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Racialized Runners: Life Stories of Middle-Class Black Women 

Abstract 

by 

ALICIA SMITH-TRAN 

  

This dissertation explores how middle-class black women narrate race, class, and 

gender as shaping the experience of recreational running and the development of a runner 

identity. Theoretically, I approach this study from both a life course and black feminist 

perspective. The former emphasizes trajectories over time, the process of moving through 

life’s institutionalized stages, and the significance of contextualizing individuals’ lives 

within particular social settings. The latter is an intersectional perspective that 

acknowledges the power in centering black women’s voices and learning about their 

experiences in their own words. Both of these theoretical perspectives complement my 

goal of eliciting storytelling that is illustrative of development and change over the course 

of my participants’ lives. 

Based on multiple life story interviews with 25 middle-class black women 

between the ages of 26 and 59, my findings focus on three themes that emerged from 

their narratives. First, I argue that running can be understood as a cultural routine that is 

engaged in as a means for successfully operating in middle-class, dominant institutions. 

Running is a middle-class leisure sport and cultural practice for which participation is a 

marker of status, a means for connecting with others of similar status, and a vehicle for 

promoting intergenerational social mobility. Second, I identify several mechanisms for 

enabling or hindering the ability to have a salient, “thick” runner identity in order to 
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better understand how health lifestyles such as running can be better routinized by 

members of racial minority groups with suboptimal health outcomes. Third, I argue that 

Black Girls Run!—a fast-growing recreational running group for black women in the 

United States—facilitates efforts in racial uplift, provides an outlet for escaping racial 

tokenism, and gives middle-class black women a unique sense of like-minded 

community.  

This study makes contributions to our understandings of the latent functions of 

health-promoting leisure activities, while centering the voices of middle-class black 

women. Running helped many of my participants manage the challenges of being a 

middle-class black woman in a racist society. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

Sometimes it’s like you want to be able to share it, really, but 

sometimes you can’t. I stopped telling people, “Oh, I’m just gonna go for 

a run today,” because there’s this weird thing that like you know you have 

to look like a runner in order to run. Like the phenotypic expression of a 

runner is not what I look like, and even that could cause me anxiety 

sometimes. I don’t want something that’s supposed to be comforting to be 

anxious.  So now when someone says, “What are you doing?” I say, “Oh 

I’m just gonna go you know maybe move a little bit.”   

What should we look like?  How should we run?  What should you 

wear? Like are you a serious runner? It’s a tag. It’s very much people’s 

identities.  I think that’s the thing.  I think right now it’s kind of weird, ‘cuz 

like it’s black people moving in a natural way in which black people move, 

like it’s not revolutionary, but at the same time, it is.  

 

-Kia, 27-year-old graduate student  

*** 

Kia has been running for two years but does not believe that she “look[s] like a 

runner” because she is black. The dominant narrative in popular culture and academic 

research is that black women seldom exercise—let alone run. To understand their lower 

rates of physical activity, previous research focused on the structural and micro-level 

barriers that affect black women’s rates of exercise. Some of these include unsafe 

neighborhoods (LaGrange, Ferraro, and Supancic 1992; Ross 1993; Ross and Mirowski 

2001), scarce leisure time (Im et al. 2012), insufficient financial resources (Im et al. 

2012), and hairstyle expectations that make an active lifestyle disadvantageous (Hall et 

al. 2013; Lendrum 2015; Joseph et al. 2017). This research is undoubtedly important for 
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learning about the potential roots of exercise disparities and unequal health outcomes, but 

there is more to learn. Rather than looking at the inactive population, my study looks at 

the experiences of black women who do exercise on a regular basis and have made it part 

of their identities and lifestyles.  

This study is unique in several ways. First, most research on runners uses survey 

data. In contrast, I analyzed the experiences of recreational runners using in-depth life 

story interviews. Historically, narrative studies focused on the lives of the white middle 

class, and later, working class or poor people of color (Erdmans 2009). In contrast, I 

focus on middle-class black women who run.1 My study adds to sociological literature by 

using rich life story data to explore the experiences of recreational runners of color.  

My study is also distinctive because most research on runners does not focus 

explicitly on race (e.g., Masters and Lambert 1989; Clough, Sheperd and Maughan 1989; 

Ogles, Masters, and Richardson 1995). In my research, I emphasize the role that race 

plays in my narrators’ running experiences. To understand how race shaped my narrators’ 

identities and experiences, I use a social constructionist view of race. Bonilla-Silva 

(1997) writes that “after the process of attaching meaning to a ‘people’ is instilled, race 

becomes a real category of group association and identity” (p. 472). Further, “the social 

relations between the races become institutionalized (forming a structure as well as a 

culture) and affect social life whether individual members of the races want it to or not” 

(p. 473). My narrators’ racial identities cannot be separated from their day-to-day lives as 

                                                           
1 For the purposes of this study, I use the term ‘middle-class’ to refer to what Mary Pattillo (2005) calls 

“non-poor blacks” because, as she writes, “the income, occupation, and educational range of the middle 

class is so broad as to include terminal high school graduates as well as those with incomes over $75,000 

per year” (p. 307). The women in my study had a range of occupations with differing salaries but all fit this 

characterization (See Appendix 1).  
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they are embedded within a racially-stratified society. I understand my narrators’ 

biographies through the prism of race and its inextricable links with class and gender.  

Theoretically, my study is framed in both the life course and black feminist 

perspectives. The life course perspective emphasizes trajectories over time, the process of 

moving through life’s institutionalized stages, and the significance of contextualizing 

individuals’ lives within particular social settings. A life course framework complements 

the life story method, as this method aims to capture an individual’s development over 

time, the role of key turning points, and the significance of social relationships. A black 

feminist perspective highlights the inextricably linked nature of race and gender in the 

lives of black women and the importance of putting black women at the center of 

research. Black feminist bell hooks (1981), describing how black women’s voices have 

historically been marginalized, writes: 

No other group in America has so had their identity socialized out of existence as 

have black women. We are rarely recognized as a group separate and distinct 

from black men, or a present part of the larger group ‘women’ in this 

culture...When black people are talked about the focus tends to be on black men; 

and when women are talked about the focus tends to be on white women (p. 7). 

 

Through life story interviewing, I center the narrations of black women who are 

outrunning the physical inactivity statistics and challenging stereotypes about black 

women by adopting a lifestyle that incorporates routinized running.  

In this chapter, I will: 1) introduce the research questions that guided my study; 2) 

outline relevant background literature that informed my study; and 3) describe the 

theoretical frameworks I used in more detail.  
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study looks at how race, class, and gender intersect for middle-class black 

women who run in order to better understand their experiences and the antecedents that 

lead to adopting running as a routinized health lifestyle and identity. More specifically, 

the following questions guide my research: 

1) What is the process of becoming a runner for middle-class black women?  

2) How do my participants narrate race, gender, and class as shaping the process 

of becoming runners, the development of a running identity, and the experience of 

being a runner? 

The topics and probes I use in my interviews were chosen with these research 

questions in mind (See Appendix 2 for a full list of the probes and topics I used in my 

interviews). I found that my narrators navigated the tension between stereotypes about 

black women and their identities as runners, as well as the challenges associated with 

participating in a predominantly white leisure sport and health-promoting activity. More 

broadly, running helped many of my participants manage being a middle-class black 

woman in a racist society.  

BACKGROUND  

In this section, I discuss four substantive areas that provide background for my 

study: (1) a structural symbolic interactionist understanding of identity; (2) the history 

and contemporary culture of recreational running; (3) race and inequality in the United 

States; and (4) lifestyles and leisure of the black middle class.   
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A Structural Symbolic Interactionist Understanding of Identity 

The Importance of Identity in the Present Study 

Identity is a key concept for this study because I explore the processes involved 

with adopting a runner identity. Identities include how someone understands her place in 

the social world and describes herself to others. Burke and Stets (2009) define identity as 

“the set of meanings that define who one is when one is an occupant of a particular role 

in society, a member of a particular group, or claims particular characteristics that 

identify him or her as a unique person” (p. 3).  Identities can be framed as both a social 

category and as parts of a distinctive individual (Burke 2003, p. 1). Everyone has a 

unique set of social identities that change over time and make-up the totality of her sense 

of self (Stets and Burke 2000). Cultural signifiers and lifestyles serve as a standard or 

reference point for a person’s self-concept and constitute each of a person’s many 

identities (Burke 1991).  

Brubaker and Cooper (2000) write that while the term identity is often used 

ambiguously by social scientists, one way it is typically conceptualized is in reference to 

belonging to a collective. When used in this way, the term “identity” signifies 

a fundamental and consequential sameness among members of a group or 

category. This may be understood objectively (as a sameness ‘in itself’) or 

subjectively (as an experienced, felt, or perceived sameness). This sameness is 

expected to manifest itself in solidarity, in shared dispositions or consciousness, 

or in collective action (Brubaker and Cooper 2000, p. 7).  

 

This is an important way of thinking about identity for my study, as I am interested in 

understanding how my participants see themselves fitting into the running lifestyle and 

with others who call themselves runners. As is evident in my characterization of my 

participants in Chapter 3, there is a range in how the women in my study see themselves 
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as being “real runners” who belong to the collective of runners. The range in my 

participants’ abilities to see themselves as runners reveals the continually raced nature of 

recreational running, and the lack of reference groups for people of color looking to 

become part of these collectives. 

Brubaker and Cooper (2000) argue that rather than using the term ‘identity’ to 

describe this sense of oneness and belonging with others who have similar attributes, 

researchers could use more precise terms such as ‘commonality,’ ‘connectedness,’ or 

‘groupness’ to characterize the degree to which a person identifies with a set of like-

minded others (Brubaker and Cooper 2000, p. 20). I opt to use the term identity, however, 

because what I aim to examine in this study goes beyond feeling connection with others. 

Rather, I want to capture what Mead (1934[2015]) characterizes as an understanding of 

the reciprocal relationships between the self and society. This includes feeling a 

connection with others but also encompasses the ways in which the women in my study 

are both reifying and challenging dominant social structures by being runners. Examining 

‘identity’ is one way of doing this, as an aim of my study is to understand how the 

structures of race, class, and gender coincide and shape my participants’ ability to see 

running as a part of their sense of self and adopt the runner identity.  

A Structural Symbolic Interactionist Perspective  

The term “structural symbolic interaction” was coined by Stryker to characterize 

“a set of ideas about the nature of the individual and the relationship between the 

individual and society” (Burke and Stets 2009, p. 9). What differs between what Blumer 

called symbolic interaction and Stryker’s concept is the former focuses on the meaning of 

actions, whereas the latter adds an emphasis on the ways that these actions shape and are 
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embedded within social structures. Following the lead of Mead (1934[2015]), part of the 

goal of this perspective is to bring an analysis of individuals and social structures 

together, rather than focusing on one level of analysis (the micro) without adequately 

acknowledging the other (the macro) (Burke and Stets 2009).  

Stryker (1980[2002]) writes that a structural symbolic interactionist framing of 

identity is based on four premises. First, people come to be able to predict the actions of 

others based on socially constructed meanings. In the case of the runner identity, people 

who run come to understand and expect particular behaviors from those who are runners 

based on meanings attached to the label. For example, some expect runners to use a 

particular set of vocabulary, have a certain body type, wear specific types of apparel, 

have the ability to complete particular race distances, and engage in training regimes that 

align with socially constructed parameters for what it means to be a runner.  

Second, Stryker (1980[2002]) argues that the structural component of this 

symbolic interactionist perspective enters when we frame identities as part of larger, 

enduring social forces. Identities have meanings and expectations that are longstanding 

within a particular culture. In the case of my study, ‘runner’ is not a newly emerged 

identity that is unique to the women in my study. Rather, being a runner is an identity that 

has existed for many years and is imbued with meanings and expectations that have long 

been embedded within a collective, normative consciousness. This consciousness is based 

on longstanding institutions (e.g., sport) and cultural practices.  

The third premise of a structural symbolic interactionist perspective of identity 

that Stryker (1980[2002]) identifies is that people label one another. For example, when a 

woman at a marathon demonstrates an understanding of the norms for behavior at a race, 
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wears particular athletic clothing, and has a thin body that aligns with normative 

expectations, she may be labeled as a runner in the minds of others observing. On the 

contrary, if a woman is at the back of the pack at a race, is overweight, dressed in baggy 

clothing, and is frequently walking along the course, she may be less likely to be labeled 

a runner by others based on her behaviors’ misalignment with what is expected of 

normative runner conduct. 

The last premise of Stryker’s structural symbolic interactionist framing of identity 

states that there is a self-labeling process involved with invoking a particular identity 

(Stryker 1980[2002]). Without this process, a woman cannot internalize a particular 

identity. Even if a woman is labeled a runner by others, it is not until she sees herself as a 

runner that it becomes an identity. As Burke and Stets (2009) describe, “not only do 

others name Mary as a teacher or Billy as a student, but also Mary names herself as a 

teacher and Billy calls himself a student. In this way, Mary is a teacher and Billy is a 

student” (p. 26). This progression is crucial in transforming an external label into an 

internalized identity. 

Stryker (1980[2002]) writes that identities contribute to social structures because 

of their relational nature. Relationships are one of the cornerstones of social structures. 

While some stratified structures are based on power-relationships between different 

groups (e.g., race, class, and gender), other institutional structures operate based on the 

relationships between those within them (e.g., schools have teachers and students; 

hospitals have doctors and patients). In my study, being a runner allowed my participants 

to relate to others who were runners, and to differentiate themselves from those who were 

not. Being a runner is only meaningful in relation to those who occupy other roles in 
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society. If there were no walkers, then there would be no runners. As such, “an identity is 

defined in relation to counter-identities” (Burke 1980, p. 19).  

Burke and Stets (2009) write that “the patterning of behaviors is really a 

patterning of symbols and meanings that produce and reproduce the structure of society 

in a tug-of-war between agents that seek to validate existing self-meanings and thereby 

invalidate, to some extent, meanings being maintained by other agents” (p. 16). In my 

study, most of the women have salient runner identities and speak against—oftentimes 

implicitly—raced meanings associated with being a runner. Essentially, their life stories 

challenge dominant narratives that reproduce both the whiteness of running and the 

unhealthiness of being a black woman. They are able to bring their identities as black 

women together with the runner identity with the assistance of a variety of mechanisms 

that will be further described later in this dissertation.  

One of the challenges that some of the women in my study encounter is balancing 

multiple identities (e.g., being a mother, employee, and runner). Multiple identities are 

personal in the sense that they are internalized on the micro-level, but the meanings 

associated with each of a person’s identities are shared by members of a particular culture 

or society at-large (Burke and Stets 2009). “The self,” Burke (2003a) writes, “composed 

of multiple identities, not only reflects society, but identities, through the role-making 

process, also recreates the society in which the identities are embedded” (p. 3). There are 

several levels of identities one can examine. For example, there are social identities, role 

identities, and personal identities. Burke (2003b) gives the example that he is a university 

faculty member (social identity), a professor (role identity), and a person with high 

standards (personal identity) (p. 196). In my study, I unpacked how my narrators’ 
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multiple identities at various levels—in particular, those related to social location (e.g., 

race, class and gender), institutional positions (e.g., at work), culture (e.g., leisure-

related), and time and space (e.g., cohort)—in conjunction with biographical events, 

shaped the salience of the runner identity.  

Of importance to my analysis is identity salience, and exploring whether or not 

the runner identity is spoken of with the same commitment as other identities. Identity 

salience is characterized as “the probability that an identity will be invoked across a 

variety of situations, or alternatively across persons in a given situation” (Stryker and 

Burke 2000, p. 286). A runner identity may be particularly salient for the women who are 

able to talk about running in a variety of social settings: with colleagues in the workplace 

and family members at the dinner table, as well as those in a running organization. On the 

flipside, others do not talk about running much with others, and they only think about 

running while engaged in it. Stryker (1968) writes that numerous identities that 

individuals assume are arranged by salience within a hierarchy—based on level of 

commitment— that reflects how likely it is that that each identity would be actuated in 

different social contexts.  

Identities related to positions within structural systems of oppression (e.g., race, 

class, gender, sexuality, marital status) and those tied to specific roles (e.g., within 

occupational, familial, or institutional settings) both limit and facilitate everyday choices 

and behaviors. An intersectional theoretical approach recognizes that we cannot 

understand how one identity shapes a person’s choices without acknowledging how it is 

intertwined with others. Relatedly, understanding how identities are formed can help us 



 

 

19 

 

understand why some people can engage in certain lifestyles and behaviors more easily 

than others.  

Unpacking Identity Development 

Identity formation occurs both reflexively and intentionally when someone 

compares herself to those in different social categories to assess whether or not they share 

attitudes, values, beliefs, and behaviors (Mead 1934[2015]); Stets and Burke 2000). 

Stryker (1980[2002]) writes that “from interaction with others, one learns how to classify 

objects one comes into contact with, and in that process also learns how one is expected 

to behave with reference to those objects” (p. 54). In the process of adopting a particular 

identity, she determines whether or not she fits into the normative construction of that 

identity by trying to relate to others. Normative standards align with the values and 

expectations of dominant culture, or the criteria defined by members of privileged 

majority groups with disproportionate power in shaping the status quo (Bourdieu 1984; 

Gallagher 2003; Doane 2006). When an individual behaves in normative ways, she 

contributes to the reproduction and sustainment of social order, or social structures 

(Thoits 2003).   

Some identities have built-in features that may simplify social comparison and 

subsequent self-labelling. Burke and Stets (2009) write that “the structures in which 

identities are embedded are relatively fixed, and identities (people) play out the parts 

(roles) that are given to them” (p. 12). Further, “the identities create the parts that they 

play out in the situation by making behavioral choices and decisions” (Burke and Stets 

2009, p. 12).  For example, giving birth often precedes the adoption of the mother 

identity, and consequently, relating to other women who have experienced similar 
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processes. Likewise, obtaining specific educational and professional credentials, wearing 

particular clothing, and engaging in tasks assigned to particular occupations facilitate the 

process of adopting an occupational identity. For example, graduating from nursing 

school, wearing scrubs, and working with patients in a hospital setting are part of a 

cultural script for becoming a nurse in the United States. Working alongside others 

performing the role of nurse in similar ways can reinforce a person’s ability to see herself 

as a nurse. As such, cultural scripts lay the foundation for embodying familial or 

occupational identities in ways that are widely accepted, and to a certain extent, 

performed with relative ease. We learn the meanings of these role identities from shared 

cultural knowledge, as well as socialization processes stemming from personal 

experience (Burke 2003). 

The development of health and leisure-based identities such as the runner identity 

are not as easily delineated as the adoption of familial or occupational identities, even 

though the lifestyles of recreational runners align with the cultural scripts—internalized 

ways of thinking, acting, speaking, and feeling—of the middle-class. Tension exists 

among dominant narratives about black women’s health, stereotypes about black 

women’s bodies, and commonly held perceptions of those who can successfully adopt the 

runner identity. Both historically and contemporarily, long-distance recreational running 

is presented as a sport and leisure activity that is most successfully embodied by whites—

and historically—men. This leads to one of my key research questions: How do my 

participants narrate race, gender, and class as shaping the process of becoming runners, 

the development of a running identity, and the experience of being a runner? Some of the 

women in this study are able to adopt the runner identity despite these normative 
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portrayals, while others continue to struggle with the process of overcoming long-

standing expectations.  

The Changing Culture of Recreational Running 

 Like most other sports, running has not always been inclusive. It was not until 

1972 that the first woman competed in a marathon (Lendrum 2015). In Pamela Cooper’s 

1992 article, “The Visible Hand on the Footrace: Fred Lebow and the Marketing of the 

Marathon,” she writes that even white men and white women of “average” (non-

professional) athleticism were not always welcome in road races. Between 1906 and the 

mid-1960s, most people who competed in marathons were considered “serious runners” 

(p. 245). In other words, they were in it to win it. By the end of the 1960s, “recreational 

runners” become more accepted in these races (p. 249). During the mid-1970s, The New 

York City Marathon led the way in the efforts to make these races more inclusive of 

people of all abilities and body types. It was one of the first races to give medals and T-

shirts to all finishers and to record the finish times of everyone who participated rather 

than just the fastest runners. This event helped change the culture of road races from 

being highly competitive to something that hypothetically any able-bodied person could 

train for, sign-up for, and compete in for reasons other than wanting to win.2 

 Being enveloped in recreational running culture can involve having a working 

knowledge of a range of vocabulary, apparel, and etiquette. Runner’s World magazine, 

                                                           
2  In the present study, running can be thought of as an exercise, sport, and leisure activity. The 

conceptualization of ‘sport’ differs from that of ‘exercise’ in its manifest intent. While someone may run to 

improve well-being, if running is framed as a sport it is generally assumed to include an element of 

competition. While many women in my study participated in formal road races such as 5ks and marathons, 

few of them participated in these races to win or beat other people. This aligns with the growing emphasis 

on “running to finish” rather than “running to win.” When framed as a leisure activity, running was often 

spoken about by my participants as something that was engaged in for fun or social motivations. It is 

important to note that running was also oftentimes discussed as an exercise and a sport and a leisure 

activity, or a combination of two of the three.  
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the most popular running magazine in the United States, published “A Guide to Common 

Terms” online in 2016. The guide, with about 70 words, was written at a time when 

running was on the rise among recreational participants. Some of the terms refer to 

physiological vocabulary common among athletes (e.g., hamstring, glycogen, quads), 

while others most runners probably only learn after being entrenched in the running 

community. For example “fartlek” refers to a type of speed workout in which you insert 

short intervals of faster pace into your run. Related to racing, a “chip” is a “small plastic 

piece attached to a runner’s shoelace that’s used to track a runner’s progress and record 

times during a race,” and a “corral” is a sectioned area at the lineup of a race that helps 

separate athletes into different pace groups. Participants need to be aware of the corrals 

so they can adhere to the etiquette of letting the fastest runners begin at the front, and the 

slowest in the back. Failure to follow these norms can reveal a lack of knowledge about 

this cultural script in race participation. These are only a few examples of running 

vocabulary that runners learn as they become a part of the running culture.  

Insofar as running clothing, there are also types of apparel known to be the “best” 

for running. “Technical clothing,” as the Runner’s World publication describes, typically 

refers to clothing made of synthetic fibers that wick moisture away from the skin” and are 

made of “fibers [that] do not absorb moisture, like cotton does, and they help prevent 

uncomfortable chafing.” Some runners purchase cheaper, cotton clothes to use as “throw 

away clothes”: they are worn on top of the technical clothing for the first few miles of a 

race when it is particularly cold out, only to be thrown on the ground during the race. 

These clothes are not retrieved again by the participant. It is not uncommon for the first 

3-4 miles of a race to be littered with sweatshirts, sweatpants, and gloves to be picked up 
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by race organizers and donated at the conclusion of a race. For those who are new to the 

running community, the sight of clothing strewn across the ground at the beginning of a 

race may come as a surprise, but it is the norm for those who are dedicated to moderating 

body temperature during a race. It is this type of practice that one must be socialized to 

know about when starting out as a new runner.   

 The changing culture of participation in recreational road races is reflected in the 

growing popularity of shorter distances and the slowing of finish times. According to 

Running USA (2016), a non-profit organization that conducts the largest survey of 

recreational runners across the United States, the half marathon (13.1 miles) is currently 

the most popular race distance.3 The 10k (6.2 miles) and 5k (3.1 miles) races are the 

second and third most popular events, respectively (Running USA 2016). The popularity 

of these shorter, more accessible distances is evidence of the desire for more people to 

participate in these types of events—a stark change from the competitive marathon of the 

past. The average finishing times have slowed substantially since the competitive race 

days of the 1960s and early 1970s as the culture has changed from running-to-win to 

running or walking-to-finish (Running USA 2014). Since 1990, the number of race 

finishers in the United States—including those in 5k, 10k, half marathon, full marathon, 

and themed races—has grown nearly 300 percent (Running USA 2014). It is against this 

backdrop that I conducted and analyzed my interviews: my narrators were living and 

                                                           
3 According to their website, Running USA was founded in 1999 and is “devoted to improving the status 

and experience of distance running and racing in the United States through collective marketing and 

promotions, information and communications within the industry and to the national media, services to 

events and industry members, and the development of American world class stars” (Running USA 2016).  

Their 2016 survey results are based on responses from 10,000 runners. The survey was distributed to race 

directors, running clubs, race industry professionals, and others to complete and distribute (Running USA 

2016).  
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telling me their life stories during a time in which running was more popular and 

accessible than ever.  

Despite the growing popularity of running—particularly among black Americans 

and women—it remains a disproportionately white and middle-class activity. In 2014, 

Running USA reported that only 1.6 percent of runners were black. As of 2016, about 8 

percent of recreational runners were black Americans (Running USA 2016). While only 

25 percent of race finishers were women in 1990, the proportion of women race finishers 

reached 57 percent by 2014 (Running USA 2014). In addition, about 79 percent of 

recreational runners have at least a bachelor’s degree, and more than 40 percent make at 

least $75,000 per year (Running USA 2016).  

The lifestyles of recreational runners reflect their predominantly middle-class 

status. For example, Running USA (2016) reports that the three most popular items that 

recreational runners carry with them while running are a cell phone (61%), a GPS tracker 

(52%) and a sports watch (52%)—all of which are not inexpensive pieces of technology. 

The cost of entering races also precludes those without disposable income from 

participating. For example, the Boston Marathon—one of the most well-known 

marathons in the United States— costs $185 for U.S. citizens to participate in 2018 

(Boston Athletic Association 2018). Prices are slightly cheaper in the Midwest, but still 

requires disposable income.  If you sign up two months prior to the race, the 2018 Detroit 

Marathon sign-up rate is $120 for the full marathon, $115 for the half marathon, and $40 

for the 5k race (Detroit Free Press/Chemical Bank Marathon 2018). Similarly, two 

months before the Cleveland Marathon, runners must pay $115 to register in the full 
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marathon, $105 for the half marathon, $60 for the 10k race, and $40 for the 5k (Rite Aid 

Cleveland Marathon).  

Traveling to races has also become increasingly popular. Running USA (2016) 

reported that 75 percent of survey respondents took an overnight trip to a race in the past 

12 months. On average, these runners reported spending $147 on airfare, $104 on 

transportation in the race city, $123 on meals, and $213 for lodging. More than one-third 

were willing to travel more than 300 miles for a race, and some running organizations 

have annual international trips to complete races. For example, the National Black 

Marathoners Association has traveled together to complete marathons in Jamaica and 

China. These are a few examples of how running has become increasingly embedded into 

other aspects of people’s leisure time, including vacations and weekend relaxation time. 

In sum, although the contemporary culture of recreational running is changing and 

becoming more inclusive, it continues to be accessible for limited segments of the 

population. 

Race and Inequality in the United States 

Although race relations have improved over the past several decades, sociologists 

agree that we are still living in a society where racial inequalities are widespread 

throughout a multitude of social institutions including the financial system, the 

educational system, the judicial system, and the medical system.  

Economic inequality between blacks and whites continues to be pervasive. In 

2013, the wealth of white households was 13 times the median wealth of black 

households as the median net worth of white households was $141,900, but only $11,000 

for black households (Pew Research Center 2014). The gap in median income has shrunk 
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over the years, but is still substantial. In 1989, the median household income for a white 

family was $54,700 per year, while it was $26,400 for non-white families (Gordon 2014). 

In 2013, the average household income for a white family was $55,800, while for 

families of color it was $33,600 per year (Gordon 2014).  

Disparate educational opportunities have contributed to gaps in income and 

accumulation of wealth. Whites are more likely to have higher levels of educational 

attainment than blacks. A 2013 study based on U.S. Census data found that 16 percent of 

blacks have less than a high school diploma, which is double that of whites (U.S. Census 

2013). Likewise, the proportion of whites receiving an undergraduate degree is 33 

percent more than that of blacks (U.S. Census 2013). In addition, while 12 percent of 

whites obtain an advanced degree, only six percent of blacks do (U.S. Census 2013). 

Educational attainment gaps start early in the life course and outside of the classroom as 

well, as white children are more likely than black children to be read to, told a story, 

taught the alphabet, engage in arts and crafts, and visit a library (Aud et al. 2013). These 

are only a few of the ways in which the structure of the educational system puts racially 

marginalized groups at a disadvantage, reproducing inequality intergenerationally 

(Entwisle and Alexander 1992; Roscigno and Ainsworth-Darnell 1999). 

The criminal justice system also perpetuates racial inequality. Black men are 

much more likely than white men to be incarcerated: in 2010, black men were six times 

as likely as white men to be put behind bars, controlling for all other factors (Pew 

Research Center 2013). This has detrimental implications for heterosexual black women, 

who consequently have lower marriage rates when a large proportion of possible partners 

in their communities are behind bars (Pattillo, Western, and Weisman 2004). More 
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precisely, for every 100 black women not in jail, there are only 83 black men—this 

leaves 1.5 million men “missing” from the marriage pool (Wolfers, Leonhardt, and 

Quealy 2015).  Low marriage rates can have an effect on health, as married adults are 

generally heathier than unmarried adults (Umberson 1992; Waldron, Hughes, and Brooks 

1996). 

