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Running has the power to change all our lives for 
the better. It’s our proactive, positive superpower 
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SUPERPOWER
RUNNING IS A

unning delivers a life metaphor on a plate – and 
provides the ultimate outline for the best self-
help manual for women. Using lessons learnt in 
running, we can carve out the much sought-

after physical and mental ‘best version of ourselves’ – 
and the best version of society at large. Running is good 
for our heart, lungs, bones and all-round health, and it’s 
the ultimate tonic for a healthy mind too.

Running is a movement that can be transformative 
for women, taking them from ordinary to extraordinary. 
Running is a way to break through glass ceilings as 
women grow in confidence at work and at play. And 
when we run, we reap rewards in all areas of our lives 
and at key stages: from childhood to the menopause 
– and into old age. Running is a positive force for 
good, and not just for us, but for society as a whole. 
Some would go as far to say that running can help 
to fill a spiritual void in our secular world. Running 
solves problems for individuals and the many (via 
fundraising). Running is the solution.

A Superpower for women
The growth of the sport is being driven by women; 
ordinary women who’ve discovered running can make 
you feel extraordinary. According to research by Run 
Repeat – which looked at events between 2008 and 2018 
with a total of 19.6 million participants – recreational 
running has grown by almost 50 per cent in a decade. 
At the first London Marathon back in 1981, fewer 
than 300 of the 6,300 finishers were women. In 2020 
179,000 women from the UK have applied. For the 
third successive year, there are more female than male 
first-time marathon runners from the UK: 54.4 per cent 
versus 45.6 per cent. Run Repeat’s research found that 
globally there are less women running marathons but 
growth of numbers taking part in marathon running is 
still quicker than for men: in the period 2008 to 2018, 
women’s participation increased by almost 57 per cent 
compared to men’s almost 47 per cent for men. And we 
give more. A 2018 joint report from Active Network and 
JustGiving found that women created almost 59 per cent 
of pages for running events.

RRRR
Words: Fiona Bugler
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As far back as 1983, a study looking 
at the mental and emotional aspects 
of long-distance running published in 
Psychosomatics revealed that almost all 
the runners studied noted mental and 
emotional benefits including, “relief 
of tension, improved self-image, and 
better mood.” The study discussed the 
runner’s high and a “trance like” state 
that today we may call mindfulness. 
It seems running makes us happier. 
In another study of more than 8,000 
people by Glasgow Caledonian 
University in 2018, 89 per cent said 
that participating in parkrun has had a 
positive impact on their happiness and 

mental health, a fact 
which featured in 
an article by Bella 
Mackie, author of 
Jog On, published by HarperCollins 
in 2019. In her book, Bella describes 
her battle with anxiety and depression 
and how she overcame her problems, 
with running. Her message is ‘jog on’ 
to your problems and get your life back 
on track – no matter how small those 
first steps may be. 

“Depression is an illness estimated 
to be suffered by at least 10 per cent 
of the UK population each year,” says 
sports psychologist and author of 

Performing Under Pressure, Josephine 
Perry. “A study which collated the 
results of 30 trials in those diagnosed 
with depression found exercise to be 
a positive and effective tool to reduce 
symptoms. Looking across the studies 
on how exercise improves our mental 
wellbeing, the ‘prescription’ would be  
to complete low intensity aerobic 
exercise, for around 30 to 35 minutes, 
three to five days per week for at least 
12 weeks,” she says.

“Running is a superpower for mums. 
I think that is why our community 
grew so quickly from three to 
63,000,” says Leanne Davies, founder 
of Run Mummy Run. “Not only is 
it time away from our busy lives, 
allowing us to be ourselves, but it also 
creates a happier mum. As a mum 
myself I know how uplifted my mood 
can be coming back from a run and 
that can only be good for my family. 
It’s also important for mums to get 
some time out and find social circles: 
running gives them both,” she adds. 

