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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to address best practices from health and wellness coaching  
 
that can facilitate forward motion of women marathoners based on their own internal  
 
motivation.  Herein the discussion will address how I, as a coach, can help women 

marathoners to access the internal motivation they need to succeed in training for and 

then ultimately running a marathon.  This paper articulates needs and interests of women 

marathoners and how I plan to work with them to accomplish their goals.  It also includes 

definitions of health and wellness coaching and uses Self Determination Theory to 

support coaching as an intervention and how it can enhance wellness associated with 

women marathoners.  To close, I offer suggested coaching practices and competencies 

that could be brought to the process of working with women marathoners.  In this regard, 

the discussion presents the notions of what kinds of motivation, identity, perseverance 

and resilience.   

 
Keywords: marathon, women, self-determination theory, wellness coaching,                

sports coaching, motivation 
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 “Today was not about times, it was about getting in there, enjoying the race, and 

enjoying the atmosphere.” (Radcliffe, n.d.)  

How can I as a coach facilitate the forward motion of women marathoners based  

on their own internal motivation?  Motivation in general has also been a concern of many 

researchers and practitioners in the field (Arloski, 2009; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Jeffrey, 

2012; Krouse, 2009; Shung-yan, 2012).  The problem under investigation for this paper is 

how to best facilitate forward motion in female athletes accessing their own internal 

motivation as a source of strength.  The purpose of this paper, then, is to explore the 

implications of such forward motion for women marathoners themselves, and for the 

coaching field in particular. 

             Motivation is a significant part of the definition as well as of health and wellness 

coaching.  The current research literature supports coaching as a valid intervention 

(Arloski, 2009; Williams & Menendez, 2007).  But, how in particular, can this 

intervention enhance wellness associated with women marathoners  (Buman, Brewer, 

Cornelius, Van Raalte & Petitpas, 2008; Deaner, Masters, Ogle & LaCaille, 2011; 

Krouse, 2009; Mewett, 2003)? The following discussion will address this question. 

Coaching Practices and Competencies 

          There are four coaching practices and competencies that can be brought to the 

process of working with women marathoners (Boudreau & Giorgi, 2010; Jeffrey, 2010; 

Krouse, 2009, Shung-yan, 2012).  These are motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008; Jeffrey, 

2010; Krouse, 2009; Shung-yan, 2012), identity (Hays, 1995; Plouffe, 2013), 

perseverance, (Buman et al., 2008), and resilience (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2012).  Each of 

these plays a role I facilitating the forward motion of women marathoners (Arloski, 2009; 
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Boudreau & Giorgi, 2010; Deci & Ryan, 2008; Martin, Vause, & Schwartzman, 2005; 

Plouffe, 2013), and each will be explored in depth in this paper for the purpose of 

emphasizing ways in which I, as a coach, can assist clients to achieve their goals by 

accessing their internal motivation.  

           Motivation is the underscoring reason of why we do what we do.  Deci and Ryan 

outlined the kinds of motivation: extrinsic and intrinsic.  They wrote that extrinsic 

motivation comes from the outside like financial reward while intrinsic motivation is 

related to what they call psychological health and satisfaction (Deci & Ryan, 2008).  

Deaner furthered the concept by addressing gender differences in performance across 

space and time and provided insight into the expression of motivation (Deaner, 2011).  In 

particular, Deaner found that “differences in relative performance reflect[ed] a gender 

difference in competitiveness and training commitment” (Deaner, 2011, p. 325). 

According to Deci and Ryan this expression “is on conditions and processes that facilitate 

persistence, performance, healthy development, and vitality in our human endeavors” and 

results in the kind of motivation that has “a variety of advantages in terms of effective 

performance, especially on heuristic tasks, psychological well-being, and healthy 

development” (Deci and Ryan, 2008, p. 15).  For women marathoners, this is important 

because this kind of motivation helps them train consistently and then run a well-

executed marathoner, managing their intensity. 

Identity 

            Identity is similar to “recognition, self-image, and the all-or-nothing identification 

with current abilities in exercise or work.  It is also a change in image with injury or 

illness” (Plouffe, 2013, p. 4).  Broadening the woman marathoner’s own self-definition 
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can lead to regaining self-confidence (Hays, 1995).  Understanding identity as a runner is 

also key to help the woman marathoner remain emotionally resilient (Fletcher & Sarkar, 

2012; Plouffe, 2013).  Both help the woman marathoner move forward (Shung-yan, 

2012; Williams & Menendez, 2007).  The process of increasing identity awareness is a 

key competency for women marathoners because knowing who they are when they run 

can help them avoids injury and also furthers the integration between mind and body. 

Perseverance 

            Perseverance refers to a steady commitment to goals and internalized values.  