Health disparities are one of the most salient and invidious ways that systemic 

racism manifests itself. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Office of 

Minority Health (OMH) (2014) reports that black women have the highest rates of being 

overweight or obese. Four out of five black women in the United States are classified as 

being overweight or obese (OMH 2014). While over half (56%) of black women are 

obese, only one-third (32.8%) of white women are obese (CDC 2012). Over the last five 

decades, black women have seen continually rising rates of obesity. This in part reflects 

the fact that rates of obesity more than doubled in the general population over the past 

several decades (Trust for America’s Health and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 

2015). Since the early 1960s, the prevalence of obesity among adults grew from 13.4 

percent to 35.7 percent in U.S. adults age 20 and older (NIH 2012), but the rate for blacks 

has increased faster than that of whites (Skinner and Skelton 2014).  

Some of the medical conditions linked to obesity are more widespread among 

black Americans. Blacks are twice as likely as non-Hispanic whites to be diagnosed with 

diabetes (Marshall 2005; OMH 2014). One study found that blacks, Hispanics, and 

Native Americans experience a 50 to100 percent higher burden of illness and mortality 

from diabetes than white Americans (Chow et al. 2012). More specifically, 4.9 million 

black adults, or 18.7 percent of all black Americans older than 20 years of age, have 



 

 

28 

 

diagnosed or undiagnosed diabetes, compared to 7.1 percent of non-Hispanic white 

Americans (Chow et al. 2012). In addition to diabetes, blacks are 30 percent more likely 

to die of heart disease (OMH 2014). The gravest consequence of these disparities: black 

females born in the United States have a life expectancy 5.2 years shorter than their white 

counterparts (Williams 2002).  

Research shows that a lack of regular exercise increases the likelihood that 

individuals will have a potentially morbid health condition such as obesity, diabetes, and 

heart disease (CDC 2012). According to a Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System 

survey done in 2003, 60.8 percent of black Americans did not meet the recommended 

guidelines for moderate-intensity physical activity (Schiller at al. 2012). Blacks have the 

highest percentage of inactive individuals (42.1%) and the lowest percentage of people 

who sufficiently meet the Center for Disease Control’s guidelines for physical activity 

(38.3%) out of all racial groups (Schiller at al. 2012).  

The majority of medical sociology research focused on health disparities 

continually demonstrates that, as an aggregate, blacks live shorter, unhealthier lives 

compared to whites. The detrimental health consequences resulting from structural 

racism are well-documented (Krieger and Sidney 1996; Williams 1999; Williams and 

Williams-Morris 2000). Williams and Williams-Morris (2000) provide a summary of 

three primary mechanisms through which racism is connected to poor health outcomes: 

(1) institutional discrimination that restricts socioeconomic mobility and leads to living in 

poorer living conditions; (2) social stress as a result of experiencing discrimination; and 

(3) acceptance of racial stigma. In sum, race continues to be a salient contributing factor 

of health status. 
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Race is a social determinant of health regardless of social class. Incidence of heart 

disease serves as an example this. For both males and females at every level of income, 

blacks have higher rates of heart disease than whites (Williams and Jackson 2005). For 

middle-income black women, mortality from heart disease is 50 percent higher than for 

white women with comparable income (Williams and Jackson 2005). However, most 

sociological studies on racial inequality do not successfully acknowledge the class 

diversity in the black community that plays a role in findings on black Americans’ health. 

Thomas (2015) argues that “understanding the unique ties that differentiate middle class 

blacks from their middle class white counterparts who are known to be distant from poor 

whites, may provide insight into several health paradoxes” (p. 199). 

Studies attempting to study the effect of race on various aspects of health have 

often been skewed by samples with a disproportionate number of poor blacks, thereby 

masking intra-racial differences in health (Thomas 2015). For example, research has 

found that black Americans have higher rates of physical limitations (Williams and 

Collins 2001). However, when stratified by economic status, the rates of physical 

limitations are nearly the same for blacks and whites. This suggests that the higher 

prevalence of low-income individuals among the black sample accounts for the observed 

black-white difference (Williams and Collins 2001). Intra-racial health disparities are 

also evident in homicide rates and incidence of depression (Williams and Jackson 2005).  

In terms of mental health, Kessler and Neighbors (1986) found that blacks in high-

income categories report fewer symptoms of depression than those in low-income 

categories. In another study, Forman (2003) showed how blacks in higher status 

occupations experience fewer symptoms of psychological distress than working-class 
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blacks. Undoubtedly, opportunity structures available to non-poor blacks that are not 

accessible to lower-income blacks play a significant role in aspects of quality of life, 

including measures of health, perceived safety, and other social outcomes.  

It is important to acknowledge the socioeconomic heterogeneity of the black 

community, particularly because all of the women in my study were middle class. Class 

differentiation among blacks traces back in part to stratifying occupational and 

educational distinctions. Higher status blacks have a legacy of access to white spaces, and 

thus, have access to more of the predominantly white activities. In Black Picket Fences, 

Mary Pattillo (2013) outlines the development of the black middle class. A century ago, 

there were marked status differences between blacks who worked in the fields and those 

who worked as house servants (Frazier 1939). Those who worked in whites’ homes had 

direct access to the lifestyles of whites with money and were considered middle class. 

Years later, between 1945 and the early 1970s, there was a significant rise in the number 

of black students at predominantly white colleges and universities, which led to more 

black Americans being upwardly mobile and present in primarily white spaces where 

they had access to a variety of activities.  

 Class diversity among blacks is also important to acknowledge in discussions 

about why most black women do not exercise. Views of what it means to “cultivate” the 

body and anxiousness about physical appearance differ by social class, which could play 

a role in why some black women exercise and others do not (Ray 2014), though few 

scholars differentiate between black women of different social classes regarding attitudes 

about the body. Cultural definitions of beauty and ideal body types are frequently pointed 

to by researchers as an explanation for why some blacks do not to exercise. Black women 
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tend to have a more positive body image than white women despite having a higher Body 

Mass Index (BMI) on average (Rucker and Cash 1992; Stevens, Kumanyika, and Keil 

1994; Malloy and Herzberger 1998; Becker et al. 1999; Lovejoy 2001).  

In addition to issues related to body image, other research attributes black 

women’s abstention from exercise to not wanting to damage high-priced, chemical hair 

straightening regimens. When dampened, these styles return back to their “native” or 

“kinkier” states, which negates the financial investment and time to wash, dry, and re-

style (Hall et al. 2013; Versey 2014; Joseph et al. 2017). When hair is tied to a black 

woman’s “aesthetic value, self-worth, or central identity,” she may be deterred from 

engaging in activities that may de-style hair (Versey 2014, p. 812). Hall and colleagues 

(2013), a research team of dermatologists, suggest that a solution to physical inactivity 

among black women is for dermatologists to discuss hair management strategies with 

black women so that they can exercise without worrying about investments made on their 

appearance. However, the problem with this type of solution is that it does not 

acknowledge larger, social factors influencing black women’s hairstyles. Hairstyles that 

are considered “acceptable” are shaped by white, hegemonic culture.  

Sociological studies focus on larger social forces that play a role in limiting black 

women’s fitness routines. These include neighborhood-level factors such as fear of being 

victimized or inadequate exercise spaces (LaGrange, Ferraro, and Supancic 1992; Ross 

1993; Ross and Mirowski 2001; Huston et al. 2003; Gomez et al. 2004). Ross (1993) 

writes that individuals who fear being robbed, attacked, or physically injured and who are 

afraid to leave the house are not likely to walk for exercise. Actual and perceived 

neighborhood safety play a substantial role in whether or not an individual exercises, and 



 

 

32 

 

this association is stronger for people of color (Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report 

1999). 

Black women’s attitudes about workout routines can also be a barrier to an active 

lifestyle (Mabry et al. 2003; Bopp et al. 2007; Im et al. 2012). For example, Im et al. 

(2012) interviewed middle-aged black women who said that physical activity and 

exercise were “self-indulgent” (p. 331). Many said they felt guilty for participating in 

physical activities in light of their family obligations and financial burdens. While some 

viewed exercise a means of stress-relief or relaxation, the black women in their study 

revealed that free time and relaxation are often sparse or remorseful.  

 Even for those with the time for leisure and exercise, individual choices about 

health lifestyle activities are constrained by two sets of limitations: (1) choosing from 

among what is available; and (2) social rules or codes telling the individual the rank order 

and appropriateness of preferences (Bauman 1999). Being “a woman who exercises” 

requires her to see being a physically active person as part of her “self-concept”—which 

Deutsch and Krauss (1965) characterize as “beliefs and attitudes about oneself that arises 

from the emerging capacity to take the point of view of others and see oneself as an 

object” (p. 181). Without having relatable reference groups to look to as examples for 

being physically active, the chances of becoming a runner diminish (Im et al. 2012). As 

pervasive as health and fitness are in the media images and advertisements we consume 

every day, blacks are still disproportionately absent from these depictions (Ray 2014).  

In sum, sociologists have explored various facets of racial inequality that affect 

multiple facets of blacks’ daily lives, including some of the intersecting, structural and 

institutional reasons that black women do not exercise. Considered together, there are 
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many reasons pointing to why black women do not run. However, sociologists have 

largely failed to look at the nuanced differences in the health lifestyles of middle-class 

versus poor blacks.  

Lifestyles and Leisure of the Black Middle Class 

Lifestyles encompass “subjective preferences and tastes” (Landry 1987, p. 176), 

including leisure-time practices and memberships in collectivities, among other activities 

and consumption patterns. Lifestyles are shaped by what Bourdieu (1984) calls cultural 

capital— tastes, dispositions, and preferences for activities that are shaped by social 

location.  

In addition to social location—an individual’s race, class, gender, and other 

positions within stratified social structures—physical location is also a key factor in 

influencing lifestyles. Those at the top of the black middle class (with the most income, 

wealth, and prestige) do not experience lifestyles in the same way that lower-class black 

individuals do in part because of the fact that blacks with higher incomes are more likely 

to live in neighborhoods where whites live (Lacy 2007; Pattillo 2005; Pattillo 2013). 

Neighborhoods are particularly relevant in shaping leisure-time options and preferences, 

as the area where one lives oftentimes dictates what activities and organizations are 

available (Landry 1987; Zukin 2008). Neighborhoods with more white residents tend to 

have more options for leisure activities and social organizations to join.  

In his book on the newly-emerging black middle class of the 1960s and 1970s, 

Landry (1987) writes that middle-class blacks began to spend less of their leisure time 

inside of the home as racial integration took place. During this time, middle-class blacks 

began to spend more of their free time going out to eat at restaurants, frequenting movie 
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theaters, and attending sporting events. In addition, watching television became a more 

popular way for middle-class blacks to spend their leisure time, with about one-half of 

blacks spending three or more hours per day watching television by the mid-1970s. Also 

of note, middle-class blacks—particularly upper middle-class blacks—began to take 

more family vacations by the mid-1970s. All of this is evident of the growth in disposable 

income and time that blacks in the United States began to experience during this era. In 

sum, Landry writes that by the 1970s, middle-class blacks were granted access to social 

and leisure spaces in ways they had not been allowed before, which opened up new 

opportunities for spending their free time. As time passed, additional educational and 

employment opportunities for blacks led to middle-class blacks having even more access 

to middle-class spaces for social connection and leisure.  

 Leisure sport participation among middle-class blacks is one area of research that 

is notably limited. In his overview of research during the past 50 years on the sociology 

of sport, Carrington (2013) writes that there were only 24 articles during the last five 

decades in the top three sociology journals. Of those articles, very few examine race in a 

substantively significant way. Even fewer look specifically at leisure sports. However, 

there are a few studies that have examined the role of race and class in shaping leisure 

sport activities. These studies have primarily been published in journals focused on 

leisure studies. For example, Stamps and Stamps (1985) argue that race is more important 

than social class in shaping leisure sport participation. In their analysis of leisure 

activities participated in by blacks and whites of both middle- and lower-class status, they 

found that while there was little difference in the rates of participation in leisure sport 

between middle-class blacks and middle-class whites, lower-class whites were nearly 
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twice as likely to participate in physical activities than lower-class blacks. This suggests 

that race is more salient in shaping proclivity to participate in physical activities for those 

of lower-class standing. In another study, Marshall et al. (2007) studied the role of race 

and class in shaping physical inactivity during leisure time. The researchers hypothesized 

that those who had physically-taxing, lower-status jobs would be more likely to be 

sedentary during leisure time irrespective of race, but they found that blacks were more 

likely to be inactive during their leisure time than whites regardless of occupational 

physicality. Both of these studies point to the importance of considering race and class in 

understanding leisure sport participation.  

 An intersectional approach is essential in understanding middle-class blacks’ 

options and choices. Middle-class blacks’ day-to-day experiences and interactions differ 

from working class and poor blacks, which shapes their lifestyle preferences. For the 

women in my study, both their race and class affected their experiences as runners: it 

shaped the running organizations their joined, their ability to adopt a runner identity, and 

their capacity to fully immerse themselves into recreational running culture.  

Landry (1987) writes that middle-class blacks of the late 1960s and early 1970s 

began to join different types of organizations to participate in during their leisure time. 

Prior to this time, middle-class blacks primarily joined social clubs and fraternal 

organizations with predominantly black memberships. But by the 1960s, middle-class 

blacks began to join other types of groups. Some were involved in church-related 

organizations during their free time, but of those who joined groups, most participated in 

those related to hobbies and socialization, or professional associations.  

 The present study contributes to the limited body of research on middle-class 
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blacks’ participation in leisure sport, particularly sports that are engaged in primarily by 

whites. I take into account middle-class blacks’ multiple identities and collectivities, and 

the sociohistorical context that they are currently living in. The women in my study are 

living during a time when leisure sport activities such as running are becoming 

increasingly integrated by race and gender, yet continue to perpetuate and reflect race and 

class-based inequality—just as other key social institutions do.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

Two theoretical orientations informed my study’s methodology and conceptual 

frames: (1) the life course perspective; and (2) black feminism. 

The Life Course 

Although the life course was not recognized as an area of study that it is today 

until the 1970s (George 2003), the origins of the life course perspective can be traced 

back to Thomas and Znaniecki’s (1918) study of the trajectories and life histories of 

Polish immigrants (Elder, Johnson and Crosnoe 2009).  Thomas emphasized the need for 

a “longitudinal approach to life history,” using life record data during the 1920s (Volkart 

1951, p. 593). The concept of cohort began to emerge in sociological literature, as Karl 

Mannheim (1952) wrote about social metabolism—society’s persistent life cycle via the 

emergence of new cohorts and the passing of old—and “historically specific collective 

actors” (Mayer 2009, p. 415). Age as a social construction began to be more specified by 

sociologists in the 1940s and 1950s, and was followed with research on age stratification 

in the 1960s and 1970s (Mayer 2009).  

Elder (1994) describes what the life course perspective generally entails:  
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The life course can be viewed as a multilevel phenomenon, ranging from 

structured pathways through social institutions and organizations to the social 

trajectories of individuals and their developmental pathways... [It] generally refers 

to the interweave of age-graded trajectories, such as work careers and family 

pathways that are subject to changing conditions and future options, and to short-

term transitions ranging from leaving school to retirement (p. 5). 

 

While this definition touches on several key points—the life course perspective’s 

emphasis on social trajectories, developmental pathways, and age-graded routes through 

social institutions—it omits the concept of the institutionalized life course. Sociologists 

began to write about the institutionalization of the life course in the mid-1980s (Kohli 

1986), referring to the life course as “an institutional program regulating one’s moments 

through life both in terms of sequence of positions and in terms of a set of biographical 

orientations by which to organize one’s experiences and plans” (Kohli 2007, p. 255). 

Viewing the life course as an institutionalized structure is important for understanding the 

stability of the social institutions that govern life course transitions and stages (e.g., 

school, work, retirement). The institutionalized life course was important to my study as I 

examined the shifts in the roles my narrators assumed throughout the life course (e.g., 

student, mother, worker) and how their interactions with different institutions (e.g., 

school, family, work) shaped their experiences as runners.  

 In addition to the institutionalized life course (Kohli 1986; 2007), there are three 

key elements of the life course perspective proposed by Elder and colleagues (2009) that 

frame my study. First, life experience is shaped by social context. Second, the life course 

perspective provides a framework for understanding the ways that age and cohort can 

affect trajectories. Third, the importance of shifting social relationships through life’s 

stages can be highlighted with a life course perspective. These three points are further 

elaborated in the section that follows.  



 

 

38 

 

The Importance of Social Conditions  

An important part of understanding life story data is understanding the social, 

historical, and cultural context in which lives are taking place and stories are being re-

told. As Etter-Lewis (1991) writes, “scholarly representations of the black female self 

must be directed by a sense of black women’s sociohistorical roots. As members of two 

oppressed groups, that of black Americans and that of women, their life stories cannot be 

isolated from their distinct perspectives, values, and roles” (p. 55). Accordingly, the life 

course perspective “emphasizes external social forces, changes in those forces over time, 

and ultimately, how they shape the development of individuals and larger groups” 

(Settersten 2003, p. 16).  In my study, the state of race and inequality in the United States 

as well as the growing popularity of recreational running provides a social context for my 

narrators’ telling me their life stories.  

Age is More than a Number: Cohort Effects and Age-graded Trajectories 

Sociologists of age and the life course have written extensively about the 

importance of age and cohort as influential social constructs. While the physiological 

aspects of age cannot be ignored when talking about physical activity, I was more 

concerned with the sociological aspects of age—namely, its role in stratification, the 

timing of life events, and cohort trends. 

I frame age as both a demographic characteristic of individuals and a structural 

feature of society. Age is stratifying in part because of life course differences in life 

events and experiences between individuals in different demographic age groups (Riley 

1973). However, Dannefer and Kelley-Moore (2009) write that “age itself is a feature not 

primarily of individuals, but of social structure…age is culturally defined as part of the 
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knowledge system of that society” (p. 391-2). Further, age is critical in the study of the 

social world because it often prescribes the socially expected and acceptable timing of 

events such as moving out of the parents’ home, getting a job, getting married, having 

children, and retiring (Elder 1994). Understanding how the cultural framing of different 

ages shapes self-perception and experiences as a runner is important in my analysis of my 

participants’ life story narratives.   

In the analysis of my interviews, I considered the possible role of the timing of 

adopting routinized running and whether it coincided with other important events that are 

oftentimes age-graded (e.g., graduating from college, getting married, or becoming a 

mother). This is one of the reasons I chose to interview women of different ages: I 

wanted to see how age-related expectations and common age-based turning points relate 

to the running experience.  

It was important to keep in mind the clear differences in the causal dynamics 

involved in the life course versus cohort effects. The effects of moving through the life 

course versus the effect of doing so in a particular time period are distinct and important. 

For example, the effect that getting married has on becoming a runner could be a life 

course effect. However, the effects of getting married at age 18 on running behavior 

during a time when marrying during adolescence was common versus the effect of 

getting married at age 30 on running routines in the present time would be a cohort effect 

because of differing intra-cohort marriage norms. 

Cohort effects are “the result of the unique historical times in which groups are 

born and live their lives” (Settersten 2003, p. 20). Cohort is different than age in that it is 

related to the moment in history in which they experience particular ages. Those in the 
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same cohort are born and move through the life course in the same “historical slice of 

time” (Kertzer 1983, p. 128-9). Thus, there is a commonality in experiencing particular 

social events over the life course among those in the same cohort. A woman who started 

running at age 60 in 2018 will likely have a different experience than a 25-year-old who 

starts to run in 2018. Additionally, a woman who is 60 in 2018 may have different 

experiences and motivations for participating in the sport than someone who started 

running at age 60 in 1970. This is due to a variety of social reasons including but not 

limited to the organization of institutions, historical events, changes in the media, and the 

resources available to particular groups. These were differences I kept an eye out for 

during the analysis of my women’s life stories.  

I did not look at intracohort variation insofar as race, class, gender, and education 

in my study because my narrators were too similar in this regard. Rather than attributing 

the differences in motivations, experiences, and routines of a 25-year-old runner and a 

55-year-old runner solely to cohort effects (and social change), it was important to look at 

the ways in which their biographies reveal variation in other social factors, including 

everyday social interactions and belonging to particular social organizations. 

The Role of Social Relationships 

Elder (1994) writes that “human lives are typically embedded in social 

relationships with kin and friends across the life span” (p. 6). These relationships can 

shape roles, transitions, and degree of personal agency. For example, if a woman’s 

husband becomes ill and can no longer work that will likely affect her—financial 

circumstances could change, her role in the household could shift, and her leisure time 

may be diminished. In the context of this study, shifts in roles due to social relationships 
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altered leisure time and opportunities to run. Analyzing the life stories of my study’s 

participants lent itself to an understanding of how spouses, parents, children, and peers 

played a role in health lifestyles. 

 In sum, the life course perspective and the life story method work well together 

because it takes social context into account, considers the role of age and cohort, and 

acknowledges the role of social relationships in shaping life course trajectories. The 

intertwined nature of these social forces is what made the life course perspective a unique 

fit for this type of research.   

A Black Feminist Perspective  

I approached this study from a black feminist perspective. Black feminism is an 

intersectional framework for studying black women’s experiences from their own 

vantage points by taking into account multiple aspects of interlocking identities, and 

centering black women’s experiences rather than casting them in relation to white 

women. Unlike feminism, which relies on the assertion that all women experience a 

“common oppression” (hooks 1984 [2000], p. 6), black feminism focuses more 

specifically on the struggles and inequalities uniquely experienced by black women. 

hooks (1984 [2000]) writes that black women are the lowest racialized gendered group 

with “no institutionalized other that we may discriminate against,” and this “may shape 

our consciousness in such a way that our world view differs from those who have a 

degree of privilege” (p. 16). Further, Collins (1990) writes that “African-American 

women occupy a position whereby the interior half of a series of binaries converge, and 

this placement has been central to our subordination” (p. 71). Thus, it is vital that in order 

for women to continue the fight for equality, black women must “recognize the special 
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vantage point our marginality gives us and make use of this perspective” (hooks 1984 

[2000], p. 16).  

Collins (1986) outlines the core tenets of research framed within a black feminist 

perspective: 

Black feminist thought may be recorded by others, [but] it is produced by Black 

women…the definition assumes that, while a Black woman’s standpoint exists, its 

contours may not be clear to Black women themselves. Therefore, one role for 

Black female intellectuals is to produce facts and theories about the Black female 

experience that will clarify a Black woman's standpoint for Black women. In 

other words, Black feminist thought contains observations and interpretations 

about Afro-American womanhood that describe and explain different expressions 

of common themes (p. S16). 

 

As a researcher who identifies as a mixed-race and black woman, this was particularly 

salient for me. 

Furthermore, an intersectional perspective contends that “gender and race are not 

separate and additive but interactive and multiplicative in their effects” (Ray 2014, p. 

782).  Black women cannot just be black, or just be women in certain contexts—their 

experiences are shaped by these coinciding parts of their social locations (Etter-Lewis 

1991, p. 56). Thus, intersectionality can be characterized as taking into account the 

interlocking matrices of oppression, to use Collins’ (1986) term. For middle-class black 

women, an intersectional framework acknowledges matrices of privilege and 

disadvantage. Gidden’s (1984) notion of the duality of structure as both constraining and 

enabling comes into play when we think about middle-class black women as being both 

enabled by their higher educational and income status, yet constrained by their racialized 

womanhood. My black feminist approach allowed for taking a closer look at the saliency 

of different aspects of social location, and how they shifted throughout time and between 

social contexts.  
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Black feminism is different—albeit closely related— to intersectionality. The 

term intersectionality was coined by Crenshaw (1989) in order to address the fact that 

there are unique struggles and life experiences that women of color endure, yet the 

unique effects of inextricably linked aspects of identity are not readily acknowledged 

(Davis 2008). What differentiates black feminism from intersectionality is the specific 

focus on black women. Black feminism more thoroughly addresses the point that not only 

do women of color identify as both women and people of color, but also emphasizes that 

these marginalized women’s stories should be re-focused in research. Feminism, while 

theoretically created for all women, ignores “differences within groups” which 

“frequently contributes to tension among groups” (Crenshaw 1991, p. 4).  

By engaging in the life story method, my participants were able to create 

knowledge based on their own experiences and challenge power by co-constructing the 

direction of the interviews. In the next chapter, I elaborate on my chosen methodology 

and reflect on challenges I encountered over the course of my research.  
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CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY 

  

For the present study, I chose to use life story interviews—an interpretive and 

emergent method—to collect rich data that can fruitfully explore the nuances of my 

participants’ lives. In-depth life story interviews aim to capture overlapping trajectories 

and change over the life course. This type of interviewing can also illuminate identity 

development while exposing unanticipated themes.  

Analyzing identity lends itself to using the life story method. Cohler and 

Hammack (2006) write that “identity is maintained over a lifetime through the activity of 

telling stories about ourselves,” and “personal identity itself is constructed in the creation 

and sharing of the life story” (p. 153). By engaging in life story interviews, I was able to 

capture how the women in my study narrated their multiple identities, including the 

runner identity. 

Given these characteristics of life stories, the life story method was best-suited for 

answering my two research questions: (1) What is the process of becoming a runner for 

middle-class black women?; and (2) How do my participants narrate race, gender, and 

class as shaping the process of becoming runners, the development of a running identity, 

and the experience of being a runner? The utility of the life story method was reinforced 

by my black feminist framework and life course perspective, as I aimed to center black 

women’s voices and look at the totality of my narrators’ lives.  

In this chapter, my aims are to: (1) provide background information on the 

research method I used for this study; (2) describe why this method’s strengths 

complement the aims and theoretical underpinnings of my research; (3) provide details on 
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my participants and the procedural specifics of this study; and (4) reflect on the research 

process, considering methodological issues that I encountered.  

THE LIFE STORY METHOD 

Life story interviews are best suited for answering my research questions because 

I sought to tap into the process of becoming a runner by engaging in a method that 

involves collecting comprehensive first-person, biographical accounts. Bertaux and Kohli 

(1984) describe life stories as “oral autobiographical narratives” that aim to describe “the 

interviewee’s life trajectories in social contexts in order to uncover the patterns of social 

relations and the special processes that shape them” (p. 215). Life stories are “anchored 

around pivotal life events that shape the trajectory of and meaning given to the life story” 

(Erdmans and Black 2008, p. 79), making them conducive to taking a life course 

perspective that focuses on understanding key turning points.  

While structured questioning can lead to participants fragmenting their own lives 

(e.g., answering questions about themselves as a mother, a runner, and an employee at 

discrete moments in the interview), life stories can “keep intact the wholeness of social 

life” (Erdmans 2007, p. 8). This allows for viewing the narrator as a comprehensive being 

with interweaving trajectories shaped by interlocking roles, social location, and 

sociohistorical context (Leavy 2011).  As such, my interviews were conducted with the 

goal of eliciting stories that illustrated development, change, and process throughout the 

life course rather than answers to specific questions.  

My study is grounded on the premise that meaning is not something waiting to be 

unearthed, but is emergent during the research process (Leavy 2011). The unrestricted 

probes about life stages and events support the emergent nature of this type of study. 
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These prompts were based on the topic areas relevant to my research questions but were 

open-ended enough to allow for new themes to emerge as the interviews progressed. The 

prompts I used elicited storytelling about childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, and 

adulthood. More pointed prompts encouraged the narrator to elaborate on exercise, 

sports, health, social relationships, work, and school across the life course (See Appendix 

2 for a full list of topics and prompts).  

Life story interviewing also blurs the power dynamic between myself as the 

researcher and the women in this study. The nature of this method—with topics that 

elicited stories rather than questions designed to get answers—cultivated a comfortable 

environment where we found ourselves as two women talking rather than what we think 

of as a formal, question-answer-question-answer interview. Although my participants did 

the majority of the talking, I shared parts of my own life story when appropriate in order 

to build rapport and reciprocate in the vulnerability of sharing biographical information 

with someone upon a first or second meeting. For example, on several occasions 

narrators would talk about specific road races and wondered if I had completed any of the 

same ones myself. Sharing that I had completed some of the same half marathons and 

bonding over the struggles of specific hills on the race routes brought a commonality to 

light that aided in bridging the gap between me as the researcher and them as participants.  

Capitalizing on the unique aspects of this type of research—its open-endedness, 

fluidity, and interpretive nature—I was able to gather rich data that may not have 

otherwise come to light.  
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Theoretical Frameworks in the Context of the Life Story Method 

As I discussed in Chapter 1, my study was framed in both black feminist and life 

course perspectives. A black feminist framework provided a theoretical foundation for 

centering black women’s stories and amplifying their voices via life stories. A life course 

perspective supported using life stories to examine my participants’ entire lives in order 

to learn about important turning points, key relationships, and the events that preceded 

my narrators becoming runners.  

