffiliated 10 3 

Lightspeed 
(Athlete) 

Male 42 Caucasian DDS Dentist Christian 26 10 

Stellar  
(Spouse) 

Female 41 Caucasian Bachelors Instructor Christian 26 0 

 

Participant Characteristics. Sixteen individuals participated in this study, eight females 

and eight males. Each participant identified themselves as heterosexual and based on the nature 

of this inquiry, their spouse was also a participant in the study. Years married ranged from 7-35 

years (M = 17.5). The average age of participants was 43, ranging from 26 to 58 years old. All 

participants identified themselves as Caucasian. Six reported holding a Ph.D. or Doctorate 

degree, two reported holding a master’s degree, seven reported holding a Bachelor’s degree, and 

one reported High School as their highest level of education. All participants reported 

employment and careers in various types of occupations including, business owner, engineer, 

college professor, and instructor. Religion was reported as a range of unaffiliated (n = 5), Jewish 

(n = 1), and Christian (n = 10). 

The athlete participants reported they have been engaging in endurance sports from a 

range of 9-30 years (M=15.87). Participants started their participation in endurance sports as 

young as 7 years old. From the identified athletes in the study, the primary type of endurance 

sport for these participants is triathlon (n = 4). The other identified athletes reported their primary 

Table 2.1 Continued 
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sports as competitive cycling (n = 2), swimming (n = 1), and running (n = 1). Five of the 

identified athletes were male (n=5) and three of the identified athletes were female (n=3).  

 Meet the Participants 

Harmonylead. Harmonylead (spouse) is a 51-year-old Caucasian female who identifies 

as heterosexual and is a retired educator. She reported that she is unaffiliated with a religious 

denomination. Harmonylead reported being married to Seven for over twenty years and having 

two children. She indicated that she has been involved herself in endurance sports for 8-10 years, 

however Harmonylead was not the identified athlete of the couple. She described her current 

statues in endurance sports as retired. When she did participate in the past, she indicated that she 

enjoyed open water swimming, pool swimming, trail running, road cycling, and road running. 

Harmonylead reported finishing several half-iron man races 70.3 miles in length.  

While Harmonylead was not the identified athlete for the couple, she did have endurance 

sport experience. She reported enjoying participating in racing and training, but she never raced 

to win. She described herself as a recreational athlete rather than competitive. Harmonylead 

reported that most recently, her exercise interests have shifted into yoga and she has not trained 

or competed in endurance sports in over a year.  

Seven. Seven (athlete) is a 55-year-old Caucasian male who identifies as heterosexual 

and is a full time professional. He reported that his religion is Christian and he has been married 

to Harmonylead for over twenty-five years. Seven reported having children of college age. He 

indicated that he has been involved in endurance sports for twelve years and competes regularly. 

Seven reported that at the height of his race season he trains approximately 12-16 hours each 

week. He indicated that he engages in open water swimming, pool swimming, mountain biking, 
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trail running, road cycling, road running, and triathlon. Seven identified himself primarily as a 

competitive triathlete.  

Grump. Grump (athlete) is a 32-year-old Caucasian male who identifies as heterosexual 

and is an ex professional athlete. He reported that his religion is Christian. Grump indicated that 

he is a father or two young children and has been married to Granny for 8 years. He reported that 

he has participated in endurance sports for over twenty years and has engaged in trail running, 

mountain biking, road cycling, and road running. Group identified himself primarily as a 

competitive cyclist. He reported that in the height of his professional cycling career he trained 

approximately 30-40 hours each week. Grump indicated that he is no longer a professional, but 

still trains and competes in cycling events. He described his cycling most recently as a weekend 

warrior and reported that he trains approximately 10 hours each week.  

Granny. Granny (spouse) is a 31-year-old Caucasian female who identifies as 

heterosexual and is a business owner and medical professional. She reported that her religion is 

Christian. Granny indicated that she is a mother of two young children. Granny reported being 

married to Grump for over 5 years. She indicated that she has been involved in endurance sports 

casually for approximately 5 years. Granny participated in the study as the spouse of an 

endurance athlete. She described her current statues in endurance sports as an occasional 

participant and full time supporter for her husband’s endurance pursuits. Granny indicated that 

she enjoys open water swimming, pool swimming, trail running, mountain biking, road cycling, 

and road running. Granny reported casually competing in sprint triathlons several years ago.  

Niro. Niro (athlete) is a 43-year-old Caucasian female who identifies as heterosexual. 

She reported that she works as a coach. Niro indicated she has been married to Redline for seven 

years. She reported that her religion is Jewish. She indicated that she has participated in 
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endurance sports for thirty years. She reported exercising approximately 13-18 hours each week. 

Niro indicated that she participates in pool swimming, open water swimming, road cycling, and 

road running. She reported that her primary endurance sport is triathlon. She also reported that 

she has trained and competed with her spouse in the past.  

Redline. Redline (spouse) is a 44-year-old Caucasian male who identifies as 

heterosexual. He reported that his religion is Christian and he works as a plant manager. He 

indicated that he has been married to Niro for seven years and has participated in endurance 

sports for eight years. Redline reported that he usually spends approximately 5-10 hours a week 

exercising. He indicated he participates in pool swimming, open water swimming, mountain 

biking, road cycling, and road running. Redline reported that his primary endurance sport is 

running.  

While Redline was not the identified athlete for the couple for the purpose of the study, 

he did have endurance sport experience. He reported competing in the past and expressed an 

interest in competing in the future. Redline had not competed in an event in the last year. He 

reported taking a few years off training and competing. He described himself as a recreational 

athlete who will compete on occasion.  

Durango. Durango (spouse) is a 57-year-old Caucasian female who identifies as 

heterosexual. Durango reported that she has been married to KOG for thirty-five years and has 

never participated in endurance sports herself. Durango reported that her husband is the 

endurance athlete of the family, but no other members of her family have a history of competing 

in endurance sports. She indicated that she does exercise, approximately 45 minutes each week. 

She indicated that she has engaged in trail running, snowshoeing, road cycling, and mountain 

biking.  
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KOG. KOG (athlete) is a 58-year-old Caucasian male who identifies as heterosexual and 

is a University Professor. He reported an extensive history of endurance sports spanning over 25 

years. He reported that his primary endurance sport is cross-country skiing, XTERRA off road 

triathlons, and adventure races. KOG indicated that he has also participated in trail running, 

snowshoeing, road cycling, mountain biking, and triathlon. KOG reported he has been married to 

Durango for over thirty-five years and he identifies himself as Christian. He reported that he 

spends 10 hours each week training during the off-season and up to 25 hours each week during 

race season.  

SRAM. SRAM (athlete) is a 49-year-old Caucasian male who identifies as a 

heterosexual. He works as a University Professor and reported being married to Trek for twenty-

one years. SRAM indicated that he has been involved in endurance sports for 12 years. He 

reported training 8-20 hours each week depending on the training cycle he is currently 

upholding. SRAM indicated that he participates in swimming, trail running, road cycling, road 

running, mountain biking. He reported that his primary sport is triathlon.   

Trek. Trek (spouse) is a 41-year-old Caucasian female who identifies as a heterosexual. 

She indicated that she works as a VP at a University, reported she has been married to SRAM for 

20 years, and identified herself as a Christian. Trek reported that she has two children, one in 

college and one in High School. She reported spending a lot of time with her husband during the 

week, but not training or competing with him. She reported that she does exercise 4-6 hours each 

week; however, she did not report participating in endurance sports currently. She indicated 

participating in running in the past.  

Indigo. Indigo (athlete) is a 42-year-old Caucasian female who identifies herself as 

heterosexual. She is a mother with a Master’s Degree and reported being married to DEOGEO 



 

 

Texas Tech University, William Young, May 2020 

54 

for approximately nine years. Indigo is the athlete in her household and reported that her primary 

endurance sport is long distance running. She reported that she ran her first half marathon ten 

years ago has run on average 8-10 hours per week since. Indigo reported that while she and her 

husband have different goals with running, he does run and even trains with her occasionally. 

She reported that as a way to support her, he runs a race with her once a year. 

DEOGEO. DEOGEO (spouse) is a 45-year-old Caucasian male who identifies as 

heterosexual. DEOGEO indicated working in Academia and being married to an endurance 

athlete. He reported having two children and participating once a year in a running event with his 

wife. He indicated being married to Indigo for over ten years and spending around 30-40 hours 

each week with his spouse. DEOGEO stated that running is not his favorite thing to do, however 

he participates once a year to support his wife.  

Stellar. Stellar (spouse) is a Caucasian female in her early 40s who identifies as 

heterosexual. She is a mother of two children with a Bachelor’s Degree. Stellar reported that she 

is a spouse of a triathlete and has been married to Lightspeed for over 25 years. She indicated 

that she is Christian and participates in tennis and yoga. Stellar reported being very active 

however, is not the identified athlete of the family. She reported that she has always exercised in 

some capacity since High School and usually exercises between 5-10 hours each week. Stellar 

reported that she has not trained nor competed in any races with her husband. 

Lightspeed. Lightspeed (athlete) is a Caucasian male in his 40s who identifies as 

heterosexual. He is a business owner and a medical doctor. He reported a long history of 

endurance sports and has competed in 10-15 full ironman distance triathlons. Lightspeed 

reported that he has been married to Stellar for over twenty-five years and identifies as Christian. 
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Lightspeed also reported that he has two children. In addition to a full-time professional life, he 

reported that he spends 10-20 hours each week training for triathlons.   

Mermaid. Mermaid (athlete) has been identified as the athlete in her relationship. Her 

husband MOUNTAN MAN has raced triathlon in the past, but he reported an injury has kept 

him from competing for several years. Mermaid reported that she is a 26-year-old Hispanic 

female who identifies as heterosexual. She indicated that she is a doctoral candidate and has been 

married to MOUNTAIN MAN for over three years. Mermaid indicated that her primary 

endurance sport is open water swimming, but has an extensive history training and competing in 

pool swimming, trail running, snow shoeing, road cycling, mountain biking, cross country 

skiing, road running, and hiking long distance. Mermaid reported that her love for endurance 

sports and swimming came from her parents who competed some themselves and influenced her 

to swim from the age of 7 years old. She reported that her training depends on the time of year, 

but at the height of race season, she trains 10-14 hours each week.  

 MOUNTAIN MAN. MOUNTAIN MAN (spouse) is a 32-year-old Caucasian male who 

identifies as heterosexual. MOUNTAIN MAN reported an early start to endurance sports by 

participating in competitive swimming at age nine. He reported participating in cross-country 

and swimming during High School. He reported that during college he became interested in 

triathlons and instantly got involved and completed in his first race. MOUNTAIN MAN reported 

that most recently he works as an engineer and has been married to Mermaid for over three 

years. He reported exercising 15-20 hours in the past, but now with work and marriage he 

exercises 3-5 hours per week.   

Categories, Themes, and Subthemes 
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Throughout the interviews with the athletes and spouses several categories, with relevant 

themes and sub-themes are presented. A discussion of the experiences of endurance athletes and 

their spouses is followed be a presentation of relevant categories. These categories include: (I) 

The experiences of endurance athletes; (II) The experiences of spouses of endurance athletes; 

(III) The relational experiences of endurance athletes. The following sections will describe these 

categories, themes, and subthemes in more detail. The table below illustrates the category the 

experience of endurance athletes along with themes and sub-themes that emerged. Included in 

the table are examples of the participant’s quotes describing the themes and sub-themes.  

Table 2.2 

Category I: The Experience of Endurance Athletes   

Theme Subtheme Example n 

 

Impact on Me 
and My Spouse 

 Endurance sports has changed my whole life and 
it’s a central point of daily life. Endurance sports 
is a way for us to do something together. It’s 
become a platform for us to communicate. 
Endurance sports offers us to do our own thing, 
and then come back as really effective partners. 
(Grump) 

8 

 Personal 
Growth  

I’ve always struggled with feeling like I was 
competent and able to do things. I’ve questioned 
through racing a lot, am I even competent 
enough, or capable, or strong enough to do this? 
Training and racing for me has been a lesson in 
both humility and competence, because when I 
cross that line, I have answered all those 
questions for myself. (Mermaid) 

4 

 Perseverance If I could think of one work label to label who 
Seven was up through age 30 it would be quitter. 
Because of my experience with endurance 
sports, the current Seven is someone who 
perseveres. I still say that the idea of being a 

4 
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quitter is still part of who I am. I don’t think I 
quit very often. (Seven) 

Spousal 
Support 

 My wife is a huge support, she has been to every 
event for thirty-five years. (KOG) 

8 

The Dark Side 
of Endurance 
Sports 

 Looking at it from at a highly-competitive level, 
it's the amount of pressure you put on yourself 
sets some unrealistic expectations, or to take 
time for it unnecessarily, that interfered with 
your ability to be an effective husband or 
partner. (Grump) 

7 

 Overcoming 
the Dark Side  

I'd say it's probably just learning how to deal 
with failure. I think really, honestly, it's 
transferred over into other aspects of life pretty 
well because getting laid off several months ago, 
I don't know how I would have handled it had I 
not experienced similar failures in a different 
setting. (Grump) 

4 

 

Category I: The Experience of Endurance Athletes 

 The category of The Experience of Endurance Athletes captures the various ways athletes 

described their own experience with endurance sports and its impact on them and their 

relationship. Each of the athletes reported experiencing some type of life changing impact 

because of their participation in endurance sports. While every athlete reported a mostly positive 

impact, not all experiences reported were positive. Athletes also described their experiences 

related to the support they received as well as the dark side of participating in endurance sports.  

Three themes emerged within this category that will be discussed in more detail with their 

subthemes. These themes include Impact on Me and My Spouse, Spousal Support, and The Dark 

Side of Endurance Sports.  

Theme 1: Impact on Me and My Spouse. Throughout the interviews, each of the eight 

athletes discussed the impact endurance sports had on their lives. These impacts seemed to be 

organized by direct impacts on the athlete themselves but also included how endurance sports 
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impacted their relationship with their spouse. Sub-themes emerged from this theme including 

personal growth and perseverance, which are described below. SRAM’s statement captured what 

the participants shared regarding the personal and relationship impact and stated, “I think 

endurance sports has kind of impacted our relationship because it’s had a big impact on me 

personally and clearly my relationship is going to be impacted by that.” Throughout the 

interviews, all eight of the athletes expressed similar sentiments; the personal and relational 

impact of their participation. For Grump, speaking about this dual impact, he felt endurance 

sports offered him a way to do something for himself, and then come back as a more effective 

partner.   He said:    

Endurance sports has changed my whole life and it’s a central point of daily life. 
Endurance sports is a way for us to do something together. It’s become a platform for us 
to communicate. Endurance sports offers us to do our own thing, and then come back as 
really effective partners. 
 
Lightspeed experienced endurance sports as a stress relief and an outlet that helped him 

be a better husband.  He indicated that others could see the difference endurance sports made in 

his life.  He stated:   

I think my wife recognizes too that for all these years it has been a stress reliever and an 
outlet. And I'd come home from work and go for an hour run and I came home and I'm a 
better husband because I sure don't mind helping with dishes and laundry and kids 
because I knew I took that hour out of the day. 
 
Similarly, Niro identified that endurance sports had not only impacted her, but her 

relationship as well.  She stated that because of endurance sports she was more engaged in her 

relationships and more present in her marriage.  Niro stated:  

Endurance sports have been everything from my focus and direction in life and my 
motivation to keep bettering myself. It has always been a channel for my energies and a 
channel for my ways of experiencing personal growth. Because of endurance sports I get 
the opportunity to get rid of a lot of the anxieties and just burn off a lot of that energy 
through being physically active so I can be more present in my marriage. 
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 Mermaid, speaking of the impact on her and her relationship, believed that because she 

and her husband trained together periodically, they know more about each other’s passions and 

also their limitations. Mermaid mentioned during her interview that “we have learned how to 

incorporate things we both love into our marriage and because we have trained together in the 

past, we know each other limits.”  

 KOG reported that by participating in endurance sports his wife understood his 

competitive nature and his participation also helped them understand one another better. He 

stated, “I think it was enlightening for my wife to see me be competitive. She did not come from 

a sports background and her seeing me compete, developed an understanding between us.” 

 Some athletes indicated that not all of the impact of participating in endurance sports was 

positive.  SRAM disclosed that he perceived that his participation in endurance sports, and the 

personality it takes to compete made him harder to live with and impacted his relationship with 

his spouse.  He commented:     

I think that triathlon fits a certain type of personality, there’s a lot of us that like it that 
have certain personality characteristics that are similar. And if you’re structured and 
focused and need routine and commitment and those kinds of things, that than triathlons 
perfect. Endurance sports has changed our relationship because I am hard to live with. 
 

