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R unning is the ultimate antidote to our always-on, 
wired lifestyles and makes us strong in mind and 
body. Running can change your life. “Running is 
the thing that made me realise I could do anything,” 

says Tess Agnew, 33, from Brighton. Tess, a fitness blogger at 
thefitbits.com, started running six years ago, to complete her 
first half marathon with family in memory of her mother-
in-law. “It’s when I started believing in myself and has been 
the gateway to so many brilliant opportunities both in and 
outside of fitness,” she says. 

“Running lifted me out of bulimia, depression and 
anxiety,” says Jessica Robson, 25, founder of Run Talk Run,  
a group of runners who meet to run, and do what it says  
on the packet: talk. “I found my inner strength from 
running. I use it as a method of processing my shit and 
an opportunity to work through my problems or current 
challenges,” she says. “Running forces us to ‘show up’ for 
ourselves, take on a challenge, and see it through no matter 
how hard it feels. 

“Whatever level of experience you have, running isn’t 
easy. It is the ability to push through those runs that feel like 

crap and then run again the next day that builds resilience, 
which translates to many other areas of our lives,” she adds.

Running also helps develop a strong and toned body. 
When you run you become a fat-shredder – and will reveal 
previously hidden toned muscles. A runner’s body doesn’t 
have to be stick thin. When you run uphill you’ll strengthen 
your glutes and hamstrings, while downhills will shape and 
strengthen your quads. 

A ripped body, strength and determination – and 
research has proven that being active can also make you 
more optimistic, which according to an article published in 
online journal Clinical Practice & Epidemiology in Mental 
Health gives you strength and an ability to cope with life’s 
stresses and strains. Also, being an optimistic runner can 
boost your pay packet, with another study from 2015 at the 
University of Cologne revealing that optimists earned on 
average £2,000 per year more than cynics.

The simple act of putting one foot in front of another  
is one of life’s success metaphors. When you commit  
to running you’ll find your strength, inside and out.  
Here’s how to do it:

Fiona Bugler reveals how running can help you find the strongest 
version of you, for a healthier, happier life
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THE POWER  
OF RUNNING  
IN THE MOMENT
R

unning provides a great 
opportunity to practice 
mindfulness, especially when you 

tackle a longer distance. Staying in the mile 
or even the step you’re in will help you train 
your mind to be mindful in day-to-day life. 
Jo Kilkenny, 39, winner of Deadwater, a 235-
mile run over six days, says she keeps going 
by “taking each step as it comes. I break the 
distance down. Looking at the bigger picture 
is overwhelming. Whatever your goal, or 
dream is, break it down into manageable 
chunks, and enjoy where you are now, and 
the moment you’re in.”

RUN ON THE HILLS
D

oing hill reps is the strength workout for running. 
There are lots of ways to build strength with hill 
running. Overall hill training builds strength in your 

glutes, quads and calf muscles – so it’s fantastic for toning and 
sculpting your bottom half. Hill work increases your ankle 
flexion meaning you ‘pop’ off the ground quickly when you 
run. Hills will also improve your stride length (from uphill 
running) and your stride frequency (from downhill running). 
Short sharp intervals will help to boost your anaerobic 
threshold and increase your power and make you more 
efficient. Longer intervals will help to develop your stamina 
and strength, and running on hilly terrain. While varying the 
intensity (for example running fartlek, one-minute bursts up 
the hills) will help to increase your aerobic capacity (you use 
less oxygen at longer distances) and improve your running 
economy (you will use less oxygen to run faster). 
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RUN WITH FRIENDS
A

rranging to meet a friend makes you 
accountable and a good chat also distracts 
you from the discomfort of running, an 

effective strategy for keeping going. There’s lots of 
evidence to support the idea that those with bigger 
and livelier social circles are happier. “When we run 
together, we are connecting and bringing back that 
feeling of belonging,” says Jessica Robson. “Running 
with other people is a wonderful way of solving 
problems and having fun,” she says. And it’s not just in 
training that you will benefit from running with others: 
psychologists have found that taking part in events 
has positive effects. In a three-month study of over 
400 runners, researchers found that “self-esteem, self-
efficacy, life satisfaction, positive affect, and depressed 
affect, was higher during weeks in which participants 
had run in an organised race than it was during weeks 
in which they had not run in an organised race.”

PUSH ALL BOUNDARIES  
(EXPLORE WHERE YOU LIVE AND 
SEE WHERE YOUR LIMITS ARE)
L

ife is short and it’s very easy to exist in the same place for an 
entire lifetime and literally not know what’s around the corner. 
Exploration helps us develop mental strength. It teaches you 

to move out of your comfort zone and then adapt as you charge out into 
new territory. Explorer and long-distance runner, Anna McNuff, 34, did 
just that: “I didn’t do a swan dive out of the office window,” she says. “But 
I did leave a comfortable life for a life of adventure, and I’ve never looked 
back.” Anna now runs Adventure Queens (adventurequeens.co.uk/how-
we-started) organising trips and sharing tips with her online community. 
You don’t have to travel the world to gain strength from exploring and 
pushing boundaries. Simply run a new course, run a little further, or a 
little faster. Explore your own limits.