Framing Life Stories within a Black Feminist Perspective 

 

Black feminism is an intersectional framework for studying black women’s 

experiences from their own vantage points while taking multiple aspects of interlocking 

identities into account (hooks 1984; Collins 1986; Collins 1990). Approaching the study 

of black women from a black feminist point-of-view allowed me to hone in on my 

participants’ voices and understand their experiences as shaped by their simultaneously 

gendered, raced, and classed social locations. Etter-Lewis, a social scientist who uses 

narrative methods to explore the lives of middle-class black women, contends that “it is 

oral narrative that is ideally suited to revealing the ‘multilayered texture of black 

women’s lives’” (p. 43). In line with this notion, using a narrative method allowed my 

participants to speak about their lives holistically and in their totality rather than looking 

at their experiences as a reflection of womanhood, blackness, or middle-class 

membership independently. Life story interviewing allowed me to better explore the 

‘multilayered texture’ of middle-class black women’s social locations and their 

interconnectedness with social roles over time.  



 

 

48 

 

A black feminist perspective also emphasizes centering black women’s 

experiences rather than casting them in relation to other groups. Etter-Lewis argues that 

narrative methods lend themselves to centering black women’s lives in research. In her 

1991 narrative study of professional black women, Etter-Lewis wrote that oftentimes 

reviewers commenting on her work prefer to see a comparative analysis with professional 

white women. “In the readers’ minds,” Etter-Lewis reflects, “black women must earn 

credibility by claiming features unique to their own embedded sub-group. Otherwise they 

are viewed as merely white women in black face” (p. 52). In line with Etter-Lewis’ 

thinking, my study placed value on black women’s stories in and of themselves rather 

than comparing their experiences to others in order to “legitimize” or “better understand” 

their experiences. In my study, it was important to me to look to my narrators’ stories as 

the most important data for better describing the part of the social world that my research 

questions interrogate. I brought the “margins to center” (hooks 1984[2000])—

transporting black women’s voices from marginality and framing their narrations as 

central to having a critical, nuanced understanding of their lives. 

The Utility of the Life Course Perspective for Interpreting Life Stories 

The life course perspective’s emphasis on change over time and age-graded 

trajectories lends itself to an interviewing method that can closely unpack a person’s 

biography in its entirety. The life course perspective informs the belief that people’s lives 

are embedded in a sociohistorical context, permeated with critical turning points (e.g., 

childbirth, timing of marriage, or death of a loved one), and influenced by key 

relationships (e.g., with co-workers, a spouse, or parents) (Elder 1994; Bengtson, Elder, 

and Putney 2005). The prompts I used in my interviews allowed for unpacking the 
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interconnectedness of these variables that are often considered separately in other types 

of research. 

My interviews were conducted to see how my narrators’ pathways through the 

institutions of school, work, and family shape their experiences as runners. In line with 

Kohli’s (1986) notion of the institutionalized life course, the institutionalized routes that 

the women in my study followed over the course of their lives—including when and 

where they attended college and the career paths they chose—oftentimes played a role in 

when and why they began to run. Life story interviews allowed me to explore how their 

interactions with these institutions shaped their trajectories as runners.   

THE PRESENT STUDY 

In this section, I will describe my sample, interview process, and analysis 

procedures. I also discuss the co-construction of knowledge, politics of representation, 

and reflect on my insider positionality.   

Sample 

 Life story studies typically have small sample sizes. For example, Peneff’s (1979) 

life story study of French activists had eight participants. In Bertaux and Bertaux-

Wiame’s (1981) life story study of bakers, they stopped at thirty participants. Describing 

their study, Bertaux (1981) writes: “by the twenty-fifth, adding the knowledge we had 

from the life stories of bakers, we knew we had it: a clear picture of this structural pattern 

and of its recent transformations. New life stories only confirmed what we had 

understood, adding slight individual variations” (p. 37). The depth and breadth of this 

methodology lends itself to smaller sample sizes.  
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 In the present study, I used a purposive snowball sample, stopping at 25 women 

because I reached a saturation point. As I engaged in analysis, I began to see similar 

patterns and themes emerging throughout my participants’ narratives, which led to my 

decision to focus on the 25 women I had in my study rather than continuing to recruit 

more participants.  I recruited through personal networks, referrals, and black running 

groups on social media. The criteria to participate was that the individuals must identify 

as: (1) a woman; (2) black4; and (3) a runner.5  I was interested in women who run for 

fitness, leisure, or social reasons rather than for high-level competition (e.g., I did not 

interview Olympians or professional runners).  

 The women in my study ranged from age 26 to 59 (See Appendix 1). Six of the 

women were in their 20s, 10 were in their 30s, five were in their 40s, and four were in 

their 50s. Out of the 25 women in the study, 11 of them had children and nine were 

married. All of the women were middle-class with professional careers. Some were in 

graduate school and on an upwardly mobile trajectory. All but one woman had at least a 

bachelor’s degree and more than half completed an advanced degree. Middle-class status 

was not something I was seeking, but ended up being characteristic of the women in my 

sample. My snowball sampling method, in addition to the disproportionately educated, 

                                                           
4 All of the women in the study were born and raised in the United States, except one who was born and 

raised in Canada before moving to the U.S. for college. In addition, two of the women in the study 

identified as “biracial” (they had one black parent and one white parent) in addition to identifying as 

“black.” 
5 According to Plymire (1997), runners can be distinguished from joggers because runners participate in 

races and joggers do not. For the purposes of this study, I am defining a runner as anyone who calls 

themselves a runner. I am treating it as an all-encompassing term to include those who run or jog in races as 

well as those who run or jog around their neighborhoods or on the treadmill. What is important to this study 

is whether or not the participant sees herself as a runner, rather than what a particular discourse may 

prescribe. 
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professional character of the runner population, led to the inadvertent middle-class focus 

in my study.  

It is important to note that not everyone in the study was raised in a middle-class 

environment. While some of the women in my study explicitly described their early life 

class background (e.g., “I grew up in a middle-class family” or “I grew up in a rough 

neighborhood”), others required more probing and drawing conclusions based on other 

less explicit clues. I asked my participants about their childhood neighborhoods, schools, 

and activities (e.g., participation in organized activities, extracurricular activities, family 

vacations) in addition to their parents’ occupations and educational backgrounds. Based 

on both the explicit and implicit descriptions of their childhoods, I determined that eight 

of the participants in my study grew up in working-class or poor homes, while the other 

17 grew up in solidly middle-class homes and maintained their class status through 

adulthood.  

It is important to note the place of residence of my participants at the time that I 

interviewed them, as it provided another social within for which they were runners. Out 

of the 25 women in my study, 23 of them lived in the Midwest. Specifically, 10 of my 

participants lived in Lansing, MI and its surrounding suburbs, seven lived in the greater 

Cleveland/Akron area, five lived in metro Ann Arbor/Detroit, and one lived in Pittsburgh. 

The other two women lived in the Northeast (one in eastern Pennsylvania and one in New 

York City) and were visiting the Midwest at the time that I interviewed them.6 

Geographic context is important for several reasons. First, it is significant that all 

of the areas where my participants resided had chapters of Black Girls Run!, the black 

                                                           
6 See Appendix 1 for more details on my participants 
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women’s running organization I examine in Chapter 5. This undoubtedly played a role in 

the fact that more than half of my sample talked about the organization as an important 

part of their running experiences. Second, the state of health in particular geographic 

regions is a relevant factor in the life stories of my participants. In the United States, 

obesity is most highly concentrated in the Midwest—where most of my participants 

lived—and Southern areas (Levi et al. 2015). In the Greater Cleveland/Akron metro area, 

for example, more than one-third (36.3 percent) of black adults have high blood pressure, 

compared to about one-fourth (24.6 percent) of whites (Salling and Ahern 2010). In 

addition, about 70 percent of black adults are overweight or obese in the Greater 

Cleveland/Akron region (Salling and Ahern 2010). 

Interestingly, the highest concentration of poor health outcomes in the 

Cleveland/Akron metro area among black Americans is among those who live in urban 

areas (Salling and Ahern 2010). Of the seven women in my study from this region, only 

one lived in the city while the rest lived in smaller nearby cities or suburban areas. Even 

though middle-class black women are vulnerable to the same disproportionately poor 

health outcomes that poor and working class blacks face, place is a relevant factor 

shaping their health trajectories and is an important context to consider when analyzing 

their life stories.  

Interview Process 

 Each woman in the study was interviewed twice. The second interview served as 

a continuation of the first. The first interview was always conducted in-person in order to 

build rapport, but about half of the second interviews were conducted on Skype due to 

time and travel constraints. Interviews were conducted about one to two months apart in 
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order to give me time to have the first interview transcribed and reviewed. This allowed 

me to adequately reflect on what topics needed to be covered in the second interviews. As 

for the in-person interviews, my narrators chose the interview locations to ensure that 

they felt comfortable enough in the environment to speak openly with me. I interviewed 

15 of my participants at a coffee or sandwich shop, six in their homes, and four at their 

workplaces. I requested that the locations that the narrators chose be quiet enough to 

audio record the conversations.   

 All of the women consented to being audio recorded as was prescribed in my 

consent form.  In the presentation of findings in subsequent chapters of my study, 

pseudonyms will be used for both the names, cities, and educational institutions 

mentioned in my participants’ narratives in order to protect their identities. This was the 

protocol that I proposed and was approved by Case Western Reserve University’s 

Institutional Review Board.  

Analysis 

 Constructivist grounded theory framed my analysis, as this framework 

emphasizes the “subjective interrelationship between the researcher, the participant, and 

the co-construction of meaning” (Mills, Bonner, and Francis 2008, p. 26). Grounded 

theory is often used to describe theory that is “inductive, in that the researcher has no 

preconceived ideas to prove or disprove,” but can give the impression that findings 

emerge organically (Mills, Bonner, and Francis 2008, p. 26).  The constructivist qualifier 

implies that my theory building and findings are informed by my understanding of prior 

literature and personal experience.   
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 After each interview was completed, the recordings were transcribed verbatim by 

a professional transcriptionist. Subsequently, I listened to the recordings while reading 

through the transcripts and taking notes so that I could remember how things were said. 

For example, if the narrator pretended to be another hypothetical person and spoke in a 

higher tone of voice, I noted this. Likewise, instances where the narrator drew out a word 

for emphasis or said something in a way that portrayed sarcasm was noted. In these 

instances, I prefaced the statement with an italicized, bracketed note to myself for how 

the proceeding sentence was said. In the presentation of my findings, I took the liberty to 

remove some of the ‘ums,’ ‘likes,’ pauses, and other details of verbal delivery as long as 

it did not take away from the meaning and significance of what was said.   

 In the next phase of analysis, I conducted line-by-line thematic coding with the 

assistance of NVivo qualitative research software. There were 27 initial codes during this 

phase that were all created during analysis. Codes were literal in the sense that I used the 

narrator’s own language to create the code (e.g., “It’s the fall, I’m trying to build some 

better habits before I leave school” was coded as ‘habits’). In other instances, the codes 

were based on my interpretation of what was being said (e.g., “I’m really trying to 

actually make it a thing” was also coded as ‘habits’). Following this initial coding, I listed 

all of the codes, making some of them sub-codes under broader thematic codes (e.g., 

“stress” as a sub-code under “mental health”). During this stage of analysis, about 11 

thematic codes emerged. Some were unpacked or sub-coded while others were 

aggregated.  In the process of narrowing and expanding on the codes I was able to see 

trends and patterns in their narratives.  



 

 

55 

 

After coding was completed, I created 5-10 page single-spaced life stories for 

each woman by cutting and pasting excerpts of their transcripts. I removed my voice 

from these write-ups, using only their voices to re-construct cohesive, chronological life 

stories in their own words. While doing this, large chunks of text were kept together (e.g. 

I cut and pasted paragraphs of narrative, rather than picking and choosing sentences). It 

was important that I stayed true to my narrators’ voices and kept their stories in context 

with everything else being said. I removed some of the ‘ums,’ ‘likes,’ and sentences that 

were said in moments of thought that did not move the story forward—this is where my 

voice as the researcher came in. However, I aimed to stay true to the tenets of a black 

feminist perspective that prescribe letting black women speak for themselves in research. 

A strength of life stories is being able to keep their narration intact, using longer quotes to 

really hear their voices and better understand their stories in the context of their lives. In 

the presentation of my findings, the narrative excerpts that are featured are from these 5-

10 page reconstructed narratives.  

Methodological Reflections 

Reflecting on this research process, there are three underlying issues to unpack: 

(1) the co-construction of knowledge; (2) the politics of representation; and (3) the 

benefits and drawbacks of my insider positionality. 

Co-Construction of Knowledge 

The life story method fosters a collaborative relationship between the researcher 

(listener) and participant (narrator), which nurtures the co-construction of knowledge 

(Leavy 2011). Oftentimes, researchers “write from the position of ‘knowing’ to an 

audience positioned as ‘not knowing’” (Gergen and Gergen 2000, p. 1038). In life story 
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studies, researchers are not situated as the “knowing” party, but rather, narrators are seen 

as active participants in the shaping of data. As a doctoral student, it was my academic 

task to take on the role of “researcher,” using a sociological perspective to engage in 

analytical, critical interpretation of my participants’ stories. However, it was important 

that the women in my study felt that they had a stake in the research: not only as subjects, 

but also as the authors of their own life stories. In this type of work, researchers should 

let those in the study “have their own say” in how they are represented via their re-telling 

of the life stories, while at the same time holding true to their obligations as researchers 

to “complement and contextualize the explication of informants’ accounts” (Gubrium and 

Holstein 1999, pp. 569-570). My participants and I both held important roles in the 

creation of new sociological knowledge.  

My participants gained control of the construction of knowledge during the 

interview phase. One way this happened was by being able to talk about topics that they 

found relevant. I started each initial interview the same: “Tell me about how you started 

running.” From there, participants were generally able to take their narration in a variety 

of directions of their choosing, ranging from talking about races, to body image, to 

running groups, to family relationships. After talking about running, I usually prompted 

them to talk about childhood and encouraged moving through life stages chronologically, 

but I was always open to going with the flow of their narration if it went in another 

direction. I strived to make the research process mutually beneficial by empowering my 

narrators and helping them maintain as much agency as was feasible during the interview 

experience.  
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Politics of Representation 

The second important issue I confronted when engaging in life story interviews 

was the politics of representation. This requires the researcher to be sensitive to larger 

hegemonic discourses and to understand that research could be used to reinforce 

stereotypes. In emergent, interpretive research, this is particularly important as the 

researcher’s interpretations are presented as findings. As I wrote up my findings, I was 

cognizant of the fact that I was interpreting their experiences as someone who has grown 

up in a racist, sexist world. Simultaneously, my prior knowledge of the literature could 

subconsciously guide me to reinforce the oftentimes unflattering narratives about black 

women perpetuated by prior scholarship and dominant culture. Keeping this in my 

consciousness was important as one of the aims of this study was to explore the possible 

counter-narratives of this group on the margins. 

The politics of representation also brings into question: Who has the right to re-

interpret these women’s stories? Who gets to re-tell the stories of those being studied? 

(Pinnegar and Daynes 2007). Additionally, who owns these stories? Who has the right to 

represent their voices? Are we as researchers painting our participants in a particular light 

that they do not imagine for themselves? In Hall and colleagues’ 2013 study of black 

women’s exercise behaviors, they conclude that because black women oftentimes 

prioritize their hair maintenance routines over physical activity, dermatologists need to 

intervene to educate them on ways to wear their hair that are conducive to exercise. 

Numerous news outlets published reports on these findings, giving the impression that 

black women believe that their appearances are more important than health without any 

acknowledgement of structural forces that shape black women’s hair decisions. In this 
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case, participants were painted in a light that the researchers likely did not intend on 

facilitating.  

Relatedly, while several white sociologists have asked me about my participants’ 

hair routines, hair was not always brought up organically by my participants. While 

relevant, I wanted to really focus on the topics that my participants wanted to talk about, 

rather than what dominant discourses surrounding black women and exercise prescribed. 

In my collaborative, interpretive study, a cognizance of these issues of power and 

representation was important. 

Insider Positionality 

I identify as biracial (black and white) and black, a woman, and someone who 

runs, which consequently made me an “insider” researcher. On other dimensions, I was 

more alike with some participants than others. I grew up in a middle-class home in the 

Midwest, with a younger brother and two married parents who have advanced degrees. I 

attended predominantly white, suburban public schools, but most of my closest friends 

during childhood were the few people of color in my classes. I could relate to many of the 

women in my study because of our similar upbringings, family structures, and 

experiences growing up in predominantly white neighborhoods.   

Sports were a significant part of my childhood: I started playing soccer and 

basketball in third grade, and these remained my primary extracurricular activities 

throughout my younger years. Nearly every day I had some sort of athletic competition or 

practice. My weekends were filled with travel across the state for athletic tournaments, 

and my summers were booked with soccer and basketball camps. I played soccer 

competitively through the 9th grade, but decided to quit so I could focus solely on 
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basketball and pursuing my goal of being recruited by a college coach. Fortunately, I was 

able to accomplish that and played Division III basketball at the collegiate level. I could 

especially relate to my participants who played sports in college because athletics have 

long been a cornerstone of my life. Relatedly, like a few of my participants, I hated 

running growing up because it was always framed as a punishment during soccer and 

basketball practices.  

During college, my basketball coach suggested that I train for a 5k race in order to 

lose weight. This was a significant turning point in my life: not only did I start running 

after this, but I developed very poor body image and disordered exercise and eating 

behaviors. I framed running solely as a means for burning calories so that I could be 

thinner. In my early 20s, I gained more self-confidence as I completed races and began to 

strength train. This led to me appreciating running for the competition and feeling of 

accomplishment rather than solely for weight loss purposes. To-date, I have completed 

six half marathons and at least a dozen 5k and 10k races but still struggle with fully 

embracing the label of “runner,” which I credit in part to identifying as a “basketball 

player” for so long, but also to my body type being misaligned with that which I see on 

the covers of Runner’s World. Listening to my narrators’ stories have helped me begin to 

see myself as a runner, but I could relate to those who struggled to embrace the runner 

identity.  

During my late 20s, as I was experiencing several significant turning points (e.g., 

getting married, going on the job market, coping with difficult health issues, dealing with 

the deaths and illnesses of loved ones, and becoming a parent), exercise and running 

became a means for relieving stress and improving health. As such, I could relate to the 
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shifting purposes of running in my narrators’ lives as they experienced life’s many ups 

and downs. Simultaneously, the diversity of our life experiences made the nuances of our 

lives very different. Despite most of my participants being older than me, I was able to 

connect with many aspects of their life stories.  

My insider status is often the elephant in the room when I describe my study to 

others, particularly to those who see it as a form of “me-search,” in the pejorative, de-

valued sense (Nash and Bradley 2011).  It is oftentimes scholars of color who are faced 

with having to rationalize studying a population that they identify with. However, these 

groups are the ones that tend to be understudied, and thus, researchers can more easily 

see a gap in the research when their own experience is not reflected in current 

scholarship. Critics of insider research argue that it can complicate the researcher role by 

engaging in too much reciprocity during the interview exchanges and blinding the 

researcher to the taken-for-granted aspects of participants’ lives (Chavez 2008). This is 

something that I had to be mindful of during my study. To avoid these complications, I 

went out of my way to prompt my narrators to tell me more about topics that they 

presumed I already knew about, such as issues surrounding racial tokenism in running. 

Even if I was already familiar with these areas, I encouraged them to elaborate so I could 

understand their unique interpretations and experiences.  

Despite the tensions that arise as an insider, Chavez (2008) argues that some 

benefits of having insider positionality include greater ease in building rapport with 

participants, having a more nuanced perspective when representing respondents in the 

write-up of findings, and building a more “equalized relationship between the researcher 

and participants” (p. 479). Referring to the advantages of insider positionality, Merton 
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(1972) writes that “only through continued socialization in the life of a group can one 

become fully aware of its symbolisms and shared realities; only so can one understand 

the fine-grained meanings of behavior, feelings, and values” (p. 15). And finally, because 

I identify as middle-class, black, female, and a runner, I could take part in the reflexive 

dyadic interview process by sharing my own experiences when appropriate (Ellis and 

Berger 2003). For example, I could empathize with my narrators’ stories about being a 

“token” black woman among a sea of white runners at events.  

I had the most success with sample recruitment when I was able to make a 

personal connection with someone in-person or online who could help me to recruit 

participants. My insider status played a role in this. On a few occasions, I immediately 

connected with someone who had completed a dissertation themselves or completed 

some of the same road races I had. On even more occasions, I perceived that the women 

in my study saw a younger version of themselves in me as a 20-something woman of 

color trying to build her professional career. This greatly aided in my ability to gain 

access to this population and their stories as they felt comfortable with me and wanted to 

help.  

Despite offering to buy coffee or lunch for my participants when I met them for 

an interview, the majority of them ended up insisting on paying for themselves or paying 

for me despite my insistence that they should not. I viewed this as a testament to the 

sense of older sisterhood they felt toward me that further blurred the power dynamics 

between the researcher and researched. I perceived that many of them appreciated the 

opportunity to share their experiences with an eager listener in a way that they never had 

before. Even though I felt as though the women in my study were doing me a favor by 
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taking time out of their schedules to tell the intimate details of their life to a complete 

stranger, they often made me feel as though I was the one providing the favor.  

Along these lines, sharing one’s life story can cultivate a sense of intimacy in a 

very short period of time. At the end of many of the interviews, the women gave me a 

hug despite having only met them an hour or two prior. Yet, this felt completely natural 

and at times, led me to forget that in fact I was pursuing a research project and not parting 

ways with an old friend. After several of the interviews I thought to myself, “This woman 

is awesome—I want to hang out with her again!” This sentiment was met with a voice on 

my other shoulder asking, as Yow (1997) compels us to do, “Do I like them too much?” 

Just as Yow says that her fondness of her narrators sometimes led her to avoid asking 

tough questions, there were a couple of instances where this happened to me as well. For 

example, while doing a nearly two-hour interview with one of the women in my study, 

she brought up in passing that she was sexually assaulted as a child. Because I liked her 

so much and the tone of the rest of the interview was so positive, I avoided probing her 

more on this out of fear that this might hinder rapport and trust. It is possible that if I was 

a more detached outsider-researcher, these uncertainties would not have played out as 

they did in my interviewing decisions. However, these instances were few and far 

between. On the whole, the sense of ease and comfort mutually felt during the interview 

process with the women in my study made it more enjoyable, and helped me to collect 

rich, detailed data. 

CONCLUSION 

 

The sociological analysis of biographies makes the invisible forces shaping daily 

life visible, and allows for better considering the totality of human beings’ multilayered 
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identities, experiences, and matrices of privilege and disadvantage over time. Biographies 

are living, breathing, processes that are continually being revised and cannot be fully 

fleshed out with statistical measures.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE ‘BLACK MIDDLE-CLASS TOOLKIT’ AS A FRAMEWORK 

FOR UNDERSTANDING THE STATUS-BASED ASPECTS OF RUNNING 

 

 Health-promoting activities such as running are oftentimes studied through a 

medical framework, as public health researchers and medical practitioners attempt to 

better understand why some groups exercise, why others do not, and how suboptimal 

levels of physical activity among groups with disproportionately poor health outcomes 

can be improved. As was described in Chapter 1, social scientists studying exercise 

behaviors have looked broadly at the ways in which health behaviors, or lack thereof, are 

shaped by numerous constraints. These include unsafe neighborhoods (LaGrange, 

Ferraro, and Supancic 1992; Ross 1993; Ross and Mirowski 2001), scarce leisure time 

(Im et al. 2012), insufficient financial resources (Im et al. 2012), and hairstyle 

expectations that make an active lifestyle disadvantageous (Hall et al. 2013; Lendrum 

2015; Joseph et al. 2017). However, few researchers have looked specifically at 

recreational running as a middle-class cultural routine, possible barriers to participation, 

or latent benefits of running.  

 Carrington (2013), a sociologist of the study of sport, suggests that “culture is 

conceptualized as a space of meanings, aesthetics, and practices that is constrained and 

shaped...by economic forces” (p. 4). Carrington continues, “sport…is often located at the 

center of these contestations” (p. 4). In other words, sport is a widespread cultural 

practice and central aspect of social life in the United States. Just as the sports an 

individual participates in are shaped by race and gender, it is also shaped by social class. 

Sport participation is not only a reflection of class status, but taking part in particular 

sports can also influence class status.  
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 Running can be understood as “nonmaterial culture” and is a cultural symbol 

because as a ritual, routine, and lifestyle it “has more meaning than [its] original function 

suggests” (Lacy 2007, p. 13). The manifest, “original functions” of running previous 

researchers focused on include losing weight, gaining self-confidence, improving health, 

and/or cultivating social relationships (Masters and Lambert 1989; Clough, Sheperd and 

Maughan 1989; Ogles, Masters, and Richardson 1995). My participants’ life stories re-

enforce these functions of running. For example, 22 out of the study’s 25 participants 

talked about weight loss and all 25 mentioned health in reference to running.  However, 

their narrations also illustrate how running has more meaning and utility than these 

original functions. Namely, its latent functions—those that are unintended and 

unrecognized (Merton 1968)— had important implications as the middle-class black 

women in my study navigated predominantly white, middle-class institutions on a daily 

basis. Running allowed them to embody their middle-class status in both performative 

and more discrete ways.   

In this chapter, I argue that running can be understood as a cultural routine that is 

engaged in as a means for successfully operating in middle-class, dominant institutions. 

Running is a middle-class leisure sport and cultural practice of which participation is a 

marker of status, a means for connecting with others of similar status, and a vehicle for 

promoting intergenerational social mobility.  

THE IMPORTANCE OF CULTURE IN EXAMINING PRIVILEGE, MOBILITY, AND 

LEISURE ROUTINES 

 

 Culture refers to customs and practices of a population or group. Swidler (1986) 

describes culture as encompassing “symbolic vehicles of meaning, including beliefs, 
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ritual practices, art forms, and ceremonies, as well as informal cultural practices such as 

language, gossip, stories, and rituals of daily life” (p. 273). In order to be a functioning 

member of a particular group, institution, or nation-state, it is necessary to be familiar 

with common cultural practices of the social context. 

 Cultural norms, values, and routines are classed and shaped by institutions (e.g., 

places of employment, schools, or total institutions such as prisons) and interactions with 

others within these social spheres. Knowing how to dress, address authority, and 

appropriately interact with others are all skills attained from socialization and exposure to 

different social settings. For example, Lareau (2011) writes that working-class children 

are less successful in middle-class institutions than middle-class children because their 

parents use an “accomplishment of natural growth” parenting style, rather than the 

“concerted cultivation” model used by middle-class parents. Middle-class children are 

instilled with a sense of entitlement and negotiation skills that are beneficial for 

achievement in white-collar institutions later in life.  Lareau’s study illustrates how 

classed methods of parenting facilitate social reproduction, the establishment of later life 

class status, and the attainment of cultural capital.  

 Cultural capital, according to Bourdieu (1987[1979]), can exist in three forms: “in 

the embodied state, i.e. in the form of long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body; in 

the objectified state; i.e. in the form of cultural goods…and in the institutionalized state,” 

which refers to “educational qualifications” (p. 243). Cultural capital manifests itself in 

the form of a person’s dispositions, tastes, habits, and routines. It can also be embodied 

by engaging in cultural practices that are learned during socialization, and objectified in 

the form of tastes in tangible goods such as books, art, and electronics. In cultural fields 
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of stratification (e.g., workplaces, educational institutions, and middle-class spheres of 

leisure)—what Bourdieu describes as social settings in which people are located based on 

status, habitus, and capital (Bourdieu 1984)—cultural capital is beneficial because it 

allows a person to move with ease between middle-class contexts (Bourdieu 1977, pp. 

177-83).  

 Without “normal” or “regular” forms of cultural capital—namely, “white, middle-

class standards of speech and tastes” and lifestyle choices (Carter 2003, p. 137) —those 

from the poor and working classes as well as those with disadvantaged racial status 

cannot as easily attain upward mobility (Lamont and Lareau 1988). The accumulation of 

cultural capital and an adoption of middle-class cultural ideals and preferences can spur 

upward mobility and intergenerational reproduction of privileged class status (Gartman 

1991; Lareau 2011).  

Everyone cannot easily buy into the notion that engaging in particular behaviors 

in institutional settings factors into achieving a normative, middle-class standard of 

success. Ogbu’s oppositional culture theory (1974; 1978; 1988) suggests that black 

Americans with limited socioeconomic resources approach opportunity structures in a 

way that is viewed as an alternative to the strategies employed by more privileged whites. 