SRAM, in contrast to being hard to live, with discussed the impression competing in a triathlon 

had made on his children by saying, “my kids think I can do anything.”  

Seven described how his passion for endurance sports has impacted his  

spouse because his energy is taken away from his relationship and is focused on training and 

racing.  He understood it was a problem that his passion and energy were going toward 

something other than his relationship.  He stated: 

It always comes down to  . . . you’re spending too much time training, but the reality is 
it’s that I’m not investing as much passion. It’s not the time. I’m not investing as much 
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energy in my relationship with my wife as I am in training. It’s not the time; it’s the 
energy and the passion that become a problem. 
 
Insightfully, Indigo commented on the effect participating in endurance sports had on her 

physically and observed that after a long training she did not have much energy to give to others.   

She specified, “at times, it has been stressful because on days maybe that I have hard workouts, it 

just kind of tanks me for the rest of the day.”  

Two subthemes emerged from the theme Impact on Me and My Spouse.  The first, 

Personal Growth describes the person growth athletes experienced because of their participation 

in endurance sports.  The second, Perseverance, describes the athlete’s experience of persistence 

in accomplishing something difficult and the ability to push themselves to be better.  These 

subthemes will now be addressed more specifically below along with the statements and quotes 

that capture their experience. 

 Subtheme: Personal Growth. Four of the eight athletes spoke of the impact participating 

in endurance sports had on their personal growth. The participants used words like improved 

self-worth, competent, capable, humility, and trust to describe their experience. For example, 

Mermaid reported, “I think it improves my self-worth.” In addition, she also said, 

I’ve always struggled with feeling like I was competent and able to do things. I’ve 
questioned through racing a lot, am I even competent enough, or capable, or strong 
enough to do this? Training and racing for me has been a lesson in both humility and 
competence, because when I cross that line, I have answered all those questions for 
myself. 

 
Indigo also was clear that her participation in endurance sports improved her sense of 

self.  She stated, “I’ve to trust myself” through training. While Indigo was discussing her 

personal growth, she stated, “it has been a good way of giving myself some pats on the back, I’m 

not very good at that. I do it for myself. To be proud of me.”  
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In addition, Lightspeed reported that because of endurance sports he is a “happier and 

healthier person.” He identified the euphoric feeling of finishing his first triathlon and the 

significant impact it had on his own beliefs about what he was capable of doing.  He expressed:   

 
“The feeling I had after finishing my first full triathlon was nothing short of euphoric and 
my wife will tell you that too. I probably would wake up at night for about the next six 
weeks being like, I can’t believe I did that. It was the coolest experience.”  
 
And finally, Niro, in discussing her own person growth, expressed how endurance sports 

impacted her mental health and allowed her to heal from her anxieties.  She expressed her 

sentiments in this way:  “because of endurance sports I get the opportunity to get rid of a lot of 

the anxieties.” 

 
Subtheme: Perseverance. Four of the eight athletes expressed how participating in 

endurance sports was a catalyst in developing perseverance. They used words such as embracing 

hardship, challenge, deal and overcome failure, humble pie, and endure to describe their 

experience. SRAM indicated that his participation helped him to see that there was no challenge 

he could not overcome and stated, “triathlon has had a strong impact on my approach to life. 

There is no challenge that’s too big.” Grump, commenting on how endurance sports was 

humbling and helped him learn to deal with failure commented, “endurance sports has taught me 

how to deal with failure of not winning at the professional level by handing me a big ole helping 

of humble pie.”  

Speaking directly about perseverance, Seven discussed his past self-perspective of being 
someone who gave up and how his participation in endurance sports has changed him to 
someone who perseveres, even though the identity of being a quitter still lingers.  He 
said: If I could think of one work label to label who Seven was up through age 30 it 
would be quitter. Because of my experience with endurance sports, the current Seven is 
someone who perseveres. I still say that the idea of being a quitter is still part of who I 
am. I don’t think I quit very often. 
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Seven continued to expand his thoughts on perseverance and discussed how his choice to 

participate had helped him practice enduring to be able to “persevere in the face of hardship.” He 

stated:   

I look at endurance sports as being one of those things that we can choose to do to put 
ourselves in that negative, at the end of our ropes, and to practice what our response is 
going to be in that scenario. To put ourselves under hardship so that we can learn how to 
enjoy, endure, and persevere in the face of hardship. 
Similarly, Indigo described how participating in endurance sports allowed her to 

persevere through failure and how this led to her learning how to trust and being proud of 

herself. She stated: 

I always feel like I am going to fail at something, even if I’m training or if I haven’t 
trained enough. So I feel like now, I’m getting to a point where I can trust myself and be 
proud of myself, no matter what I accomplish on that workday or that race day or 
whatever. 
 

 During the interviews, it was clear that each athlete had been thoughtful about these 

impacts prior to our interview together.  Each athlete seemed to have a sense of pride while 

discussing the personal growth they had achieved because of endurance sports. They talked 

about endurance sports as if they have found the cure all for the human condition. Those athletes, 

who discussed the perseverance they acquired through the hardship of testing their bodies and 

themselves, spoke of endurance sports with pride and explained their experience with a sense of 

gratitude and humility. While the athletes discussed how their sport had impacted their spouse, 

they explained it in such a way that even though they recognized the negative impact of their 

participation on their relationship, they would not be as good of a partner without endurance 

sports.  

Theme 2: Spousal Support. During the interviews, all eight athletes discussed their 

experience with support. While all the athletes described these experiences as mostly positive, it 
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was clear that each athlete received and interpreted support in different ways. Listed below are 

examples of the different ways the athletes reported experiencing support.  

Mermaid mentioned that her husband did an “amazing job” supporting her.  She 

discussed that she was drawn to him because he had a supportive personality.  She stated:  

He does an amazing job supporting me. That's kind of been one of those reasons why I 
think I liked him so much from the get go. So I feel like just his personality is perfect for 
having a supportive... He always says, that he loves watching me race and that it brings 
him much joy. I think that comes because he has a passion for watching other people 
succeed. 
 

KOG discussed that he felt supported because his wife was always at his events. KOG  

seemed to interpret her “constant presence” at his races as support. He stated, “my wife is a huge 

support, she has been to every event for thirty-five years.” Along these same lines, Niro also saw 

her spouse’s “presence” as being supportive. Niro expanded this by expressing her spouse’s 

presence at the race was important but she also felt supported by him during the race by “doing 

anything in his power to make racing easier for me.”  She expressed it this way:    

He is without a doubt, hands down, the most supportive man on the planet. So whether 
it’s doing anything in his power to make racing easier for me or to make training easier 
for me. If I’m out on a long ride, he’ll either follow me on a little sort of GPS app or 
something like that. And he’ll just show up in the middle of a ride with three fresh bottles 
of fluid for me. 
 
Lightspeed indicated that his wife was his “biggest cheerleader” and offered him support  
 

through encouragement in every area of his life. Lightspeed stated, “my wife has been my 

biggest cheerleader from day one. Whether it be professionally, whether it be in whatever 

endeavor. And so she just wants me to have joy in whatever I'm doing and I always know that.” 

 While Grump was discussing support, he indicated that in addition to the support of his 

wife was the support of his family, friends, and teammates who participate in endurance sports 

with him.  Grump’s perspective of support highlights the “support system” many of the athletes 
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experienced.  This support goes beyond the sport itself and impacts the athlete’s broader social 

groups.  Grump stated:  

My family, they're the support system. I mean, plain and simple. They're the ones that 
support me, that push me, that are really the motivation for doing something because, I 
want to set a good example for my children. My best friends are all involved in these 
sports, or have been at some point. As a result, you hang out with your best friends a lot, 
you get a lot of really solid advice from them. 
 

Continuing to expand on support, Grump also discussed the level of support his wife gave to him 

while he attempted to be a professional cyclist.  He was struck on how willing she was to take on 

roles such as being the financial supporter while he focused on racing.  He stated:   

When we moved to San Marcos for me to try racing, she took a job and she's like, "Nope. 
Cycling." I was doing grad school at the time, but as far as the time-consuming thing, it 
didn't really take up a whole lot. She's like, "No. This is your job. This is what you're 
going after." So, I didn't have to take a job. She was very much the breadwinner and the 
financial support of the whole family. She took that role on willingly. 
 

While discussing support, Indigo commented that her husband’s ability to support her originated 

from his understanding of what is important to her.  Because of this understanding he “makes the 

run happen.” Indigo expressed it fully this way:   

He understands and makes the run happen. He knows that needs to get done, it's 
important to me, as far as training. So, he knows that that's very important to me being 
successful at that. So, I think that's the main support he shows me.  
 
Several participants identified that supports was shown in being given time to train. 

SRAM, for instance described how his wife supports him by offering the space and time he 

wants to train and to compete.  Allowing the time away from other things is what he interprets as 

support.   SRAM commented, “my wife is okay with not always going to races.” SRAM reported 

this is a very matter-of-fact way and said, “I’m okay with it too. My best race, I went to alone.”  

SRAM understood and expressed “her best support is giving me time to go train.” While, Seven 

indicated that it was essential for him to have time to train in order to feel supported. He reported 
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while he appreciated her presence at his events what he truly valued was time to train. More than 

just time, it was important for his spouse to value and encourage him to train.  He stated:    

I think for me... during a race, it's nice to see Harmonylead out there on the course 
cheering me on. But the reality is I think I do the race more for myself than I do for 
accolades, external. If I was doing it and Harmonylead wasn't there it wouldn't change 
my experience I don't think. I think that what is where Harmonylead supports me the 
most is when Harmonylead really values and encourages me in my training time. 

  

 During the interviews with the athletes, I noticed that each of the participants wanted to 

explain what they experienced as support from their spouse.  None of the athletes had a concise 

answer on how they were supported.  I observed that only a few athletes seemed to have a 

comprehensive understanding of how they were actually supported and were effective at 

explaining the ways their spouse offered support. While some athletes mentioned time, and 

others having a loved one present on race day, I noticed that some athletes might have been 

offered support, but they did not interpret it as support. Discussion regarding support from the 

perspective of the spouses is further articulated in category 2.  

 Theme 3: The Dark Side of Endurance Sports. Seven of the eight athletes mentioned 

experiencing negative internal and external features associated with their participation in 

endurance sports. They discussed this negativity by using words such as guilt, stressful, 

obsessiveness, pressure, utterly draining, failure, and unrealistic expectations almost as an 

opposing force or dark side compared to the positive benefits and support they received. The 

sub-theme overcoming the dark side emerged from this theme, which is described below.   

 Indigo, commenting on both the difficult internal and external factors of participating in 

endurance sports, indicated that training can be stressful and takes a physical toll on her. She 

reported “at times, it has been stressful because on days maybe that I have hard workouts, it just 
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kind of tanks me for the rest of the day.” Indigo also reported that she often feels like she is 

“going to fail” at the events or distances she competes in.  

 SRAM touched on the demands endurance sports puts on him as an athlete. SRAM also 

commented on the personalities of endurance athletes as similar but potentially difficult.  

SRAM commented:  
 

I think that triathlon fits a certain type of personality, there's a lot of us that like it that 
have certain personality characteristics that are similar. And if you're structured and 
focused and need routine and commitment and those kinds of things, than triathlon's 
perfect. 

 

SRAM further reported that the sport itself “can be a little obsessive, and you have to be 

careful about how you talk about it in the presence of people who don't understand it.” He further 

explained the obsessiveness he has experienced and said: 

So, I've always been a little bit obsessive-compulsive, I've always had hobbies that I 
focused on. And I'm one of those people who have one at a time. So, there was a little bit 
of time I was into golf, and I wanted to play golf all day, every day. 
 
Mermaid expressed experiencing jealousy when her husband was training and she could 

not. She would become mad because she could not do her own training and stated, “when I was 

injured and could not train, but my spouse could, I was mad at him for no reason. It was almost 

like a jealous issue.”  

Subtheme: Overcoming the Dark Side. One subtheme emerged from the theme, 

Overcoming the Dark Side, describing the experiences of combating the dark side of endurance 

sports. They used words like accomplish, freedom enjoyment, face failure, and humility to 

describe their experiences.  

Four of the athlete participants discussed making an intentional shift in their lifestyle or 

training to overcome the ‘dark side’ or the challenges of endurance sports and its impacts on 
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their life and relationship. Lightspeed discussed putting guilt on himself occasionally when his 

training schedule would interfere with family time. He mentioned, “I have a tendency to feel 

guilty” when I do have to take time out of our family time to train. It is something I put on 

myself. Not from my spouse.” Lightspeed discussed further that he is intentional about his 

workout time and does most workouts early in the morning in order to combat this guilt.  

Speaking further regarding the dark side of endurance sports, Lightspeed expressed the insight of 

him being a “control freak” and combating that through doing early morning workouts.  He said:  

I would tell you that 70% of my workouts start before anybody else in the house is even 
up. And part of that is just by nature part of it is I'm very much a time control freak, just 
that I live my life in about 10 to 15 minute increments. 
 
Grump discussed putting unrealistic expectations on himself, which caused him to 

experience pressure. Grump said:  

Looking at it from at a highly-competitive level, it's the amount of pressure you put on 
yourself [that] sets some unrealistic expectations, or to take time for it unnecessarily, that 
interfered with your ability to be an effective husband or partner. It’s the dark side of the 
sport. 
 
Grump furthered reflected on the impact of the dark side of pressure and discussed  

that for him it had turned into a learning experience in learning how to “face failure” and find 

success. He stated:    

I had it in my head that I was just going to go and just go from one success to another. 
Really, it was not like that at all. I feel like that's been probably one of the bigger 
challenges is just learning how to face that kind of failure, and find the success that lies 
within it because it's like, man, we're not all world-class athletes.  
 
Grump also expressed that being an athlete had helped him learn humility as a byproduct 

of the pressure he put on himself through not meeting his own expectations.  Discussing his 

expectation now, he could see how they were unrealistic. Grump discussed experiencing the 

“dark side” of failure and learning something valuable applicable to life. He stated:   
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I'd say it's probably just learning how to deal with failure. I think really, honestly, it's 
transferred over into other aspects of life pretty well because getting laid off several 
months ago, I don't know how I would have handled it had I not experienced similar 
failures in a different setting.  
 

In addition, Grump described how the pressure from endurance sports that he put on himself 

interfered with his ability to be an effective husband.  

 Furthering the discussion regarding overcoming the dark side, KOG indicated that he 

sacrificed time with his spouse so that he could get his training time in. He commented, “I’ve 

sacrificed some of the personal time or time that we’ll be spending together for training.” KOG 

discussed this as a challenge he has faced and a negative outcome of racing at a completive level. 

KOG went further to report how he has tried to rectify this loss of time, by sacrificing training 

time for time with his spouse. KOG commented: “maybe I’ll do a one-hour ride instead of the 

four hours planned, because we need to go do this or that.” KOG seemed to be discussing how he 

has tried to be intentional with his training and intentional with his spouse overcoming this 

challenge.  

 Niro also discussed the pressure associated with training and competing in endurance 

sports and learning by managing the pressure and other people’s opinions of her.  She indicated, 

“I allowed myself to get very wrapped up in that what people thought of me and I didn't want 

people to think that I wasn’t a good athlete.” She reported this pressure was “utterly draining.” 

She further stated, “My biggest accomplishment has been learning to train and race with freedom 

from the pressure. This has led to a lot more enjoyment in the sport then I had previously, when I 

felt this weight of expectation on me.” 

The category, The Experience of Endurance Athletes, describes the impact of endurance 

sports and their experience as athletes.  The athletes also discussed their perspective on how their 

participation impacted their relationship with their spouses. They reported personal growth and 
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the development of perseverance because of their participation. Athletes discussed the variety of 

ways they experienced the support offered by their spouse. I also found that athletes reported a 

mostly positive experience but recognized a dark side having to do with both internal (i.e., 

personality traits) as well as external pressures.  

The table below illustrates the category the experience of spouses of endurance athletes 

along with themes and sub-themes that emerged. Included in the table are examples of the 

participant’s quotes describing the themes and sub-themes.     