When you have a family you may 
find you redefine your running ‘why’? 
Running may take on a new meaning 
for you: to be a great role model, to 

have energy for your children, and 
live a positive life in addition to 
developing yourself. Now’s the time 
to maximise your training in less 
time. “When I became a mum, the 
way I trained became very different 
as I had to learn to juggle my training 
around the kids’ needs and enjoying 
spending quality time with them,” 
says Jo Pavey MBE and Olympian. 
“But I felt more motivated as I felt 
so happy being a mum. It led me to 
achieve goals that I thought were no 
longer possible,” she adds.

Good Mental health

Giving
Here at Women’s Running, we 
believe that running can make a 
difference to women’s lives, which is 
why we support A Mile In Her Shoes 
(amileinhershoes.org.uk), who lead 
and support running fitness groups 
for women who may be vulnerable 
or homeless. As we runners set and 
achieve our goals in running events 
from 5K and beyond, we help to 
nurture a giving culture as others 
support our fundraising efforts. In 
2019, The London Marathon launched 
its #ThanksABillion campaign as 
the race was set to surpass the £1bn 
fundraising mark. Running continues 
to top the giving tables, with 60  
per cent of pages created in 2018  
being for running events, according 
to the 2018 Active Network and 
JustGiving report. Even though there 
was a slight drop off in the number 
of event registrations, since 2014 
there was a 30 per cent increase in 
the amount of money raised across 
running events. As we hit the 2020s 
the report showed that more of us 
are focusing our ‘giving superpowers’ 
on virtual running events and 
crowdfunding, but giving remains at 
the heart of what we do.

Meets Basic Human Needs: 
Emotion in Motion

Anyone who has run a big 
city marathon will agree, we 
see humanity at its best. In a 
2018 study of a large group of 
Polish runners published in 
The International Journal of 
Environmental Research and 
Public Health, it was found that 
marathons and half marathons 
fulfil a number of important socio-
psychological factors including 
enabling people to build “a sense 

of connection and integration”. 
Sporting events, “satisfy the desire 
to experience strong emotions 
and psychological needs, which 
are at the top of hierarchy of 
post-modern human needs,” it 
concludes. The study compared 
men and women and found the 
desire to feel strong emotions 
associated with participation in 
sporting events was experienced 
by two thirds of the women, a little 
more than in men.

Mother’s 
power 

Jo Pavey says running gives her a space 
to “reset her mindset”. Sally Gunnell uses 
running to problem solve, and Louise 
Minchin says she’s gone from working out 
problems on the run to not thinking at all 
and using running as a kind of meditation. 

“On a good day we probably don’t need 
our mind to do much; actually, we probably 
want it to stay quiet and let us enjoy the 
feeling of flow and see the beauty around 
us,” explains Josephine Perry. Emma Kirk 
Odunubi (@emmakirkyo) is a London-
based track coach and a running Instagram 
account to follow according to the The 
Evening Standard. “Running is the best place 
for me to find headspace,” she says. “Running 
absorbs me 

and gives me  
time to switch  
off.” However, it’s 
not always easy to 
find headspace on 
the run. “On a bad 
day when we neither feel like going 
for a run or don’t enjoy the actual run  
there are loads of different strategies  
and tactics we can use – actually at least  
64 are included in my book. From focusing 
on just your body and your breathing, to 
distracting yourself with stories, lists, maths 
challenges – what you choose is down to 
you,” adds Perry.

Headspace

My Running 
Superpower 

will get me walking again
Laura Bibby, 42, is an NHS worker and a mum of four. “Following  
a sports massage I was left with a herniated disc,” says Laura.  

“I suffered paralysis from the waist down, resulting in paraplegia 
and I now use a wheelchair.” Laura uses her running superpower to 
help her: “I’m a runner. My wings may have been clipped, but they 
left my claws and I’m going fly again. Hearing the words, ‘You may 
never walk again – let alone run’ is what drives me. I have come to 
accept the feeling of not knowing where I’m going and I’ve trained 

myself to love it. Because it’s only when we are suspended in mid-air 
with no landing in sight, that we force our wings to unravel.  