Writing about educational achievement among black students, Ogbu argues that an 

awareness of institutionalized racism in the United States leads some black students to 

believe that doing well in school is only advantageous for middle-class white students. 

Therefore, putting forth effort in academics is understood as ‘acting white’ and causes 

some black students to engage in an oppositional culture of putting forth less effort in the 
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classroom. In essence, oppositional culture is in opposition of dominant, middle-class 

culture.  

Bringing together elements of Ogbu’s oppositional culture theory and Bourdieu’s 

theory of cultural capital, Carter (2003) coined the term ‘black cultural capital.’ Carter 

(2003) writes that “some individuals employ both dominant and nondominant cultural 

capital, negotiating strategically between their community, family, peers, and school 

spaces” (p. 139). Oftentimes, middle-class blacks participate in both predominantly white 

cultural routines and black cultural practices. This balancing act allows them to be better 

accepted in both the predominantly white professional spaces where they spend much of 

their time and in social settings where more blacks are present. In this way, Carter (2003) 

argues that middle-class blacks are “likely to acquire valued status positions within both 

their lower status [black] community and the wider [white] society” (p. 137). 

 Understanding culture as a form of capital—both in its dominant and racialized 

forms—is widely accepted in sociological literature. However, Swidler (1986) discusses 

another theoretical tool for understanding culture, describing it as a toolkit that includes a 

set of “of symbols, stories, rituals, and world-views, which people may use in varying 

configurations to solve different kinds of problems” (p. 273).  The implements of a 

person’s cultural toolkits are employed in order to participate in and move through 

dominant social institutions with ease. The concept of the cultural toolkit has been used 

in a variety of social research contexts, ranging from the sociological study of navigating 

life stage transitions (Fine 2004), to norms of corporate workplaces (Conley and O’Barr 

1997; Weber 2005).   
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 In sum, just as it is important to examine the classed aspects of poverty because it 

can reveal how people cope with being poor, escape economic deprivation, and debunk 

myths about the cultural orientations of those in poverty (Small, Harding, and Lamont 

2010), studying the cultural routines of the black middle-class can help sociologists 

unpack how those in marginalized segments of the middle-class deal with being 

subordinates despite having economic and educational privilege.    

 In the following section, I discuss literatures on: (1) sport as a cultural tool for 

attaining and maintaining middle-class status; (2) the ways in which the culture of sport is 

racialized; and (3) the utility of Lacy’s (2007) black-middle class toolkit as a theoretical 

framework for understanding the latent, cultural functions of recreational running.  

SPORT AS A TOOL FOR ATTAINING AND MAINTAINING MIDDLE-CLASS 

STATUS 

 

 Sport has long been associated with the myth of American Dream, fueled by the 

ethos of the “culture of meritocracy”: if you work hard [at your sport], you can be 

upwardly mobile [and become the next LeBron James or Michael Jordan] (Reiss 1990, 

Coakley 1998, Eitzen 2016). Faith in this unlikely trajectory of achieving financial 

success and high social status by becoming a professional athlete can lead to plodding on 

a “treadmill to oblivion,” as mental investment in this goal detracts from more stable and 

commonplace career paths (Edwards 1986).   

 However, other academic literature highlights the ways that being successful in 

sport can spur upward mobility (Sack and Thiel 1979). These studies focus on 

professional athletes and those that have been uplifted as a result of the opportunities 

afforded to those who receive athletic scholarships to attend college, rather than focusing 
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on those who are motivated to participate for health, leisure, or social reasons. As an 

example, Schafer and Rehberg (1970) argue that college sport participation might 

facilitate upward mobility. One way this is done is by assisting in the development of 

cultural values that are esteemed in the professional world such as personal 

responsibility, self-discipline, leadership, and teamwork.  In addition, college sport 

participation can facilitate upward mobility by enhancing educational attainment via 

access to college. Higher education enables access to middle-class resources and 

socialization into a white-collar world. Sport has become an ubiquitous institution that is 

present in a number of formalized institutional settings and informal everyday 

interactions. 

 Relatedly, researchers have argued that participation in high school sports can 

facilitate students’ achievement of goals by empowering them with self-confidence and 

re-enforcing interpersonal skills even earlier in the life course (Hanks and Eckland 1976). 

These are skills that are crucial to success in the professional world. For high school 

students, sports participation can lead to higher educational aspirations (Wells and Picou 

1980). The culture surrounding school sports mirrors middle-class culture by preparing 

student-athletes to participate in professional workplaces and middle-class leisure spaces 

that put an emphasis on independent thinking and leadership. 

Participating in specific leisure sports that are dominated by members of the 

middle and upper classes can help individuals become upwardly mobile or maintain their 

privileged class status. Bourdieu (1978) found that the elite of French society were more 

likely to ski and play golf and tennis than those in the working class, who were more 

interested in boxing, rugby, and football. Sports that are commonly rejected by those of 
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more privileged social status are disregarded because of their “treatment of the body as an 

instrument toward some end rather than as an object of cultivation for its own sake” 

(Wilson 2002, p. 6). This belief about the body aligns with Bourdieu’s notion of the 

middle and upper class’ “cult of health” (Bourdieu 1984, p. 213) – an emphasis on the 

participation in leisure sport activities for the purpose of improving health and bodily 

aesthetic to align with middle-class standards. Participating in sports of the more 

privileged classes demonstrates a possession of cultural capital necessary for privileged 

class standing.    

 Members of the middle class are more likely to appreciate “middle-brow” sports 

(Wilson 2002). Recreational running is arguably one of these sports: it requires a certain 

degree of cultural capital to know about the apparel, road races, and norms of 

participating in the sport. Yet, it is more accessible than some of the more elite sports that 

oftentimes require paid membership to an exclusive club and expensive equipment (e.g., 

golf, polo, skiing). Recreational running is a sport chosen by members of the middle-class 

because of its accessibility and ability to work toward a middle-class bodily aesthetic. 

Simultaneously, running culture promotes values such as self-discipline, personal 

responsibility, and the importance of goal setting—characteristics that are valued by 

middle-class professional institutions.   

DISENTANGLING RACE, CLASS, AND SPORT 

 

 The aforementioned literature generally characterizes the “middle class” as a 

homogenous group. By and large, researchers have not adequately disentangled how race 

plays into the conversation of leisure-time sporting activities among those of middle and 

upper social class status. Tennis players Arthur Ashe, Venus and Serena Williams, and 
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golfer Tiger Woods are examples of black Americans who broke the mold of what black 

athletes should look like by participating in sporting activities that have historically and 

contemporarily been dominated by privileged whites in the United States (Billings 2003; 

Douglas 2005; Schultz 2005). Yet, people of color are still the minority in these sports at 

the professional, collegiate, and recreational level.  

  Recreational running, although less “elite” and more accessible than tennis or 

golf, continues to have predominantly white, middle-class participants. In 2016, only 

eight percent of recreational runners in the U.S. were black. About 79 percent of 

recreational runners had at least a bachelor’s degree, and more than 40 percent made at 

least $75,000 per year (Running USA 2016). Given these figures, we cannot understand 

running solely as a middle-class activity, nor as a white activity, but rather as a raced and 

classed cultural routine—a white, middle-class sport. 

 An intersectional approach to studying sport looks at how race and class 

intertwine in shaping leisure sport options. Accordingly, we cannot fully understand 

individuals’ experiences as runners without considering the totality of social location. I 

use an intersectional, cultural framework—the “black middle-class toolkit”—as a 

theoretical tool for analyzing the latent functions and underlying motivations for middle-

class black women’s running routines.   

THE BLACK-MIDDLE CLASS TOOLKIT: APPLICATIONS FOR 

UNDERSTANDING THE LATENT FUNCTIONS OF RECREATIONAL RUNNING 

 

 Building on Swidler’s (1986) notion of culture as a toolkit, Lacy (2007) theorized 

the concept of the black middle-class tool kit. The black middle-class toolkit describes 

how through activities, group memberships, and public displays of tastes and 
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dispositions, middle-class blacks construct their identities through the implements they 

have stocked in their toolkits.  

 Lacy’s black middle-class toolkit focuses specifically on social identities that 

make-up the toolkit, including: (1) public identities; (2) status-based identities; and (3) 

race-based identities. Through their public identities, “middle-class blacks can use 

cultural resources to successfully signal their class position to whites in other public 

settings” (p. 73). As such, public identities allow middle-class blacks to connect with 

middle-class white colleagues by making their class status clear and fending off being 

viewed as an ‘other.’  Status-based identities place an emphasis on intergenerational 

reproduction of middle-class status (p. 14). In addition, blacks “give considerable thought 

to nurturing black racial identities and to maintaining connections to the black world,” 

oftentimes perceiving a need for sustaining racially distinct spaces (p. 152). This need 

results in cultivating a race-based identity in their toolkits. As such, race-based identities 

allow for fostering a sense of camaraderie with middle-class blacks within distinctly 

black social spheres. 

 I use Lacy’s theoretical model in the analysis of my narrators’ lives, focusing on 

running as a cultural tool that can be used to accomplish the aims of each of the three 

aforementioned social identities. I argue that running enables the women in my study to: 

(1) connect with middle-class white colleagues (public identity); (2) promote 

intergenerational reproduction of middle-class status (status-based identity); and (3) 

nurture a sense of camaraderie with other middle-class blacks (race-based identity).  
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Connecting with Middle-Class White Colleagues 

Lacy (2007) writes that middle-class blacks’ public identities are employed in 

order for them to connect with middle-class white colleagues. She argues that “strategic 

deployment of cultural capital, including language, mannerisms, clothing, and credentials 

allows them to create public identities that effectively lessen or short-circuit potential 

discriminatory treatment” and maintain conflict-free interactions with middle-class 

whites (p. 73). Middle-class blacks engage in inclusionary boundary work by blurring 

“distinctions between themselves and white members of the middle class by emphasizing 

areas of consensus and shared experience” (p. 75). Public identities are intentional, 

instrumental, measured strategies used to counteract the dominant narrative that middle-

class blacks are of a lower status.  

White middle-class Americans do not have to be as proactive about performing 

class status, as middle-class professions, leisure activities, and consumer practices are 

engaged in a “relatively conflict free” manner among middle-class whites compared to 

middle-class blacks (p. 74). As such, Lacy argues that this type of identity performance is 

unique to people of color who spend time in professional and social settings that are 

predominantly composed of middle-class whites. Ciara and Kia were two of the women 

in my study who talked about performing class status and connecting with white peers via 

running.  

Ciara: “It’s almost like a Groupthink mentality.” 

I met Ciara at her one-bedroom apartment on a hot summer day. She answered the 

door with a big smile on her face, wearing black spandex pants that hugged her thick 
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thighs and a white tank top that revealed her soft belly. Her hair looked freshly washed—

she wore it naturally and it was brushed out and un-styled.  

Ciara attended a historically black college in the south for her undergraduate 

education before moving to the Midwest to start graduate school where she was living at 

the time I interviewed her. She had started running a couple of years prior to my 

interview sessions with her: 

 I got into it [running] largely because I guess since moving to the 

Midwest it was like everybody runs [Laughs]. Like you see it everywhere 

so it’s almost like a Groupthink mentality and it’s like a lot of races and a 

lot of this many k’s and all of that. And so a lot of people up here do it.  

It’s the most easiest thing to do, right? Like you don’t have to actually go 

into a building. And there’s this cute little running path that I like to go to 

and it’s really awesome. I go alone. It’s great. So I’m really trying. It’s 

one of those things I’m really trying to force myself to be a little more 

diligent about. I get into like these spells in which I’m doing it all the time 

and then I slacked off but I’m getting back into it.  It’s the fall, trying to 

build some really better habits before I leave school.  

 Like I said, it’s like a Groupthink mentality. A lot of my colleagues 

up here do full marathons. You know, it’s just really a conversation 

starter. I’ve always been good at like my academic and professional life 

and so having something like—I guess it’s a signaling thing to be able to 

have like a 5k shirt or you know the little plaque that you wear that has 

your number and the time you finished like that is a really good personal 

morale boost.  

 

 Ciara describes how she took part in running in part so that she could fit in with 

the dominant cultural routines of her new home, referring to the “Groupthink” mentality 

as a way to illustrate the ubiquitous nature of running culture among professional, 
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upwardly mobile whites in the Midwest. The concept of Groupthink is characterized as 

intense concurrence-seeking tendencies (Leana 1985), and tends to occur when groups 

have a high level of cohesiveness and insular thinking (Janis 1982). The runner 

Groupthink mentality creates boundaries between those who can access the running 

lifestyle and those who cannot. With a high concentration of road races in the Midwest 

and living on a college campus where exercise facilities abound, it is unsurprising that 

she characterizes the running culture in this way.  

 Ciara refers to running as a “conversation starter” because so many people around 

her participate in races and use running lingo that requires a level of familiarity and 

experience in order to fully understand it. When Ciara moved to a predominantly white 

town for the first time for graduate school, she described “them”—who are part of the 

runner Groupthink—as disparate from herself. But by participating herself, she could 

begin to be a part of the running conversations and use running as a “signaling thing” that 

allowed her to immerse herself into the group. For Ciara, becoming a part of the runner 

Groupthink was a way that she could maintain conflict-free interactions with her peers, 

and illustrate that she is part of a middle-class, upwardly mobile academic setting.  

Kia: “The Midwest is a different type of place.” 

I initially met with Kia, a 26-year-old graduate student, in a busy law school 

atrium in-between classes. Her hair was in a braided up-do, and she wore jeans and a 

hooded sweatshirt. Kia was about 5’7” and 200 pounds. She grew up in a large, 

predominantly black southern city. It was not until graduate school that Kia lived in a 

predominantly white area for the first time. At that time, she started dating a white 

classmate who was a runner. 
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Why did I start running? A boy. Now that’s a silly thing, right?  I told my 

friends like ‘This is why I got to stop dating white men, ‘cause they always got me 

running outside.’ He was always, he’s like, ‘Oh, I’m gonna go for a run today.’  

Now he’s a marathoner. That’s what he does. He does like, you know, 8 to 10 

miles a day. But he would ask me, he’s like, ‘Do you want to go running with 

me?’  I’m like ‘Absolutely not, because I’m not gonna have you pissed at me 

because I don’t run as fast as you do.’  He’s like, ‘No.  We can just like run a mile 

and stop.’ I was like ‘Oh, okay.  We’ll see what he likes about this so much.’ I just 

decided, ‘Let me see what this is about.’ The Midwest is a different type of place. 

 

Like Ciara, Kia started running in part so that she could fit in with the dominant 

cultural routines of her new home. Living in a predominantly white city for the first time, 

she remarked multiple times about how the Midwest was very different from the black 

areas of the South where she grew up. She made concerted efforts to connect with her 

new peers—in this case, one peer in particular—and running was one way that did that.  

Intergenerational Reproduction of Middle-Class Status 

For the women in my study, running allowed for intergenerational reproduction of 

middle-class status. Lacy (2007) writes that status-based identities rely on “wealth 

expressed through lifestyle distinctions to underscore symbolic differences between their 

social group and others” in order to “maintain and protect their status” (p. 73). Middle-

class blacks are prepared to concede their own material desires if it means providing their 

offspring with sufficient resources to attain and maintain a middle-class lifestyle in the 

future, particularly as it pertains to ensuring that their children have lifestyle options that 

align with dominant middle-class ideals. Malika, Brandy, and Chanelle’s narratives are 

illustrative of the effects of intergenerational running on middle-class status. 
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Malika: “When did I start running? Before I was born.” 

When I arrived at the lunch shop to meet with Malika, a 33-year-old emergency 

room doctor, for our initial interview, I was caught off guard by her youthfulness—she 

could pass for an undergraduate student. Her hair was wet from a recent shower, and she 

wore it down and curly. She later told me she had just finished her morning run—a staple 

in her daily routines. This did not surprise me: she looked like she did not have an ounce 

of fat on her petite frame.  

Malika was raised by two highly-educated parents who were both runners. Some 

of her fondest childhood memories involved running with her parents and attending a 

well-known track meet at an Ivy League university with her father. Years later, Malika 

ended up attending the university and was a member of the cross country team: 

I grew up in a running family. So I really believe—when my mom 

was pregnant with me, she was running races. So when did I start 

running?  Before I was born. <giggling> Probably.  My parents are both 

runners. We used to go to the university every year for the relays to watch 

ever since I was 8, and you know that’s one of the largest track meets in 

the world.  You know we would drive from my house to go there in April of 

every year, sit and watch the relays. My dad once went to a medical 

conference there and brought me back a university T-shirt that I wore 

forever.  I was like obsessed with it, and who would’ve known that I would 

end up there as a student-athlete. 

 

Malika’s interest in the track team at an elite university sparked her interest in 

attending later in life. Her father took her to the meet every year and got her a T-shirt, 

normalizing the elite college culture and instilling a desire to attend a prestigious college 

from an early age. Through going to the track meet, participating on track teams, and 
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running with her parents, running was a taken-for-granted part of her life that she says 

started before she was born.  

Malika’s experience aligns with research that emphasizes the role that 

participating in college sports can have on middle-class attainment.  Schafer and Rehberg 

(1970) argue that college sport participation can facilitate upward mobility and 

maintenance of privileged class status. First, college sports can expedite upward mobility 

by giving student-athletes access to the university environment. Higher education enables 

access to middle-class resources and socialization into a white-collar world. Second, 

participating in college athletics assists in the development of cultural values that are 

esteemed in the professional world such as personal responsibility, self-discipline, 

leadership, and teamwork (Schafer and Rehberg 1970). College sports culture mirrors 

middle-class culture by preparing individuals to be members of professional workplaces 

and middle-class leisure spaces that value competition and quick decision-making. Even 

though Malika never states that her parents got her involved in running in order to make 

sure she ended up as a member of the middle-class, participating in running in early life 

and competing in college was a means for maintaining status and paved the way for 

attending a prestigious university and having a successful career as a physician.  

Brandy: “The whole running thing is all they know.” 

Brandy, 35, works in the public health field. She also works as a running coach 

and spin instructor part-time. When I walked into the coffee shop to meet her for our 

initial interview, I immediately liked her. She stood up to meet me with a big, white 

toothy grin. She did not “look like a runner” according to normative expectations: she 

was about 6’ tall and more than 200 pounds.  
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Brandy grew up in the same town where she lives now with her husband and 

children. As a child, Brandy was involved in sports and her father was an avid runner. 

When I interviewed Brandy, she spoke at length about her son and daughter, who are one 

year apart. Both children were in elementary school at the time that she shared her life 

story with me: 

 I think they will be athletic and they will find something they like. 

You know my daughter, she’s done a few 5Ks with me, and she’s liked it, 

for the most part, until we get to about Mile 2½. But nonetheless it’s kind 

of like all they know.  Like the whole running thing is all they know, 

because from the get-go, like when my husband was deployed to Iraq, I 

had to get my runs in and I had a double stroller and it took some time.  

You know they would bicker at first, but I learned to make sure there’s a 

snack.  Stop halfway through.  Stop at a playground. And that was just 

what they were used to. So they knew that Mom would have to run for an 

hour or two miles pushing them with a stroller, and then over time, one 

child would leave the stroller and one would be on the bike. I literally 

pushed them until I could no longer push them.  

 I remember trying to get my daughter Mari, when she was 5 ½  

and my son when he was four in a double stroller. I mean it was 120 

pounds.  I was still pushing them until they literally couldn’t fit anymore.  

But now what they do is they both will go over to Highland Park and 

they’re both on two-wheelers.  Just last week we did 12½ miles. I ran 12½ 

miles and they were on their bikes. The next morning they got up and I 

walked and ran 4½ miles to Wilson Nature Center, and they did too. So 

it’s just something that they’re just used to. So hopefully it’ll be a good 

memory, like, ‘Aw, she always made us do that.’ 

 I remember my dad pushing my brother in a jogging stroller, you 

know, and me riding my bike, and I remember going down Miller Avenue 

and being able to see the big office buildings.  You know, those are vivid 
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memories of mine, so I’m hoping at some point that that will be like a fond 

memory for them. 

 

 Even though Brandy says that she does not force her children to participate in 

running, she makes clear that it has become something that is a taken-for-granted aspect 

of their lives—just as it was when she was a child. Unlike public identities that are 

intentional and facilitate the explicit pursuit of connection with middle-class whites, 

status-based identities function as a way for facilitating the intergenerational inheritance 

of privilege implicitly. Brandy says that the running lifestyle is “all they know” and it 

was important that her children lead active lifestyles throughout their lives, even though 

she does not overtly state that she wants them to run for the purpose of maintaining their 

class status. Rather, running became a part of her children’s habitus, as it was instilled as 

part of their typical routines from a young age.  

Chanelle, a 36-year-old college professor, also spoke about the taken-for-granted 

nature of running as part her family’s lifestyle in her narrative. Running became such an 

integral part of her routines that her toddler-aged son was familiar with the gear she used: 

My son is so funny because when I put on my workout clothes, he’s 

like ‘Mommy go run?’ and he’ll get my shoes, ‘cause my running shoes 

are pink. So if he sees me put on my workout clothes, he’s like ‘Mommy, I 

get your shoes.  Mommy run shoes,’ and he’s like ‘Those Mommy run 

shoes,’ and then my husband will be like ‘Where are you going?’  

‘Mommy go run.’ 

 

 Lacy (2007) writes that middle-class blacks are prepared to concede their own 

material desires if it means providing their offspring with sufficient resources to obtain 

and maintain a middle-class lifestyle both at the present time and for future generations. 
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In Brandy’s case, she did not sacrifice running itself, but she sacrificed running 

comfortably in order to keep her children involved. While other women I spoke to in my 

study treated running as their alone time to decompress and de-stress, Brandy brings her 

children along for her running outings. She could have gotten a babysitter to watch her 

children while she went running, or she could have taken her children to daycare so she 

could run without them. Rather, she chose—and continues to choose—to integrate her 

children as part of her running routines in order for them to understand the running 

lifestyle and to appreciate—and take for granted—the delayed satisfaction of pursuing an 

activity such as running in a way that aligns with a middle-class value system.   

Camaraderie with Middle-Class Blacks 

 

 For some of the women in my study, being a runner and taking part in 

predominantly black running groups allowed for cultivating a sense of camaraderie with 

other middle-class blacks who run. Many of the women in the study made conscious 

efforts to create opportunities to use running time as an opportunity to be with like-

minded others.  

Mia: “They’re all likeminded folks.” 

I met with 51-year-old Mia for our first interview on a sunny afternoon at a local 

coffee shop near her house. She was dressed in a T-shirt and black spandex capri pants, 

as she was headed to meet with some other women to train on a trail after our interview. 

Mia was soft-spoken and timid. She had a short, round physique, wore glasses, and had 

her flat-ironed hair pulled back into a two-inch ponytail.  

Mia, a state government employee, has spent most of her life in predominantly 

white social contexts. She grew up in a white middle-class neighborhood, attended a 
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predominantly white university, and worked in professional workplaces in white towns. 

She started running only recently and became very involved in black running 

organizations: 

 Black organizations are different, or not different, but it’s when 

you look at like the Chicago Marathon and you see the people running, 

you don’t see a lot of us out there, but I know that they’re there because in 

Group A [one of the black running organizations], they’ve posted [on 

Facebook], ‘Okay, we’re gonna meet up,’ and it’s not like ten people.  It’s 

like 200 people. I would say probably almost all of them are 

professional—either doctors, lawyers, attorneys—folks exercising and 

they’re all likeminded folks. So it’s nice to see, ‘cause you don’t always 

see that, and you definitely don’t see that portrayed on the news. So it’s 

like, ‘Yeah, let me just go and just soak up this environment with you all.’ 

 

 For Mia, running has opened doors for her to meet “likeminded folks” she could 

relate to all over the country that she may not have met otherwise. Lacy writes that 

middle-class blacks place a premium on “maintaining connections to the black 

world...oftentimes perceiving a need for sustaining racially distinct spaces” (p. 152). 

Even though running environments are typically composed of mostly white participants, 

she enjoys participating in black running groups in order to connect with other middle-

class blacks.  

Jeanette: “You can tailor conversations to things that affect us as black [runners].” 

 Jeanette is a 48-year-old social worker. I met her at her favorite coffee close to her 

home for our first interview, and when she introduced herself to me she was eager to get 

the interview started. She was about 5’4’ with a heavyset build and wore her hair relaxed 
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and pulled back. Because she planned to go running after our interview, she was dressed 

in loose, black workout pants and a baggy T-shirt.  

Jeanette spent the beginning of her childhood in a small, working-class black 

community with her parents and eight siblings. Later, her family moved to a 

predominantly white neighborhood.7 She is now divorced and has two adult children. She 

lives in the same predominantly white town where she spent the latter part of her 

childhood. Jeanette started running about six years ago, as she wanted to make a change 

in her life while she was going through the divorce and experiencing health issues. 

Running with other blacks was a significant part of her narrative: 

It’s the people that I’ve met through running.  We have similar 

stories.  We have similar goals.  So it’s just a way to click with other 

people, but I mean I guess it could’ve been anything.  I run with the Finish 

Liners. I run with Black Girls Run!  I run with a group called the Mid-

State Track Club. I am part of a group called the National Black 

Marathoners Association. Some of us here in town are part of that group, 

but with that group, so many of us have connected through Facebook, and 

then when we do destination races and travel, we meet up.  So many of 

those people I know personally, because we’ve done several races 

together, but many of them, I’ve yet to meet. You know we’re just all black 

people who like to run and we like distance running, and we are into 

health and things. 

 You can discuss things that affect all runners, regardless of race, 

and regardless of gender with your groups like the Finish Liners, or your 

groups like the Mid-State Track Club. But when you have your groups like 

                                                           
7 This characterization is based on Jeanette’s own description of the racial make-up of her neighborhood 

growing up. I did not ask my participants to provide demographic details of their communities at the 

present or throughout the life course. Rather, I was interested in their perceptions of their environments, 

upbringings, and experiences as told in their own words. Throughout my findings, this is the rule of thumb 

that I followed in descriptions of the size and characterizations of my narrators’ communities.  
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Black Girls Run! or the National Black Marathoners Association, you can 

tailor those conversations to things that affect us as black, specifically. I 

mean there’s a lot of exclusions still in our society.  So these groups give 

us a place to be included, and share our own sentiments about things and 

share just the things that affect us as a race and as a culture. 

Recently, there was a group of us. We were talking about politics. 

And you can talk about politics in both groups, but you can be more free 

when you’re talking about politics as it relates to black people, moreso 

because you don’t really want to offend your white friends or your friends 

of other races, even though they may be thinking the same thing and they 

don’t know how to say it to you. And so it’s kind of—you can just be a 

little more free with some of that stuff. And then there’s also the 

stereotypes, the things like, ‘Don’t you wish you were Kenyan?’  ‘Well no.  

I don’t.’ You know, as it relates to running and speed. So you get that 

awkwardness sometimes. 

 And then with National Black Marathoners, about the end of 2011, 

I was contemplating running my first marathon, and someone added me to 

that Facebook group, and so you know there was a wealth of information, 

and then I did my first marathon. I thought, ‘Okay. I could do this again, 

maybe.’ So I actually did a couple more that year, and being part of that 

group, just a wealth of information on marathoning and stuff like that. So 

that’s kind of how I came to know these groups, and to become part of 

those groups.   

 

 Jeanette describes her experiences with other black runners, and the camaraderie 

and support she experiences that is unlike that which she had had with white runners. 

This contributed to her race-based identity, and is illustrative of some middle-class 

blacks’ desire to sustain racially distinct social spheres.  
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 Once Jeanette became a runner, she was a member of both predominantly white 

running groups and predominantly black running groups, which has allowed her to 

socialize and relate with middle-class whites in some groups while maintaining a strong 

sense of black racial identity in others. Traveling with other blacks to participate in 

races—a predominantly white activity—further cultivates her membership in both 

predominantly white middle-class activities and black middle-class groups. Lacy (2007) 

writes that “middle-class blacks who spend much of their workday lives in white-

dominated settings may seek access to and immersion in the black world for an additional 

and more positive reason than temporary refuge from discrimination and alienation” (p. 

152). For Jeanette, this came in the form of relieving stress, talking with people with 

similar life experiences, and gaining cultural capital from her peers in the form of new 

knowledge about running.  

Jeanette’s sentiments about being able to speak more freely when interacting with 

those in black running groups aligns with previous work on the tribulations of being a 

racial token in predominantly white spaces. In the same vein as those in Banks’ (2010) 

study of black art consumption and the desire to see yourself represented in the art you 

display in your home, being able to see herself in those she interacts with in online black 

running groups provided a reference group and a sense of similarity that she could not as 

easily attain in other settings. 