Table 2.3 

Category II: The Experience of Spouses of Endurance Athletes   

Theme Subtheme Example n 

 

Positive 
Impact of 
Spouse 
Participation 

 I think it makes her happy I think she enjoys the 
work, and she enjoys the run. But overall, it 
makes her happier (DEOGEO) 

7 

 Increase in 
Activity 

She signs me up for the same race each year. It 
is something we do together. I run, because she 
runs (DEOGEO) 

4 

Negative 
Experiences of 
Spouse 
Participation 

 When her training and her racing doesn't meet 
her expectations, she seems to get hard on 
herself and she gets kind of hard to live with. 
You know, she doesn't project anything negative 
towards me. It's just she has a pretty low image 
of herself and she gets pretty hard to live with 
(Redline) 

8 

 Frustration 
and 
Resentment 

I find that most of our life revolves around him 
going to races and me tagging along (Durango) 

3 

Providing 
Support 

 So just trying to keep things where he doesn't 
have to worry about anything else (Stellar) 

8 
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Category II: Experience of Spouses of Endurance Athletes 

The category Experience of Spouses captures the various ways the spouses of endurance 

athletes discussed their experience of having a spouse participate in endurance sports. While 

every spouse reported an overall positive experience, they also reported challenges based on their 

spouses involvement in training and competing. Three themes emerged within this category that 

will be discussed in more detail with subsequent subthemes. These themes include Positive 

Impact of Spouse Participation, Negative Experience of Spouse Participation, and Providing 

Support.  

Theme 1: Positive Impact of Spouse Participation. Throughout the interviews, seven 

of the eight spouses commented that endurance sports has impacted them positively or they had 

noticed a positive impact endurance sports has had on their spouse. The participants used words 

like positive, happier, more alive, healthy, enjoyable, better person, friendship, and enjoyable to 

describe their experience. The sub-theme increase in activity emerged from this theme, which is 

discussed below.   

TREK indicated that she had seen the positive impact that participating in endurance 

sports had on her husband. She stated, “it's been encouraging and positive for the man of the 

household and the leader of our home and of our marriage to be dedicated to something that is 

healthy and sets goals and you accomplish them.” TREK continued by discussing the positive 

family atmosphere surrounding the racing scene. She commented, “It is such a good environment 

and positive environment where everybody's happy and families are together and everybody's 

cheering everybody on.”  

Several participants described noticing happiness and positivity in their spouses because 

of their participation in endurance sports. Stellar mentioned noticing the depth of friendships her 
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husband had developed because of his participation in endurance sports. She indicated that he 

was a happier person because of these friendships. Stellar said, “I have found that since 

Lightspeed has started to do his triathlons and kind of developed friendships through the sport, 

that he's happier. So, that's been a good thing.” Stellar also discussed having a similar positive 

experience because of the community of people supporting her husband on race day. Stellar 

stated, “I've enjoyed getting to know people within the community, and going to races together. 

It's been a really fun, positive experience for us.” Similarly, MOUNTAIN MAN described the 

enrichment of his relationship with his spouse because of her participation in endurance sports. 

He indicated that Mermaid is full of more life as a result of her engagement in the sport. He 

stated, “her racing has always been a fun thing we can do together. She always seems so much 

more alive and passionate when she is involved in competition.” MOUNTAIN MAN’s 

observation of his wife explains the positive impact endurance sports has had on both of their 

lives. In addition, Harmonylead described her husband was a happier person because of the 

health benefits he has experienced from endurance sports. She commented, “I feel like he is a 

happier person. I think when you're healthier you feel better about yourself, and your weight in a 

certain place, you feel better about yourself.” In addition to the health benefits, Harmonylead 

indicated that the friendships he has made through endurance sports have created more happiness 

in his life. She stated, “I have noticed, he has these relationships that he's built with other athletes 

that he kind of fosters a little bit into this sport. I think it makes him a happier, better person.” 

Harmonylead also commented that because of endurance sports “we’ve surrounded ourselves 

with people who are unlike the majority of society, people who are healthy, and people who are 

happy. We’ve made friends we wouldn’t have otherwise made.”  
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 Similarly, DEOGEO reported noticing increased positivity in his wife’s outlook on life 

when she is able to physically push herself on a run. In contrast, he also reported noticing his 

wife struggle with being happy and fulfilled on the days she cannot run. DEOGEO commented, 

“I think it makes her happy I think she enjoys the work, and she enjoys the run. But overall, it 

makes her happier. And if she doesn't run, you can tell she's not mentally in the same sort of 

spot.” DEOGEO also commented that participating in endurance sports creates the context of a 

healthy family impacting his children and stated, “endurance sports makes us healthy and I think 

it's creates good role models for the kids.”  

 Redline reflected on the enjoyable experiences he has had in endurance sports. He related 

that his own level of satisfaction is connected to the enjoyment he observes in his wife Niro 

during her workouts. He reported that when she has a good workout and feels in shape, her entire 

outlook on life is impacted by the fulfillment she receives from the sport. Redline stated,  

I think it's impacted me. I think it's been a good, good thing. You know, I really enjoy 
seeing the enjoyment that she gets out of the sport, not just the racing, but when she's 
having good workouts and she feels in shape, you can tell that there's a real genuine love 
and enjoyment for the sport and just life in general. So I think it's a positive, definitely.  
 
Granny observed that her husband managed the stressor of his life through the physical 

exertion of endurance sports. She has witnessed him reset himself mentally by pushing himself 

physically. Granny commented that she can tell when Grump needs to “clear out” his mind and 

she will send him to go workout so he can “tap” into that process and relieve his stress. Granny 

stated, “because of endurance sports, he has a place where he can physically start to clear out and 

mentally clear out so that he can process some things that he needs to process.” 

Subtheme: Increase in Activity. Throughout the interviews, several spouses reported that 

they are more active because of their spouse’s involvement in endurance sports. Four of the eight 

spouses identified experiencing an increase in their own activity because of their athlete’s 
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participation in endurance sports. The participants used words and phrases such as good 

example, something we do together, they sign me up for races, and I would be more of a couch 

potato if not for him to describe their experience. Listed below are statements that reflect this 

subtheme.    

 Harmonylead indicated that her husband’s participation has influenced her own level of 

fitness. She reported that because of her husband’s example, she is more fit, more healthy, and in 

better shape. She stated, “I think it's been a good example for me on levels of fitness, and how to 

be a healthy person. I am more fit because of his involvement.” 

 Similarly, DEOGEO described how his level of activity has been influenced by his wife’s 

participation in endurance sports. He commented that he participates in one event with his wife 

each year and that is their annual event they do together. DEOGEO also mentioned that he would 

not do these events without his wife and stated, “she signs me up for the same race each year. It 

is something we do together. I run, because she runs.” 

 Further highlighting this experience, Redline reported that he and his wife met through 

endurance sports. Redline indicated that recently he has taken a step back from racing, however, 

Niro frequently motivates him to race by signing him up unbeknownst to him. Redline stated, “I 

wouldn’t race anymore if it weren’t for Niro continuing to sign me up. It gives us a goal to work 

toward together.”  

 In addition, Durango reported that her husband is the only reason she is active. She 

expressed that her life would look much differently without KOG’s involvement in endurance 

sports. Durango said, “yeah, I mean in some ways it's probably a good thing because I probably 

would be more of just a couch potato if it wasn't for him instigating a lot of the going riding and 
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stuff like that.” Durango clearly stated that she might not be very active without her spouse’s 

participation.  

Theme 2: Negative Experiences of Spouse Participation. As mentioned above each 

spouse was able to discuss the positive impact endurance sports had on their life because of his 

or her spouse’s involvement. However, all eight spouses experienced negatives aspects of his or 

her spouse’s participation in endurance sports. A sub-theme of frustration and resentment 

emerged from this theme, which is discussed below. Stellar offered an example of this negativity 

when she mentioned the loss of quality time with her husband, because of his involvement in 

endurance sports. Throughout the interviews, the participants discussed the negativity they have 

faced by using words and phrases such as less time together, low spots, hard on herself, jealousy, 

missing out, and beating myself up because of how I look.  

For example, Durango highlighted a negative pattern that has emerged of comparing 

herself and her inactivity to her husband and his participation in endurance sports. According to 

Durango, she beats herself up because she thinks she weighs too much or is not thin enough. She 

commented, “I mean I always kind of feel like he's so much thinner than I am, so in some ways I 

beat myself up a little bit more about how much I weigh.”  

Continuing to expand on their negative experiences, DEOGEO indicated that his wife’s 

participation in running has significantly cut into their alone time. He commented that Indigo has 

adopted an early morning running schedule, to limit the impact of running on the family, 

however, these early morning runs leave her extremely tired.  He continued explaining that the 

early morning runs affect the evening routine with the family. DEOGEO indicated that he is not 

satisfied with the limited amount of time he has with his wife stating:  

Sometimes we don't have as much time together. Then in the evenings, because she gets 
up so early, we used to watch TV shows and things like that in the evening, and now it's 
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pretty much the kids go to bed, she's in bed. And so we don't have as much evening time 
together.  
 
Further describing the experience, Stellar expressed how she misses quality time with her 

husband. She reported that because of the high level of work, family, and training demands, there 

is little time left at the end of each day for her to spend quality time with her spouse. Stellar 

expressed these sentiments in this way: 

I guess our biggest challenges right now is just finding time to spend together. Between 
our kids' schedules and his work and his training schedule, and the things that I've got 
going on as well, sometimes it's hard to find just quality time together as a couple. 
 

 In Addition, Redline indicated that the negativity he has faced is associated with the 

pressure his wife places on her own performance and his need to lift her up. Redline explained 

that he has trouble sitting back and watching her place so much pressure on herself and stated, 

“when she's going through like a low spot in her training, it makes it hard because Niro is really 

hard on herself.” Redline reported that he attempts to step in during these times to offer 

perspective and “keep her positive.” Redline discussed how he has congratulated her in the past, 

saying “you did great” and she quickly replied “no, well I didn’t race as I prepared, I’m going to 

list that as a failure.” Redline continued to explain his experience:   

When her training and her racing doesn't meet her expectations, she seems to get hard on 
herself and she gets kind of hard to live with. You know, she doesn't project anything 
negative towards me. It's just she has a pretty low image of herself and she gets pretty 
hard to live with. 
 
Expanding further, Mountain Man explained the negativity he has faced from a slightly 

different perspective. He indicated that because of his own participation in endurance sports in 

the past, he has experienced difficulty, even jealousy, because his wife can race and he cannot.  

During the interview with MOUNTAIN MAN, he was very open about being injured for several 

years and he explained that not competing has been challenging for him. He reported 



 

 

Texas Tech University, William Young, May 2020 

76 

experiencing “jealousy” and feeling like he was “missing out.” MOUNTAIN MAN explained his 

experience this way, “it’s been difficult watching her train and race when I can’t. At times I’ve 

felt a little bit jealous and when she leaves to train, I feeling like I am missing out on the fun.” 

MOUNTAIN MAN also reported that he has noticed a difference in their interactions with one 

another when they are not participating in endurance sports. MOUNTIAN MAN commented: 

I am glad one of us is racing, because I’ve noticed when neither of us is training for a 
race or goal, we both get frustrated easier and become aggravated with one another. We 
seem to do better when at least one of us is competing. 
 
Within this theme, Granny discussed her concerns and feeling as if she needs to be a 

voice of reason so her husband doesn’t over train. Granny explained that at times she has tried to 

remind her husband to “take care of himself” or not “over train.” She explained that these topics 

do not go over well. Granny reported occasionally suggesting that Grump take the day off, which 

put them at odds. Granny reported that when she makes these comments, Grump usually assumes 

she is trying to “hold him back,” and isn’t being supportive of him.  Granny said, “I’ve told him 

he was training too hard and needed a day off, but he wouldn’t listen. In fact he doesn’t like 

when I suggest that he rest or mention that he is overtraining.” Granny continued, “to make 

matters worse, one of his friends will come around and say the exact same thing, then he'll say, 

I’ll think I’m going to do that.” Granny reported, “he seems to misunderstand when I’m trying to 

help, as if I am trying to hold him back.”   

 One subtheme emerged from the theme Negative Experiences of Spouse Participation. 

Frustration and Resentment, describes the spouse’s perspective of feeling bitter or feeling like 

they have been treated unfairly in their relationship. This subtheme will now be addressed more 

specifically below along with the statements and quotes that capture their experience.  
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 Subtheme: Frustration and Resentment. Throughout the spousal interviews, four of the 

eight participants described their negative experiences as resentment. The spouses used words 

like tagging along, back burner, jealous, he had the responsibility to be there, and I come second 

to endurance sports to describe resentment.  For example, Harmonylead reported, “my husband 

has consistently chosen racing over me.” Adding to this she said:   

I’ve tried to be understanding, but it always comes down to him picking training with his 
friends, or racing with his buddies over me. I don’t mind him being with friends or 
training, but when I feel like I don’t matter compared to racing, it’s a problem.  
 
Expanding on resentment, Durango discussed a pattern of putting herself on the “back 

burner” while she is at events and supporting her husband. She also reported that when she has 

tried to find something to make spectating more enjoyable, it goes wrong. Durango said: 

So, I kind of feel like sometimes when I try to just cut out a niche for maybe just 
something I want to do instead of just sit there being his support the whole time, it 
doesn’t work out so then I usually just kind of put my stuff on the back burner so to 
speak.  
 
While Durango was discussing this with me, I noticed frustration in her tone and sadness 

in her voice. She reported that throughout her thirty-five years of marriage, she has felt at times, 

like life revolved around her husband and his racing. She stated, “I find that most of our life 

revolves around him going to races and me tagging along.” Durango also reported being 

frustrated with the lack of flexibility in her schedule, which seemed unfair compared to her 

husband’s schedule. She continued, “his schedule always seems so flexible. I don’t get off work 

until five, so it’s probably hot and so I’m not going to get to ride anyway. So, it just kind of 

seems like all his free time is scheduled.”  

 Continuing to expand on frustration and resentment, TREK discussed experiencing 

frustration with her husband’s participation in training because it pulled him away from 

extracurricular activities for their children. TREK explained a sense of responsibility that led her 
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to be intentional about attending her children’s events. She reported squeezing in runs between 

back-to-back events while her husband was getting multiple hours to himself training. TREK 

stated:  

I would choose to go on runs between her matches around the park so I wouldn’t miss 
anything, but I would still get my workout in. I think at the height of my frustrations as a 
mom and as a wife I’ve wondered, how does he have the luxury of doing this and not 
feeling guilty and not feel like he had the responsibility to be there.”  
 
Additionally, Harmonylead disclosed the resentment she has experienced is related to the 

priority her husband has placed on endurance sports ahead of other things. She reported she has 

felt like she comes second compared to Seven’s training and racing. Harmonylead explained a 

pattern of Seven putting more energy and more passion into racing than he has put into their 

marriage. During the interview with Harmonylead, I recalled hearing the resentment in her voice 

as she disclosed feeling like her husband cares more about endurance sports than he does about 

her.  She stated, “he will get so passionate and laser focused when it comes to racing that I feel 

like he puts training and competing before me and I get jealous of the sport.” Harmonylead 

processed through resentment she has built up against the sport because her husband has spent 

more time on endurance sports than on her.  

 Theme 3: Providing Support. Throughout the interviews, all eight spouses discussed 

how they offer their spouse support. They used words and phrases such as I go to every race, 

give extra space, providing emotional support, intentional support, I’m proud of her, and take 

away the worry to describe the ways they offer support. Often this support came in the form of 

spouses taken on a variety of different roles within their relationship and with the family.  

Redline’s statement captured what the participants shared regarding the support they offer their 

athletes and stated, “I support her the best way I know how. I make sure she has fresh bottles, 

listen to her achievements, and support her emotionally when she is down on herself.”  
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 Furthering highlighting their experience with support, MOUNTAIN MAN explained 

offering support comes very naturally to him. MOUNTIAN MAN reported that it is important 

for him to be at every race. He also discussed that since he has a background of racing, he uses 

his knowledge to support his wife the best way he knows how.  Rather than waiting at the 

start/finish area, MOUNTAIN MAN explained he drives the course looking for his wife at 

different checkpoints.  According to MOUNTIAN MAN, he can tell each time he sees her on the 

course, that she feels supported and said:    

She loves it, seeing us out on these different points, now we're cutting across the course, 
finding her at these different spots and every time she sees us there's this big smile on her 
face, even if she's in [the] pain cave, and so I think I'd say I go out of my way for sure to 
see her out on different parts of the course whenever I can, but to me it doesn't even feel 
like it's out of my way because I enjoy it just as much. 
 