RUN IN COLD WEATHER
T

he benefits of cold-water swimming and 
cold showers have been widely reported and 
include reduced inflammation in the body 

(which is what the Harvard review calls “a unifying 
theory of disease”) and beating depression. But 
running in the cold can also be great for maintaining 
a healthy weight. For one thing, as your body works 
harder than normal to maintain its temperature, you 
burn more calories. Secondly, according to Australian 
research from 2014 (published in Diabetes), being 
exposed to cooler temperatures can result in the 
body producing more brown fat. Brown fat burns 
chemical energy to create heat and help maintain body 
temperature and can boost the metabolism. In contrast, 
white fat stores extra energy. And too much white fat, 
a characteristic of obesity, increases the risk of type 2 
diabetes and other diseases.

SPEED SETS MAKE 
YOU STRONG
S

peed sessions usually refer 
to short bursts of timed reps 
and intervals measured over 

distance. Speed work will make you a 
stronger, more efficient and faster runner 
and you will notice a big difference to 
your fitness and speed in short period of 
time. It will help take you from a jogger 
to a runner. Fitness rewards are gained 
because running fast will increase type-
two muscle fibres (the ones that help you 
run fast); strengthen quadriceps; improve 
the strength of the ventilatory muscles 
(which will help you breathe more 
efficiently); and prepare you mentally for 
racing – whatever the distance. If you 
find you enjoy speed work, why not try 
out track racing? For mental strength and 
race focus, the track is the perfect arena: 
it takes no prisoners – and thankfully it’s 
over fairly quickly!

FIND YOUR  
CORE STRENGTH 
A

nyone who has stepped into a gym, done a 
class, or read a fitness or running magazine 
will have heard of core strength. What is the 

core? If you cut off your head and legs and were left 
with your trunk, this is what we’re usually referring 
to when we talk about core strength. This includes 
your abdominal muscles and your back muscles. So 
why does it matter for running and how can running 
help build core strength? Visualise the deeper core 
muscles, running underneath your belly button like a 
belt. If they are strong and stable they will help with the 
forward propulsion of your body. Simple exercises such 
as the plank, sit-ups and back raises are easy to add on 
at the end of a run and will help you run stronger and 
keep injury at bay. 

DO PLYOMETRICS FOR STRENGTH
P

lyometrics refers to exercises that work on explosive power. 
Simply put, they involve jumping. You’ll use a lot of energy 
doing this type of exercise but it’s a super effective way to 

strengthen your lower limbs, making your tendons springy and making 
you a more efficient calorie-burner on the hills. This explosive power 
will help with sprinting, and this type of exercise will develop triple 
extension through the ankle, knee and hip, which is a key movement 
for running form and strength. Plyometric running drills include 
hopping, jumping, bounding and striding, and are mostly performed 
on soft ground to avoid injury – and importantly, you need to build 
up slowly. At the gym, try box jumps, which require explosive power, 
strength and agility and can help to develop bone density and the 
strength/resilience of connective tissues, too. 



SET YOUR GOAL
G

oal-setting works in life, as the famous 
Harvard Business School study showed 
when students who wrote down their 

goals were found to be the achievers 35 years on. As a 
runner you know that success comes when you set a goal 
and find a plan to reach that goal. Justina Gilbert, 47 from 
Ealing, London, is Communications Leader at IBM UK. 
She manages a demanding work schedule with raising 
two rugby-mad boys and is always busy. “I set myself 
a goal to do two longer races each year at least – one 
towards the start and one toward the end of the year, so 
I have to train throughout the year. Training with a goal 
in mind gives me stamina and strength which I need to 
maintain my busy life,” she adds.
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RUN TO 
SLEEP,  
SLEEP  
TO RUN
In his brilliant blog, 
The Science of Running 
(scienceofrunning.
com) performance 
coach Steve Magness 
explores mental 
toughness and asks if 
we can train it. And in 
doing so he points out 
how “sleep is not only a 
physical recovery tool, 
but it’s an emotional 
and willpower recovery 
tool too”. We need 
willpower to help us 
make good decisions in 
a race or in training (ie, 
whether to slow down 
in a race or hit snooze 
in the morning instead 
of training). The good 
thing is that running 
will help us sleep better, 
and sleep will help us 
run better. 

 Endurance Women 
Fiona Bugler, author of this piece, runner and 
triathlete, has founded the online community, 
Endurance Women, where she shares 
stories from ordinary women who are being 
extraordinary. “My goal is to share the power 
of running and endurance sport with all 
women of all ages. Stretching yourself and 
pushing your boundaries boosts confidence 
and self-esteem, and helps women find the 
strength they need to live their best life.”