CONCLUSION 
 

 Running is an intangible resource for signaling class, pursuing upward mobility, 

and reproducing social status in future generations, in addition to the activity’s “original 

functions.” The “original” manifest functions of running that are often focused on in the 
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dominant literature on running include losing weight, gaining self-confidence, improving 

health, and/or cultivating social relationships (Masters and Lambert 1989; Clough, 

Sheperd and Maughan 1989; Ogles, Masters, and Richardson 1995). As such, the 

framework I utilize for understanding running goes beyond that of understanding running 

as merely a health lifestyle activity (Cockerham 1995; Cockerham, Rutten, and Abel 

1997; Cockerham 2005), or a leisure activity underscored by middle-class sensibilities 

(Weber 1946; 1978).  Lacy’s theory allows for using a cultural framework for 

understanding individuals’ actions within the larger social constructs of race and class.   

A black feminist perspective complements Lacy’s theory as a theoretical tool 

because it emphasizes the importance of using an intersectional approach to understand 

individuals’ lives. The middle-class black women in my study are privileged by their 

class status to adopt particular lifestyle activities while being simultaneously constrained 

by their marginalized status as black women. An intersectional understanding of their 

lives makes clear that being black and middle-class creates a tokenized status both 

racially and socioeconomically that makes them disadvantaged within “the middle class” 

as a whole. In addition, the black middle-class toolkit focuses specifically on those in the 

black middle class, rather than comparing their actions to those in the white middle class. 

As such, approaching my participants’ narratives from a black feminist perspective 

allowed for using Lacy’s theoretical framework to center the lives of those in my study.  

 The life course perspective lends itself to understanding the lives of black middle-

class women across time and within particular social contexts, the role of social 

relationships, and salient turning points in discussions of the black middle-class toolkit.  

Looking at their lives in their totality allows for understanding how, for example, it is 
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relevant to consider Ciara’s upbringing in a predominantly black city when analyzing her 

reasons for running once she moved to a predominantly white college town. As other 

illustrations, a knowledge of Mia and Jeanette’s belonging to black running groups is less 

salient without knowing about Mia’s childhood in a predominantly white neighborhood 

and Jeanette’s turning points of divorce and health issues, which preceded her decision to 

join black running groups for social support and camaraderie.    

Insofar as social relationships, this was particularly salient in talking about 

promoting intergenerational middle-class status. For example, Malika started running and 

later attended a prestigious university to compete on the cross country team because of 

the influence of her parents. Brandy watched her father run as a child, and later in the life 

course she instilled the importance of running and its associated cultural capital in her 

children. Having significant others who were integrated into the running world allowed 

for reproducing middle-class status.  

 Being recognized as a runner entails engaging in a particular set of practices and 

having the know-how to conduct oneself in a way that aligns with what is commonly 

accepted as the routines of a respected, “real” runner. The ability to successfully take part 

in these cultural practices is in part what the women in my study saw as necessary to 

adopt the runner identity. I argue that being seen as a “real” runner allows these women 

connect with middle-class whites, promote intergenerational middle-classness, and have a 

sense of camaraderie with other middle-class blacks. A cultural framework, rather than a 

health-centric approach, reveals how running can have latent implications for cultivating 

a middle-class black identity.  

 



 

 

89 

 

CHAPTER 4: THE COMPLEXITIES OF THE RUNNER IDENTITY 

 

Malika: “It’s my foundation.” 

Malika, the 33-year-old emergency room doctor we met in the previous chapter, 

embraces the runner identity. She grew up in a predominantly black neighborhood in a 

large northeastern city. Her family was always physically active and they spent a lot of 

time outside. They enjoyed skiing and owned a boat. She started running when she was in 

elementary school, following the lead of both of her parents who were also runners. 

Malika’s mother and father—both of whom worked in the medical field—kept her and 

her brother in sports to keep them out of trouble. After high school, she ran on the cross 

country team at a prestigious institution with NCAA Division I sports that does not give 

athletic scholarships. 

My parents got me in sports early on, my brother and I—just two 

of us—the first thing was probably swimming.  We got infant swim classes, 

and then by the age of 5 or 6, we were in soccer. I loved playing soccer. 

There was a gentleman whose daughter was also on my team, who looked 

at me and said to my dad, “You should put her on a track team, ‘cause she 

can run fast.” So that’s what they ended up doing. My dad knew a track 

coach who coached young girls, and he put me on the track team. So 

probably by 8 or 9, I started running in races, and you know it was by age 

group at that point in time.  As you moved up, you did distance. And this 

track coach I keep in touch with to this day. 

 I was short always for my age. I started off with the sprinting races 

and I realized that taller girls would out-leg me, so I moved into distance.  

Fell in love with distance running, and my love was cross country running 

in the woods, in the mud, in the rain. And so my parents encouraged me.  I 

loved competing, but then they also encouraged me to run with them like 

during the week and you know on the weekends, and I just loved it from 
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the beginning. It’s my foundation. The thing that kept me going was I got 

other sports involved, like I went back to swimming, but running was 

always my foundation.   

I loved running in high school. Like I was the captain of the track 

team and cross country, and then once I got to college, I wasn’t recruited 

at all, but I walked onto the cross country and track team. I did that for 

two years but even during high school, before college, I found myself 

running with a team, but then also on my own, just for fun. And it’s just 

always been a lifestyle.  So even now you know I do triathlons, swim, bike, 

run, but running is the foundation for what I do. 

 Running is probably the easiest thing to do.  I have a lot of gear, 

but that’s just all extra, but just base8 of being able to go outside of your 

door and just put one foot in front of the other, and then I always know 

that if I’m feeling tired, I can always walk or slow down.  The ability to 

control it is pretty amazing. I call it like a runners’ high.  It’s when you’re 

running, you may be doing whatever pace, but you don’t feel yourself 

really moving or out of breath, you know, and it’s just like you’re just 

comfortable, and I always try to find that comfort zone when I’m running.  

In the beginning it’s hard too, ‘cause your heart rate goes, starting to 

compensate for everything and you’re a little out of breath, but then 

there’s always that point for me where I just feel like I’m running in the 

clouds. And I guess people who are drug addicts like get the same high, 

maybe, but I don’t do drugs.  There’s a point where it feels effortless, you 

know, and I think that comes from running often, right?  So if you were to 

just go out, someone who doesn’t run, just to go out and run five or ten 

miles, that’s probably brutal to them. But if you’re used to doing it, then it 

seems effortless. And then the ability to switch from that effortless moment 

to pushing yourself and then going back, like, ‘Oh, okay.  I just did that.  I 

feel good about myself.’ But it’s fun. My mind is free when I’m out there 

running. 

                                                           
8 “Base” refers to having a baseline level of conditioning.  
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Kia: “The phenotypic expression of a runner is not what I look like.” 

Even though all of the women in my study ran, not all of them identified as 

runners. Kia, who we also met in the previous chapter, is an example of this. Despite 

completing a couple of 5k races and making running a part of her weekly routines, she 

struggles with fully embracing the runner identity. 

 Running is just really nice because like I don’t run with other 

people. Some people like that. I don’t, but it’s changed.  The running has 

changed.  Sometimes it’s really physical and about me wanting to get in 

my 30 minutes a day, thanks Surgeon General, whatever, and then a lot of 

it is just like I need to have some space by myself without people breathing 

around me, and center and focus, and that’s what I like about it the most. 

It changes from day-to-day and it evolves, and at different times it’ll be 

different things. 

 Exercise can be really adversarial sometimes, and I don’t know if 

it’s weird to pick that word, but it can very quickly change from something 

that’s positive to something that’s onerous. Something you think you have 

to do to something that if you don’t do it, you think your self-worth quickly 

dissolves. It can devolve really quickly into something not great and it 

could be like punishing and not restorative.  

Sometimes it’s like you want to be able to share it, really, but 

sometimes you can’t.  Like I stopped telling people like, ‘Oh, I’m just 

gonna go for a run today,’ because there’s this weird thing that like you 

know you have to look like a runner in order to run, which is this weird 

thing.  Like you see cute, little, slim girls wearing booty shorts, and you 

know if I wore booty shorts, people gon’ say I’m a prostitute, basically, 

but I have many booty shorts.  I love them.  They’re great.  But people 

might think, ‘She probably sits on the couch and eats Ho Hos,’ right? 

 Like the phenotypic expression of a runner is not what I look like, 

and even that could cause me anxiety sometimes.  So a person who’s 
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already anxious, like I don’t want something that’s supposed to be like 

comforting to be anxious.  Like when someone says, ‘What are you 

doing?’  I like say, ‘Oh I’m just gonna go you know maybe you know move 

a little bit.’   

 What should we look like?  How should we run?  What should you 

wear?  Like are you a serious runner?  It’s a tag.  Like it’s very much 

people’s identities, and it’s hard when like you enjoy something, but that’s 

not my identity, and kind of to be like in that fold, you kind of have to 

like—sometimes I feel like you have to take up this whole persona, like I 

really do have to go to Lululemon.   I have to get these spandex tights.  I 

have to make sure I have a lot of bright colors, and that my top knot is on 

point.  

 

It is obvious from Malika and Kia’s narratives that what it means to be a black 

woman who runs can vary widely. While Malika describes running as her “foundation” 

as it has been a stable feature of her routines for most of her life, Kia does not like to call 

herself a runner and sometimes feels shame telling her peers when she is going for a run. 

Out of the 25 women in my study, 21 of them were similar to Malika. Running was a 

salient part of their self-identities that they spoke about it proudly and with enthusiasm. 

Four women in the study, however, could more closely relate to Kia. Even though they 

run—sometimes just as much as the Malikas in my study—they considered running 

something they do instead of something they are.  

Researchers have conceptualized the marked distinction between strong and weak 

identity salience as thick identities and thin identities (Terlouw 2012). Writing about 

racial identity, Sellers and colleagues (1998) define racial identity salience as “the extent 

to which one’s race is a relevant part of one’s self-concept at a particular moment or in a 

particular situation” (p. 24). Categorizing identity salience allows sociologists to better 
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understand the antecedents for having particularly strong identities. In this study, 

determining what makes someone have a thick or thin runner identity can help us to 

better understand how to mediate the process of routinizing health-promoting behaviors.  

The thick versus thin identity framework is typically used to frame scholarly discussions 

of racial and ethnic identification and studies of immigration and assimilation (e.g., 

Altschul et al. 2008; Portes 2003; Shelby 2005), but is also a useful theoretical tool for 

qualifying categories of identity salience among those who run.  

Writing about salience of black identity, Shelby (2005) described blacks with a 

thin racial identity as “those that fit a particular phenotypic profile and certain 

genealogical criteria and/or who are generally believed to have biological ancestors who 

fit the relevant profile” (p. 208). He characterizes thin identity as being inescapable and 

inevitable for those who fit this criteria, but it is not something that is truly embraced or 

embedded into cultural routines and lifestyles. On the flipside, a thick conception of 

black identity can include the components of a thin identity, but also “requires something 

more, or something other than common physical appearance and African ancestry” (p. 

209)—there is an elective component that one can take part in, such as integrating 

cultural elements into lifestyle activities.  

Malika’s narration exemplifies the personification of the thick runner identity. 

First, thick identities are characterized by a shared culture and a sense of community 

(Shelby 2005). She was on the track team from an early age and enjoyed being part of a 

group with shared goals and interests. Second, thick identities regulate behavior and 

provide an element of normativity (Shelby 2005). Malika’s running, as will be discussed 

more in-depth later in the chapter, was a highly regimented aspect of her life that was 
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woven into her daily routines. Third, thick identities are more fixed and derived from 

culture and history (Delanty and Rumford 2005). Malika describes it as her “foundation”: 

a fixed part of her exercise routines and self-concept. In this chapter, I unpack salient 

running-related themes that align with this theoretical frame.  

Kia has a thin runner identity. For Kia and three other women in my study, the 

runner identity is a more minor part of their daily routines and self-concept. Shelby 

(2005) writes that thin identities involve less direct involvement with others. For Kia, 

running was usually a solitary endeavor that she says allowed for time for herself. Thin 

identities are also more fluid rather than concrete components of self-concept (Shelby 

2005). Kia says it is not “part of her identity,” because she does not believe she looks like 

a runner. While it is something she does, it is not a concrete part of how she sees herself.  

In this study, two themes surrounding running emerged that align with this 

conceptualization of the thin identity.  

In this chapter, I identify common themes that appeared throughout my narrators’ 

life stories that illustrate the mechanisms for enabling or hindering the ability to have a 

“thick” runner identity in order to better understand how health lifestyles such as running 

can be better routinized by members of racial minority groups with suboptimal health 

outcomes.   

RUNNING AS A THICK IDENTITY 

 

In the following section, Malika and five other participants narrate aspects of their 

experiences as runners that exemplify the thick runner identity. Three themes emerged 

throughout the life stories of the twenty women in the study who had a thick runner 

identity: (1) feeling a strong connection with the running community and group identity; 
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(2) engaging in regimented, quantified routines; and (3) experiencing a health-related 

turning point that spurred a lasting dedication to running. These map onto the 

characteristics of a thick identity: shared culture and a sense of community, regulated 

behaviors, and fixed identities derived from history and culture, respectively.  

Community and Being Part of a Group 

 

 Many women in the study emphasized how being part of a group enabled them to 

make running an integral part of their lives. A sense of community oftentimes gave the 

narrators a reason for running that went beyond personal goals—they saw what they were 

doing as part of a broader social purpose of serving as community role models or 

enjoying leisure time with others.   

Andrea: “There’s something about running through our community.” 

The first time I met Andrea, a 45-year-old state government employee, was on a 

running trail. I attended a run with a group of Black Girls Run! members a few weeks 

prior, and during that time I met Andrea and chatted with her about my research. She was 

eager to take part in it. Looking at her, I assumed she was about my age (late 20s) 

because of her wrinkle-free, creamy skin. I was surprised to learn she was in her 40s. At 

first glance, one might assume she was the center on a college basketball team—she was 

at least 6’ tall with muscular, athletic legs. But I soon learned she did not play basketball. 

Running, she would tell me, was her passion.  

Andrea grew up in a predominantly black area of the mid-size Midwestern city 

she currently lives in. She was raised by her mother and grandmother and describes her 

childhood as a “working-class upbringing.” After high school graduation, Andrea worked 

in a donut shop. One weekend, she decided to visit a friend from high school at a state 
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university near her hometown. She did not plan to go to college—mostly because that is 

not what people she knew did—but she enjoyed her visit so much she decided to attend. 

College was the first time that Andrea started exercising and running, but it did not 

become a routinized part of her life until she reached her 40s. She emphasized how 

empowering it was to run with others in her hometown: 

In 2011, at age 40, I posted on Facebook. I said, “I want to run 

from Henry’s Grocery,” which is on the west side of town.  It’s no longer 

there.  It was like one of those community collaboratives where they 

poured money in the inner city to make a grocery store. So I wanted to run 

from there to Perkins Middle School, and that was like the black middle 

school where everybody went. I said I want to be able to run there and 

back. It’s seven miles. And I had a whole bunch of women who were like, 

“Me too,” because it would mean like running through the hood, too. It’s 

a black community where I grew up on the west side, and it was like a 

stretch of the community that people don’t, you know, you don’t ever see 

nobody running. You might see somebody running from something or 

somebody, but you don’t ever see anybody running. And I had about 53 

people who either liked it [on Facebook] or was like, “Me too, girl,” and 

we were like “Yeah.  We should do that.”   

And so like a month later, we all got together and that initial day it 

was like 15 of us. And we mostly walked.  Some ran.  I had one girlfriend I 

had met through Zumba class. She eventually lost like 90 pounds, but she 

was down like 60 pounds at that time.  She ran most of the way, and I 

remember the first day we did it.  It rained.  It was like a summer day and 

you know how like storms will pop up. When we were like three-fourths of 

the way to Perkins Middle School, a storm cropped up and so we actually 

did run back. 

There’s something about running through our community. And 

then when we were going, it was like, ‘All right, y’all.  Okay.’  People 
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were beeping their horns and stuff and we were like ‘Oh!’  Now mind you, 

it was some that was like, ‘Oh yeah, baby,’ you know, but even that, and I 

remember like one of my girlfriends, she was like, “Believe it or not, I run 

for that.  Like that keeps me going. You know for people in our community 

to see us out.” I mean even for people to be like, “I’m coming out there 

next week with y’all,” we be like, “All right.  We’ll be here,” and then 

they would come. 

 

It was not until Andrea created a community of women who looked like her that a 

sense of camaraderie was cultivated and she could really see herself as a runner. This 

aligns with Shelby’s (2005) notion that those with thick identities are more likely to have 

a strong sense of community and shared culture with others with similar identities. For 

Andrea, being with other black women in the community where she grew up allowed her 

to create a running identity that coincided with her race, class, and gender identities.  

Shari: “It’s about the camaraderie.” 

Shari is a 59-year-old municipal court judge who grew up in the mid-size 

Midwestern city where she now lives. When I met her after work at a sandwich shop near 

her house for our first interview, she was dressed in a hot pink tank top that revealed her 

sculpted arms. I immediately thought she could have been featured in a magazine because 

of her fit physique. She was trim with a short, relaxed haircut and a stern demeanor, 

barely smiling when she saw me waiting for her in a booth. “I have to leave soon to eat 

before my bodybuilding session,” she told me upon meeting her.  She spoke in a very 

matter-of-fact tone, and I initially felt like she was not very interested in participating in 

the study. After a few minutes of talking about running, she softened and beamed with 

excitement as she talked about her friends, family, and workout routines.  
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Shari grew up in a two-parent household in what she described as a middle-class, 

racially-mixed neighborhood that is now predominantly black. As a child, Shari was 

involved in cheerleading and her father encouraged her to run track, but as she says, 

“back then they didn’t encourage girls to do that.” Now, running and fitness are central to 

Shari’s life. In her interviews, she emphasized how running with others is an integral part 

of her social life: 

I started running six or seven years ago. A friend invited me to try 

it out, and that’s how I actually got started.  Her [predominantly white] 

group had been running for several years, so in the beginning, it was 

somewhat of a disaster because they would run and I would be left behind, 

and it was at 5:15 in the morning and it was still dark so she would try to 

kind of stay behind you know so that I wasn’t completely alone, and you 

know it just got kind of frustrating. So then I invited a girlfriend to come 

along, but she was fast, so I was still left in the dark, and that’s when I 

sort of found Black Girls RUN! and I got a group on my own and started 

running you know in the morning.  It was really tough when I first started.  

I didn’t think I’d be able to do it. I mean my lungs were burning and you 

know my pace was very slow, but I just kept working at it, and it improved 

over time. 

Now, I have done tons of races. I’ve done a full marathon.  I’ve 

done six half marathons. I’ll be doing my seventh in September. So far this 

year, I’ve done 15 or 16 races. I’m a race addict. I think it’s the rush, and 

it’s the competitiveness.  We have so much fun at the races. It’s not just 

about running.  It’s about the camaraderie.  It’s the running community 

that I love, the encouragement you get when you’re out there running.  

You know a complete stranger will tap you on the shoulder and say, “You 

know you can do it.  Why are you walking?  Come on, you can do this.” I 

think it’s the adrenaline and the fun that you have, actually, and it’s not 

just the running.   
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Like, I’m doing a race Saturday to celebrate my girlfriend’s 

birthday. That’s one thing my group started doing is we do a race to 

celebrate our birthdays, ‘cause we figure that’s a healthy way to 

celebrate. So for her race, it’s gonna be in Capital City.  That’s the other 

thing.  We love traveling to races. So you know and we always have some 

sort of costume. Usually if it’s a long run, we don’t do a costume, just 5ks 

‘cause you might have to go to the bathroom or you know that could get in 

the way. Usually we’ll go to the fabric store.  We’ll buy certain colors of 

tulle, make our tutu.  

This morning my friend said, “I’m having each of you made a 

costume,” and I was like “Wow!  That is so sweet!” and she said, “Well 

you know ‘cause you guys paid to do the race.” Our headbands are gonna 

be gold, and some lady made them, and then the lady is actually making us 

capes and we already have the skirts that match the capes, and then we’re 

gonna do red tanks, white compression shorts— but the headband is so 

cute. <Shows me a picture on her cell phone>. Isn’t it cute? And then our 

skirts, I like this bright glitter. And then the cape is a bright red glitter. So 

I just thought that was so sweet. And then like we’ll go to breakfast or 

something afterwards, and we just kind of make a day of it. So it’s not just 

showing up for a race and running the race. 

 

The way that Shari describes feeling a part of a community of runners that she 

does not know personally yet feels a sense of camaraderie is akin to the concept of 

‘imagined community’ (Anderson 2006). Imagined communities are socially constructed 

collectivities in which people perceive that they are a part of the group, even though they 

may not physically be in the same place. Referring to national identity, Anderson (2006) 

writes that even though a person will never know everyone in her country, she still feels a 

sense of oneness with them—particularly during moments of widespread national pride 
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such as the Olympics. In a similar vein, runners participating in the same race—moving 

through the same environments and conditions and experiencing similar emotions— feel 

a sense of oneness and common consciousness with other participants. This imagined 

community—in addition to the social life she has built around the sport—is what Shari 

says is more important than the running itself.   

In sum, Shari exemplifies the nature of thick identities being about shared culture 

and community (Shelby 2005), and she highlights the closeness she feels with the 

running community and her friends—a group of black women—who are runners. Once 

Shari found a group of women she could run with, running became a central part of her 

social life and her daily routines. 

Malika: “You kind of have common ground.” 

Like Shari, Malika emphasized how much she loves being a runner, particularly 

because of the connection she feels with others in the running community and on teams 

she has been a part of.  The following was her response when I asked, “Do you identify 

as a runner?” 

I love to identify as a runner. When I joined the track team as a kid 

I knew I was a runner. No one could tell me I wasn’t a runner.  I went to 

get the uniform.  They wanted us to run in shorts, but I had seen on the 

Olympics and on TV the women running in the briefs, so I was like, “Dad, 

I gotta get the running briefs. You know I’m professional.” <giggling> So 

I made my dad—I was so tiny.  I was like 40 pounds, so it was like I went 

and got these small briefs and I was out there just ready to run, and from 

then I’ve identified as a runner. I think I’ll always be.  Even if I don’t do 

the big distance, if I just run every now and then, I’ll always consider 

myself a runner.   
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I think it’s a status thing.  It gives you that one up on other people, 

and then I also like the camaraderie and the feeling of being part of a 

group.  So you know saying, “Oh, I’m a runner,” but there are a lot of 

runners out there in the world and when you find out someone else is a 

runner, you kind of have common ground. You feel part of something, even 

though it’s something you probably do more on an individual basis.  

 

Some of Malika’s earliest memories of running are on the track team, when she 

yearned for a team uniform and a sense of belonging with other runners. This typifies 

framing running as a shared culture embedded in a community in a way that precedes a 

thick runner identity. After childhood, Malika was a Division I runner and continued to 

participate in running as part of a collective. Malika feels a sense of belonging and 

connection with others engaging in this lifestyle.   

 To summarize this section on community and belonging, being part of a running 

group was instrumental for most of the women in this having a thick runner identity. 

Having social support while running helped some of these women overcome barriers, 

such as not having running role models growing up like Andrea, or facing initial 

struggles getting into the sport like Shari. For Malika, being part of a running group early 

on in the life course solidified running as part of her sense of self from childhood and 

gave her the drive to continually participate so that she could remain a part of the running 

community.  

For the women in this study, feeling a sense of community could come in the 

form of informal running groups with friends, imagined communities at running events, 

and more formalized running collectives such as school-sponsored teams and Black Girls 

Run!.  
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Regimented Routines and the Quantified Runner 

 

 Many of the women in my study emphasized that running is a way of life that 

dictated regimented habits and behaviors. Running is a lifestyle that is embedded in their 

daily routines and shapes their day-to-day practices. The constellation of behaviors 

associated with being a runner—obtaining the proper gear, adopting a diet that is 

conducive to athletic performance, and creating a regimented training schedule—is in 

part what some of the women in my study conveyed as important in cultivating a runner 

lifestyle. 

In a study of long-distance runners, Yair (1990) found that a strong runner 

identity was correlated with strenuous training schedules and frequent race involvement.  

For many of the women in my study, numbers dictated their regimented training 

schedules. Rather than running without a specific plan or pace, training schedules 

required running a pre-determined number of days per week for a set number of miles at 

a specific speed. Oftentimes, technological devices were used to quantify pace, refine 

cadence, and record statistics about each run in order to track progress. In short, 

regimented, measured routines were key to those who rigorously embraced the lifestyle 

of a runner.  

In this section, Chanelle, Jennica, and Malika speak to the role of unwavering, 

rigid training schedules in their day-to-day lives as runners.  

Chanelle: “I started calling myself a runner when I started running consistently.” 

Chanelle, who we met in the previous chapter, is a 36-year-old college professor. 

She was one of the most excited to participate in my study, in part because several years 

prior she completed a dissertation related to women in sports. I met her at a Starbucks 
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halfway between both of our homes, and I was flattered that she was so eager to drive 45 

minutes to meet with me. She was dressed casually in a professional baseball jersey and 

jeans, her hair braided and pulled back. She “looked like an athlete,” with a trim, 

muscular build.  

Chanelle’s involvement in athletics began when she was a child.  She started 

running in high school when she joined the track team. The coaches told her she should 

run cross country because she was fast, but because most of the track team was black and 

the cross country team was white, she did not want to. Despite this, the active lifestyle 

she had as a child carried into her adult life and running remained in the back of her mind 

as she started running longer distances. During college, Chanelle gained the “Freshman 

15” so she started running one to two miles at a time to lose weight—a much longer 

distance than she used to run in high school. During graduate school, one of the 

professors on her dissertation committee encouraged her to join her marathon relay team. 

She agreed to participate, adopted a training regimen, and completed a 6.2 mile leg of the 

race. This was a turning point in her ability to see herself as more than a sprinter.  

Chanelle says she started to embrace the running identity as an adult when 

running was steadfast in her weekly routines. This was her response when I asked her, 

“Do you identify as a runner?” 

I started calling myself a runner when I started running 

consistently three times a week. I’m like, ‘Man, I ran 44 miles.’ Last 

month I ran 44 miles. I think that’s pretty good. That’s a lot of miles.  So 

that’s when I started—so probably a few years ago, when I was realizing 

that I was running and I was seriously trying to improve upon my running, 

and when I started reading Runner’s World, I learned I’m not eating 

enough before I run, but can’t eat too much. Trying to get the balance 
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right after I’ve done a few races. I don’t walk my races.  I’ll run them. I’m 

not a marathoner, ‘cause some people are like, “Oh you’re a 

marathoner.” I was like, “No. I’m not a marathoner. I ain’t never ran 

26.2 miles ever in life,” and I don’t know if I ever will run 26.2 miles ever 

in life, but I run.   

I run about three times a week and I do what I consider my long 

run, which is between five and six miles, either a Monday or a Sunday, 

depending on my schedule, and I just try to do a straight-up pace, nothing 

crazy. So I was trying to lose weight.  At one point, I was trying to lose 

weight.  I haven’t gained weight since I started running, but I was like, ‘I 

really need to lose about—’ In my mind, I needed to be— I had my son, 

and I would’ve liked be down about ten pounds, and so I was like, ‘I’m 

doing all this running,’ and what I was doing was increasing my mileage 

and so I talked to somebody and they said, “You know increasing your 

mileage isn’t gon’ make you lose weight.” “What do you mean?”  “That’s 

not building up your heart rate.  Your heart is used to that.  You can run 

all day long.  If you want to increase your rate, you have to do intervals.  

You gotta sprint.”  So one day a week on Mondays, I do my just longer 

runs, I can get five, six miles, and then twice a week I try to do some kind 

of sprint interval.  So about three to three and a half miles, [I’ll] jog for 

five minutes, sprint for 90 seconds, jog for two minutes, sprint for 90 

seconds.  It’s awful.  Well actually it’s not as bad.  I do it on the treadmill, 

so it’s not as bad. 

I really haven’t been able to convince myself to do it outdoors 

‘cause I can’t in my mind count to 90 while I’m running, and then I don’t 

know how to make my app do it, and so when I’m outdoors, what I try to 

do is I have a Nike app, so it’ll tell me my pace. So if I’m running 

outdoors, I try to do a faster pace.  So it’ll tell me when I get that first five 

minutes, which is a half a mile.  It’ll tell me what my pace is. If it’s like 

4:50, I know then I’ll speed it up and try to average, as opposed to 9:30, 

like an 8-something mile for three miles. 
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And the other thing is, there’s a trail that I run all the time.  The 

other thing that I’ll do is I’ll just sprint those hills. There’s like six hills on 

the way back, so I’ll jog, and on the way back I’ll at least just sprint up the 

hills.  So that’s how I’ll mentally do it outside.  It’s not as concise when 

I’m on the treadmill, but treadmills can get boring after a while. 