According to Granny, support has many facets. Granny disclosed a history of packing 

coolers and being present at most races, all to support her husband.  Granny further explained 

that support requires fulfilling several roles. She indicated that she has tended her children and 

given her husband extra time and space so he could get his training done. She also included the 

ability to talk things through as showing her husband support during his pursuit of endurance 

sports. Granny said: 

Support is sometimes the physical things like packing the ice chest and showing up and 
doing all that stuff. I think that has been one of my roles. But also playing defense against 
the kids whenever he's really starting to prepare for a race, giving him some extra space 
or time to prep and to really talk through if he's overwhelmed or needs me to complete 
some tasks so that he can shift some focus. 
 
Furthering the discussion of support, Durango described offering support to her husband 

by attending every race. According to Durango, being present was the ultimate demonstration of 

support that she could offer. Durango proudly reported attending every race her husband has ever 

raced in their thirty-five years of marriage and reported, “I never miss one of his races.”  
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Attendance was not the only demonstration of her support. Additionally, Durango reported 

picking up the slack around the house. She reported also supporting him around the house by 

“not insisting that he go run a bunch of errands.”  

 Continuing to expand on support, Redline reported that supporting his wife is easy and 

gratifying. He expressed taking an active role in her training and physically showing her support. 

Redline seemed to draw from his own experience as an athlete in knowing the best way to 

support Niro. He proudly disclosed that he takes her fresh bottles to demonstrate his support. 

Redline stated, “When I'm not physically going and training with her, I will go and I'll meet her 

out on her ride and I'll take her bottles or I'll go and check on her.” In addition to this active role 

in supporting Niro, Redline also mentioned supporting his spouse emotionally. Redline said, 

“part of my supportive role is to keep her in good spirits and motivated.”  

DEOGEO discussed supporting his wife while also juggling the needs of the family. He 

seemed unable to discuss supporting Indigo without discussing the difficulty in doing so. 

DEOGEO appeared torn between the role of supporting his wife by having the whole family at 

the race or supporting his wife by taking care of the family so she could go race. DEOGEO 

discussed being challenged with the decisions of whether or not the whole family would go to 

support mom. DEOGEO said, “I would say probably the biggest challenge is when she decides 

on a race, deciding whether or not the whole family's going to go, or if she's just going to go.” 

DEOGEO reported that he makes it to most of his wife’s events, but the expenses and time of 

traveling to a race can make it hard to always be there. He stated, “because it's a lot of resources, 

money, and time to get everybody there for the race when she runs we cannot make them all. 

DEOGEO indicated that his presence seems to mean a lot to his wife and stated, “we're all happy 

and proud to go and support her.” 
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 Furthering the discussion, Stellar explained that she supports her husband by eliminating 

the worry he may face once he gets home. She reported making sure household things were 

taken care of so he did not have to attend to them. Stellar expressed, “So just trying to keep 

things where he doesn't have to worry about anything else. Like the dinner's done. Just the stuff 

around the house.” Stellar also reported an intentional side of her support is increasing her effort 

around the house while he increased his effort closer to race day. Stellar commented:  

I can tell when his training ramps up that he's more stressed out, and so just kind of 
stepping up my game on that end to where he doesn't have to worry about any of the other 
extra stuff. He just worries about him. 
 
According to Harmonylead support looks different in her marriage. She seemed adamant 

that Seven did not require her to be on the race course. Harmonylead said: 

Seven really doesn’t need me to carry his duffel bag. I know for some people it's really 
important for them to see their spouse on the race course, and I feel like Seven likes to 
see me, but if I'm not there he isn’t going to be mad. 

 
Harmonylead disclosed a new avenue of offering support, by joining the community as a 

race official and event planner. Harmonylead reported, “I offer my support with our triathlete 

community in general, by organizing for the local tri club, or assisting the local race director 

here.” 

 TREK mentioned that she has never been the type of wife to broadcast her support 

through bumper stickers or t-shirts. She stated, “I'm not the type, even with my kids, like I don't 

buy the t-shirts or make the signs. I've never put like bumper stickers on my car.” TREK 

continued to explain that she has not always been positive about SRAM’s participation in 

endurance sports. She indicated that while her children were small, she had to pick up a lot of 

slack in her husband’s absence. She stated, “I wasn't super positive when the kids were small. I 

would probably say my language was more negative. I've gotten more positive over the years, 
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but I would say intentionally would probably be in the nutrition area.” TREK expressed that 

growth and age of her children and overall change in parenting they require now versus when 

they were younger has allowed her to be more supportive. She also mentioned being intentional 

about meal preparation for SRAM based on his workout. TREK said: 

I do think of when I'm doing the meal plan for the week of when SRAM’s long workouts 
are, when does he need his carbs? When does he need his protein and try to plan meals 
around that. I don't know that he even actually knows that consider that when I am doing 
that but, I would probably say that's probably the biggest intentional reoccurring over the 
years that I've tried to support him. 
 

 While interviewing all the spouses, I was amazed by their transparency and honesty. The 

spouses took on difficult questions and processed with me the interworking of their marriage and 

lifestyle. As a therapist, I was appreciative of the participant’s depth in answering my questions. 

Discussing these topics with these spouses, it was easy to see that they too had spent time with 

this subject long before this interview. Their personal experiences moved me and reaffirmed me 

in my pursuit to better understand the impacts of endurance sports on these individuals and well 

as on their relationships.  

The table below illustrates the category the relational experience of endurance athletes 

along with themes and sub-themes that emerged. Included in the table are examples of the 

participant’s quotes describing the themes and sub-themes. 

Table 2.4 

Category III: The Relational Experience of Endurance Athletes   

Theme Subtheme Example n 

 

Positive 
Impact on 
Couple 

 Overall I'd say that the benefits are that she's 
happier when she's out running and it's better all 
around, and it's something that we, as a family, 
take pride in, that she's a good runner 
(DEOGEO) 

12 
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Supportive 
Role 

 You're going to go run, well then I'm going to 
stay here, take care of the kids, or, I'm going to 
go for a ride and you'll stay here (Grump) 

8 

Intentional 
Support 

 I think we just wanted to be with each other. So 
that was our way of supporting the other one 
was like kind of, okay well I'll just join what 
sport you're doing (Granny) 

8 

Relationship 
Conflict 

 I’ve had to endure (Durango) 4 

Advice for 
Other Couples 

  16 

 Let Them 
Suffer 

My advice would be, let them suffer, because 
something beautiful will happen on the other 
side of suffering (Granny) 

 2 

 Communicate I would say just be completely open and honest 
with your spouse (Redline) 

 6 

 Get Involved Find a group of people that you enjoy training 
with, and traveling with, who’s children you 
enjoy being around, and making it more about 
that experience (Harmonylead) 

 6 

 Be Flexible Don't be so fixed and rigid in your approach to it 
that you let it drive a wedge of resentment 
between you and your spouse (SRAM) 

 2 

 

Category III: The Relational Experience of Endurance Athletes 
 
 The category of the relational Experiences of Endurance Athletes emerged from the 

couple interviews and captures the experienced relational impact on the couple.  While every 

participant reported an overall positive experience during individual interviews, I noticed some 

minor discrepancies in the way they processed the impact of endurance sports on their 

relationship during the couple interviews.  This was true for the athletes as well as the spouses. I 

noticed that the participants were more thoughtful and careful about the way they discussed 

things in the presence of their spouse. While the couples disclosed an overall positive experience 

with endurance sports, I felt as if the participants were being selective and careful about how 

they talked about the more challenging even negative aspects of their experience during the 

couple interview. I interpreted the dynamic of the couple interview as being representative of the 

Table 2.4 Continued 
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complicated nature of being an athlete, the spouse of an athlete, and the relational impact of 

training and participating in endurance sports. Category III outlines three themes which emerged 

from these couple interview with appropriate sub-themes.  These themes include Positive Impact 

on Couple, Supportive Roles, Intentional Support, Relationship Conflict, and Advice for Other 

Couples.   

 Theme 1: Positive Impact on Couple. Throughout the couple interviews, twelve of the 

sixteen participants, representing six of the eight couples, discussed the impact they have 

experienced as being beneficial. They used words and phrases such as impactful, integrated, 

positive, direction, happier, more helpful, and stress reliever to describe their experience. Granny 

and Grump’s statements captured the benefits discussed by the participants and stated, “exercise 

and endurance sports is wrapped up in everything we do and has benefited us in every area of our 

lives.” Granny and Grump reported that endurance sports has been “impactful” and “integrated” 

itself deep into their relationship. Granny stated, “Whether one of us is racing or one of us is 

leaving the house to train, or we are both riding bikes together, it’s something we do daily.” 

Grump continued, “cycling has been an avenue for both of us to come together and be supportive 

of one another or to kind of get out and have some alone time.” Grump continued, “So it's been, I 

mean very impactful because really it's kind of integrated itself into a lot of little facets of our 

relationship.” While interviewing Grump it was clear that his participation in endurance sports 

had impacted his entire lifestyle along with his marriage to Granny.  

 Adding to the discussion of benefits, Niro explained endurance sports adds direction in 

her life and provides routine. She further indicated she is routine oriented and craves regularity in 

her day-today life, which endurance sports provides. Niro said: 

For the most part, endurance sports has had a really positive impact on our relationship. I 
think it gives me direction in life, it gives me a focus that I really need, and crave, which 
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is routine and regularity and that helps me be a wife, and a better friend to Redline. We’re 
both very routine oriented people, so I think having endurance sports kind of gives us a 
framework to base just our daily routine on. That for me is extremely comforting. And 
something that I really crave. 
 

Adding to the conversation, Redline disclosed endurance sports is how the couple met. He said, 

“If it wasn't for endurance sports, we would've never had a relationship. So, that’s how we met. It 

brought us together.”  

Continuing to expand on the positive experience of endurance sports, DEOGEO reported 

he can tell his wife is happier when she is able to run. He stated, “overall I'd say that the benefits 

are that she's happier when she's out running and it's better all around, and it's something that we, 

as a family, take pride in, that she's a good runner.” Indigo followed DEOGEO’s discussions and 

reported that running seems to make her days go smoother and said:  

Well, I agree. I have come to find that on the days I get to train, everything runs smoother 
whenever a workout happens. When I am not able to have that outlet of exercise, I have 
trouble concentrating and staying focused.  
 
Lightspeed experienced the stress relieving benefits of endurance sports. During the 

couple interview, he indicated training allows him to be a better spouse by increasing his 

willingness to help out around the house and by being present with his children. Lightspeed 

explained fully: 

Endurance sports has always been a stress reliever. And so probably the impact it has had 
on our relationship is that I feel like when I've been able to get my training done, I come 
back a better spouse. I'm sure a lot more willing to do dishes and help with kids than in 
the past it's getting a kid bathed or things done. Now maybe it was a little guilt driven, 
but I sure was really motivated to help out since I knew I'd been gone or a while. 
 
Furthering the discussion, Stellar indicated a difference in Lightspeed when he comes 

back from training. According to Stellar, Lightspeed is more helpful, happier, and seems to be 

stress free when he returns from a workout and stated:    
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I can always tell when he’s had a good workout, he would definitely come home and help 
more around the house, so that was a great benefit . . . he uses it as a stress reliever and he 
is happier and better at home with me and the kids when he's getting to get his workouts 
in his training in. It's just a great outlet for him. So it helps here too. 

   
 In addition, Mermaid reported that her relationship with MOUNTIAN MAN began 

because of endurance sports. According to Mermaid and MOUNTAIN MAN endurance sports 

plays such a big role in their relationship, in its absence, it feels like something is missing in their 

marriage. MOUNTAIN MAN said, “whenever neither one of us is competing, say during the off 

season, for example, it just feels like something's missing.” Continuing the discussion, Mermaid 

reported they share an appreciation for endurance sports because it allows them to re-ground 

themselves. Mermaid reported, “I think our relationship grew from endurance sports, in fact, that 

was the basis of it. Triathlon is where our common ground begins and it's where we've always 

been able to come back when we need to be re-grounded.”   

 Continuing to expand on the benefits, SRAM indicated that endurance sports have given 

him an outlet for his obsessive personality. SRAM said:  

I think I mentioned this in the first interview. I mean I'm kind of am an obsessive 
compulsive personality. I tend to focus on something pretty intensely. And clearly my 
relationship is going to be impacted by that. I don't know though if I had chosen golf ten 
years ago, if it would be that much different. I mean I think that in a lot of ways, for me, 
it's an obsessive compulsive outlet. 

 
 Furthering the couple’s discussion, TREK indicated that endurance sports has enabled 

them to manage their time and responsibility better. She indicated that because of endurance 

sports they have learned to communicate better as a couple. TREK said:  

The benefits I’ve experienced are probably more practical, that it's like how we manage 
time, how we manage responsibility, how that we've had to really learn how to 
communicate differently so that we can get everything done and he can fit this sport into 
not only his lifestyle but the whole family. 
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 Theme 2: Supportive Roles. Throughout the couple interviews, eight of the sixteen 

participants expressed experiences organized under the theme Supportive Roles. Six of these 

eight participants were the spouses of athletes.  The theme supportive role emerged while the 

athletes and spouses described the daily aspects and challenges of managing family, work, and 

training. They used words and phrases such as supportive role, act of support, household 

responsibilities, responsibility of family falls on me, and my biggest cheerleader to describe their 

experience.  

 Grump reported that since he and his wife both exercise they each must play a supportive 

role in order to make it work. He stated, “if she is going to go run, then I'm going to stay home, 

and take care of the kids, or, I'm going to go for a ride and she'll stay here.” Grump reported in 

order for their goals to be met they each have to play a daily supportive role.  According to 

Grump each partner must do their part. He said, “the role changes. I mean daily, honestly, or by 

the hour.” Grump further indicated these supportive roles are passed around between him and his 

wife several times throughout the day and week and being flexible in their roles was an 

important aspect of their relationship.     

 In addition, Redline (spouse), repeating what he had said in his individual interview, 

indicated that he supports his wife through her endurance sports training by taking her supplies 

such as water bottles and snacks.  He stated, “I don’t really think about it, I just do it. This is 

something I know that she will need and I want to provide her with.” He continued, “during her 

long rides I will meet her out on the road with fresh bottles and snacks.” Redline seemed to see 

this as his supportive role. His wife Niro commented on this act of support by stating, “he is the 

most supportive person, I feel like he gets me when he does that.” Redline indicated that in 

addition to supplies, he follows his wife in the golf cart during her longer runs.  



 

 

Texas Tech University, William Young, May 2020 

88 

 Continuing the discussion of support and roles, Durango (spouse) identified herself as the 

“support person” who picks up the slack and tends to all the things that are missing. She stated, 

“I’m the support person so I provide whatever is missing and pick up the slack.” KOG 

commented, “I try to take care of some things, but most household responsibilities in the 

relationship probably fall on Durango, because of [my] training.” Durango explained that 

spending quality time is important to her, so she often allows KOG to take the lead because she 

just wants to be around him. Durango said, “I usually follow along with KOG and his pursuits 

because I want to be in his company.” I found this statement from Durango so genuine and 

endearing. I better understood her supportive role after their explanation. 

 Harmonylead (spouse) was very open about having a special needs child. She and Seven 

reported several times applying the perseverance they have learned from endurance sports to 

their family and other difficult situations. Harmonylead reported that part of her supportive role 

is watching their son while Seven is out training. They both discussed a type of give and take, 

while trading the supportive role for one another in order to facilitate everyone’s needs. 

Harmonylead said, “during long runs and bike rides the responsibility of family falls on me. I 

need that same support from Seven when I am out of town for my own hobbies.”  

 DEOGEO (spouse) discussed feeling like his wife’s cheerleader and that part of his 

supportive role involves keeping her in a good place mentally. He said, “I feel like I’m her 

cheerleader, I also try to make sure that she stays out of her head mentally, be that can be a big 

issue.”  

 Furthering the discussion, Stellar (spouse) also reported being her husband’s cheerleader. 

She said, “I am like his biggest cheerleader because he loves endurance sports and that’s what he 

loves to do. So why wouldn’t I want him to?” Stellar explained this in a matter-of-fact-way. Her 
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husband Lightspeed, commented that Stellar is “my biggest cheerleader. I know 100% she has 

my back and that’s never been questioned once.” Stellar seemed to see her supportive role as 

being her husband’s cheerleader. Lightspeed reported that Stellar’s support was important to 

him.  