 Run Talk Run  
“The main goal with Run Talk Run is to 
reach as many people as possible who are 
struggling with their mental health. We aim 
to make both running, and mental health 
support more accessible,” says founder, 
Jessica Robson, runtalkrun.com.

 Tough Girl 
Created by runner, skydiver, bungee jumper, 
climber, cyclist, world traveller and former 
banker Sarah Williams. Her popular podcast 
and blog can be found at Tough Girl Podcast.

 Mile Markers 
Kristin Armstrong’s book is a fantastic read 
and explores the influence running has on  
all aspects of our lives.

 FitBits  
Follow self-confessed endorphin fiend Tess 
at thefitbits.com as she runs, cycles and 
skateboards with infectious enthusiasm.

FEELING 
STRONGER? 
READ ON…

More ways to get thoroughly inspired  
by strong women who love to run

TRAIN CONSISTENTLY
C

onsistency in training will 
transform you into a stronger 
runner and human being. 

Aristotle’s quote sums it up: “We are what 
we repeatedly do.” Excellence, then, is not an 
act, but a habit. Good habits are formed by 
repetition – and by doing. When the Sunday 
long run is done and you’ve achieved your 
training goals for the week, the key is to 
get up on Monday and start all over again. 
“Being consistent and sticking to a plan is 
vital if you want to achieve your goals,” says 
Brighton-based personal trainer Marianne 
Clark (fitsofitness.co.uk) who trains female 
runners and triathletes. “By consistently 
following a training plan, and creating good 
habits, you’ll gain strength you didn’t know 
you had. It’s like you’re training another 
powerful muscle,” she adds.

KEEP A RUNNING LOG
J

ournaling is something that’s recommended by life, 
business and running coaches. For runners, noting 
down details of your run, pace, distance, heart rate, 

terrain, and how you felt (whether this is in a book, on a 
spreadsheet or using a social app such as Strava) can all help 
to build a picture of what works for you – and what doesn’t. 
It can help you gain perspective when things aren’t going 
so well, for example, if you’re busy at work, you might find 
you don’t have as much energy to run. And you can start to 
see what works for you, one, two, three speed sets a week, or 
more long runs? Journaling, whether it’s for running or life, 
puts the power in your hands and helps you to identify your 
strengths and weaknesses. 

 ||  We are what we repeatedly do. 
Excellence is not an act, but  

a habit. Good habits are formed by 
repetition – and by doing.  

The key is to get up on Monday  
and start all over again ||  

DON’T GIVE UP  
(RUNNING TEACHES  
YOU TO KEEP MOVING!)
T

he only way is up? Not always. Running, work 
and life cannot always follow a linear success 
path. The purple patch is energising when 

your times are getting faster, or your racing further, 
continuously pushing your boundaries, and setting PBs. 
But at other times you’re going sideways, or even worse 
going backwards – pre and post-natal, when you’re 
injured or ageing – life can throw a curve ball and it 
can have an impact on your running progress. But it’s 
vital you keep finding ways to recognise what’s going 
well. For example as you age measure yourself against 
your age grading not your time. Look at what’s working, 
don’t obsess about what’s not working. Progress can go 
sideways, and if you keep going, you might find you start 
to go up again.

SMALL STEPS = BIG SUCCESS
A

t DrivenWoman, many of our members find running 
and other activity is a great metaphor for moving 
forward in life,” says Miisa Mink, founder and chief 

‘doer’ of DrivenWoman, an ‘accountability club’ where groups 
of women meet on and off line in ‘Lifeworking’ workshops to 
complete exercises and support each other to take action on their 
bigger vision for life. As runners we know there’s no such thing 
as overnight success. “If you want to live a bigger life, taking 
small steps will help you to reach your bigger goals. You need to 
consistently commit and show up to your goals – it also helps to 
find a tribe of supporters and cheerleaders to make the journey 
easier,” she adds. In running as in life, when you put that first 
foot forward, and gather momentum, you will feel your strength 
build. As the saying goes, every journey starts with a single step. 
“For a positive mindset and good mental health and wellbeing 
these principles will always apply,” adds Miisa.

FIND YOUR 
STRENGTH TO  
BEAT THE BOOZE
It’s estimated that 30 per cent of 
the adult population are alcohol 
dependent. According to Drinkaware 
when you drink regularly you can alter 
your brain chemistry, lowering levels 
of mood-lifting neurotransmitters 
serotonin and dopamine. Running 
has the reverse effect on our brains 
and it gives you the strength to follow 
through if you choose to stop drinking. 
Groups such as online support club, 
One Year No Beer (OYNB) advocate 
running and exercise challenges as 
part of their programme. Alcohol 
dependency isn’t just about alcoholism 
and OYNB targets people who want 
to ‘change their relationship with 
alcohol’. A key part of their strategy is 
to encourage members to join events, 
wear the OYNB t-shirt and meet up 
with other non-drinking runners at 
races. Their pages are full of success 
stories from their 25,000 members. 
You can check them out  
at oneyearnobeer.com. 