 

For Chanelle, the runner identity meant having a particular lifestyle with 

regimented, deliberate routines. She was very calculated in her running routines with pre-

set running schedules, which relates to Shelby’s (2005) notion that thick identities 

regulate behavior and provide an element of normativity. Chanelle could easily quantify 

her running times and mileage she set out to do on each run. Like those in the previous 

section, being a part of a collective helped her to get into long-distance running and to 

overcome the racial barriers of seeing herself as able to participate in long-distance 

recreational running. Having regimented, quantified running routines was a vital part of 

her lifestyle and helped her to see running as a crucial part of her self-concept.  

Jennica: “Running is just in me. It’s just kind of who I am, what I do.” 

When I met Jennica, a 34-year-old college professor, at her house near the 

university where she worked, I immediately thought “she looks like a former college 

athlete,” and it turned out I was correct. She was dressed in a workout tank top and 

showed off her toned arms and black and capri-length leggings. Later in the interview, 

she told me that she still has an eight-pack9, but it occasionally softens when she lets 

herself eat dessert. Her hair was in shoulder-length braids and she wore a big toothy smile 

throughout the whole interview.  

                                                           
9 This refers to abdominal muscles with a proportion of fat that is so low that you can make out eight 

distinct muscles in her stomach.  
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Sports, running, and education are very much intertwined for Jennica. Her parents 

emphasized that college was required for Jennica and her siblings, and sports were a way 

of getting there. She and her siblings all ended up getting full-athletic scholarships—

Jennica was on a Division I track team at a large public university. She started running at 

age eight at a track competition at her elementary school after her father, who also ran, 

encouraged her to participate. She was so successful that she continued competing on 

various track teams throughout her childhood.  As an adult, running continues to be a 

consistent force in her life. Although she enjoys biking and other fitness activities, 

running is her go-to form of exercise that she most often does in a very calculated way: 

Now I run about four times a week—three to four—‘cause I love 

running, but sometimes I get bored and I’m tired and running for several 

miles, sometimes my body is just like, ‘Gotta do something different.’ So 

for example, this week, Monday I just sprint.  I went to the soccer field and 

I did like ten sprints at like 100 meters, rest two minutes in between, and I 

think I did sit-ups in between, and then Tuesday I ran three miles, and then 

Wednesday I biked like 23 miles, and then today is off, and then tomorrow 

I’m going to Turtle Island to bike 40 miles. So but my routine is typically 

three times a week. One time I did a half marathon and so I was making 

sure I had my long run, making sure I had my short run and just in-

between maybe one or two miles in-between. 

I’m a very active person. I like doing a bunch of stuff, but I think 

running is just in me.  It’s just kind of who I am, what I do.  I’ve been 

doing it for so long.  I also think I kind of probably do get a runner’s high, 

‘cause I remember getting up early in the morning, meeting with some 

friends and we had a meeting and then after, we went walking and I was 

just like, “Guys, I’m going running and I’ll meet up with you,” and then 

when I was running I was like, ‘Yeah. I’m alive.’  And so I think I get this 

runner’s high and I feel like energetic when I do run. I have my slow days 
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and ten-minute mile, that’s slow for me, and then other days which is like, 

‘Push yourself nine minutes. Try eight and a half minutes.’ I’m my biggest 

critic. You know I’ll push myself.   

If I run around my house, just around the area, if I want to do 

three and a half miles, I’ll do that, but if I want to go longer, I know where 

to go so that I’ll hit exactly six miles. And then during the time when I was 

training for the half marathon, I go around twice the long way and it’s 12 

miles, but I did drive around to make sure I got the exact mileage in.  So I 

have a route that I take, but the sprinting, I’ll usually do that on the soccer 

field, but I also found a track that’s open to the public, a high school. I’ve 

done that too, running on kind of like a softer track, so that’s nice too, and 

I know it’s exactly 100 meters, as opposed to on soccer field, it might be 

like 85 meters, 80 meters, I’m guessing.  

 

 Like Malika, Jennica’s running habits started early in her life. Jennica talks about 

running as an identity that is deep within her because she has been doing it for so long. 

Like Chanelle, she was quickly able to quantify running times and distances she 

completes during her weekly routines, but another component of the quantification of her 

running identity came in the form of the length of time that she has been a runner. She 

says it is “who I am, what I do. I’ve been doing it for so long,” highlighting how the 

length of time she has been a runner makes it a longstanding, stable part of her self-

concept. This also aligns with Shelby’s (2005) contention that thick identities are rooted 

in fixed identities. Even though it is clear that she was socialized into this lifestyle from 

an early age, she speaks of it as though it was a natural part of her being. For Jennica, 

being able to count the number of years she had been running and having this lifestyle for 

a significant proportion of her life allowed her to carry over the regimented, quantified 

running lifestyle into adulthood unthinkingly.  
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Malika: “At base, I do like a six-mile run.” 

Like Chanelle and Jennica, the roots of Malika’s running lifestyle were planted 

during childhood—in utero, she jests—and continue to permeate her daily routines as an 

adult. As a child, her parents ran and encouraged her to do the same. Now, she has a very 

regimented schedule when it comes to training for her athletic events:  

I probably now run three or four times a week. Since I’m doing 

other sports, like also swimming twice a week and biking maybe twice, 

then the running might be minimized a little bit. But the good thing about 

running is I could do it through all seasons, you know. So I’ll be able to do 

it through the winter as well.  It’s a little bit more brutal in the winter.  It 

takes a little bit more heart, but now I’m training for races for personal 

goals, so I kind of increase the distance up. I’ve been lucky to do four 

marathons, so you know when it gets marathon time, then obviously I’m 

running a little bit more, but even when I’m not, people laugh at me ‘cause 

they’re like, “Are you training for anything?” Right now I am, but any 

other time I’m not, but I still run, just ‘cause it’s fun you know and it’s like 

a lifestyle. So for me, if I’m not training for a race like during the winter, 

then I am just running for fun, and it might just be a couple of miles, but 

for right now, since I’m training for an Iron Man triathlon, I need to get 

my distance up. So at this point in time, I’m doing at base, I do like a six-

mile run and then at times maybe once a week, I do a longer run.  It’s 

probably like between ten and 15, kind of work my way up for that time. 

But at the minimum, I’m talking about a couple of miles, or four or five.  

Very rarely do I go and just run one [mile], ‘cause I think there’s no point 

of that, but <giggling> there are days. The good thing with triathlon is the 

ability to switch between sports.  So the ability to run after biking is very 

key.  So I may go biking for like 20 miles and then go run a couple miles 

right after to kind of get my legs into that transition. So it makes the run a 

lot harder. 



 

 

109 

 

 So a lot of it is dependent on my schedule too, ‘cause as an ER 

doctor, I work dayshift, nightshift, and I switch around. So if I’m working 

a nightshift, then I probably will run in the morning or the afternoon, and 

that will give me time to take a nap and then go to work. Now if I’m on a 

dayshift, it’s usually hard for me to run before shift just for timing 

purposes, ‘cause my shift would have to start at 7 a.m. So I will run after, 

in the evening.  Very rarely do I run late at night, and I’m an outside 

runner.  It would have to be a blizzard outside, or Armageddon or 

something for me to go on a treadmill. I love running in the snow.  My 

boyfriend gets on me. It’s dangerous, ‘cause I’ve gone down on black ice. 

<giggling> I have something about winter running.  I have winter running 

gear:  you know full tights, hat, gloves. You know I’m able to battle the 

elements of winter. You know, like a running coat. Now during winter 

when it’s—my limit has probably been like five or ten degrees. If it’s under 

that it’s highly unlikely. So I would do shorter runs during the winter for 

sure, ‘cause I don’t want to get hurt out there.  

 

Running is an integral part of Malika’s routines and it regulates her weekly 

schedules. Malika says that the timing of her workouts depends on her work schedule, but 

she runs no matter the weather and no matter what is going on. Being a runner provides a 

sense of normalcy for Malika that has prevailed throughout the life course.  As such, this 

identity regulates her life schedules (Shelby 2005), despite having a chaotic job in an 

emergency room. Being a “diehard runner” has been a fixed part of her self-conception 

and lifestyle over the life course, which is also characteristic of having a thick identity 

(Delanty and Rumford 2005).  

 In sum, regimented routines and the quantification of running helps some of the 

women in my study to stay consistent in their running routines and identify strongly as 
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runners. The narratives of Chanelle, Jennica, and Malika show us how adopting these 

regimented routines does not happen overnight. Embracing the runner identity entails a 

comprehensive socialization process and is enabled by specific social contexts and 

support.  In her qualitative study of older women who run, Tulle’s (2007) participants 

described the process of becoming a runner as involving several components including 

training several days per week and incorporating running terminology into their 

conversations. In sum, running is framed as a lifestyle that takes time and persistence to 

integrate into various aspects of everyday life and includes time management, 

relationships, and language use. Practiced integration of running-related lifestyle routines 

into different aspects of daily life was important for those in this study with a thick runner 

identity.   

Health-related Turning Points, a Dedication to Running, and Re-Writing History 

 

 A third theme that emerged among those that had a thick runner identity related to 

health-related turning points. Health and weight management are two of the most 

common motivators for starting a running regimen (Masters and Lambert 1989; Clough, 

Sheperd, and Maughan 1989). With an awareness of the chronic illnesses that are 

disproportionately common in the black community and routinely diagnosed among their 

family members, several of the women in this study spoke to their desire to lose weight, 

improve health, and stop the cycle of illness in their families by running. Health-related 

turning points often launched them into starting their running careers, and subsequently, 

preceded a more salient running identity.  

Delanty and Rumford (2005) write that thick identities are those that are derived 

from culture and history. For some of the women in this study, they framed unhealthiness 
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as a part of both their family and racial history. Their thick running identities arise out of 

their desire to re-write family health history and change the health culture in their 

communities.  

Melissa: “It was my thighs rubbing.” 

When I arrived for my first interview with Melissa, a 38-year-old high school 

math teacher, she was sitting at her favorite coffee shop next to a stack of a half dozen 

books and several binders while she was deep in focus on her computer screen. I startled 

her when I approached, and she apologized for being so engrossed in her studying. 

Sundays was the day she had a little bit of free time to get out of the house and get some 

of her homework done for the doctoral program she is enrolled in.  

Melissa was of average build—not overweight but not thin—and wearing clothing 

one might wear to an office job. Her hair was in short dreadlocks, which I learned was a 

recent change after years of getting her hair chemically relaxed. She grew up in a family 

of lower socioeconomic status than many of the other women in the study. Unlike some 

of the other women in the study (i.e. Malika, Chanelle, and Jennica), Melissa did not see 

people exercising when she was a child. Sports were not a significant part of her 

childhood, but she engaged in them as a way to get away from her home life, which she 

described as “rough.” Melissa’s entrée into running started later in the life course than 

some of the others in the study with a thick running identity, and came about when she 

decided to focus on her health. She is an active member of Black Girls Run!—a group 

that will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter—and has completed numerous 

races.  

I started running when I was 36 I think, and this is so sad.  So two 

things. One, a bunch of people in my family and close friends had started 
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to get sick—health-related illnesses that were caused by not taking care of 

themselves, and that was very frustrating and sad for me.  The part that I 

said was sad, or mostly sad for me, or sad that I have to admit it—so I was 

walking down the hall at the high school and I heard a noise. I was like, 

‘What is that?’ and I’m like looking around.  So I stopped walking, didn’t 

hear it, started walking again. I’m like, ‘What is that noise?’  Yeah, it was 

my thighs rubbing, and I was just like, ‘Oh my god,’ and like, ‘I gotta do 

something.’ So I was like ‘I gotta get in shape.’ So the easiest thing for me 

to do was put on some tennis shoes and go run. 

I know that the main statistic that was alarming for me was that 

four out of every five African-American women—and I don’t know when 

this was done—are overweight or obese, and that was kind of another 

driving force. It’s insane. That, along with when several of members of my 

family had gotten ill for not taking care of themselves, doing negative 

things that further impacted their health, it was just a good, you know, it 

was an in for me.  I was sold and that’s what it’s primarily been for me. 

 

Melissa’s narrative represents that of a thick runner identity for several reasons. 

First, she had the realization in her mid-30s that she did not want to face the same health 

challenges that some of her family members and a large proportion of the black 

community had, which led her to wanting to adopt a health-promoting lifestyle. Second, 

she had a turning point where she realized she wanted to “get in shape.” Embedded in her 

story of being distraught about her thighs rubbing together is her desire to align with 

dominant middle-class norms of striving for thinness. In this way, her thick identity—

derived from history and shared culture—is three-fold: it relates to family health history, 

a culture of unhealthiness among black Americans, and the predominantly white, middle-

class culture she is currently embedded in as a school teacher in a white neighborhood.  
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Shari: “I became bedridden.” 

Shari, the 59-year-old municipal court judge we met earlier in this chapter, was 

able to maintain her running lifestyle through shared community and running collectives. 

However, the onset of running came when she was diagnosed with two chronic health 

issues about 20 years ago when she was in her late 30s. Although her mother was very 

health-conscious during Shari’s childhood, she did not begin to embrace the value of a 

healthy lifestyle herself until her diagnoses emerged as a turning point during adulthood: 

I actually started working out when I was 39, because I became 

bedridden.  I was diagnosed with Fibromyalgia and Chronic Fatigue 

Syndrome and my doctor said, “You’re gonna have to start exercising.” I 

said, “I can’t,” and he says, “Just get up. Get out the bed. Do ten minutes 

a day, and then get back to bed.” It worked and eventually it just 

increased to 20, to 30 minutes and I started feeling better, ‘cause back 

then, they really didn’t have medicine for that illness. It was just newly 

diagnosed, and that’s what the research was suggesting, that you needed 

to exercise, but that’s how I started working out. And then it just evolved 

over time to you know, the running. And now I do the bodybuilding. I 

hired a personal trainer and he’s a competitor.  He competes, and I think 

that’s what sort of drew me in, and it helps with the running.  See, the 

stronger your muscles are and the more developed your muscles, the 

faster you’re gonna run. 

I was never overweight, but I’m in better shape now at 59 than I 

was in my 30s. I was 32 when I had my son. But I didn’t start exercising 

until I was 39, but probably wouldn’t have started then if I hadn’t gotten 

sick. I think when you’re young, you’re just thin and you don’t even think 

about it. The medical community has put more emphasis [in recent years] 

on BMI, cholesterol, blood work.  They’ve put a ton of emphasis on being 

healthy, eating healthy. I actually went to a nutritionist to make sure not 
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only that I’m eating healthy, but that I’m eating the right number of 

calories a day. 

  

 Shari’s running came about because she encountered a health-related turning 

point that required her to start exercising. Unlike some of the other women in the study, 

her parents had a history of engaging in healthy lifestyles. As such, Shari’s adoption of 

routinized running aligned with a family history of living a healthy lifestyle. In addition, 

Shari buys into what Bourdieu (1978) calls “the cult of health” that is prominent in 

middle-class communities. She emphasizes how the “medical community” places an 

emphasis in recent years on health measures that are shaped by nutrition, exercise and a 

narrative of health as a personal responsibility. This furthers her desire to want to take 

part in these activities.  Even though Shari’s earlier narrative highlighted how being part 

of a community aided in her having a thick running identity, a health-related turning 

point is what initially set her onto the path of becoming a runner. 

Andrea: “I kind of had a ‘come to Jesus’ kind of moment.” 

Like Melissa and Shari, Andrea, 45, did not start running until she was an adult. 

She realized that she did not want to repeat the cycle of poor health outcomes and early 

death that plagued her family. Black Americans have disproportionately high rates of 

hypertension compared to other racial and ethnic groups (Lackland 2015). They also have 

higher rates of obesity compared to any other racial group (CDC 2017). In addition, black 

women have lower life expectancies on average than white women and Latinas (CDC 

2014). These racialized medical narratives manifested themselves in Andrea’s family 

history and spurred the onset of her running identity: 
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In 2009, I was working for the government and I used to come 

home from work and I’d be completely spent and I would sit down on my 

couch and that’s when I used to get the box of wine. Now I just get bottles.  

Thursday nights was my night, you know, and I would sit there and I 

would drink my wine and just kind of sit on the couch.  I was at my 

heaviest. I was like 269 pounds and I was sitting there and I heard my 

heart go ‘kla-clunk,’ and I was like, ‘What the hell is that?’ and so then 

my body broke out into a cold sweat, and so I was like, ‘Well damn. This 

wine is doing something it shouldn’t be doing right now.’ And I kind of 

had a ‘Come to Jesus’ kind of moment like, ‘Okay, something is not right.’ 

In my family, my great aunt, my great-great-grandmother and 

great-grandmother, they all died at the age of 42. And so in 2009 I was 38.  

I was about to hit that 40 mark and I was like, ‘Wait a minute.  Am I going 

to keep the family legacy of expiration at 42?’ So all of those things kind 

of I guess led to me coming to the conclusion that, ‘Okay, I gotta do 

something,’ and they all died due to complications with high blood 

pressure. My great aunt, this is back in the ‘60s, my mother said—and this 

is her favorite aunt—spent a month in the hospital and they could not get 

her blood pressure under control. And her body shut down.  First I think 

like her kidneys and then I mean just organ after organ shut down until 

she died. My great-grandmother Helen, who my daughter is named after, 

had similar conditions whereas the high blood pressure you know was an 

issue and I think she had a stroke and she died. Her mother died at 42, 

similar condition. So the only ones who had not were my mother and my 

grandmother. And they both told me around the age of, my mom said 

between like 40 and 42, she said she was just real quiet. <giggling> She 

said after she turned you know 43, she was like, ‘Okay, I made it.’  My 

grandmother, same thing. So I just kind of was like, ‘Is this gonna be me?  

Am I gonna, I guess, revive the family legacy?’ 
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Like Shari and Melissa, a realization about health drove Andrea to start running 

and reverse both racial and familial health histories that led to premature deaths. While 

being part of a running community kept Andrea running, health is what got her started. 

Andrea framed her role as not only taking charge of her own health, but also taking 

charge of re-writing the family health history. Even though her family history reflects 

race-based trends in health inequality that go beyond the scope of her family tree, she 

internalizes the narrative of health as a personal responsibility. Thus, she decides to take 

matters into her own hands by running.  

One thing that stands out about those that started running because of a health-

related turning point is the point in the life course in which the onset of running took 

place. Unlike those whose narratives were dominated by a discourse of regimented 

schedules, Melissa, Shari and Andrea all faced health challenges that caused them to start 

running during adulthood rather than as children. However, like those who started 

running during childhood, running communities such as Black Girls Run! and informal 

running collectives kept these women involved in the sport. 

 In conclusion, most of the women in my study had a thick runner identity. Many 

of their narratives highlighted how a sense of community—both actual and imagined—

gave them a sense of shared culture and camaraderie with other runners that kept them 

drawn into the activity. Of utmost importance for many of the women was having a 

community of runners who looked like them. They shared similar racialized, cultural, and 

classed life experiences that helped them to draw inspiration from one another. In 

addition, the ways in which running regulates behavior and provides an element of 

normativity—oftentimes via regimented schedules and quantified training regimes—re-
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enforced their strong identification with being runners. Finally, health-related turning 

points often preceded the adult onset of running. While these turning points often related 

directly to alleviating the symptoms associated with personal health issues, they 

sometimes related to not wanting to become a statistic and face one of the chronic health 

issues that disproportionately affects the black community. These three factors were 

oftentimes seen in tandem with one another. While a health-related realization may have 

encouraged the beginning of a woman’s running career, being a part of a community and 

adopting regimented routines kept their running identities as a salient part of their sense 

of self. Having social support of like-minded women who looked like them allowed them 

to more easily see themselves as runners and pursue their health-related goals, while 

routinized behaviors kept them embedded in middle-class running culture.  

RUNNING AS A THIN IDENTITY 

  

In this section, four women narrate different aspects of their experiences with 

running that exemplify the thin runner identity. Two themes prevailed throughout the 

interviews with the four women in the study who had a thin runner identity: (1) 

misalignment of perceptions of successful embodiment of the runner identity and 

personal experience; and (2) encountering tension that arises between their racial 

identities and running identity. 

Perceptions of the Successful Embodiment of a Runner 

 

Exemplifying the runner identity goes beyond instrumental tasks and routines. 

Much of what is believed to constitute the successful embodiment of being a runner is 

related to physical characteristics and public presentation. Typically, the “best” (fastest) 
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long-distance runners tend to be “lean and light” (Parry 2004, p. 1). The subjective 

perception of superior runners’ bodies is illustrative of the ubiquitous nature of body 

patrolling, particularly for those who align themselves with a status group whose bodies 

are expected to look a certain way.  

 The corporeality of running and its performative nature puts runners’ bodies front 

and center. Foucault’s (1975) writing on the prison panopticon can be applied to 

surveillance of the body while engaged in sport (Chase 2008), further illustrating the 

importance of physicality when discussing the embodiment of the runner identity. 

Foucault (1975) argues that modern societies are disciplinary in nature and have the 

persistent disposition to watch and normalize individuals’ behaviors. Runners are 

subjected to the spectator gaze and self-surveillance, as “sport can be seen as one of the 

central mechanisms whereby unacceptable bodies can be properly disciplined and 

shaped” (Chase 2008, p. 134). In her description of the public nature of running, Gimlin 

(2010) argues that the “sweating, disheveled, panting body of public running…violates 

rules of public versus private bodily display” (p. 268).  

 As a consequence of the public, surveilled nature of running, those with bodies 

deemed unacceptable and misaligned with the normative vision of the “ideal runner” may 

face more difficulties in seeing themselves as runners. For example, Kia—the 26-year-

old graduate student who started running after dating a man who competes in 

marathons—is keenly aware of watchful eyes when she is running. She believes others 

must think that she sits on the couch eating pastries all day since she does not look like “a 

person who exercises.” This, in turn, prevented her from fully embracing the runner 

identity and sharing that part of her self-concept with others.  
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 In this section, excerpts from Ciara and Tyra’s narratives complement Kia’s 

awareness, as they speak to the experience of running without identifying as a runner.   

Ciara: “I run but I’m not a runner.” 

Like Kia, Ciara, the 26-year-old graduate student we met in the previous chapter, 

started running during graduate school. Both grew up in predominantly black, southern 

cities and started running during graduate school because it was a popular activity among 

their white peers. Ciara runs regularly, but does not see it as a part of her self-concept. 

She acknowledges that if she saw herself as a runner it might make it easier to routinize 

this behavior:  

I maintain that like some level of health is a part of my identity, 

and running is a part of that, you know. So it’s not—it’s not a part of me 

it’s a part of what I’m trying to be as a person. I don’t identify with being 

a runner largely because I think that it’s—I think that saying that I’m a 

runner is a lie. <laughs> I run but I’m not a runner. It’s not to the point 

that I’m like feigning for it like, ‘Oh my god I have to get my run in for the 

day.’ It's not like a cigarette or anything. <laughs> But uh, yeah. It’s, it’s 

a part of me but it’s not who I am. And I think that’s probably like the 

biggest hurdle in getting back into the thing because like it’s a mental 

process right? And um I guess I probably should consider myself a runner 

so that I can get back into it. <laughs> 

  

Ciara’s narrative is illustrative of a thin runner identity. She exemplifies Shelby’s 

(2005) notion that thin identities are more fluid and unstable rather than concrete 

components of self-concept. Being a runner is not a part of who she is—it is not firm 

feature of her identity. Rather, Ciara frames running as a behavior instead of it being part 

of her “foundation” as Malika described in her life story. Likewise, the language Ciara 
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uses opposes that of Jennica, who said that running is “just kind of who I am, what I do.” 

For Ciara, she continues to dichotomize running as an action and running as an identity, 

with her feet planted firmly in the former rather than blurring the two as those with a 

thick identity are better able to do.  

Tyra: “For other people it becomes part of their identity.” 

Tyra, a 39-year-old yoga teacher, ran track in high school and continues to run 

sporadically as an adult but never felt that it was a part of her identity. Throughout her 

life, she felt similarly about most activities and collectives: despite her participation in the 

school orchestra during childhood and student organizations during college, they were 

just things she did rather than things she is.  In terms of running, she felt that it was not a 

sport that was suited to her body type—she was about 5’5” with a round tummy and 

short, thick legs—which prevented her from having a thick runner identity:  

A high school friend convinced a bunch of us to join the track 

team, and that’s where it started, but running didn’t last long for me 

because I got injured almost immediately, until I went on to do field 

events, and then came back to running kind of off and on, trying to dabble, 

but again, it didn’t stick. And so it’s interesting, because I had no interest 

in track, but [my friend] Dan was like, “Come on, just do it.” I said “I’ll 

be the—” What is it called?  You’d have your team managers kind of 

thing. Like you have a manager for the wrestling team and the basketball 

team. I had tried out for volleyball.  I tried out for basketball, and those 

weren’t my thing and I was getting shin splints, so I was like, ‘I’ll just not 

do this,’ but he convinced us [to do track] and it’s kind of crazy ‘cause I 

ended up my last two years being captain, but I didn’t end up loving the 

running because it just wasn’t suited for my body at that time, because you 

know our bodies are different as women and we are more prone to injuries 

and, let’s face it, you just don’t get a lot of training in women’s sports at 
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the high school level, especially in a prep school. It’s just not there. I 

probably participated in two or three races and jacked up my knee. 

I was dealing with the injuries that I had you know sustained from high 

school, running in events where literally I thought my legs were going to 

fall off, woke up the next morning like, ‘This can’t be real.  I’m gonna be 

amputated.’ And so it took me some time to come back to and it wasn’t 

until 2002, my husband was hospitalized and I was just like stressed out, 

but I, at that time, was already planning to get back into it, but just 

seeking more of an incentive, and I will say too, right before I got 

pregnant, I really started to get into running and then I got morning 

sickness and stopped doing it. So yeah, sort of dabbling off and on, but it 

really started when I was in high school. Again, not into competitive 

sports. I loved it for me. I loved that I could make a difference and 

contribute to the team, but that this was strictly my thing.   

I played the cello too. It wasn’t part of my identity either. It was 

one of those things I’d like to get back to, but I wasn’t like, ‘Yeah, 

Orchestra!’ and I was playing since I was, gosh, 10.  Started with violin 

and then when I got to junior high, transferred to the cello, so 11 to I 

guess 16 is when I played, but I just didn’t—I just kind of had this 

individual kind of nonconforming idea. That was probably my energy that 

I wasn’t necessarily—I like many things, but I’m not so attached to 

identify with it completely.  So I think that’s part of it, and not having 

coaches who motivated you in that way. So it was interesting kind of to 

reframe things now, as I’ve taken up running, and say, ‘Well yeah, I’m 

gonna treat myself as an athlete and train and think about how to take 

care of myself like an athlete would,’ but back then I didn’t think of myself 

as an athlete, though. I think in large part—that’s just my mind, number 

one—it’s also the way your coaches talk to you, and the dude was just so 

kind of laid back.  It wasn’t like the rah-rah energy you’re gonna get from 

a soccer coach or a field hockey coach where there those messages will be 

instilled in you.  If he said that, I don’t remember. Message was not 
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received. It wasn’t like, ‘Think of yourself as athletes and train like 

athletes.’ It wasn’t that mentality. It was kind of like ‘Okay, do your 

thing,’ and so we were pretty much on our own. Track was just one of 

those things, ‘Well I’ma do it with my friends.  Okay, I’m fairly good at it,’ 

but it wasn’t like—I wasn’t that person who necessarily felt—I don’t know.  

For other people it becomes part of their identity. 

 

Tyra’s life story speaks to how social context can shape the ability to see oneself 

as being able to successfully embody the runner identity. During high school, she 

received a full scholarship to attend one of the most expensive boarding schools in the 

state and she was one of the few black students. Her language can be interpreted as 

conveying a sense of being an outsider in the predominantly white environment she was 

in: she participated in various extracurricular activities but they were not who she was. 

She had a “nonconforming” idea because she believes she did not have the institutional 

support to guide her from making her activities part of her identity.  

Relatedly, Tyra internalizes racialized, gendered, classed cultural scripts for 

behaviors that “fit” her. While most of the women in my study fully embraced a thick 

runner identity, Tyra speaks to how she felt that “bodies are different as women and we 

are more prone to injuries.” Therefore, she believed that she was not suited for running. 

Both Ciara and Tyra’s narratives show how believing that your body is 

incongruent with a successful running body creates a barrier that makes obtaining a thick 

runner identity difficult. Revisiting Kia’s narrative from the beginning of the chapter, she 

epitomizes this theme when she says that the “phenotypic expression of a runner is not 

what I look like,” followed by questions: “What should we look like?  How should we 

run?  What should we wear?” Kia interrogates the notion of what it means to be a runner, 
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yet internalizes dominant expectations for successful embodiment of the runner identity. 

This perception is coded with phenotypic expectations that most closely align with white, 

middle-class weight and physical appearance ideals.  