 MOUNTAIN MAN (spouse) also identified with playing the supportive role in his 

relationship. For him, being in this supportive room meant always being present at her events, 

motivating her, and being encouraging. MOUNTAIN MAN said, “I am sure to be at every race 

and offer her encouragement. I motivate her with my words and meet her on the race course to 

take pictures and see her during the race, not just at the start/finish.” Mermaid commented that 

MOUNTAIN MAN’s support has always motivated her to continue racing. 

 SRAM (athlete) discussed how the supportive role seems to change from person to 

person. He indicated that early on in his marriage, his wife was the supportive person, but more 

recently, he has learned to play the supportive role for her. SRAM indicated that the age of his 

children has also influenced the supportive role his wife has played. According to SRAM, while 

his children were younger, his wife handled most of the child responsibilities. SRAM mentioned 

that now his children have grown older, his wife has taken on more responsibilities at work, 

which has left him as the point person for their children. SRAM expressed these sentiments by 

using the words “traditional roles” and said:   

Early on it made sense for us to kind of identify with traditional roles so TREK took care 
of the house and the kids and I got up and went to work. When I was in grad school, even 
before I was really involved in endurance sports at all, even when I didn't do any kind of 
exercising, it was pretty crappy of me at the time, but if a kid got sick, that was TREK's 
responsibility because I had to go to work and work was important. But, our roles have 
changed over the last ten years specifically as TREK has become a very successful 
professional. One of the things I've always tried to do is be very supportive of her work to 
help illustrate the value of career success as a role model for our children. Today if a kid 
gets sick, I am the one to skip work obligations because her work obligations are 
probably more important than mine are.  
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 Theme 3: Intentional Support. Different than the theme Supportive Role, the theme 

Intention Role describes eight of the sixteen participants experience of support.  Important to 

note is that six of these eight participants were the athletes in the relationship. This theme 

emerged while the athletes and spouses described the mindful and deliberate support they offer 

each other.  They used words and phrases such as intentional, appreciation, express gratitude, 

setting priorities, and offering encouragement to describe their experience. Granny (spouse) 

indicated that she intentionally started mountain biking to spend more time with her husband as a 

way to demonstrate her support.  She said: 

I didn't ride mountain bikes and then we got married and I started riding, riding mountain 
bikes. I think we just wanted to be with each other. So that was our way of supporting the 
other one was like kind of, okay well I'll just join what sport you're doing. 

 
 Adding to the discussion on intentional support, Niro (athlete) commented that her 

husband plays a valuable supportive role in a triathlete. She expressed gratitude for his role and 

discussed being intentional about communicating her appreciation to her husband. According to 

Niro, her training would not happen without his supportive role and she makes a point to express 

her gratitude for his support.  She said, “I suppose this is something I am intentional about. I try 

to communicate how much I appreciate that. Because I know that that's not necessarily the 

norm.”  

 Expanding on this type of support, KOG (athlete) indicated that he has intentionally tried 

to eliminate time he normally spends preparing for a race in order to have more time with his 

spouse. KOG said: 

I get pretty intense before a competition. I like going through my equipment to ensure 
I've got my helmet and my shoes and stuff; just making sure everything's done. I'm pretty 
focused, but I've tried to eliminate some of the time I spend doing that so that we have 
time together. 
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During the interview with KOG, I was certain that he purposefully carving out time from 

equipment checking to be present with his wife, however, Durango did not seem to interpret 

these few moments KOG spared as the quality time she desired from him.  

 In addition, Seven (athlete) indicated that he deliberately inquired about his wife’s 

hobbies to demonstrate his interest. Seven appeared to place importance on having an open line 

of communication with his spouse and that by purposefully expressing his interest, she, in turn, is 

more interested in his training. He said: 

I think one of the things we intentionally do is stay plugged in to each other. For me that 
looks like me asking how’s your stuff going and her asking how’s training going? Not 
that that's all we talk about, but I think being intentional about what we're both excited 
about are good conversations to have. 
 
Indigo (athlete) expressed being intentional about her priorities before any of her family  

members were even awake. According to Indigo, she gets up as early as 3:30 am to start running, 

so that her participation in endurance sports does not impact her family’s weekdays. She said: 

On my peak weeks I run over 50 miles a week and that's hard when you have a full 
schedule. In order to fit my runs in, I run while everyone else is sleeping. I wake up and 
run a couple hours, then get the boys together for school, get them to school, get me to 
work, work all day, go back and get them, go to baseball practice, rinse and repeat. 

 
 Similarly, Lightspeed (athlete) reported that he wakes up early before anyone else to get 

his training in because he does not want to interfere with their morning routine. He does the 

majority of his workouts and race prep in the morning to deliberately limit the impact of triathlon 

on his wife and children. He said: 

70% of my workouts start before anybody else in the house is even up. Triathlon is 
something I do for myself because it makes me better and I’ve learned to be intentional 
about early morning workouts, cause this sport can really take time away from what 
really important if you’re not careful. 
 

  Continuing with the discussion, Mermaid (athlete) commented that she also shows 

support in an intentional way.  She shows support to her spouse by making sure all of his needs 
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are covered. She indicated that support is shopping for his favorite foods and supporting him the 

way she expects to be supported. She said:  

When Mountain Man used to race or even more recently when he had a surgery, I 
supported him by ensuring he has all the food he likes and the refrigerator is stocked.   
I always make sure water bottles are ready and that he has Twizzlers and all this kind of 
stuff ready. I guess it’s funny, well maybe not, because I get offended if he doesn’t take 
any of it. I guess I support him like that because that is what I want done for me.  
 

 Mermaid expressed that she gives support in the same way she expects to receive 

support.  MOUNTAIN MAN seemed to notice this during the interview. He indicated that this 

type of support, preparing bottles, and stocking the refrigerator did not come naturally for him. 

He commented that he has had to learn to support Mermaid in a way she would interpret his 

effort as support. MOUNTAIN MAN stated, “I think it is a little bit different on my end. I show 

support by always being there and offering encouragement.” MOUNTAIN MAN seemed a little 

taken-a-back by the realization that all this time she had not been receiving his support. He said 

with a puzzled tone, “here I’ve been driving all over the course to take pictures of you… feed 

you and make sure you have everything you want doesn’t necessarily come naturally to me.” 

MOUNTAIN MAN and Mermaid opened my eyes to the fact that support is not always received 

as supportive. Mermaid indicated needing to be supported in a particular way to interpret these 

actions as support.  

 Additionally, TREK (spouse) commented about this type of deliberate support she gave 

to her husband during the couple interview.  She indicated that she has taken several steps to 

offer SRAM intentional support but does not overtly broadcast all the things she does. She said. 

“I do support, but I intentionally do it on my own. I don’t’ really talk about it and I don’t really 

bring it up. It is something I consider as my job.” In the couple interview, TREK indicated that 

she has intentionally focused on supporting her husband through preparing his diet. She 
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commented being mindful of his training and serving protein rich food when he needs to recover 

and carbohydrate heavy meals before a big training day. TREK discussed her intentionality 

based around SRAM’s workouts, but the way she discussed it made me wonder if he knew all 

the effort she was putting into supporting him. TREK said, “I consider on a weekly basis how 

much he’ll be working out and what he needs to eat and are we eating like we should.” TREK 

echoed my curiosity by stating, “I wonder if he even notices?” During this couple interview 

format, SRAM was able to comment directly. He answered by reporting that he does notice and 

expressed his appreciation, but stated that he had missed these efforts and did not always 

interpret them as support. SRAM was adamant during his individual interview that he did not 

mind TREK missing his events. He said, “I think we prefer it that way.” SRAM seemed to 

interpret support as event attendance. During the couple interview however, it was clear to me 

that TREK supported SRAM in her own way and I worried SRAM did not fully interpret 

TREK’s intentional meals as support and how that applied to other couples.  

 Theme 4: Relationship Conflict. Although only two couples commented regarding the 

relationship conflict that is part of competing in endurance sports has brought conflict into their 

relationship, it is presented as a major theme because I believe that more couples experience this 

phenomenon.  It’s inclusion as a theme highlights an important element of couple’s experience 

with endurance sports.  I own the assumption I am making that the conflictual impacts below 

represent the couple dynamic of more athletes and spouses than the four that reported these 

impacts.  

 Throughout the interviews, four of the sixteen participants, representing two couples, 

discussed the experience of conflict in their relationship.  The used words and phrases such as  
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I’ve had to endure, pick up the slack, pitch a fit, and I do not look forward to 140.6 when 

describing their experiences.  

 During the couple interview, Durango and KOG were asked to explain how endurance 

sports has impacted their relationship. Durango immediately responded, “I’ve had to endure.” 

Durango quickly laughed this off, however after reviewing her individual interview, I understood 

this statement, “I’ve had to endure” as her reality. KOG quickly interjected stating, “I think it's 

been more positive than anything, because we've been able to do things together and go on trips 

to places that we probably would not have done.” While disclosing the household impacts, KOG 

indicated that Durango does most things around their home. KOG stated:  

My perspective is I mean, that I take care of some of the responsibilities. I think more of 
the household responsibilities in the relationship probably falls on Durango, because of 
the training. She may have a different perspective, but we each have our things that we 
do. We split things up. 
 

Furthering the discussion, Durango reported that she provides whatever is missing and 

picks up the slack left by her husband. According to Durango she plays the role of the support 

person in the relationship. Durango said:  

I mean, I was thinking in general, but also in terms of the events and stuff. I'm the support 
person so I provide whatever is missing I guess. I think I’ve taken on certain household 
responsibilities that I learned from my parents. We muddled through it, then came up 
with our own responsibilities. Then sometimes we just pick up the slack for the other 
person too. 

 
 I recognize that the conflict concerning KOG and Durango’s couple interview was 

expressly stated in the quotes above.  However, it is not what was said in the interview that was 

telling what was not said. Durango expressed negative impacts throughout her individual 

interview that were not mentioned in the couple interview. Durango indicated a “lack of 

closeness” resulting from KOG’s participation in endurance sports along with having to put 

herself on the “back burner” while she was “tagging along” to her husband’s races. During the 
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interviews with Durango and KOG, I did not feel like Durango was intentionally being 

untruthful, but I did detect conflicting impacts because of endurance sports.  

 Harmonylead indicated that her husband’s commitment to the full ironman distance 

creates conflict in their relationship. She said, “Well, I would say for me Seven’s commitment to 

full IRONMAN distance training is not my favorite at all. I think it does cause conflict. She 

continued and stated, “I mean not to the point where I would say, you're going to have to choose 

me or choose 140.6. But I don't look forward to that distance and the commitment that it brings.” 

While discussing how this conflict impacts their marriage she reported, “I just have to choose 

like well, that's what Seven is going to do so I can either pitch a fit about it or I can just move on. 

That's probably how it affects our relationship.”  

 Rather than add to the discussion of his wife, Seven responded to Harmonylead by listing 

the benefits they have experienced from endurance sports. According to Seven endurance sports 

has become an integral part of their relationship and aided in the development of their close 

relationships. Seven also seemed proud of the health benefits of participating in endurance 

sports. Seven said: 

I think this was part of my personal interview, if I look at our close, personal friends and 
the relationships that we have developed, where we spend the most of our time with, 
almost all of those relationships have come through endurance sports. I think that being 
part of that society has become integral in our relationship. It's not just me saying I'm 
hanging out with these people that I train with that are endurance athletes. It's really 
become I think a couple thing. I think the other thing I would say is I look at couples that 
are our age, in their 50’s, and I mean we are just a completely different level of fitness 
and health than what I see peers that are involved in endurance athletics. 

 
 The couple interview with Harmonylead and Seven was eye opening because I was able 

to see both perspectives and see the conflict and the benefits.  During this interview, Seven 

seemed to miss what Harmonylead disclosed about disliking the commitment to 140.6 distance. 
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Instead, he began defending his perspective and all the positives he believed they had 

experienced as a couple.  

Theme 5: Advice for Other Couples. Concluding each couple interview, the 

participants were given the opportunity state what advice they would give to another couple also 

participating in endurance sports. Each of the sixteen participants made statements advising other 

couples informed by their own experiences as endurance athletes and spouses of endurance 

athletes. Each participant seemed willing and eager to offer comments about their experience to 

aid other couples in similar situations. Four subthemes emerged from this theme: 1) Let Them 

Suffer, which describes allowing the athlete to grow through physical and mental suffering, 2) 

Communicate, which describes remaining open and honest with your spouse about your feelings, 

goals, and attempts to support one another, 3) Get Involved, which describes the social aspect of 

endurance sports and the reported importance of being a part of the endurance sports community, 

and 4) Be Flexible, which describes advice for athletes to not become rigid with their training 

and to prioritize their spouse over training. These subthemes will now be addressed.   

Subtheme: Let Them Suffer. Granny commented it is hard to watch someone you love 

dig deep and go to a level of physical and mental suffering. She said, “my advice would be, let 

them suffer, because something beautiful will happen on the other side of suffering.” Granny 

continued, “you have to encourage them to continue going through the physical and mental 

suffering.” Granny seemed adamant about allowing her athlete to suffer because of the growth 

produced by the “suffering”.  

Continuing to expand on this advice, Grump commented that he has learned a lot from 

his experience as an endurance athlete. According to Grump, these lessons and experiences are a 

result of suffering through something and learning to endure. He said:  
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Right now, I am thinking about the hardest things I’ve gone through, in my life, my 
career, and my family. During each of these moments I’ve drawn on the strength and the 
ability to endure I’ve harnessed through the difficulty of endurance sports. People don’t 
take on these kinds of event because they’re easy. You sign up because they are hard and 
you want what you will experience through that process or enduing through it.    
 
Subtheme: Communicate. Redline commented that his advice would be to stay honest 

with your spouse and communicate. According to Redline, transparency is an important aspect to 

being in a relationship. He specifically recalled a time when he was signed up to race with his 

spouse, but he did not want to participate. Redline commented on learning first hand that you can 

find a way to best support your spouse with a healthy dose of communication. He said:   

I'll go off and sign up for a race and then six weeks into the training, I'm like, This sucks, 
I don't like it. I don't want to do it anymore. But I don't express my feelings. And it just 
starts festering until it all pools over. And I'm in a bad mood, she's in a bad mood. And 
but, yeah. You just have to be honest and say, "Hey." Right off the bat, say, "This isn't 
going to work." Or just express what you're feeling and don't just let it sit there and fester 
until it boils over. 
 
Expanding on communication, Niro agreed that that open communication is important for 

couples managing busy lives and endurance sports. Niro commented after Redline’s statement, 

that she was thinking of the same situation. She said:  

A few times Redline has signed up for races and then had major buyer's remorse. And I 
blame myself because the pattern has repeated itself a few times. And I say to him, I 
should never have let you sign up for the race. 
 
Redline and Niro seemed to be discussing a pattern of spousal support that did not go 

the way they intended. They even seemed to indirectly acknowledge that attempting to support 

your athlete without being “open and honest” can have the opposite effect. 

Additionally, KOG expressed his advice was to communicate with your spouse. 

According to KOG, communication is necessary for a balanced life.  He said, “I think that you 

just have to communicate. You have to be very open with your feelings, with your thoughts; you 

have to be able to find that balance. I think communication is key.” Responding to KOG’s 
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remarks, Durango commented that you have to enjoy what your spouse likes to do. She said, “I 

think just enjoy what they do. Hopefully you can enjoy doing what the other person likes to do, 

because if I wasn't interested in riding at all or if I wasn't interested in being outside, then that 

would be a drag.”  

Furthering the discussion of communication, Indigo mentioned that her advice would be  

that couples communicate and also allow their partners to help. According to Indigo, trying to 

manage the ins-and-outs of endurance sports, while managing life, and children is exhausting. 

She said, “I would say to communicate, even if it's hard, and to let somebody help... Let the other 

person help and ask for help, other than just trying to shoulder it all, and just be supportive of the 

other person.” Indigo seemed to be drawing from her own experience of taking everything on 

and suggested that other athletes ask their spouses for help when they need it.  

 In response to Indigo’s advice, DEOGEO commented that having an athlete in the family 

is important. He advised other spouses of athletes to support their athlete and allow them to be 

themselves. Additionally, DEOGEO indicated that through communication, spouses of the 

athletes can keep themselves from growing resentful. He said:  

I think I would say that from my perspective, let them be themselves and remember the 
health benifts of exercise and the good model it sets to have an athlete in the family. My 
advice is communicate with one another your concerns in order to keep from becoming 
resentful at each other. As a spouse of an endurance athlete, I think it’s important to 
check in with your partner from time-to-time about how things are going and what you 
can do to help them.  
 