I may not know where my journey is going, but I know that so  
long as I spread my wings, I will fly. I’ve set a goal of  

China’s Great Wall Marathon.”
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In the film 3100: Run and Become 
where mediation is the key to 
completing the mind-blowing 
distance in The Sri Chinmoy Self-
Transcendence 3100 Mile Race,  
there’s a feeling that running is the 
healthiest cult to join. Winning runners 
use meditation, as well as physical  
grit, to get them through the race 
which promises self-transcendence  
at the finish. 

The race is the longest in the world 
and is the ultimate mind-test, being 

run around a half mile 
block in New York and 
taking at least 59 days, 
running more than two 
marathons every day. Sri Chinmoy,  
the guru who founded the race 
explained: “A spiritual person has to 
give equal importance to both the body 
and the soul. If he pays attention only 
to the body, if he becomes physically 
strong but spiritually very weak, then 
for him there will be no peace of mind 
or inner happiness.”

In the film, running is described as 
‘like a prayer’ and we learn: “The act 
of running to transform oneself is as 
old as time. Ancient man and woman 
ran not just for survival, but to connect 
with Nature and the Divine.”

Find out more about the race,  
3100.srichinmoyraces.org, and the film, 
3100film.com.

‘Spirit’ Space

 Pre and Post-natal
Pregnancy and birth are times of massive change for your 
body, your mind and your identity, and running can help you 
have a healthier, happier and more relaxed pregnancy and 
easier birth. As your body changes it can be nice to feel you 
have some control by keeping moving, and it can be time to 
connect with the life growing inside you. But it’s also a time 
to let go: to go with ‘what is’ and how your body is dealing 
with your pregnancy and be prepared to stop, or ease back. 
It’s definitely not the time to push or set crazy goals, compare 
yourself to others or compete. It’s also time to enjoy mindful 
running, running as mediation on the move and the simplicity 
of getting fresh air into your lungs. In the last trimester and in 
the early post-natal period you may stop running, run in water, 
or walk and combine running with yoga or Pilates. Remember 
the key thing to do at this time is listen to your body. If you’ve 
kept yourself fit and healthy you’re more likely to have an easier 
birth, a healthier baby and a quicker recovery. 

“Running is not a cure for the 
menopause,” says Louise Minchin, 
51, BBC Breakfast presenter and 
author of bestselling book that 
charts her journey from amateur 
to age group triathlete, Dare To Tri 
(Bloomsbury). “But when it comes 
to the emotions and managing 
anxiety associated with it, running 
can certainly definitely help,” she 
adds. Louise began talking openly 
on BBC Breakfast about the 
menopause last year and has found 
it has helped her and lots of other 
women, too. At an average age of 
51, women reach menopause and 
with it potentially 36 symptoms 

that can be debilitating. “As 
well as hot 

flushes, I found I was extremely 
tired, anxious and struggling to 
sleep. I chose to take HRT to help 
beat the worst of the symptoms, but 
I do find that running is to mood 
what paracetamol is to headaches 
– a quick fix and a lift,” says Louise. 
“If I’m grumpy my girls will 
check in and ensure I’ve got a run 
planned,” she adds. 

As we age there’s less to play 
with to get results, so it’s time to 
control what can be controlled 
and enjoy the benefits: “After a 
four-hour walk in Cornwall my 
daughter and I realised we didn’t 
have much time to get to the chip 
shop before it closed. It was good to 
hear her say, ‘You run Mum, you’re 

quicker than me,”’ laughs Louise.

Take on the Menopause
Your Inner 
Strength

Running makes you physically 
stronger and this helps you tap into 
your inner emotional strength. “I 
identify as strong and physically I 
make myself strong by going to the 
gym as well as doing endurance 
events,” says Emma Kirk Odunubi. 
“I’m proud of my strong body and 
I’m glad to see that strength is now 
celebrated and younger women are 
becoming more focussed on how 
we feel than how we look,” she adds. 
“Running a marathon has taught me 
I have strength I didn’t know I have,” 
she says. “Recently I had to carry a big 
suitcase up and down escalators. It was 
great to confidently do this without 
needing to ask for help.” Jo Pavey says 
that running has always given her 
confidence and inner strength. “The 
sense of achievement you feel from 
maintaining a running schedule and 
taking part in events makes you more 
able to face life’s challenges,” she says.