All three of these women started running in early adulthood, and all three grew up 

in environments that were predominantly black before moving into predominantly white 

educational institutions that shaped their activity choices and decisions to start running 

because of prevailing lifestyle norms. This differs from many of those with a thick 

identity who grew up in more racially mixed areas, had opportunities to participate in 

running and other sporting activities during childhood, and/or were pushed into running 

early on in the life course by family members. Kia, Ciara, and Tyra also lacked a running 

community of people who looked like them for whom they could model their behavior 

and work toward seeing themselves as runners.  

Race and the Runner Identity 

  

 For black women whose bodies do not represent the “ideal runner’s body,” 

tension arises between what we see in the woman who is running and what we think we 

should be seeing in a woman who runs. Stereotypes of black women’s bodies and 

disproportionately high rates of obesity among black women contradict the slim, 

“disciplined,” white runner body. The tension between the “ideal runner’s body” and 

their own black bodies was internalized by some of the women in my study and 

prevented them from having a thick runner identity.  

 Black women face stereotypes about their bodies on a daily basis. For example, 

hooks (1992) writes that “mainstream culture always reads the black female body as a 

sign of sexual experience” (p. 160). For middle-class black women who spend much of 
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their time in predominantly white work and social spheres, their environments are 

conducive to feeling “othered” and scrutinized by a white male gaze. Hall (1990) writes 

that “the ways in which black people and black experiences are positioned and subjected 

in the dominant regimes and representation are the effects of a critical exercise of cultural 

power and normalization…they had the power to make us see and experience ourselves 

as ‘Other’…” (p. 225).  For some of the women in the study, the running community is 

another predominantly white context that makes them feel like an outsider and a racial 

token. In popular magazines such as Runner’s World that circumscribe common 

perceptions of what runners look like, an overrepresentation of whites on the covers and 

featured in the stories is representative of recreational running’s portrayal within what 

Feagin (2006) defines as a white racial frame.  

 The narratives of Kia and Liza highlight the role that race can play in one’s ability 

to see herself as a runner. While race is embedded in perceptions of the successful 

embodiment of the runner identity discussed in the previous section, not all of the women 

who had a thin runner identity explicitly mentioned race as a barrier in their ability to 

adopt the runner identity (i.e. Tyra).  Kia and Liza speak about race unambiguously and 

show how despite their middle-class status, their marginalized race and gender identities 

prevent them from fully embracing the runner identity.  

Kia: “Everybody on the cross country team was white.” 

As a child, Kia—the 26-year-old graduate student who says that the “phenotypic 

expression of a runner” is not what she looks like—did not have people in her life to look 

up to who exercised as a child: 

 I always joke with my friend Marlo, who is Ethiopian. It’s like, 

“I’m new to this.  But it’s like in your genetic code that you run.”  I’m 
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like, “You’re East African. You like were running out of the womb.”  She’s 

like, “That is not true.”  I’m like, “Do you run? Do all your Ethiopian 

friends run?”  But it’s something new for me.  Like my mother was never a 

formal exerciser.  That’s not what she did.  She just like went on walks 

sometimes, and she was just kind of naturally slim.  I just didn’t see my 

mom doing that.   

 I was a bookworm and a nerd.  My mother didn’t make me do 

organized sports.  She’s like, “You didn’t want to. I didn’t make you,” you 

know, which I mean, ‘Thanks, Mom.’  So I didn’t really have that.  I think 

I really had to figure out what exercise looks like for me, like what does 

that look like when you don’t know what that is?  Like everybody on the 

cross country team was white, you know, except for the year me and all my 

girlfriends decided we were gonna join the track team. I remember that, 

middle school.  It was 8th grade.  We decided we all were gonna join. But 

it was not a serious thing.  Like nobody cared if we won or was fast or 

slow.   

 In Kia’s narrative, she overtly talks about the racialized nature of distance 

running, half-joking yet perpetuating the stereotype that her Ethiopian friend was 

naturally inclined to be a distance runner. Even though she acknowledges the social 

nature of lifestyle activities via social reproduction, she still internalizes the biologization 

of race and implies that whether or not one can successfully embody the runner identity 

depends on innate characteristics. Her belief that she was not meant to be a serious runner 

was re-enforced by others who did not see Kia and her friends as serious contenders on 

the middle school track team. These early life experiences are a barrier to developing a 

thick runner identity. 
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Liza: “It’s a bunch of white folks, and I mean they’re all really nice, but you know, they 

just didn’t look like me.” 

Liza, a 49-year-old college professor, recently started running in part because her 

sister signed her up for a race. For our first interview, we met in her office on campus. It 

was hot summer day, and she was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and her salt-and-pepper hued 

natural hair in a messy ponytail. She was slightly overweight with thick legs. Despite 

finishing a few races and running fairly regularly, she had a negative experience with a 

running group that made her feel like an outsider in the running community. This 

experience precluded her full immersion into the runner identity:   

 I was trying to think about this the other day. I was like, ‘How long 

have I been running?’  I think it will be two years in about November, and 

I think the thing that kind of motivated me to do it was I had already like 

re-signed up with my gym and had decided I needed to get some more 

exercise, and then my sister who lives in California sent me a text with a 

picture, and it was a picture of her holding this Tiffany’s[jewelry] box and 

she said, “I just did the Nike Women’s Half Marathon in San Francisco, 

and this is what I got.” I was like, “You just did a half marathon?!  If you 

could do that, I could do that,” and I had never thought about running 

before. I mean I did like sprinting in junior high on the track team.  That 

was the extent of my running and had never really thought about doing it 

until she sent me that message.   

 I started out not real serious, but downloaded the Couch-to-5K 

app on my phone and started running on the indoor track at my gym and I 

was like, ‘I’m never gonna be able to do this.’ It was so hard. <giggling> 

But I remember being so excited when I like ran for a mile straight without 

stopping.  I was like posting all over [social media]—posting all over 

Facebook and all of that, and then in, I guess it must’ve been December, 

my sister texted me again and said, “I’m gonna sign us up for the Nike 
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Women’s Half Marathon,” and I was like, “Are you kidding?” And you 

know she explained it to me, like, “It’s a lottery, so you’re not sure if 

you’re gonna get in. A lot of women want to be in it, but they only have 

limited space,” and I was like “Okay. Whatever.”  So I just kept running 

and didn’t think anything of it, and but you know I was really focused on 

just getting in better shape.   

 Then my sister called me and she said, “Guess what?  We’re in the 

Nike Women’s Half Marathon.” <giggling> So I panicked a little bit, but 

that gave me like the motivation to really get serious.   

 I went to the running store that’s by my house. My husband is a 

colleague of one of the owners of this store. I just said, “I’m new to this.  

I’m doing the Couch-to-5K. My sister and I might be in this race in the fall 

but I’m just getting into this,” and so he helped me find some shoes.  

 He said, “Now what you need to do is sign up for a race, because 

that’ll help keep you motivated,” and he actually printed out a list of 

different sites, local sites, so I could check to see what races were coming 

up, and he was just really fun.  

 Then he said, “You know we have this group that meets here every 

Tuesday evening for a run, and we love beginners, so you should come out 

and join us.” I was like, “Oh, okay,” and he was so nice, so I was like 

“Oh, okay.  I’ll come.” When I got there it was like, “Hey, how you doing, 

Liza?  It’s nice to meet you.  It’s great you started running.” So everybody 

was great, you know when you get there, and then everybody takes off. I’m 

just like doing my little intervals, you know walk a little bit, run a little bit, 

walk a little, and I got back to the store and everybody was gone. I was 

like ‘Okay.’  So I didn’t go back ‘cause I’m like, ‘I’m too slow for them.’ 

It’s a bunch of white folks, and I mean they’re all really nice, but you 

know, they just didn’t look like me.  

 

Liza attempted to join a running community to keep her motivated and integrated 

into the running lifestyle, but race emerged as a barrier to fully immersing herself into the 
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activity and making it a salient part of her identity. Even though she tried using 

technology to adopt a regimented training schedule, the lack of in-person social networks 

of runners made feeling like a runner difficult—particularly as she frames herself as an 

outsider on the bases of both race and running ability.  

Race creates challenges in adopting a thick runner identity without community 

ties to help override these obstacles. Shelby (2005) writes that thin identities generally 

involve less direct involvement with others. The narratives of both Kia and Liza 

demonstrate how being black creates a racial token status within the running community 

that can preclude feeling able to be closely involved with others who run—particularly 

because they sought out integration into the running community in mostly white running 

collectives.  

Racial salience is a key factor in shaping salience of the runner identity. Just as 

Sellers et al. (1998) write that being the only black individual in a restaurant may make 

racial identity situationally more salient, that is also true for the runner identity. For Liza, 

being the only black runner in a particular social context made her racial identity more 

salient and apparent, and thus, was detrimental to her ability to cultivate a thick runner 

identity. However, having a more salient racial identity can also help cultivate a thick 

runner identity, as will become more apparent in the next chapter that focuses on a black 

women’s running group.  

 

In sum, a thin runner identity tends to be rooted in a sense of social isolation and 

feeling different than those who are perceived as “real runners.” While race is an 

inescapable factor in this, it is sometimes hidden in the narratives under the veil of having 
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a different body type that is incongruent with the successful running body. Others were 

more explicit in their acknowledgment of race, highlighting how being the only black 

person in a sea of white runners made them feel like imposters.  

CONCLUSION 

 

In light of the challenges that middle-class black women face in adopting the 

runner identity, what can we learn from the women with a “thick identity” about the 

mechanisms for overcoming stereotypes and barriers to embracing this athletic persona? 

What information can we garner about barriers and impediments to adopting the runner 

identity, and why is this important? Given that having a stronger athletic identity is 

associated with better physical fitness (Marsh 1993), higher self-esteem (Marsh, Perry, 

Horsely and Roche 1995), positive health outcomes (Brewer et al. 1993), and more 

numerous social relationships (Petitpas 1978), this remains a relevant topic for 

exploration. 

A life course perspective illuminates important mechanisms for adopting a thick 

runner identity. Among those who had a thick runner identity, starting to run early in the 

life course, being involved in running collectives, having supportive significant others, 

and having a health-related turning point was strongly tied to having a salient runner 

identity in adulthood. Andrea and Melissa both grew up in areas where they did not see 

others who looked like them running, but the desire to combat health issues—in 

conjunction with being part of black running groups—bolstered their ability to have a 

strong runner identity. Similarly, Shari emphasized that she grew up in a cohort that did 

not see black women exercise (or at least, she did not see them), but she was able to have 

a salient runner identity in part because running was an integral part of her social life with 
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other black women. As such, the life course perspective’s emphasis on social context, as 

well as the important role of social relationships aids in understanding how one adopts a 

thick runner identity.  

On the flip side, Kia and Ciara grew up in predominantly black areas and started 

running when they moved to predominantly white areas as adults, but they have not fully 

embraced the runner identity in part because they did not have social networks of other 

black runners to relate to.  For all of the women with thick runner identities, running was 

interwoven with other parts of their lives in organized ways in order to allow for 

balancing multiple identities as best as possible. They did not view running as an 

obligation or an instrumental role, but rather as an invaluable part of their lives and self-

concept. Even though both Kia and Ciara are part of cohorts that came of age at a time 

when running and exercise was increasingly normative and popular, barriers related to 

social relationships precluded their ability to have thick runner identities. A life course 

perspective allows us to understand the development of thin runner identities by 

illustrating how conditions in early life shape later life lifestyles, and how a lack of 

relationships with those involved in particular lifestyle activities can preclude fully 

embracing them.  

These findings have important implications for improving health outcomes among 

middle-class black women. Ironically, the women in this study who ran solely for health 

reasons tended to connect to this health-promoting activity with less fervor. The ability to 

frame running as an integral part of leisure time and social life rather than solely as a 

health obligation was critical for having a thick runner identity.  
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Approaching this study from a black feminist perspective allowed for highlighting 

how studying athletic identities from an intersectional point-of-view can lead to more 

comprehensive, complex solutions to tackling physical inactivity and its associated health 

issues. First, implementing more programs for girls of color to get involved with sporting 

activities as children can help them to make it a continued habit later in life. Specifically, 

team-based environments for girls of diverse backgrounds can help them frame running 

as something that can be fun and a way to make friends as well as a means to stay 

healthy. For those in my study, it is too late for them to participate in youth-focused and 

school-based groups. However, a second solution is to support Black Girls Run! and 

similar adult collectives for fostering healthy lifestyles and strong social support 

networks among black women. Without emphasizing the inextricably intertwined nature 

of race and gender, these solutions that emphasize the challenges associated with multiple 

disadvantaged social locations may not have emerged.  

The next chapter focuses on the important role of Black Girls Run! in the lives of 

more than half of my participants.   
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CHAPTER 5: BLACK GIRLS RUN!  

 

The narrative of Christina, 34-year-old personal trainer and fitness instructor who 

lives in a mid-size Midwestern city, exemplifies the importance and relevance of one of 

the fastest growing running groups in the United States, Black Girls Run! (BGR): 

When I was a kid, I grew up in a very poor background. My mother 

was a drug addict. She was a single mom of me and my sisters, so we 

struggled quite a bit.  I tried playing sports when I think I was in like 6th 

grade. Then my mom says, “Ah, we can’t afford it,” and so I literally grew 

up in poverty, so I had no idea of the sense of like team, and staying 

active. Like right now my mom’s a diabetic and most of my family 

members are because they don’t move.  They don’t watch what they eat.  

They’re not very active at all, and so I think that’s that thing I was looking 

for with BGR too is ‘cause like the women were like, “Yeah, we can do 

this,” and I’m like, “Oh my god, this is awesome. Hey, this is like a team.  

Like I’ve always wanted a team. I’ve never had a team.” I wasn’t very 

active at all.  At all. Like even as an adult, I still kind of, I wasn’t, and that 

literally just started about four years ago and I can’t stop moving now. 

I grew up in California, in the desert. It’s literally the desert. 

There’s a little bit of a city there.  There’s Rosemary, which is a very small 

city that I grew up in, and then Lansire Palms, which is more of a bigger 

city, like a Lychant. It was mostly white and Hispanic, and just a couple 

black faces. So I felt awesome being part of BGR because I grew up in an 

area where there was mostly white people who did not like me because 

I’m black, which I’m actually mixed. I’m mixed with Puerto Rican, Cuban 

and black and white, and I speak pretty proper compared to the other 

black women there and so I was always like not accepted. So with BGR, it 

didn’t really matter. You know it was just like, “Hey, let’s just go run,” 

and so I think that’s where I liked that too. 
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After high school, literally on my graduation day, I went and 

picked up my diploma and started my second job, and I was working two 

jobs to help take care of my mom and my sister and me, and then I moved 

out to the city and I was working there, still sending money home. 

Actually, I got onto drugs myself, and then moved back home when I was 

about 23 and was still on drugs, still not living a very healthy lifestyle, and 

I knew it wasn’t and I knew that that wasn’t something that I really 

wanted. I always wanted a family and to not be on drugs like the rest of 

my family and just have a nice, stable kind of lifestyle.   

I have family here in in the Midwest and my uncle called me and 

he’s like, “What are you doing?” I was like, “I actually just left one job 

and I’m sitting here on my mom’s couch doing nothing. Why?” And he 

was like, “You should just move out here. We can get you your own place 

and stuff like that and you try and figure it out,” and so I literally packed 

up. I was 23 at that point. I literally packed up about five duffle bags of 

everything that I had: books, CDs, my clothes, my shoes, jewelry, 

whatever I could you know pack in, and they said like on the train that you 

could only have up to five bags, and I had literally five bags, ‘cause I 

knew I wasn’t going back ‘cause there was just a lot of negative for me 

there. So then I moved here. I got my own apartment. I took the train from 

California to here. It’s a two-and-a-half day trip. Staying at stations at 

like 3:00 in the morning and there’s just weird people, and it’s just real 

crazy, but it was something that I knew that I had—you know I’m a very 

strong person, so I was able to kick somebody’s ass, if I needed to.   

But and so I moved here, got my own place, got my own car, and I 

met my husband and I met him in I think it was February. My husband and 

I met actually at a bar when I first moved here. Just got paid. I had my 

new place, had a new car, I’m at the bar, and he was raised here and I 

was at the bar there and I actually got into a confrontation with someone 

that night or whatever, and I left and he called my cousin and was like, 

“Who’s that girl you were with?” Then we met up and he’s been stuck to 
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me ever since. We were married in September. And then we had our first 

kid that following August. So we’ve been married for nine years now. I’ve 

absolutely changed my life around.   

I started running three years ago, three and a half years ago.  I 

was weighing close to 300 pounds. I had just had my second child and I 

gained a lot of weight in both pregnancies, and literally my running story 

is that my daughter was three years old at the time and we were about 

three houses from home and she says, “I’ll race you home,” and she beat 

me and I was physically, literally trying to beat a 3-year-old at running 

just a couple of meters, 100 meters, and that next day I got shoes, started 

running, and I could only run like maybe a couple houses at first and then 

it turned into around the whole block.  Then it was like a couple blocks, 

and then I was like, ‘Oh my god, I’m amazing,’ and it just continued and 

since then I’ve done a couple of triathlons and half marathons and 

numerous 5Ks and I’ve built actually my business.  I’m a Personal Trainer 

and Fitness Instructor now. Yeah, all ‘cause of my 3-year-old beating me. 

<giggling> 

So when I first started running, I was running about five days a 

week and I didn’t know what to do, how to do it. I came to the gym 

Monday through Friday. They had childcare here, so I would drop my son 

off. My daughter would be in school, and I’d just run, and then I started 

seeing another black woman. I noticed that she was running and I’m like, 

‘Oh cool.  That’s awesome. Another black woman,’ ‘cause I’m at the gym 

and you know there’s not very many black faces and, if there are, you 

know I’m looking to see what they’re doing ‘cause I want to be a part of 

the group. And so I would see her and we started talking about running, 

and then I talked to another friend of mine and she said, “Oh there’s this 

new running group called Black Girls RUN!  They have little meet ups 

every week,” and so then I met with BGR on a Saturday morning and I 

loved it because it was just like there were other familiar faces that I could 

relate to and that were walking/running and they were running, and they 
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were walking and they were not running, and they were—you know. And it 

was just like the spectrum was so big and they always like buddied each 

other up and so it was like I didn’t feel like I was holding anybody back 

and I didn’t feel like I was you know being held back by anybody, ‘cause I 

had tried a couple different running groups and you get out there and 

they’re like, “All right, we’ll meet back here in such and such,” and then 

everybody dispersed and I’m like, “Ah!” you know. “Oh my god, wait!” 

<giggling>. And I was still very overweight at the time, so I couldn’t keep 

up with a lot of people, but with BGR, I was able to like find a partner that 

suited me and hang in there, and it’s motivation, and so that’s how I kind 

of just got started into literally running races. 

I really want people to know my story, and I like the idea of where 

I’ve come from and how far I’m gonna take things, you know, and just 

spreading the word of black women being out here.  I see black women 

and I’m like, “Hey, where you work out at?” you know—because I know 

our history as black women.  We don’t tend to do enough for our body.  

We have that diabetes and that heart disease and all that stuff that follows 

from just poor eating and lack of activity. There’s always gonna be that 

percentage that, ‘Yeah, okay, it falls in your stereotype, but if we were to 

start turning those tables, it would be awesome, and we can,’ and that’s 

the main thing that I love about BGR.  They have so many black, Hispanic, 

even white women. Like we have white women in our group, a couple of 

them that I’ve invited myself.  Like it’s not just us. But I know that having 

a familiar face when I started was powerful when I got out there, and I 

was like I didn’t have any of those like looking eyes like, ‘What’s she 

doing here?’ ‘Cause that’s a turnoff. I’m just like ‘This is great,’ to where 

I became one of their Running Coordinators, and then my schedule here 

got too busy, but BGR is amazing.  I love it, and I wish I could do more 

with them. I really do ‘cause, yeah, it’s great. 

 Every race I do, I promise you, I have my BGR shirt on. I ran a 

team race with a bunch of team members, and I incorporated my team 
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logo, but with my BGR shirt on, ‘cause that’s the important part for me is 

like I want my other black women out there to know that, ‘I am here.  Let’s 

do this,’ and I’ve seen other women from BGR, and as soon as you see 

another BGR member, you’re like, ‘Hey!  How you doing?! Woo-hoo!’ 

you know. And that’s powerful. I love it. And I’ve gotten so many, even 

from white women, like ‘Oh wow, Black Women RUN!  That’s awesome, 

ha-ha,’ and I’m like ‘No. It’s a real group.  No, this is real.’  <giggling> 

But you know, and so I love BGR.  I am absolutely happy to be a part of it. 

 

 Black Girls Run! (BGR) began in 2009 when Atlanta-based Toni Carey and 

Ashley Hicks-Rocha, friends from college, decided they wanted to start a blog in an 

effort to “tackle the growing obesity epidemic in the African-American community and 

provide encouragement and resources to both new and veteran runners” (Black Girls Run 

2017). The blog inspired chapters of BGR around the country, and it grew quickly in an 

effort to provide support and community for black women who run (Marcus 2013). When 

BGR started, it had 15-20 members in Atlanta. In 2010, there were more than 150,000 

members nationwide (Eversley 2014).  By 2017, BGR reported that they had more than 

160,000 members (Black Girls Run 2017). Becoming a member of BGR is an informal 

process. There are no membership fees or official sign-up procedures—if you join a 

chapter on Facebook or attend an event, the organization considers you to be a member of 

the group. 

Much of BGR’s popularity is credited to social media. Shortly after the blog took 

off, Toni Carey and Ashley Hicks-Rocha birthed a more widespread online presence for 

BGR, creating a Twitter account, Facebook pages, a YouTube page, a Pinterest page, and 

an Instagram account. In their 2014 study, Harris and Rouhanzamir examined the crucial 

role of social and digital media in the spread of BGR and found that by 2010, there were 
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133,000 pictures posted with the hashtag #blackgirlsrun. This hashtag, the authors 

contend, provided “instant connectivity, digital photography, social support, and cultural 

relevance [that] has contributed to changing health and fitness attitudes and behaviors 

among thousands of black women” (Harris and Rouhanzamir 2014, p. 164). More 

broadly, social media has “emerged as podiums and kitchen tables of contemporary 

conversations, allowing powerful narratives to be shared through photos, videos, 

captions, and hashtags that are re-shared and explored on the web” (Harris and 

Rouhanzamir 2014, p. 164).  

The web provides a unique opportunity to not only share powerful narratives to a 

wider audience, but also to take conversations and communities with us on-the-go. 

Chayko (2007) writes that these portable communities can be carried with us wherever 

we go with contemporary digital technologies. These Internet-centered networks are 

oftentimes more easily and quickly accessible than traditional, face-to-face communities 

(Boase et al. 2006). Social network-based communities on online platforms such as 

Facebook facilitate discussion and foster camaraderie and like-mindedness. It is fulfilling 

to interact with people who share common interests and experiences (Roloff and 

Solomon 1989). These online communities allow us to “feel that there are people in the 

world that are like us and may understand us” (Chayko 2007, p. 377), which is 

particularly important for middle-class black women who tend to spend a significant 

amount of time as racial tokens in predominantly white workplaces.  

Social media usage has become particularly prevalent among recreational runners. 

Running USA (2016) reports that 70 percent of women who run post running photos or 

videos on social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram. In addition, one in 
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four runners said that they find out about upcoming races on social media. Facebook is 

particularly common for recruiting others to join them for upcoming races, 

communicating with training partners, following other runners, live-tracking loved ones 

during races, posting race results, and looking for running motivation. This is aided by 

the fact that the cell phone has become the most common item that recreational runners 

carry with them while they are out running (Running USA 2016). 

Building on the work of Anderson (2006), Harris and Rouhanzmir (2014) write 

that BGR’s online presence creates an “imagined community” that is a “symbolic 

formation through which individuals imagine their relation to others” (p. 166). Even 

though most of the women in BGR will never meet one another, there is an abstract 

connection that creates community between middle-class black women across the 

country, particularly as photos can be shared and viewed via social media so easily. The 

proliferation of BGR epitomizes how powerful the Internet and social media can be as a 

tool for creating a health-centered community among middle-class black women. 

 Since 2011, BGR has blossomed into several dozen tangible chapters across the 

country, mostly concentrated in the Midwest, Southeast, and Northeast. The group has 

been described as a “social movement with a grassroots and community-driven approach 

to changing fitness-related ideology and health outcomes within the black community” 

(Harris and Roushanzamir 2014, p. 161). While they emphasize in their mission 

statement that they want to encourage all women to run, they are especially invested in 

motivating black women to “make fitness and healthy living a priority” in a safe, women-

only space (Black Girls Run 2017).  Facebook serves as ground zero for organizing 

training runs and social events, but the organization also hosts 5k races, health expos, and 
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an annual conference called “Sweat with your Sole” which features guest speakers, 

running events, and health-related information. 

 Because of the booming popularity of the group, the organization has become 

heavily commercialized and the founders have gained status in the exercise and online 

fitness worlds.  Toni Carey, one of BGR’s founders, is a freelance writer for Zelle, a 

publication produced by Runner’s World. She was named one of the “30 Black Bloggers 

You Should Know” by The Root, and one of Essence Magazine’s “35 Under 35: Young 

Black and Amazing Women.” Carey’s work for BGR was also recognized in 2014 when 

she received an award from Oprah. The organization now has official partnerships with 

outdoor brand REI, and Girls on the Run, a group aimed at empowerment via running for 

girls in third through eighth grades. In addition, BGR has its own line of apparel and 

running gear available for purchase on their website, some of which advertises the name 

of the organization, others with empowering phrases such as “Preserve the Sexy,” and 

some with personalized logos for chapter locations.  

 BGR has also gained popularity because of the attention it has received from 

mainstream media. Media outlets including The Wall Street Journal, Huffington Post, 

Shape, Self, the Miami Herald, Philadelphia Tribune, The Charlotte Observer, ESPN, 

Women’s Running, The Today Show, local television stations in Cincinnati, Detroit, and 

dozens of others have featured stories about BGR.  

Despite the accolades and media attention, little academic scholarship exists on 

BGR, especially sociological inquiry into its manifest and latent functions. Previous 

research supports the facilitation of the runner identity through membership in BGR. 

Recreation and Tourism researchers Wegner and colleagues (2016) surveyed 756 
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members of BGR over a 14-month period to learn more about their involvement in the 

activity of running and participation with the organization. They found that the 

organization fostered a greater psychological connection to running, while also 

encouraging more frequent physical activity generally. In my study, the women in BGR 

were more likely to have a “thick” runner identity (see Chapter 3) because of their ability 

to connect running to community and a social force that is larger than themselves. As 

Wegner and colleagues (2016) write that BGR 

creates a space where Black women feel comfortable not only running, but 

identifying as runners, proudly wearing the distinct black and pink gear with the 

accompanying logo…to create a positive, distinctive identity for the Black female 

runner where one has not historically been prescribed and barriers to participation 

attached to their race and gender identities still exist (p. 383).    

 

BLACK GIRLS RUN! AS A MINORITY CULTURE OF MOBILITY 

 

BGR can be described as what Neckerman, Carter, and Lee (1999) call a 

“minority culture of mobility,” which they define as  

a set of cultural elements…associated with a minority group…that provides 

strategies for managing economic mobility in the context of discrimination and 

group disadvantage. The minority culture of mobility draws on available symbols, 

idioms and practices to respond to distinctive problems of being middle class and 

minority (p. 949). 

  

Neckerman, Carter, and Lee use the National Medical Association as an example of a 

minority culture of mobility for middle-class blacks. Even though black physicians join 

the American Medical Association—the largest professional association of physicians 

and medical students in the United States—the predominantly black National Medical 

Association attracts black physicians because of the desire many black physicians have 

for social support from like-minded peers with similar experiences in a disproportionately 
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white profession. There are other organizations that serve similar purposes, including the 

Association of Black Sociologists, the National Association of Black Journalists, and the 

National Society of Black Engineers. These are all akin to Black Girls Run!: even though 

several women in my study joined predominantly white running groups, BGR provided 

an opportunity to run with middle-class blacks with similar backgrounds and life 

experiences.  

Neckerman, Carter, and Lee (1999) argue that middle-class blacks’ minority 

cultures of mobility “differ from the cultures both of the white middle class and of the 

black lower or working classes: it emerges in response to distinctive problems that 

middle-class and upwardly mobile minorities face” (p. 950). These distinctive problems 

include being required to adopt white middle-class speech styles and patterns of social 

interaction in institutional settings, facing discriminatory attitudes from whites in middle-

class settings, and experiencing psychological issues stemming from loneliness and 

isolation (Neckerman, Carter, and Lee 1999). I heard “distinctive problems” in my 

participants’ narratives when they spoke about joining running groups that were 

predominantly white. In particular, they focused on insecurities resulting from sticking 

out as the “only one.” BGR provided an opportunity for sidestepping these issues.  

THE ROLE OF BLACK GIRLS RUN! IN THEIR LIVES 

 

Out of the 25 women who participated in my study, 15 of them mentioned Black 

Girls Run. All 15 women talked about BGR as a significant part of their running 

experiences and routines. In this chapter, I focus on the life story narratives of seven 

women who are all members of one of two different chapters in two mid-size Midwestern 

cities.  