According to Deci and Ryan, intrinsic motivation results in consistency and is also 

beneficial for best performance on those endeavors like a marathon that require both 

creativity and mental focus (Deci & Ryan, 2008, p. 14).  With regard to women 

marathoners, the development of perseverance is important for facilitating the forward 

motion of women marathoners by way of intensity management in both their training and 

their execution of the marathon.  A coach helps the runner understand the principle that 

less is more.  In this case, by abiding by a periodization training plan,  one that has goal 

races and other races of lesser importance, a runner can maintain both the physical and 

mental focus to persevere because not all training weeks or races are the same.  And, so 

as a coach, it is important to recognize that perseverance is part of this integrated training 

plan that leads to a well-executed marathon. 

Resilience 

           Resilience deals with the ability to bounce back after facing setbacks.  Fletcher 

and Sarkar saw resilience as made up of motivation and other psychological factors.  

They felt these were necessary to help shield the athlete from the consequences of stress 
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and help promote the very best in performance. (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2012, p. 669).  With 

regard to women marathoner, resilience is particularly important because the distance is 

long and the race really only starts after the first twenty miles.  There needs to be 

something left mentally and physically in order to race the last 10K well.     

       Theoretical Perspectives 

                  The current literature underscores the importance of motivation facilitation for 

personal growth and transformation.  For instance, Arloski regards motivation as 

essential in the coaching relationship to “initiate, sustain and maintain change” (Arloski, 

2009, p. xx) in the client.  Moreover, he sees coaching as part of overall health and 

wellness and sees the client as an integrated whole “responsible for…her own choices” 

(Arloski, 2009, p. xxii).  In addition, Jeffrey studied the relationship between cause-based 

marathon training programs and the marathoner’s motivation to consistently train.  She 

focused her work on the motivations of these runners and she felt that her findings could 

be applicable not only to “caused-based training programs” but also for “interventions to 

help increase general levels of physical activity”  (Jeffrey, 2010, pp. 55-56).  This finding 

implies that, for coaches of women marathoners, a cause can help them move forward. 

                 To further underscore the support of the literature, Krouse found that the 

women marathoners she studied embraced “motivational factors of social affiliation, 

recognition, and gaining physical fitness more often than achievement and personal 

accomplishment” (Krouse, 2009, p. 9), she also concluded psychological motives were 

important in these runners (Krouse, 2009, p. 45).  She felt she was correct in her 

hypothesis that the women runners she studied would be “motivated by personal 
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achievement and general health” (Krouse, 2009, p. 45).  This particular research 

underscores the importance of social affiliation for coaches of women marathoners. 

                  Shung-yan’s work supported the idea that running positively effects 

depression and stress.  Her study showed that the runners who had “a higher degree of 

motivation experienced more benefits” (Shang-yan, 2012, p. 54) and that runners who ran 

for the sole purpose of running and associated running “with their identities, enjoy more 

psychological benefits from those who run to get rid of unpleasant feelings or to gain 

external rewards” (Shang-yan, 2012, p. 54).  According to this same study, “the benefits 

of running not only affect our physiology but extend to our psychological health [and] 

how we perceive running also affects the psychological outcomes of the exercise” 

(Shang-yan, 2012, p. 54).  Thus, this informs the discussion on motivation by further 

integrating the mind and body approach to coaching women marathoners. 

                 Williams and Menendez saw the continuing diversification and combining of 

interdisciplinary approaches to coaching beneficial because such an approach supports 

the relationship between coach and client, or between coach and athlete.  Such 

diversification includes “personality development, developmental psychology, theories of 

human change, research methodology, organizational development, and cross-cultural 

issues” (Williams and Menendez, 2007, pp. xxiii-xxvii).  For these two, the change 

process and adjustment to life’s challenges and how to move into a more complete, “self-

actualized” person will continue to draw on this diversity (William and Menendez, 2007, 

pp. xxiii-xxvii). 
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               Successful coaching as an intervention has helped move clients forward and 

motivation is part of this forward movement (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2012; Jeffrey, 2010; 

Krouse, 2009; Shung-yan, 2012).  

Mechanisms Governing Intrinsic Motivation     

         Motivation is connected to health and wellness coaching (Deci & Ryan, 

2008; Williams & Menendez, 2007); it also has application for sports coaching.  For 

instance, intrinsic motivation is what leads to self-discovery and mental change 

(Boudreau & Giorgi, 2010) in some women marathoners.  How to enhance such 

motivation is what leads to both health promotion and wellness.  This kind of motivation 

can be facilitated in a caused-based marathon-training program (Jeffery, 2010).  With 

regard to my particular practice of coaching, several implications are apparent.  First, 

intrinsic motivation is what will help the woman marathoner remain consistent in her 

training and then help propel her to a well-executed marathon.  Second, knowing whom a 

runner is when she can run provides a mental safety net against injury and helps to 

integrate the mind and body training in tandem.  Third, social affiliation can also enhance 

the forward movement of the woman marathoner. 