Former medal-bagging athlete Sally Gunnell runs corporate wellbeing 
programmes. “Successful people I meet prioritise running and exercise,” 
she says. “Leaders understand that to compete in the workplace requires 
physical and mental resilience. Healthy, fit leaders inspire their teams and 
healthy, fit teams are more productive. As a competitive runner, whatever 
level you’re at, you know you can’t just rock up without a plan and it’s 
the same at work,” says Sally. “Setting the mindset happens over time. 
It’s all those times you get up and drag yourself out when you don’t want 
to, which you can tap into.” Applying your runner’s mindset will help 
you win at work. “We use anchors to help reinforce positive beliefs and 
mindset,” says Mind Body Expert Kim Ingleby. “A great anchor is crossing 
a finish line and remembering that feeling. It doesn’t matter what the 
image in your mind is, as long as it makes you feel good.  
Positive run anchors, from inspiring routes and great runs  
and the feelings they evoke, can be transferred to any area  
of your life to enhance confidence, happiness and 
determination,” says Kim. 

Winner At Work – and at life!

My Running 
Superpower 

Running is Getting me 
Thorough Cancer

“This year I’ll be 63 and running my third 
ultramarathon,” says Alex Pilgrim. “Three years ago I was diagnosed 
with stage 3 bowel cancer, had major surgery and chemo. In 2018 I 
ran the 100K Race to the Stones with a group of my very supportive 

friends. We’ve raised over £2000 for Bowel & Cancer Research.
In November 2018 I had more surgery as the cancer had spread 

to my lungs and in 2019 we ran Race to the King. Crossing fingers,  
I’ll be fine to take part in this year’s Race to the Tower in July. 

Running is my counterbalance to all the medical/hospital stuff  
I have to endure. The more they throw at me, the more  
I run and my consultant uses me as a case study for  

his international conferences.”
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There’s a consensus amongst runners that 
we’re a friendly bunch (maybe it’s all that 
fresh air and endorphins?). And it’s a tribe 
that continues to grow: “I’ve been thrilled to 
see the growth of the running community 
over the past few years, it’s such a positive 
thing,” says Jo Pavey. “Joining a club is great 
for enjoying your running in a sociable way, 
form friendships and gain the benefits of 
supporting each other.”

The social side of running goes way 
beyond meeting up on a Sunday for your 
long run, or car-sharing to races. With the 
rise of running festivals such as Run Fest 
Run and Love Trails, you and your family 
– or you and your friends – can make a 
weekend of it and share your passion for a 
running lifestyle. At festivals like these you 
can combine camping with inspiring talks 
and practical 

workshops. There’s 
running of course, 
but also music, yoga, 
massage and a ton of good food. “It’s 
lovely for runners to be able to receive 
encouragement and give encouragement 
back to others,” says Jo. “I find it motivating 
to be able to engage with other runners and 
share running experiences.”

Jo Pavey is a Saucony ambassador and you 
can find out more about Saucony’s SS20 
launches at saucony.co.uk.

A Great Social Life

Happiness guru Danny Bent is also 
using running to make a difference. 
The World Relay is “committed to 
uniting the whole globe through 
long distance running relays”. The 
London Relay, held in July 2018, 
united the boroughs of London 
while raising funds to break down 
gang culture and homelessness. 
Grassroots running has probably 
found most of its inspiration from 
parkrun, which some compare to 
a religious experience: we show 
up every Saturday for our weekly 
service, being helped by volunteers 
who organise the race and supported 
by fellow runners. “Parkrun brings 
communities together,” says Jo 

Pavey, a parkrunner herself. “It’s 
inclusive and welcoming to everyone. 
It’s great to see the camaraderie of 
runners of all abilities, ages and 
family groups supporting each other. 
Afterwards people hang around for a 
chat, so it’s so sociable. Volunteering 
also provides a way of getting 
involved, being a part of something 
is of huge benefit to a lot of people. 
Parkrun has enabled people all 
around the world to get together, 
which has had a massive impact on 
mental as well as physical health.”