Subtheme: Get Involved. Harmonylead commented that her advice, was to make friends  

with other people also in the endurance sports community. She stated, “I think my advice would 

be to find a group of people that you enjoy training with, and traveling with, who’s children you 

enjoy being around, and making it more about that experience.” Harmonylead seemed to be 
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pulling from her own experience of getting involved with endurance sports on her own to 

support her husband.  

 Seven indicated that his advice would be to enjoy the lifestyle that endurance sports 

provides, over making racing the goal. He said, “I guess that would be my advice is don't look at 

the race as the goal. Look at the lifestyle that endurance athletics, and the training, provides.” 

Seven reported that the relationships you make from endurance sports are more valuable than 

any trophy you will win. He said, “the benefits are the relationships that come from training with 

like-minded people. That’s the trophy, not winning your age group. Those are bonuses.”  

Furthering the discussion, Stellar commented that her advice to other spouses would be to 

make friends within the community and find something you enjoy to make the process fun for 

yourself. She said: 

Getting plugged in makes it so much fun and it makes it where I get it excited when he 
has a race coming up. And especially if we're going to all go together and the wives are 
going to go to it makes it fun. And if you don't do that then you're just sitting at home by 
yourself and you're separate and you don't feel a part of it. And I think that can lead to 
problems.  

 
 Expanding on Stellar’s comments, Lightspeed echoed Stellar’s advice but reported that 

anyone beginning endurance sports make connections within the community. According to 

Lightspeed it is important to know what you are getting yourself into and to set realistic goals for 

yourself. Speaking from his own experience, Lightspeed commented that beginners of endurance 

sports are setting themselves up for failure when their training is not in line with their 

expectations. He said:   

I think for me, I would just tell somebody, because a lot of times people come into this 
and they just jumped both feet in. It's all consuming. And I would tell them, one, make 
connections within the community so you can know what you're getting into and it makes 
it more fun. It's more fun to go on a three hour bike ride with friends than it is by 
yourself. But then two, have realistic expectations so that your time commitment backs 
that up. You understand what you're getting into and you understand that if you've never 
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run a 5K then you're probably not qualifying for Kona next year. So have realistic 
expectations and set your training accordingly and manage your time.  
 
Additionally, Mermaid commented on the importance of both spouses being involved. Is 

essence, Mermaid suggested that having her husband included in her training and competing was 

part of the joy she experienced. She said, “incorporate both people somehow in it. It's important 

to me that he's involved because it gives me that extra motivation. So my advice would be figure 

out how to work that in.” MOUNTAIN MAN offered his advice through his concise statement in 

agreement with Mermaid comments. MOUNTAIN MAN said, “I think that's great. Like, just in 

a nutshell be involved.” 

Subtheme: Be Flexible. Continuing the discussion on advice for other couples 

participating in endurance sports, SRAM commented that his advice to other athlete’s was to be 

flexible. He said, “don't be so fixed and rigid in your approach that you let it drive a wedge of 

resentment between you and your spouse.” According to SRAM, he has experienced first-hand 

taking endurance sports too seriously and this approach does not lead to a healthy place 

individually or relationally. SRAM said: 

My advice is really just kind of the lessons that I’ve learned over time that made it easier 
for me and my wife. I would tell the athlete to chill out and don't take it so serious. You 
don't have to do those workouts at seven o'clock on Tuesday night like your coach said or 
your training plan said. You can do it at ten o'clock after dinner if it's that important that 
you get it in and it's okay if you skip it if you have to go to something. 
 
SRAM seemed to be advising other athletes based off his own experiences to prioritize  

 
your spouse over training. SRAM also had suggestions for spouses. He commented that his 

advice for spouses of other endurance athletes was to give them space and not become jealous. 

SRAM said:  

To the other spouse, I would say almost the opposite. Hey, this takes a lot of time and a 
lot of commitment but there's a lot of positive benefits that come from it. The resolve, the 
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dedication, those kinds of things, those are going to be good long term so back off and 
don't be jealous.  

 
 Expanding on SRAM’s comments, TREK indicated that her advice for other spouses 

would be similar to her husband’s advice. She commented that being the spouse of an endurance 

athlete is going to be hard, but endurance sports is a healthy lifestyle, which sets a good example 

for children. Her advice for the athletes would be to show your spouse grace and understanding. 

She said: 

Yeah, I'm saying this to the spouse like there's always going to be something, so this has 
been a healthy lifestyle. It's a good example for the kids and so chill out and enjoy and be 
a part of it would probably be what I would say. And then to the endurance athlete, I'll 
say it's really hard for a spouse when you're at home, have to do everything, and you go 
out and have all this time for yourselves and just hop out. Have grace on your wife when 
she loses it. 
 

 The category, The Relational Experiences of Endurance Athletes, describes the impacts 

of endurance sports discussed by the couples who participated in the study. The athletes and their 

spouses discussed their experiences they have encountered from endurance sports. The couples 

disclosed positive aspect as well as some conflictual aspects.  They reported managing this high 

demand lifestyle by offering intentional support and maintaining a supportive role. Concluding 

each interview, the couples provided advice to other athletes and their spouses. Each participant 

seemed to draw from their individual experience along with their relational experiences while 

providing this advice.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 The stated purpose of this study was to explore and understand the experiences of 

competitive endurance athletes and the experience of their spouses.  One of the goals was to help 

couple and family therapists, clinicians and professionals become more acquainted with this 

phenomenon so they are more equipped to engage and assist couples and families who identify 

as endurance athletes and their spouses.  

 This study began with a discussion of my working assumptions. Moustakas (1994) 

encourages the qualitative researcher to epoche, overtly discuss what the researcher already 

believes about a phenomenon. I was drawn to this topic mostly due to the lack of information 

available on endurance athletes and their partners and due to my own experience as an endurance 

athlete.  I was happy to find that all participants of this study welcomed questioning regarding 

the high demands of balancing their lives, relationships, and their participation in endurance 

sports. Through my own personal experience with endurance sports, I related to their experiences 

and found my own experience fit within the categories, themes, and subthemes that emerged.   

Through following the methodology closely, and through peer debriefing and discussing with my 

internal and external auditor, I feel confident that I was able to represent the participants and 

their experiences well.  

 Following an outline of my assumptions, the reader found a review of the literature on 

various topics related to endurance athletes and their families. First, I provided background 

information about endurance athletes, including definitions and criteria used for the study. Next, 

I explored some of the motivational factors and reasons behind individuals who participate in 

endurance sports. I discussed compulsions to exercise and addictions to exercise, self-esteem and 



 

 

Texas Tech University, William Young, May 2020 

103 

confidence, the impact of important others, and the lifestyles of competing athletes. Finally, I 

shared my lens of systems theory, Marriage and Family Therapy, and Virgina Satir’s work 

offering the reader insight to the role these theoretical frameworks play in my understanding of 

endurance athletes and their relationships.  

 After the literature review, I described the methodology of the current study and then 

presented my results, which included three categories, eleven themes, and nine subthemes to 

describe the essence of the experience of endurance athletes and their spouses (Table 3.1). The 

purpose of this chapter is to discuss the implication of these findings and connect them back to 

the literature, understanding how this study adds to the current body of knowledge.  

Table 3.1  

Categories, Themes, and Subthemes 
 

Category Theme Subtheme 
Experiences of Endurance 
Athletes 

Impact on Me and My 
Spouse 

(1) Personal Growth 
(2) Perseverance 

 Spousal Support  
 The Dark Side of 

Endurance Sports 
(1) Overcoming the Dark 

Side  
Experiences of Spouses of 
Endurance Athletes 

Positive Impact of Spouse 
Participation 

(1) Increase in Activity 

 Negative Experiences of 
Spouse Participation 

(1) Frustration and 
Resentment 

 Providing Support  
The Relational Experiences 
of Endurance Athletes 

Positive Impact on 
Couple 
 

        
       

 Supportive Role  
 Intentional Support  
 Relationship Conflict  
 Advice for Other Couples (1) Let Them Suffer 

(2) Communication 
(3) Get Involved 
(4) Be Flexible 
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Experiences of the Endurance Athletes 

 As previously mentioned above, three categories, eleven themes, and eleven subthemes 

emerged from the data (Table 3.1). The first category, Experiences of Endurance Athletes, 

captures the essence of the participants’ experience as an endurance athlete. Overall, each of the 

athletes could articulate their experience and had a good understanding of the impacts of 

endurance sports on themselves and their spouses. The athletes discussed these impacts 

thoughtfully, leading me to believe that even though research is lacking in this area, these 

relational impacts are topics of thought and discussion among people involved in this lifestyle.  

 The three themes that emerged in this category, Experiences of Endurance Athletes, 

support the existing literature. These themes, Impact on Me and My Spouse, Support, and The 

Dark Side of Endurance Sport, outline the experiences of the athletes.  

 Participants discussed that one of the impacts on themselves and their spouse was 

personal growth and perseverance. The theme, Impact on Me and My Spouse, encompasses these 

impacts. Wann (2013) concluded that an athlete’s success fosters a self-confidence in other areas 

of their lives. Wann also reported higher self-esteem in athletes because of their physical 

conditioning and accomplishments. The findings support the athletes in this studies experience.  

The athletes used words and phrases such as capable, competent, and improves self-worth to 

describe the confidence endurance sports has fostered in their lives. The subthemes, Personal 

Growth, and Perseverance also captures the athletes statements related to this domain. The 

athletes discussed how this personal growth and confidence has fostered success in other areas of 

their lives. The athletes disclosed experiences like, I no longer feel like a quitter, I have learned 

to embrace hardship, and because of the sport, I have learned humility. From the athletes’ 
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experience, endurance sports has not only fostered growth and confidence in themselves, but also 

taught them to persevere in other areas of their lives.  

 All eight athletes reported experiencing support from their spouses. The theme, Support, 

helps to highlight their experiences.  However, the athletes seemed to receive and interpret 

support differently. Several athletes indicated they felt supported if their spouse was present at 

their events. Other athletes reported feeling support despite their spouse’s lack of attendance at 

events. For these athletes, the support they wanted was time to train. Based on the athletes’ 

experiences, support often takes more than one form. Hambrick, Simmons, and Mahoney (2013) 

in their study identified family support as essential in managing the time commitments of 

competing. These findings fit within the experience of participants in this study where athlete 

and spouse participants reported relying heavily on each other for support. 

 Seven of the eight athletes reported that endurance sports has a dark side. The theme, The 

Dark Side of Endurance Sports, captured their experiences. They used words and phrases such as 

guilt, pressure, failure, and unrealistic expectations to describe their experience. According to 

the experience of these athletes, training and competing in endurance sports can bring out 

personality traits like obsessiveness, depression, and anxiety. Ritvo and Glick (2005) concluded 

that athletes and their families rarely seek treatment for clinical disorders. In a later study, 

Stillman, Brown, Ritvo, and Glick (2016) concluded that disorders can emerge in athletes 

including, obsessive-compulsiveness, perfectionism, and anxiety. The findings of this study 

support the literature, which also suggested the need for family therapy within a competitive 

athlete population. 

 The subtheme, Overcoming the Dark Side, describes four of the athlete’s experiences of 

persevering through the negativity of the sport and achieving valuable life lessons as a result. 
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The athletes used words like accomplishment, freedom, face failure, and humility to describe 

their experiences.  

Experiences of Spouses of Endurance Athletes 

 The category, Experiences of Spouses of Endurance Athletes, comprised the experiences 

of spouses of endurance athletes illustrated by their quotes and statements.  Participants 

discussed the positive impacts on their life through their experience of endurance sports. The 

theme, Positive Impact of Spouse Participation, discusses these experiences. The spouses used 

words like happy, more alive, enjoyable, better person, and positive to describe their experience. 

All eight spouses disclosed positive impacts they have experienced because of endurance sports. 

Included in these positive impacts, the spouses reported an increase in their own physical 

activity. The spouses indicated this increase in activity was related to their spouse’s involvement 

in endurance sports and influence upon them. The subtheme, Increase in activity, represents the 

quotes and statements of four of the eight spouses who reported more activity because of being 

connected to an endurance athlete. They used words and statements like she signs me up for 

races, I would not race if not for them, and good example to describe their experiences. Lamont, 

Kennelly, and Moyle (2017) investigated fifteen spouses of endurance athletes and concluded 

that from the spouse’s perspective the benefits outweighed the stressors. According to the 

spouses, the increased activity they have experienced because of their spouses participation in 

endurance sports has benefited their lives by making them healthier and more active. While the 

pilot study described several motivations for athlete’s participation, this relational study 

described the spouses motivation and perspective. This study took steps to further understand 

what participation in endurance sports means for the athlete and their spouse. Further, throughout 

the interviews, the spouses discussed an overall positive experience with his or her spouse’s 
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participation in endurance sports. The findings support the literature as spouses reported more 

benefits than stressors.  

 The spouse participants also disclosed negative experiences because of their athlete’s 

participation in endurances sports. These quotes and statements emerged from the interviews and 

informed the theme, Negative Experience of Spouse Participation. All eight spouses reported 

experiencing negativity. They used words like worried, low spot, failure, jealousy, over train, 

and hard on herself to describe their experiences. A small group of the spouses reported 

experiencing negativity that had been long lasting causing a more severe impact. The subtheme, 

Frustration and Resentment, described the impact of negativity they experienced.  These spouses 

described a pattern of putting their wants and desires second behind their athlete spouses and 

their participation in endurance sports, which led them to become frustrated and experience 

resentment towards their spouse and even the endurance sport itself.   

 The theme, Support, captures the spouse’s experiences including statements and quotes 

about offering support to their athlete. All eight spouses reported supporting his or her spouse 

while they pursued endurance sports. They used words like intentionally, assisting, proud of her, 

and never missing races to describe the support they offered. Hambrick et al. (2013) found that 

endurance athletes rely on support systems such as family to manage the time commitments 

associated with engaging in endurance sports. The findings of this study fits within the literature 

as the athlete and spouse participants reported relying heavily on each other for support. While 

discussing support with the spouses, it was clear that being supportive came naturally to some of 

them. Other spouses seemed to have to work at being supportive and they reported making great 

efforts toward being intentional in the support they provided.      

The Relational Experiences of Endurance Athletes 



 

 

Texas Tech University, William Young, May 2020 

108 

 The athlete and their spouse discussed the overall positive impacts endurance sports has 

had on their relationship.  The theme, Positive Impacts on Couple, emerged from the interviews 

with the couples. During the couple interviews, twelve of the sixteen participants discussed the 

impacts they have experienced as beneficial. The participants used words like impactful, 

integrated, positive, direction, happier, more helpful, and stress reliever to describe their 

experience. These findings support Lamont et al. (2017) work where spouses and athletes 

reported significantly more benefits than stressors. Most couples seemed excited to discuss the 

positive impacts they had experienced. Both the athlete and their spouse overall reported 

endurance sports being a huge part of their life.  The couples took pride in exercise being such an 

integral part of their life, that they were included in this study, and more broadly the endurance 

sport community. Athletes and spouses alike shared that endurance sports and an active lifestyle 

is a piece of their identity. This supports the literature examining athlete-coach marriage and the 

co-oriented view and cooperative interactions described (Jowett & Mark, 2000). 

 The theme, Supportive Roles, explained how couples discussed offering one another 

support and the supportive role they played. Throughout the couple interviews, eight of the 

sixteen participants commented on performing a supportive role. These statements and quotes 

came primarily from the spouses in the relationship. The spouses described the daily aspects and 

challenges of managing family, work, and training using words such as supportive daily role, act 

of support, household responsibilities, and my biggest cheerleader to describe their experiences. 

These participants offered, received, and perceived support as being mostly through providing a 

supportive role. The findings support Hambrick et al. (2013) work which concluded that 

endurance athletes rely heavily on familial support systems to manage the challenges of 

endurance sports.    
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 While discussing support several participants expressed the intentionality of the support 

they offered.  The theme, Intentional Support, explains the mindful way participants have 

learned to support one another. Eight of the sixteen participants experienced support as an 

intentional role. This theme was primarily made up of athletes with six of the eight statement and 

quotes being provided by the identified athlete in the couple. They used words like intentional, 

appreciation, express gratitude, and setting priorities to describe their experience. Simmons, 

Mahoney, and Hambrick (2016) offered scheduling and role prioritization as necessary to make 

the triathlete lifestyle possible. The findings support Simmons et al. (2016) which identified 

setting priorities as an intentional way athlete and spouse can offer support to one another and 

fits within the statement made by the participants in this study.  