Role of Motivation in Running a Marathon 

             Motivation is essential for the articulation of a goal and vision.  A sports coach 

must articulate the marathoner’s goal back to her (Krouse, 2009; Shung-yan, 2012).  The 

coach then needs to bring this articulation into a recognizable entity wherein coach and 

marathoner can see what it will take to train for and then experience the marathon 

(Buman et al, 2008; Jeffrey, 2010; Krouse, 2009; Shung-yan, 2012).  This is how to 

facilitate forward motion. 
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  I chose motivation because of the available research and because motivation is 

one of the key elements that transcends both life coaching and sports coaching.  It is one 

of the most significant elements in an athlete’s training for and execution of the 

marathon.  Motivation can be one of the aspects that facilitate the woman marathoner to 

move forward.  This motion is aided when appropriately identified by a coach and then 

reflected back to her as she both trains for and then executes the marathon. 

Similarities 

  A common theme revealed in the articles reviewed was that intrinsic motivation is  

an essential element required to sustain consistent effort (Boudreau & Giorgi, 2010; Deci 

& Ryan, 2008; Jeffrey, 2010).  Long-term, consistent effort needs to come from the 

inside of the client or athlete to facilitate both the necessary changes and the achievable 

goal.  Two studies address this intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2008).  Boudreau and 

Giorgi, (2010) as well as Jeffery, (2010) address the internal or intrinsic motivation that 

facilitates a mental change associated with marathon running. This motivation needs to 

come from the inside of the client or athlete herself.  

  Three of the studies reviewed address the role of motivation in training  

(Deaner et al, 2011; Jeffery, 2010; Mewett, 2003).   Deaner et al (2011)  

focused on the difference between genders regarding performance across several factors  

including sports, cultures, and time periods, and they believe this can help sport  

psychologists and coaches better understand motivation.  Jeffrey (2010)  

concluded that consistent exercisers are more intrinsically motivated, and that this kind of  

motivation is what keeps them training.  Mewett (2003) wrote about this kind  

of intrinsic motivation when he described the “way (early British women runners)  
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managed their participation in terms of the medical and scientific discourse of the period”  

(p. 346).  He also described “their subtle negotiation of patriarchal interpretations of  

female physicality” (Mewett, 2003, p. 346). This advance came about because of 

motivation.  

Self-determination theory 

  Self-determination theory differentiates the types of motivation.  This is an  

important point to consider because it clarifies extrinsic from intrinsic, external stimuli  

from internal.  Lasting change and the ability and desire to finish a task comes from  

intrinsic motivation.  According to Deci and Ryan (2008) “the central focus of motivation  

research is…on the conditions and processes that facilitate persistence, performance,  

healthy development, and vitality in our human endeavors.” (p. 2).  This is “what moves  

people to act, think, and develop” (p. 2).  

  This theory informs my research because it articulates intrinsic motivation.  This 

is the motivation that results in consistent effort over time, the kind of effort needed for 

both the intelligent training of and the best execution of a very long race like the 

marathon.  This theory can also further help facilitate the integrated training of both the 

mind and body in tandem. 

  Self-determination theory is important to my study because of the emphasis on 

motivation and because of the autonomy, competence and relatedness of Deci and Ryan 

are also important to the women marathoners I would like to help move forward.  These 

same factors are just as “important for effective performance and psychological health 

and well-being” (Deci & Ryan, 2008, pp. 15-16) as they are for any women marathoner 

wanting to train successfully for the marathon. 



MOTIVATION AND WOMEN MARATHONERS  11	  

Differences 

  Some of the studies reviewed showed various aspects were necessary for  

motivation.  Jeffrey (2010) suggested that the motivation for starting to exercise  

is less important than the motivation to persist with the exercise program.  Jeffrey also  

indicated that it would be possible to arrive at interventions for supporting physical  

fitness for the rest of the population.  She saw motivation as helping not only to achieve  

a specific goal like running a marathon, but also in the larger context of making  

permanent lifestyle changes by integrating physical fitness. 

  Deaner et al (2011) concluded that there is a difference between male and female  

runners in their commitment to both training and their competitiveness.  These authors 

stated “documenting gender differences in relative performance across sports, cultures, 

and time periods may provide novel insight into the expression of motivation” (p. 325).  

They posited that this gender difference needs more study and may reflect more “in the 

opportunity to train, (but) not in the motivation to do so” (p. 337).  In other words, male 

runners seem to have more opportunity to train than their female counterparts but this 

added time does not adequately reflect each gender’s motivation. 

Conclusion 

  Motivation has been a theme that has persisted throughout the health and wellness  

coaching literature.  It has strong applicability for sports coaching.  Apparent in the 

literature reviewed, both similar and different aspects of motivation point  

to the applicability of the current research to sports coaching.  Similar aspects were  

evident in the studies by Deaner et al (2011), Jeffery (2010), and Mewett (2003).  Also, 

studies showed different aspects of motivation (Deaner et al. 2011; Jeffery 2010).   
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  I choose to focus on motivation because after thinking about each of the four 

aspects; motivation, identity, resilience and perseverance, motivation was key to my own 

experience in both training for and then running marathons.  Of the four aspects that are 

relevant to the problem and help to contribute to successful women marathoners, I have 

selected the one I felt contributes in the broadest way because motivation “has been 

researched extensively in the field of sports and exercise psychology” (Jeffery, 2010, p. 

2). 
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