Just Doing It!
The more you just do it, the easier it 
gets. As runners most of us know we 
will feel better when it’s done. “Because 
of my working schedule, I’m often 
tired,” says Louse Minchin. “The other 
day, after a really busy work patch, I 
didn’t want to run. I told myself to just 
do 20 minutes with the dogs. Once 
I got out there I felt so much better 
and it turned into 45 minutes with 
hill reps,” she says. “The successful 
people I work with prioritise their 
running or fitness routines,” says 
Sally Gunnell. “Those who start the 
day with a run, have a presence and 
purpose for the day,” she adds. It’s that 
action first mentality that gets results. 
Influencer and track coach Emma Kirk 
Odunubi agrees. She found getting 
up and taking action helped her deal 
with the grief after losing her father, 
when she was just 19. She said yes to 
big challenges such as an Ironman 
and a marathon. “The discipline of 
running regularly gives you a key 
tool for bettering yourself. It’s not 
new, I studied sports history and read 
about ‘cricket manliness’ as well as the 
Christian ethos of disciple and sport. 
It’s tried and tested.”

Gives Back Control
Innovative runners, charities and 
businesses are using running 
to help shape the world. The 
Running Charity helps vulnerable 
young people, many of whom are 
homeless with mental health and 
other issues, to literally get back 
on their feet by running – and give 
them back control. “People who 
experience chaotic or traumatic 
events in their lives can feel out 
of control or have major life 
altering decisions made for them. 

What we love about 

running is that it can begin the 
process of taking back autonomy, 
whether that’s mind or body. 
Being in control of your life is key 
to positive mental health,” says 
CEO Alex Eagle. “We often define 
ourselves by our life experiences 
and if many of those are adverse it 
can lead to a negative self-image. 
Running is able to tear all of that 
up; feelings of isolation or failure 
can be replaced and our young 
people can redefine themselves as 
the incredible, strong, resilient and 

supportive people they are.”

Unites 
Communities

My Running 
Superpower 

DEALING WITH HECTIC 
WORK SCHEDULES

Friends and businesswomen Clare Hill and Justina Gilbert 
run together once or twice a week. Justina, who works as 

Communications Leader at IBM, says: “Running balances the 
stresses of a full-on job. It gives me time to think things through, but 
more often to not think at all, instead chat with friends and relax.”

Clare Hill, CEO of a global company, travels extensively for work and 
often has 5am starts. “Running and exercise in general give me 

energy and boost my stamina. I’m mentally strong,  
but without physical strength it wouldn’t be enough.  
Knowing I can run a marathon in the rain helps me  

keep going at work, too. If I can do that,  
I can do anything.”

Online communities such as One Year 
No Beer and Club Soda are packed 
with stories from people who’ve 
combined giving up drinking with 
taking up running. The same can be 
said for those who give up smoking or 
losing weight. Running is a great habit 
to use to replace a bad habit, but for 
addictions there’s a note of warning 
as sometimes running can become 
problematic and addictive, too. It’s 
always important to address the root 

of your addiction. 
However, running 
and the running 
lifestyle can help 
you change your priorities, from pub 
to running club for example. In Atomic 
Habits by James Clear, he explains 
that getting way from temptation and 
changing your environment can help 
change habits. “If you’re overweight, 
a smoker, or an addict, you’ve been 
told your entire life that it’s because 

you lack self-control – maybe even 
that you’re a bad person,” says Clear. 
“Yes, perseverance, grit and willpower 
are essential to success. But the way 
to improve these qualities is not by 
wishing you were a more disciplined 
person, but by creating a more 
disciplined environment.”

Breaks Bad habits