 Throughout the couple interviews, statements emerged from two couples describing a 

deeper level of negativity with their experience with endurance sports.  Worthy of note, these 

participants each discussed experiencing positive impacts during individual interviews, which 

they also discussed in the relational interview. To define their experience as negative is not 

accurate. However, to honor their transparency, several statements and quotes were expressed 

depicting conflicts they have encountered because of endurance sports. My hope is to represent 

the dynamic of the couple impact related to endurance sports. Therefore, it is important to 

discuss these conflictual impacts in order to understand their experience. The theme, 

Relationship Conflict, explains the experiences of two couples who reported experiencing 

conflict because of the athlete’s participation in endurance sports. They used statements like I 

have had to endure, pick up the slack, and pitch a fit when describing their experiences. Despite 

the conflictual impact discussed in this theme, these couples expressed a benefit from endurance 
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sports that outweighed the stressors and conflict. These findings support Lamont et al, (2017) 

research that concluded spouses and athletes believe the benefits outweigh the stressors. 

 Concluding each couple interview, the participants shared their experience and advice 

they would offer to other couples participating in endurance sports. The statements and quotes 

from this section of the interview emerged to create the theme, Advice. The athletes and spouses 

alike were excited and vested in sharing their insight with other couples. This theme is was 

broken down into the subthemes Let Them Suffer, Communicate, Get Involved, and Be Flexible. 

The subtheme, Let Them Suffer, explained the experience of one spouse coming to terms with 

watching her husband suffer during training while trying to balance the other aspects of life. 

From this couples experience, it was clear that managing life while one member of the family 

trained and competed at a high level had not been easy. The spouse’s advice coming from their 

own experience sent that message that although endurance sports are hard, going through the 

difficulty promotes growth.  To this end, supporting the athlete is allowing them to go through 

the process of suffering, knowing something productive will happen as a result. The subtheme, 

Communicate, comprised the statements and quotes of three couples who advised couples 

participating in endurance sports to openly communicate. The couples used words like be open 

and honest, express what you are feeling, be open with your feelings, and ask for help to advise 

other couples. The subtheme, Get Involved, captured the participant’s advice to get involved and 

immersed within the sport.  They used words like get plugged in, stay involved, make 

connections, and incorporate each other to advise other endurance sport couples. The subtheme, 

Be Flexible, contains the advice offered by one couple to inform others of the need to remain 

flexible. This couple used words like do not be so rigid, it is okay to skip a work out, and chill 

out to explain the need for flexibility they have learned. The advice offered from the couples in 
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the study seemed to draw from their own experiences with endurance sports. This unique 

perspective was included to honor the athletes and spouses, and inform other couples based on 

years of experience represented through the lives of these participants.  

 As stated earlier, the final question and conclusion of each interview was what advice 

would give to other couples who were also managing life, careers, and children while 

participating in endurance sports. I felt it necessary to ask this question even though I did not 

anticipate it generating such an enthusiastic response. To stay consistent with the theme of this 

research study, I wanted to hear directly from the athletes and spouses what they wanted to say to 

couples living in similar lifestyles and competing in endurance sports. 

 Advice for Professionals. One of the ways professionals can begin to understand 

endurance athletes and even relate to them is to suspend the label of addiction or obsession when 

it comes to their participation.  While some endurance athletes may reach a “dependency” status, 

most endurance athletes are high functioning individuals meeting the demands of their work and 

familial roles while training and competing.  Some participants of the study identified with 

experiencing pre-occupation with training though no athletes reported this as an unhealthy 

obsession with physical fitness. Rather, they identified their pursuit as a piece of their identity 

which they believed made them better and happier in all aspects of their lives. During the 

interview process several athletes described this using words like self-worth, capable, and 

bettering oneself.  

 In a clinical setting a couple could present to therapy asking for help with communication 

and upon further inquiry the wife reports, “my husband is cheating on me with his bike”. Based 

on the interviews held for this study, this scenario seems realistic and part of the negativity and 

frustration and resentment a few spouses reported. Based on the findings of this work, the couple 
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could benefit from identifying the problem as lack of role prioritization. A clinician working 

with this couple could focus on scheduling and reorganization of role prioritization along with 

each member of the couple offer intentional support based on each other’s needs.  

Clinical Implications  

 While the emphasis of this study was to better understand the experience of being an 

endurance athlete or being the spouse of an endurance athlete, the findings also offer relevant 

clinical considerations. Based on the responses from the participants of this study much can be 

learned and tentatively applied in a clinical setting.  

 Family Systems Theory. Perhaps the most exciting and unique aspect of this study is the 

relational component. Given my background as a Marriage and Family Therapist, Family 

Systems Theory has been a big influence on my working and how I view and understand the 

world.  Dr. Murray Bowen (1913-1990) introduced the idea that individuals cannot be 

understood in isolation (Bowen & Kerr, 1988). He further influenced the field of Marriage and 

Family Therapy by suggesting a family is a system in which all members have roles and rules. 

Within this system, the behavior of each member and collectively leads to balance or 

dysfunction. Given the influence of Family Systems Theory, this study examined the athletes 

along with their spouses in three different interviews. As suspected, without this relational 

inquiry a valuable piece of the puzzle would have been overlooked.  

 Throughout the interviews, I was confronted by the relational impact of endurance sports 

on these couples. Spouses who did not participate in endurance sports, discussed experiencing 

the impacts of endurance sports indirectly through their athlete. An example of this being, 

SRAM commenting, “endurance sports has had such a profound impact on me, clearly my 

relationship is going to be impacted by that.” SRAM’s wife responded agreeing his participation 
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in endurance sports has impacted her. She commented further that she has struggled with being 

supportive and at times even becoming resentful. The data supports the application of Family 

Systems Theory and viewing the participation in endurance sports as relational in nature 

impacting the couple, the spouse, and children.    

 Virginia Satir. The athletes and spouses all had powerful reasons for their involvement 

in the sport. Most of the athletes shared the experience that things in their life were better when 

they exercised or trained. An example of this was when Niro explained, “endurance sports gives 

me direction in life, it gives me a focus that I really need and crave, and that helps me be a wife 

and better friend to Redline.” The spouses noticed positive differences in their spouse when they 

trained. An example of this was DEOGEO when he explained when his wife is running and 

training “things are better all-around and she’s happier.” Athletes also commented that 

endurance sports has increased their self-worth. Mermaid disclosed that because of endurance 

sports, she has “improved self-worth, she feels capable and more competent.”  

Satir believed low self-esteem creates a “problem” atmosphere of emotional deadness in 

the family (Satir, 1988). The athletes commented that through endurance sports they have 

experienced being happier and also increased self-worth. According to Satir (1988), the way a 

person copes directly relates to their self-worth. I found Satir’s words reflected in the data of this 

study.  While the athletes did not use the word “coping,” they described endurance sports as a 

coping mechanism, which improves their self-worth, makes them happier, and increases their 

feelings of competence.   

 The Therapeutic Relationship. Something that was overwhelmingly clear during all the 

interviews was that endurance athletes and their spouses enjoyed talking about their experiences. 

Having my own experience participating in endurance sports and identifying as an athlete placed 
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me in a position to quickly, and almost instantly in some cases, relate with the participants. 

Given how closely connected participation in endurance sports is tied to identity, clinicians may 

consider seeking to understand and showing genuine interest in the athletic pursuits of these 

individuals to strengthen the therapeutic relationship.  While my background as an endurance 

athlete was helpful, the participants of the study seemed to respond to my genuine interest in 

them, their strengths, their challenges, and their lifestyle. Because of this mutual appreciation, 

the athletes and spouses shared with me honestly and involved me in their emotional processing 

in an authentic way as a researcher. Clinicians have the potential to be connected in more 

meaningful ways and as Virginia Satir referred to this process “getting people connected with 

their guts” (Satir, 1988).  

 The Need for Family Therapy. The results of this study strongly suggests the 

connection between an athletes participation in endurance sports and the impact on the couple 

and other family relationships.  In addition to spousal support, benefits, and negatives, the 

couples disclosed the entire family system was impacted by one member’s participation in 

endurance sports. Systematically speaking, individuals cannot be understood or treated in 

isolation (Bowen & Kerr, 1988). Genuine long-term change requires addressing the system of 

family members to create a new family environment to support and sustain change. Given the 

relational impacts of endurance sports uncovered in this study, family therapy may be indicated 

when these couples and families face hardship and difficulties. Couples may be stuck in a cycle 

of frustration and resentment and blame each other or even endurance sports. Identifying the 

perspectives of each member of the couple will provide more detail of the root of the issue. 

Spouses may not dislike races and training, but rather they have grown resentful of the lack of 

engagement and passion they are shown as a result of their spouses participation in endurance 
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sports. Getting these couples in touch with the need for intentional support for their spouse could 

interrupt their negative cycle of frustration and resentment.  

Limitations 

 There are some limitations to this research that must be discussed. A major limitation of 

this study is that the participants were drawn from a sample of convenience. The first participant 

was a self-selected respondent to an invitation posted at a local bike shop. Snowball sampling 

allowed the first participant to identify the next and so forth.  Because of this, participants were 

localized to a mid-size city in the southwestern United States. Future research would benefit 

from vested efforts to gather a broader sample from across the country.  

 Second, the generalizability of this research is limited.  Even though small sample sizes 

are common, and expected, in qualitative research, the sample size is small. Conducting a larger 

quantitative study would improve the validity of the findings. The sample is also homogenous. 

The participants were predominately Caucasian, Christian, heterosexual, college educated, and 

residing in the same southwest geographic location. This limits generalizability of these findings 

and future research would benefit from more studies to access diverse samples.  

 Third, concerning the sample utilized in the study, five of the eight athletes were male 

and only three athletes were female. Further, the spouses of the study were also unequally 

represented with five of the eight spouses being female and three male. Given the homogeneity 

of the sample mentioned above, the generalizability of this research is limited. Considering the 

southwest geographic location and the social norms of gender concerning division of labor in the 

region, the generalizability of the finding are limited. Further research would benefit from a more 

diverse sample.  
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 Finally, the bias of perception is also a limitation of this study.  All aspects of this study 

were filtered through my biases and those reflected in the literature that I chose to present. Steps 

were taken to address my own biases (e.g., memoing, bracketing, member checking, and inside 

and outside auditors), however as in all qualitative inquiry, the researcher is the primary research 

instrument, therefore my biases are found throughout the study. To be fair, this study should be 

viewed as a co-construction between the participants, the literature, and myself. The data of this 

study is presented as a valid lens to view the personal experiences of endurance athletes and the 

spousal relationships of endurance athletes based on the participant data.  

Future Research  

 Further research is needed to continue examining the relationships of endurance athletes 

and its impact on themselves, their spouses, and families.  More studies are needed to examine 

specific constructs related to endurance sports such as, gender, family impacts, and coping. The 

findings in this study suggest a connection to these constructs, which have yet to be examined.  

 Further research should consider the potential influence of gendered dynamics. 

Throughout interviews, the participants’ experiences opened my eyes to new areas of interest, 

which were beyond the scope of this study. There seemed to be an interesting dynamic involving 

gender difference and support offered to athletes. Further research should explore support 

offered to athletes specifically with a focus on gender differences. Additionally, this study 

limited participation to heterosexual couples and future research is needed to be inclusive of 

diverse couple orientations. Researchers could explore whether couples in same sex relationships 

have similar experiences to those reported by participants in the current study, or whether there 

are experiences unique to being in a same-sex relationship.  
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 It would be beneficial to examine the family impacts of endurance sports. While 

relational impacts were identified through this work, several couples discussed their children. 

Several athletes disclosed being intentional about their workout schedules to decrease the impact 

of their endurance pursuits on their children in the morning. Several spouses commented that a 

benefit of the sport was the example the athletes set for their children. To further the 

understanding of endurance sports, more work is needed examining the family impacts of 

participating in endurance sports. Including children and possibly the parents of the identified 

athletes and spouses would add to the inquiry presented above.  

 Additionally, the athletes and spouses reported endurance sports as an effective method 

to make improvements, growing, and pursuing wellness and happiness.  However, the term 

“coping” was never used to describe this process but was implied throughout the study. Further 

research is required to establish the effectiveness of endurance sports as a mechanism of coping 

and reported life satisfaction, overall well-being, and relationship satisfaction.   

 Finally, some of the couples had a shared connection with endurance sports, with the 

spouse of the endurance athlete formerly competing in endurance sports, whereas, some couples 

only one partner had an endurance athlete background. Future research should determine 

whether involvement with athletics, more specifically endurance sports by both partners as 

compared to only one partner impacts couple dynamics. Further, researchers could look at 

couples that one or both partners participated in endurance sports from the initiation of their 

relationship as compared to a partner who began participation in endurance sports later in their 

relationship.  

Conclusion  
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 This study examined the experience of endurance athletes and their spouses. It confirmed 

much of what is already known about endurance athletes; involvement in endurance sports 

impacts relationship, requires a lot of support, and has a dark side, which can teach valuable 

lessons on humility and perseverance. My hope was to articulate the experiences of athletes and 

their spouses in such a way that others could hear them and better understand the experience of 

endurance sports; a phenomenon which has had a powerful impact on my life. Additionally, it 

was my hope to share the stories of the relationships of these couples, particularly so therapists 

and other professional could understand their experienced and identify avenues of more effective 

help.  I remain hopeful that the experiences of these couples can be helpful and therapist can 

learn from these athletes and their spouses and apply it to their own work dealing with other 

couples.    

 This study has been such a journey for me both professionally and personally. 

Professionally, it has been an opportunity to share my passion for endurance sports and marriage 

and family therapy. I am grateful for the opportunity to gather information and educate others 

about the world of endurance sports. Personally, this journey has inspired me to “keep going” 

whenever obstacles arise. Keep going through trials and adversity, data collection and analysis, 

and “keep going” over great distance on foot or on two wheels. I would like to formally thank 

my participants who so willingly offered their experiences; Grump, Granny, Niro, Redline, 

KOG, Durango, Seven, Harmonylead, Indigo, DEOGEO, Lightspeed, Stellar, Mermaid, 

Mountain Man, TREK, and SRAM.  
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Research Questions 

Individual interview questions (athlete)  

What is your experience with endurance sports?   

Subsequent to this question will be several follow-up questions including:  

• What impact has endurance sports had on you and your spouse?   

• How has your participation in endurance sports impacted your marriage?   

• In what ways has your participation in your endurance sport been challenging for 

your marriage? 

• In what ways has your participation in your endurance sport been beneficial for 

your marriage? 

• What is your role in your relationship and how has endurance sports impacted this role?   

• What role does your family play in your training and competing?  

• In what ways has your spouse made you feel supported or unsupported during your 

participation of endurance sports?   

• What accommodations has your spouse made for your participation in your sport? 

• What accommodations have you made with your participation in your sport for 

your spouse/family?  

• What accommodations have other family members made in relation to your 

participation  

• What have been your greatest victories in competition, in this relationship, in life?  

• What have been your biggest challenges in competition, in this relationship, in life?   

• What questions should we ask other athletes regarding managing their lives while 

training/competing in endurance sports?    
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• Have other endurance athletes provided you with advice that has benefited your 

marriage/family?    

   

  

Individual interview questions (spouse)  

What is your experience with being a spouse of an endurance athlete?   

Subsequent to this question will be several follow-up questions including:  

• How has you partner participating in endurance sports impacted you?   

• How has your partner’s participation in endurance sports impacted your marriage?   

• In what ways has your participation in your endurance sport been challenging for 

your marriage? 

• In what ways has your participation in your endurance sport been beneficial for 

your marriage? 

• What role do you play or have played in your relationship in support of your athlete?   

• What have you found your role to be in your athlete’s training and competing?    

• In what ways have you tried to support your athlete in their participation of endurance 

sports?   

• What accommodations has your spouse made for your participation in your sport? 

• What have been your greatest victories in competition, in this relationship, in life?   

• What have been your biggest challenges in competition, in this relationship, in life?   

• What questions should we ask other spouses of athletes regarding managing their lives 

while training/competing in endurance sports?      
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Couple interview questions   

What impact has endurance sports had on your relationship?  

Subsequent to this question will be several follow-up questions including:  

• What roles have you played in this relationship? Have these roles changed due to 

participation in endurance sports?    

• How do you offer each other support?   

• How do you make this relationship work?   

• How do you find balance?     

• What have been your greatest victories in competition, in this relationship, in life?   

• What have been your biggest challenges in competition, in this relationship, in life?  

• What questions should we ask other couples regarding managing their lives while 

training/competing in endurance sports?     

• What advice would you give other couples regarding managing their lives while 

training/competing in endurance sports?   
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Letter of Invitation 

 

LOOKING FOR PARTICIPANTS  

TO SHARE THEIR JOURNEY OF TRAINING AND COMPETEING IN ENDURANCE SPORTS 

We are searching for couples who are willing to give about 90 minutes of their time to help us 
understand how individuals experience endurance sports. Your contribution could help other 
athletes and families. Your contribution is invaluable in the overall understanding of endurance 
athletes. 
 
If the following statements apply to you then you qualify: 

(1) Heterosexual married couple  
(2) male or female identifying as an endurance athlete, or identify as a spouse of an 
endurance athlete 
(2) aged 18 years or older 
(3) one member of the couple has taking part in competing and training in the last year  
(5) not a professional athlete 

 
ALL of the information collected for this study will be kept strictly confidential and only be used 
for the purposes of research.  

 

When you participate in the study, you will be asked to participate in an individual interview and 
a couple’s interview about your experience as an endurance athlete.   

If you are interested in this study, please contact:   

William N. Young, PhD Candidate 254-721-8294 or william.n.young@ttu.edu  
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Informed Consent Form 

 

You are invited to participate in a research project titled: “Understanding the Experience of 

Endurance Athletes: A Phenomenological Study” conducted by William N. Young, Ph.D. 

Candidate and Dr. Tom Kimball, Ph.D., of the Department of Community Family and Addiction 

Services at Texas Tech University. The purpose of this project is to gain a greater understanding 

of the experience of being an endurance athlete. It is the hope that this research will contribute to 

the understanding of the experiences of endurance athletes in the research literature and provide 

further clinical understanding. You were selected as a potential participant in this study because 

you meet the following qualifications: (1) heterosexual married couple (2) male or female 

identifying as an endurance athlete, or identify as a spouse of an endurance athlete (3) aged 18 

years or older (4) one member of the couple has taking part in competing and training in the last 

year (5) not a professional athlete. 

 

What would I do if I participate?  

If you decide to participate, you will be asked to participate in an interview at the Texas Tech 

University Marriage and Family Therapy Clinic. You will first be asked to complete a small 

demographic questionnaire. You will then begin an interview that will require approximately 90 

minutes to complete and will ask about general descriptive information, your experience of 

endurance sports, and/or your experience as a spouse of an athlete. The interview will be divided 

into three parts. Approximately 30 minutes of individual interviews with both the athlete and 

spouse and approximately 30 minutes to interview the couple. The interview will be audio taped 
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for later transcription by the researchers. Participating in this research project is not expected to 

expose you to any serious risks.  

What are the benefits of my participation?  

The potential benefits of participating in the study include an opportunity to participate in a study 

where you are able to share your personal experiences in a safe and confidential manner. This 

opportunity may lead to behavior changes that may increase your ability to cope and related 

better to your family members. The research may benefit other individuals by increasing our 

understanding of how individuals experience endurance competition and training. The 

information may lead to the development of better therapeutic methods and resources available 

for individuals who engage in endurance sports. However, I cannot guarantee that you personally 

will receive any benefits from this research. 

How are you protecting my privacy?  

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified with you 

will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. Participant identities 

will be kept confidential. All participant information and identifiers will be removed and will not 

be used or distributed for future research. Each interview will be audio taped for later 

transcription. The audiotapes will be destroyed once transcription is complete. The transcript of 

the interview will be identified by a code name of your choosing. The audiotapes and transcripts 

will be kept in a locked file cabinet and this form will be kept separately in a locked file cabinet 

in the principle researcher’s office. The information collected as part of this study will not be 

used to identify you. 

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?  
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Your participation is completely voluntary. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw 

your consent and discontinue participation at any time without penalty. You may also choose not 

to answer any questions included in the interview you do not wish to answer.  

I have questions about the study. Who can I ask?  

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact William N. Young or Dr. Tom Kimball, 

Ph.D. at (806) 742-2891, Box 41162, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX, 79409-1162. For 

questions about your rights as a subject or about injuries caused by this research, contact the 

Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office 

of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409. Or you can call (806) 742-

3884.  

Your signature indicates that you have read and understand the information provided above, that 

you willingly agree to participate, that you may withdraw your consent at any time and 

discontinue participation without penalty, that you have received a copy of this form, and that 

you are not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies.  

 

 

Print Name:   ___________________________________________________ 

 

Signature:   ___________________________________________________ 

 

Date:   ___________________________________________________  
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Demographic Questionnaire 

 

Participant Code Name: _________________________________________________ 

 

Age:  

 

 

Gender: 

 

 

Ethnicity: 

 

 

Sexual Orientation: 

 

 

Occupation: 

 

 

Marital Status: 

 

 

Education:   

 

Religion:  

 

 

 

(1) What types of endurance sports have you engaged in? (Please check all that apply) 
____ Swimming  ____ Cycling (Road)             ____ Running (Road) 
____ Trail Running  ____ Mountain Biking ____ Open Water Swimming 
____ Snow Shoeing  ____ Cross Country Skiing ____ Other ____________________ 
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(2) What would you say is your primary endurance sport?  
 

____ Swimming  ____ Cycling (Road)             ____ Running (Road) 
____ Trail Running  ____ Mountain Biking ____ Open Water Swimming 
____ Snow Shoeing  ____ Cross Country Skiing ____ Other ____________________ 

(1) Does your family have a history of participating in endurance sports?  

 

(2) How long have you been involved in endurance sports?  

 

(3) How much time you spend exercising each week?  

 

(4) How long have you and your spouse been together?  

 

(5) How much time do you spend together each week?  

 

(6) Do you ever train or compete in endurance sports with your spouse? 
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Debriefing Statement 

Thank you for participating in the study “Understanding the Experiences of Endurance 

Athletes.” The primary purpose of this study is to understand how individuals experience the 

lifestyle of endurance sports. It is the researcher’s experience that little is known regarding the 

impacts of endurance sports and it is the hope of this study to induce a greater understanding.  

 By completing this study, you have contributed to a project that will provide information 

about how to help individuals who identify as endurance athletes and their families. It is hoped 

that this information will assist therapists and other treatment providers in finding ways to be 

more effective in working with physically active individuals. Thank you for your participation in 

this research. 

Sometimes participation in research projects, particularly a study that asks about sensitive 

information, can be distressing for participants. If your participation in this study has identified 

concerns about safety, caused you anxiety, or otherwise distressed you, please be aware that you 

may contact the following resources for assistance. However, research investigators will not 

incur the financial costs of such resources.  

 

• Family Therapy Clinic 

  Phone: (806) 742-3074 

  Individual, Couple, and Family Therapy 

• Texas Tech University Student Counseling Center 

Phone: (806) 742-3674 

Individual Therapy for Texas Tech University Students 
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If you have any questions about the study, or would like to receive a report of this research 

when it is completed, please contact William N. Young or Dr. Tom Kimball at (806) 742-2891, 

Box 41162, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX, 79409-1162. 

 

Again, thank you for your participation! 
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Grump: I would say there's a couple of different answers. It really depends on the time. As 
a general rule, it's been a good thing because it's been a good way for us to either 
each do our own thing and come back, really be effective partners, but then at the 
same time, it's been a good way for us to come together and do something 
together. There's been times that we'll call it a date night, but we'll just go for a 
run, or go for a bike ride, or you know. 

Interviewer: Yeah. That's cool. 

Grump: Yeah, but as a professional, I'd say that there was some negative impact on our 
marriage at times. Mainly because it's so, so time consuming and the amount of 
stress that I put on myself wasn't real conducive to a healthy relationship at times, 
but at the same time, it exposed some things we needed to work on. So, I guess in 
the long run it worked out to be pretty good. 

Interviewer: Okay. As a follow-up, what would you say the challenges have been specifically 
for your marriage because of your participation in endurance sports? 

Grump: Man, looking at it from at a highly-competitive level, it's the amount of pressure 
you put on yourself sets some unrealistic expectations, or to take time for it 
unnecessarily, that interfered with your ability to be an effective husband or 
partner. So, I don't know. I guess the time. The time that you take sometimes can 
interfere with it if you're not very tactful, I guess, about how you take that time 
and when you utilize it. 

Interviewer: Okay. Then along with that, in what ways has your participation in endurance 
sports been beneficial to your marriage? 

Grump: It's been a really good way for us to talk. You know that when we were traveling 
around together, we took a job with a nonprofit where we basically lived out of a 
car for awhile, and it was that opportunity to where we got to do something fun 
together, but still talk and grow closer together while doing something fun. So, I'd 
say it's been a really good platform for us to communicate. 

Interviewer: Okay. Nice, man. What role does your family play in your training and your 
competing? 

Grump: They're the support system. I mean, plain and simple. They're the ones that 
support me, that push me, that are really the motivation for doing something 
because, A, I want to set a good example for my children that- 

Interviewer: Good. 

Grump: ... it's good to work towards goals, good to work hard towards them and make 
some sacrifices, but at the same time I would say it's probably good to be in that 
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supportive role for them because I know for me it's a pretty cool opportunity to be 
supportive of my wife in that situation as well. 

Interviewer: Yeah. What would you say are the ways that your spouse has made you feel 
supported or unsupported during your participation in endurance sports? 

Grump: I'd say when we decided collectively for me to try to pursue a professional cycling 
career, basically she was willing to just pack up and move wherever we needed to 
go to where we thought that was going to be a good opportunity for us. While 
there was some other factors involved, we did end up moving, and thinking that it 
would be a pretty good place for us to be, which didn't really work out all that 
great, but it is what it is. Yeah. Yeah. I don't know. On the unsupported side of it, 
I don't really know. 

Grump: I feel like when I'm not very good at utilizing my time correctly, there does build 
up some resentment there, and it snowballs. So, I'd say it'd be when that 
resentment boils up to the top, then you don't feel very supported at that time, 
then. 

Interviewer: Yeah. Is there anything specifically that your wife has done to accommodate your 
participation in endurance sports? 

Grump: Totally. I mean, there's been 100 things. 

Interviewer: Anything that comes to mind or the forefront? 

Grump: Yeah. When we moved to San Marcos for me to try racing, she took a job and 
she's like, "Nope. Cycling." I was doing grad school at the time, but as far as the 
time-consuming thing, it didn't really take up a whole lot. She's like, "No. This is 
your job. This is what you're going after." So, I didn't have to take a job. She was 
very much the breadwinner and the financial support of the whole family. She 
took that role on willingly.  

Interviewer: Wow. 

Grump: Yeah. It was pretty incredible. I mean, gosh, even down to cooking and helping 
me get ready for the race, packing, and man, all kinds of stuff. But yeah, those 
two I think are probably the most primary. 

Interviewer: Would you also say that there's any accommodations that you have made with 
your participation in the sport for your family or your spouse? 

Grump: I'd say as I got older I learned how to utilize my time better because I think when 
I first started as a professional, I didn't really have a good concept of what it was 
going to take from me, and how effective I was going to have to be with my time, 
but now as I've gotten a little bit older, I can see that you have to be really, really 
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efficient. As a result, I still get to participate at a pretty high level, but I use my 
time in such a way that it's I still get to spend a ton of really, really quality time 
with my wife and with my kids. 

Interviewer: Yeah. 

Grump: Yeah. 

Interviewer: So, this is a learned behavior that you really had to be intentional? 

Grump: Totally. Totally. Yeah, because it's ... I mean, I feel like when I first turned pro, 
like I said before, I put this unnecessary pressure on myself. As a result, I thought 
that I had to spend these unreasonable amounts of time riding, and training, and 
doing all this stuff. It wasn't really necessary to do that, but it also took away a lot 
from my relationship with my wife. 

Interviewer: Cool. This is a cool question. I think you'll like this one. What have been your 
greatest victories in competition, in your relationship, and in life? So, a three part. 

Grump: Yeah. So in competition, oh man. To be honest, I really haven't been all that 
successful in competition as far as pure results are concerned, but honestly I'd say 
just to be able to earn my way at the table. I feel like that's been probably the 
biggest accomplishment that I can honestly say that I've been able to compete 
against some of the best cyclists around, arguably in the world. I just totally got 
beat up while I was out there, but I earned a seat at the table. I earned my spot out 
there, and I can definitely be proud of that. And what was the other two? 

Interviewer: What are your greatest victories in your relationship and in life. 

Grump: Okay. So, in with our relationship, I mean shoot, man. Endurance sport in general. 
I mean, that's how I met my wife. I'd say if I were not into this stuff, I don't know 
if I would have met my wife because our trajectories in life other than endurance 
sports were going in different ways. It's what brought us together. 

Interviewer: Wow. 

Grump: Then in life in general, it's steered it. All of the opportunities in my life from 
when I was ... It was 2009. I got an internship in New York. It was a mechanical 
engineering internship. The only reason I got that thing was just because the 
president of the company rode bikes and wanted me to come up there and ride 
with him. You know? 

Interviewer: Yeah. 

Grump: So, from that to coaching high school kids with NICA and now being the lead 
director of that whole organization, actually having a salaried job with them, 
there's been a ton ... I mean, and there's more opportunities than that, but there's 
just been so many opportunities simply from being involved in endurance sports 
that have come up in my life that probably wouldn't have come up otherwise. 
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Interviewer: So, you've almost created a career, and a family, and everything, with this being 
the foundation? 

Grump: Yeah. It's become a lifestyle and it's ingrained itself into, really, just about 
everything we do. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Texas Tech University, William Young, May 2020 

143 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX G 

SAMPLE PARTICIPANT SUMMARY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Texas Tech University, William Young, May 2020 

144 

Indigo Summary 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

What is your overall experience with endurance sports?  

Around 10 years’ experience. Long distance running.  

What impact has endurance sports had on you and your spouse?  

Okay. I think that for me it has been a good way of giving myself some pats on the back, I'm not 
very good at that. I DO IT FOR MYSELF.TO BE PROUD OF ME. 

I always feel like I'm going to fail at something, even if I'm training or if I haven't trained 
enough. So I feel like now, I'm getting to a point where I can trust myself and be proud of myself, 
no matter what I accomplish on that workout day or that race day or whatever. As far as with 
Dustin, he's always been super supportive of any of the events that I'm doing, whether he can be 
there or not. He is supportive and helpful and he's surprised me with shoes and stuff like that. 

FEAR. 

As far as a couple, I think it's just one thing that he doesn't really care so much for in his life, but 
he knows that it's important to me, and he knows when I need to go out and get a run done or 
not. So, I think that it's just an understanding that that's one thing... the one way that I do things 
for myself and he has things he does for himself. 

How has endurance sports impacted your marriage?  

I think at times it can be stressful because I can ... on days maybe that I have hard workouts, it 
just kind of tanks me for the rest of the day sometimes. 
 
It stresses family because I am tanked for the rest of the day.  

Let's see. I guess that's in a bad way, and then, also there's an elated Allison that is happy that 
she did it no matter what it is. But I think it's just something that's just a part of us, you know? 

I get something for myself from running elated that cannot be taken away. 

What are the challenges? 

I guess with coordination of timing with everything that we have going on, and if Dustin is 
training at the same time, then that can get a little bit hairy. Our boys are involved in a lot of 
things, so we have to work around that sometimes. 
Timing is challenging 
Also getting to events if they're not local, can kind of be a stressor, because if I feel like I want 
support there that can't always be there, but I also don't want to put the stress on people to force 
them to be there. 
 
 
Support 
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Found a way to incorporate training running in relationship.  
Because he knows that needs to get done, it's important to me, as far as training. I have a real 
big mental game. That is what probably tanks me the most. So he knows that that's very 
important to me being successful at that. So I think that's the main support ethnic. I don't know 
that I can really say that there's an unsupportive way, other than just a superficial, I would love 
for them to be there at every race, which can't always happen. But that's not a stressor to our 
marriage. 

 
How I make it happen 
 
To get my runs done in. I have to get up and do it before I go to work in the morning. 
  
So sometimes that means I have to be up at 3:30 or 4:00-  
 
... to get that done, because some of my ... well, when I'm in my peak weeks, even though... I 
mean, I'm not like the ultra runners who are running 70, 80 miles a week. I'm over 50 miles a 
week and that's hard. Doing that and then, getting the boys together for school, getting them to 
school, getting me to work, working all day, going back and getting them, going to baseball 
practice, rinse and repeat 
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