 

 

142 

 

The women in my study had varying degrees of engagement with BGR. Brandy, 

35, was one of the founding members of the BGR chapter in her city and served as an 

ambassador. BGR weighed heavily in her narrative, as it shaped her running routines and 

how she sees herself as a runner. Likewise, Mia, 51, is very involved in her local chapter 

and posts regularly on the Facebook page letting other women know about training runs 

and local running events. Melissa, a 38-year-old high school teacher, has had more 

sporadic involvement with the group. While she served as an ambassador briefly, she 

now attends events infrequently because she is working full-time while also working 

toward a PhD in Education at a local university. She also has two school-aged children 

she cares for. Pam, a 38-year-old elementary school teacher, has been running since she 

was a child. She attends BGR runs occasionally but spends more time running with more 

competitive runners since she is a former college athlete. Christina, the 34-year-old 

personal trainer and fitness instructor we met at the beginning of this chapter, attends 

events when she can but devotes a lot of her time in the gym for work. Diana is a 40-

year-old employee of the state government who has found a sense of camaraderie as a 

member and leader of the chapter of BGR in her town.   

In this chapter, I argue that BGR is a minority culture of mobility that serves 

latent functions transcending the improvement of personal health. Although the group is 

not advertised as emerging as a result of the discomfort resulting from racial tokenism, 

BGR centers black women’s health issues and creates predominantly middle-class black 

social communities within the broader running world.  I contend that BGR: (1) facilitates 

efforts in racial uplift; (2) provides an outlet for evading racial tokenism; and (3) gives 

middle-class black women a unique sense of like-minded community.  
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Christina’s narrative that opened this chapter typifies these three motivations for 

belonging to BGR. Tracing back to her childhood, she saw her family suffer from poor 

health. She frames her participation in BGR as a way to inspire black women to 

participate in health-promoting activities. In this way, she saw the group as a means for 

breaking barriers and inspiring others via the improvement of community health. She also 

used BGR as an escape from racial tokenism, as she grew up in a community where she 

was one of few blacks, and when she started exercising later in life was one of the few 

women of color at her gym. Stemming from this token status, Christina had a desire for 

community that participating in BGR fulfilled—particularly because she yearned for a 

team experience that she did not have access to as a child.  

In the sections that follow, six additional women’s narratives illustrate examples 

of these three latent functions of BGR.  

Racial Uplift: Breaking Barriers, Inspiring Others 

 

In several of my interviews, my narrators framed BGR as a mechanism for racial 

uplift. In Black Metropolis, Drake and Cayton ([1945] 1993) describe racial uplift, or as 

they call it, “advancing the race,” as meaning one of two things: “(1) individual 

achievement which ‘reflects credit on the race’ or (2) organized activities which are 

consciously designed to raise the status of the group as a whole” (p. 716). The former is 

reminiscent of W.E. B. DuBois’ “talented tenth” ideology (Morris 2015), emphasizing 

select individuals’ success as a means for widespread racial uplift. The latter aligns more 

with Booker T. Washington and the idea that blacks should assimilate with the dominant 

group by taking part in activities that can improve the overall status of blacks 

(Washington 1895).  



 

 

144 

 

For many of the women in this study, participating in Black Girls Run! was 

framed in both of the ways that Drake and Cayton ([1945]1993) describe: by completing 

races with the group and improving their health, it reflected well on black women as a 

whole. Likewise, as an organized group that publicly runs in events and throughout 

different neighborhoods, their presence helps to raise the status and reputation of black 

women as a whole by combatting stereotypes about their health and bodies. 

As progressive as racial uplift ideology may be, it can be also be framed as 

assimilationist: “proponents of uplift viewed civil rights as essentially middle class 

rights…by implication, members of the black working class were not worthy” of full 

citizenship and civil rights (Cole and Omari 2003, p. 788).  In the same vein, 

Higginbotham (1992) argues that feminist racial uplift ideology can straddle the line 

between having an assimilationist and empowering tone. Writing about the rallying 

notion of racial uplift in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Higginbotham (1992) 

writes: 

Racial uplift was celebrated in the motto of the National Association of Colored 

Women- “lifting as we climb.” The motto itself expressed a paradox: belief in 

black womanhood's common cause and recognition of differential values and 

socioeconomic positions. Racial uplift, while invoking a discursive ground on 

which to explode negative stereotypes of black women, remained locked within 

hegemonic articulations of gender, class, and sexuality. Black women teachers, 

missionaries, and club members zealously promoted values of temperance, sexual 

repression, and polite manners among the poor. ‘Race work’ or ‘racial uplift’ 

equated normality with conformity to white middle-class models of gender roles 

(p. 271). 

 

BGR demonstrates how “lifting as we climb” can have a contemporary, 

progressive connotation while maintaining an assimilationist tone. Like BGR, the 

National Association of Colored Women (NACW) was composed of mostly middle-class 
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black women. BGR promotes assimilation into a middle-class “cult of health” ideology 

that requires making health a lifestyle and personal responsibility. However, members of 

BGR have re-claimed and re-defined articulations of black womanhood by engaging in a 

practice that challenges the dominant narratives about black women’s bodies and health 

that long have dictated others’ expectations. Collins (1998) writes that “black feminists 

can accomplish the goals of self-definition—the power to name one’s own destiny—and 

self-determination—the power to name one’s own destiny—through black women’s 

community work” (pp. 45-6). She adds that metaphors such as “lifting as we climb” 

provide “interpretive frameworks that guide social meaning and serve as mental maps for 

understanding the world” (p. 46). By centering health issues that are common among 

black women and emphasizing BGR as a safe space for black women, BGR has a black 

feminist ideology that builds on the tenets of “lifting as we climb” by re-defining what it 

means to be a black woman.  

 In the following section, the narratives of Melissa and Andrea speak to these ideas 

of thinking beyond the self in their participation with BGR, focusing on their role in 

breaking barriers and racial uplift. 

Melissa: “We have a place here too.” 

Melissa, who we met in Chapter 4, is pursuing her PhD in Education while 

working as a high school math teacher.  She grew up in an unstable family environment 

that was of lower socioeconomic status than many of the other women in the study. She 

did not see people exercising when she was a child, although her first exposure to running 

was when she helped a family member volunteer for a race in her hometown. Sports were 

not a big part of her childhood, but she engaged in them as a way to get away from her 
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home life, which she described as “rough.” Melissa realized school was a way for upward 

mobility, and has dedicated her life to becoming more educated and inspiring students—

particularly black students—to succeed in school. She describes her whole life as 

dedicated to trying to do things others do not think she can do:  

So I grew up in Bedrock.  It was—what’s the word I want to look 

for? A trying childhood.  I’ll say that. My birth mother was 17 when I was 

born.  She had had two other children:  one when she was 13 and one 

when she was 15, and by 17 I was the third child.  Obviously this is a 

person with troubles and can’t raise three children, so I was raised by my 

birth father’s mother, my paternal grandmother. Nobody told me that 

that’s who this person was, so I think by the time I was like four or five 

months old, she had legal custody of me, or guardianship. I was born in 

February, and then in September, my birth father enlisted in the Army, so 

my birth mother, I don’t know what happened to her, where she is, where 

her and the other kids went, but my paternal grandmother raised me. My 

birth father was off in the military for like six years, first six years of my 

life. So that’s who raised me. I never knew that she wasn’t my mother. So I 

thought my birth father my whole life was my brother because that was 

her son, so that was my brother. So I think I found out that he was really 

my father and that my mother was really my grandmother when I was 18.  

So yeah. And we still to this day don’t talk about it. Nobody in my family 

talks about it. We just let things go as they are. 

It was a rough area. There wasn’t like people who worked out for 

recreation.  Nobody ran.  That was unless you were running from the 

police or something. <giggling> It was not like you know something 

people did. I guess like when you were in school, basketball was big.  A lot 

of kids play basketball, but nobody ran. I did, however—my aunt worked 

for Harley Hospital and they sponsored a race called the Torrence Run 

and she would always ask if I wanted to go on a Saturday morning and 

volunteer with her, so all I knew was I got a free tee shirt and I got pizza, 
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and I got to give people water.  So I would do that with her on Saturday 

morning. So I knew kind of like what this running world was about. I 

would volunteer for the Torrence, but that’s all I knew as a kid, that’s all I 

knew. I didn’t know what it was all about. 

I did pretty well in school. I learned how to play the game of 

school very early on, because when I was in 5th grade, my neighborhood 

school combined with the school from across town, with like the Gifted 

and Talented kids. So I became friends with them and I would go to their 

house and I saw that they lived very differently than we lived and I was 

like, ‘What the heck?’ Like, ‘Why do you get to live in this kind of house 

and I have to live you know in this kind of house?’ and so I made the 

connection early on that the only difference between their parents and my 

mom was that they had an education. So I was like ‘Aha.  That’s what I 

gotta get. I gotta get an education.’ So I also decided then at that time that 

I wanted to be a teacher, so because I knew I had to not only get my own 

education, but I had to tell other kids, ‘Look, this is the way out.’ 

College was hard.  It was a heck of a transition from what I knew 

in Bedrock, going from a high school that was 85 percent African-

American to a college that is four percent African-American. I didn’t feel 

like I belonged to my college community, even though I went there 

because I sensed some belonging. When I got there, it was like ‘Whoa, I 

don’t belong here. I got to learn how to talk.  I got to learn how to do 

this.’  Same with running. I felt like I had to learn a new language, ‘cause 

what I spoke coming from the inner city was not—what did we call it? 

Money English. <giggling> So I felt like I had to teach myself how to talk, 

so that I would be accepted in this new area, this community that I was in, 

and it was a hard transition, but I did well.    

So I ended up graduating as a math major. I don’t know what the 

stages are, magna cum laude, or cum laude or whatever. I don’t know.  I 

had a 3.6 overall at Middle State University and I was pretty proud of 

that, given where I came from. Somebody who was almost in elementary 
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school labeled as a special education, as learning disabled in math.  In 

like 3rd or 4th grade I was one of those pull-out kids that everybody else 

got ready to do math, but then the lady came to the room to get the four or 

five kids who couldn’t do what everybody else was doing. So that’s what I 

was in 3rd and 4th grade, but something kind of clicked and I was able to, 

by 5th grade, be on level in math, and then by 7th or 8th grade I was 

above level in math.  

My whole life I feel like has been trying to do things that people 

otherwise told me I couldn’t do. I felt like they were telling me I couldn’t 

do regular math, and so I kicked it into gear and was like, ‘I’m gonna 

show you.’ I felt like, you know especially I remember crying in the middle 

of my 11th grade civics class and we’re talking about statistics of various 

populations across the United States, and they started telling us like the 

statistics, the number of people who end up in you know jail or teen 

pregnancy and all of these things, if you have x, y and z in your 

background. So all of the things they started naming, you know African-

American, raised on welfare, blah blah blah, like ‘This is how you turn 

out,’ and I remember I started to cry in Mr. R’s class.  I was like, ‘That 

will not be me!’ <giggling> Everybody was like ‘Okay.’ But so my whole 

life has been about doing things that either other people didn’t think I 

would do. Like integrating myself into communities that forever I didn’t 

feel like I belonged to.  

 

Melissa was motivated to start running in part because of weight, and a family 

history of health issues. Her frustration that her family did not take more responsibility 

over their chronic health problems was coupled with her desire to have a slimmer 

physique—especially in light of her anxiety about the difficulties she may face in 

attaining a smaller figure one once she hit 40—to drive her to do the “easiest thing”: run. 
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 Melissa says she didn’t really like running until she joined a group. When she 

started out in a popular running group in town, she was one of three black women in the 

group. She later became active in BGR, and wanted to prove that she and other black 

women belong in the running community:  

I was running by myself on Tuesday nights.  On Tuesday night, I 

actually have my daughters with me and we were at Eagle Island and I 

was like, ‘Okay, come on, you guys.  We’re gonna run one time around.’  I 

know one time around is a mile and a half, and my girls were, I want to 

say, like 8 and 12 or 8 and 13, something like that.  Like, ‘You guys can 

run one time around,’ you know.  So on our first time round, the girls quit 

on me, <giggling> but it’s okay.  They quit and they started walking, so 

they were behind me, but I came around the first time and then I saw this 

woman and her two children playing on the playground and she waved at 

me and said hi. Like ‘Hi,’ and she was like ‘You look good.’  ‘Okay.  Who 

are you, stranger?’  So then I dropped my girls off at the playground and 

then I ran another loop and came back around to pick them up and she 

said hi and came up and introduced herself and it was Brandy. And so at 

that time, I was like, ‘Wait a minute.  You look familiar.’  So this was, oh 

gosh, three years ago or so, and I recognized her from college because I 

was her Math TA her freshman year, my senior year. And so she started 

telling me about all these races she had run, all these things she had done, 

and I was like, ‘That’s pretty cool,’ and so that’s when she introduced me 

to BGR. She’s actually responsible for Lychant having a Chapter.  So 

she’s like the Founder of BGR Lychant, and so I started running with 

them, and then our local Ambassador stepped down and they needed 

somebody to fill in and so that’s when I filled in as a co-ambassador for 

BGR for about a year. So I stepped down from my post because of grad 

school, ‘cause I knew I was gonna be too busy to do it justice, but I’m still 

connected with the women. 
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That whole, the feeling of community and belonging and showing 

that ‘We have a place here too,’ I totally got that and was empowered with 

regards to that by BGR. Some of the most encouraging women you will 

ever meet on the planet, just encouraging and supportive, and wanting to 

be better. And so we would do different things. We’d run, walk together 

once or twice a week, and I saw women and was encouraged by these 

women to do things that I didn’t think I would do, and I saw women do 

things that they never thought they would do, go from not being able to 

run a mile and a half to running a marathon, and that was incredible to 

see and witness and be a part of. It was very powerful to see so many 

women changing their lives and supporting each other in that way. That’s 

primarily, like that’s the overarching theme of my involvement in BGR, 

but even introducing me to other things, like yoga and spinning and other 

things that you know round out your physical health and not just pounding 

the pavement all the time.  So that’s pretty much been the overarching 

thing, just supportive women doing their best to help each other.   

There were three of us African-American women in the Finish 

Liners 10 out of you know 100, 150 people showing up every week, and I 

was like ‘I’m gonna show that I belong here too,’ and it wasn’t like in a 

negative way, like they were against me or anything.  It was just like, ‘We 

have a place here too.’  So that, yeah, that’s been my whole life, 

essentially. 

 

 While Melissa does speak to the personal health benefits she gains from running, 

much of her narrative was focused on proving others wrong and challenging dominant 

narratives about black women by showing that “we have a place here too.” The way she 

talks about this is similar to DuBois, as she not only acknowledges that education is the 

way to self-improvement, but by becoming more educated she could become a teacher 

                                                           
10 The Finish Liners is a popular predominantly white running group in Lychant.  
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and role model for black children to show them that schooling is the “way out” (Morris 

2015). This notion carries over to her running, as she sees herself as paving the way for 

other black women and uplifting the black community by getting other black women 

involved in BGR.  

Andrea: “We need to run.” 

 Andrea, who we also met in Chapter 4, is a 45-year-old single mother of a teenage 

daughter and state government employee. She is currently active in BGR and another 

group that she started several years ago for black women who run recreationally. Andrea 

spoke extensively about her frustration with the black community and what she describes 

as its “materialistic” attitude, as well as societal expectations for women to attain a 

particular standard of white beauty: 

I get frustrated with our community and sometimes I do think that 

the black community focuses on materialism and, in my opinion, it’s B.S. 

more so than thinking about your overall health.  Like one of the things 

that frustrates me sometimes is that we’ll buy into a gimmick of something.  

Like you know everybody was training with these waist trainers, and it’s 

like, ‘Okay, you’re 325 pounds, but you want an hourglass figure and you 

think that this waist trainer is going to stimulate something.’  You know 

what I mean?’ And it’s sort of like, ‘Well if you put on this waist trainer, 

you put on this dress, you get your hair done, do you feel good?  Because 

that’s what it should be about.’ I don’t necessarily mind a little roll, if I 

feel good.  

Why is Maria Sharapova the picture of beauty and her body type is 

the picture of beauty, but Serena isn’t? Yeah, she’s a beast or a monster, 

or she has this big monstrous butt that’s gonna kill somebody, and it’s 

like, it is crazy, and it’s beyond racist.  It’s hurtful. 
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Andrea believed that black women needed more opportunities to run together and 

support one another, which is why she started her own group for black women who run 

prior to hearing about BGR. Andrea’s group emulated Anderson’s “imagined 

community,” as it had more than 70 black women from all over the country connected on 

social media, many of whom never met in person. On the local level, women of other 

races joined and they met face-to-face to run together every Saturday for about three 

years. Andrea eventually discovered BGR and started participating in their Facebook 

group and going on runs with them.  

It was like, ‘We need to run,’ and so I started a Facebook group 

called Jog Sister Jog. Yeah, and then around the same time, I had found 

out about Black Girls Run!  and there was a  Black Girls Run! group near 

me, and so we would meet. Like we would commit to running on our own 

or meeting up in our small groups around town two or three days a week. 

We would meet on the trail, or we would meet in our neighborhoods and 

we would run and then we would report in. We would report in what we 

ate, how we were handling our workweeks and stuff, who all was coming 

this Saturday, where we were gonna meet, and we found out about  Black 

Girls Run!.  I joined that group, but I also had my own little Jog Sister Jog 

group here and we met up every Saturday for about three years. Different 

people would come in and out of our group for different reasons, and 

some of the women I knew before and then some I didn’t. We had one 

lady, I remember, she and I are friends now, but her husband was in a 

coma for like three months and she would come out just so she could have 

a break from the hospital, and she would come sometimes and she’d be 

like, ‘Girl, y’all, I need this, I need this. Let’s just go,’ you know, but yeah. 

Jog Sister Jog, initially it was just black women. I had about 73 

black women in that group from all over the country. It was great, but you 

know as you run and you make friends, and people from different 
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communities, you know I had Asian, Hispanic women in my group, and 

then I had another one of my girlfriends, it kind of hurt my feelings 

because she was like, ‘Andrea, I thought Run Sister Run was just for black 

women and so I didn’t want to infringe,’ and I’m like ‘Leia, hell no.  Come 

on, girl. You’re a sister.’ 

 

Andrea emphasized black women’s “need to run” in light of widespread health 

issues and what she described as pervasive, unrealistic expectations about attaining a 

slimmer figure. Like Booker T. Washington, Andrea believed in the importance of taking 

part in particular activities for the purpose of uplifting her race and improving the well-

being of the black community. BGR was a way to bring women together for the purpose 

of racial uplift and proving to others that they can run too.  

For both Melissa and Andrea, leading and participating in black women’s running 

groups was their way of proving people wrong and contributing to a greater purpose of 

breaking barriers and challenging stereotypes about black women. They saw their roles as 

inspiring others and improving the lives of black women. In Andrea’s case, she 

emphasized how it was important to include women of all races, which speaks to a desire 

to fend off stereotypes that paint black women as ‘others’ and in opposition to physical 

activity. On the contrary, they are part of the group and inclusive of anyone else who 

wants to participate.  

Escape from Racial Token Status 

 

Racial tokenism is a salient part of middle-class blacks’ day-to-day lives. Kanter 

(1977) describes tokens as some of the “only ones” in a particular group, or what she 

calls “solos” as they are the only ones present in a social situation. Middle-class blacks 
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often find themselves as the only person of color in professional and privileged social 

spaces. Being a token in a group can lead to heightened visibility and feelings of isolation 

(Wingfield 2010). Most of the leadership roles in white-collar workplaces are assumed by 

white males (Nye and Simonetta 1996), making black women’s positions in these work 

environments potentially more stressful and precarious given their dual-minority status.  

Many of the experiences of middle-class blacks are colored by the fact that they come 

into contact with whites more often than less privileged blacks. In 1979, Willie wrote that 

“the significance of race is increasing...especially for middle class blacks who, because of 

school desegregation and affirmative action and other integration programs, are coming 

into direct contact with whites for the first time for extended interaction” (p. 157). Into 

the 21st century, middle-class blacks still have more extensive contact with whites than 

lower-class blacks. This contact is not always beneficial. Smith, Allen and Danley (2007) 

coined the term “racial battle fatigue” to describe “the physiological and psychological 

strain exacted on racially marginalized groups and the amount of energy lost dedicated to 

coping with racial microaggressions and racism” (pg. 555). Racial battle fatigue can 

cause emotional and physical strain on people of color in predominantly white 

institutions.  

Racial tokenism is important to examine, particularly because of its health-related 

implications. Tokenism and social rejection experienced by members of the black middle 

class in predominantly white workplaces could result in mental health issues, as social 

mobility is arguably “a double-edged sword” for middle-class blacks who have worked 

their way up in white-collar jobs but “continue to face racist attitudes in their 

workplaces” (Jackson and Stewart 2003, p. 444).  
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Black women face a “double jeopardy”—encountering both racial and gender 

discrimination, particularly in the workplace— that has profound effects on overall 

physical health (James 1994; Ferraro and Farmer 1996; Geronimus 2001). Some poor 

health outcomes are due in part to having a significantly larger burden of allostatic load— 

wear and tear on the body due to cumulative stress—compared to either black men or 

white women, regardless of social class (Geronimus 1992; Geronimus et al. 2006). One 

physical health disparity that arises as a consequence is disproportionate infant mortality 

among black women across all income levels. Babies born to black middle-class mothers 

with high levels of education are more likely to die before their first birthday than babies 

born to poor white mothers with less than a high school education, which some argue can 

be attributed to the lifelong stress of being black in the United States (Washburn 2011).  

Jackson and Stewart (2003) argue that being a “token” in a predominantly white, 

professional workplace includes three dimensions: (1) pressure to perform well because 

of elevated visibility; (2) feelings of isolation from being the “only one”; and (3) 

experiences of self-distortion when the dominant group pigeonholes the tokened 

individual into particular roles in the workplace (p. 446). The Stress Process Model 

contends that the two main mediating resources associated with the stress process are: (1) 

social ties and integration; and (2) appraisals and coping (Pearlin et al. 1981). Given the 

feelings of isolation—a lack of social ties and integration—and appraising the situation as 

feeling like the “only one,” dealing with the stress of being a racial token can be taxing. 

On the flipside, finding social spaces where middle-class blacks’ can feel more socially 

integrated can be beneficial for stress relief and mental health.   
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In this section, we revisit Brandy meet and Mia, who highlight the role that BGR 

plays in giving middle-class women a break from being a racial token in predominantly 

white spaces.  

Brandy: “I’m like a chocolate chip in a sea of milk.” 

Brandy, who we met in Chapter 3, was one of the founding members of the BGR 

chapter in her town. The 35-year-old also works as a running coach for one of the local 

running stores. She was accustomed to being the only black woman at races and the only 

person of color when she had coaching engagements. Brandy said joining BGR was 

“awesome” and she inspired women of different races (not just blacks) to start running, 

and to run distances they never had before. She emphasized how important it is to see 

people that look like you running in light of the whiteness of the sport. 

 So I started running or training for my first 25k and I’m running 

around the city and I’m not seeing anybody like me run, you know, and I 

don’t even know how I stumbled upon Black Girls Run! but I found the 

website and I bought a Black Girls Run! T-shirt. I thought, ‘There are 

other women that do the same thing that I do,’ or trying to do, you know. 

I’m trying to run.  I didn’t really consider myself a runner at that point. I 

hadn’t done that 25k yet. 

 And so I bought the T-shirt and I got my T-shirt like the day before 

my first 25k. Even though you’re not supposed to try wearing anything 

new at a race, I’m wearing this.  So I got to the 25k, and there’s a picture 

that my husband took of me and it’s me in a Black Girls Run! shirt, and 

I’m in this sea of runners and it’s like, I’m like a chocolate chip in a sea of 

milk. And it was just kind of like a metaphor for what basically it’s been 

like for me. 

 So being a part of Black Girls Run!, and on their Facebook page, 

and seeing that there’s other women that kind of do the same thing, it’s 
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been really awesome for me personally, especially when I was first 

starting out running. It’s gotten better, but at my trail runs, I’ve been the 

only one. At the ultra races, I’ve been the only one too. And then I realized 

when I trained for my first marathon, it was the same type of thing and I 

realized that I did not know any black women personally who had ever 

done a marathon before, but I never really kind of thought about that, 

‘cause you know I’m used to being a black face in a white space, you 

know. So it was an interesting realization, you know what I mean? 

 What I love most about Black Girls Run! is it’s a sisterhood and 

we open it to everybody, ‘cause I have my best friend Shania, who is 

white. She’s part of it. We have Gia, who’s Puerto Rican, and we have 

Anna, and she is Korean. So we open arms to everyone, but I think what I 

love most about Black Girls Run! is I think sometimes it just takes seeing 

someone that looks like you. 

 Not only that, but it also takes someone who says, even just one 

person, even as an adult, that says, ‘You know what?  I think I see 

something in you, and I think you can do it.’ Gia had never really ran 

before. She did a 5K. I don’t know how I convinced her to do the first half 

[marathon].  So she did the first half, and I said, ‘You know, Gia, I really 

think that you can do a full [marathon].’  She just did her first full a 

couple of years ago. 

 

Brandy highlights how BGR gave her a break from social tokenism in the running 

community and how important it was for her to see someone who “looks like you” in 

order to see yourself as a runner and pursue the activity with confidence. As such, her 

narration shows how BGR is a minority culture of mobility. BGR creates an informal 

space within formalized running races that allows Brandy and others to congregate with 

other middle-class women of color in a way that she does not often get to in her day-to-

day life.   
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Mia: “I would’ve never met these folks.” 

Mia, who we also met in Chapter 3, grew up in a college town about an hour from 

where she lives now with her parents and two brothers in a predominantly white, middle-

class neighborhood. The 51-year-old has experienced racial tokenism for much of her life 

in both the schools she attended and her living environments. She was one of three black 

students at her elementary school, and there were only a few more once she was in 

middle and high school. It wasn’t until Mia was an adult that recreational sports, 

particularly running, became an important part of her life and daily routines. She was one 

of the original members of the BGR chapter in her hometown. Mia said that participating 

in BGR and other black running groups gave her the “only opportunity” to meet other 

middle-class blacks she would not have met otherwise, and allowed her a break from 

tokenism in her social activities. 

I was one of the initial three people that started BGR in Lychant.  

My friend started it and then Jeanette and I were like, ‘Okay, well let’s 

go,’ and it’s slowly grown a little bit and sometimes we have a big group.  

Sometimes it’s a little group. I try to run with them, but just because of 

Tri[athlon] training, I don't always get to ‘cause you know they’re 

running on this day, ‘Well sorry, I gotta swim. I’d rather go bike,’ and/or 

it’s a rest day, but I’ve been there since the beginning. 

Running has opened so many doors for me. In addition to BGR, 

there’s National Black Marathoners, Black Runners’ Connection, Black 

Greek Running Nation, Black Girls Rock 50 States. You know there’s just 

so many groups.  There’s International Association of Black Triathletes, 

Gifted Runners, I mean there’s just so many, and I travel for races and 

you start seeing some of the same people and you’re all friends.  So it’s 

opened a whole new avenue, and I like to travel, so I’m killing two birds 

with one stone. So it’s good.  
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I would’ve never met these folks, if it was not for social media.  I 

would not have gone to Spokane, Washington to meet up with 123 of my 

nearest and dearest new running friends, my new running family. You get 

out there, and when you meet somebody, it’s like ‘Okay, yeah.  I’ve seen 

your name on the page,’ or ‘Are we Facebook friends?’  And to see young 

people, old people, so I mean it’s like without social media, I never 

would’ve met these folks, ‘cause they’re all over the country. 

 

During Mia’s childhood, she was often the “only one” in her predominantly white 

schools and activities. In adulthood, she experienced racial tokenism similarly in her 

work environments. It was not until she got involved in BGR and other black women’s 

running groups that she had outlets for an escape from being the only black person in 

social settings. For Mia, the ‘imagined community’ of BGR has opened doors for her to 

meet “likeminded folks” she could relate to all over the country that she may not have 

met otherwise.  

 BGR’s imagined communities that are easily accessible online and the face-to-

face running groups in my narrators’ neighborhoods exemplify minority cultures of 

mobility. Just as Neckerman, Carter, and Lee (1999) argue that middle-class blacks’ 

minority cultures of mobility “differ from the cultures both of the white middle class and 

of the black lower or working classes” by coming about “in response to distinctive 

problems that middle-class and upwardly mobile minorities face” (p. 950), BGR provides 

middle-class black women with a break from the problems associated with being a 

“chocolate chip” in a sea of white runners, as well as the opportunity to not be the “only 

one” in social settings.  
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Creating a Community 

 

Many of the women in the study had a desire to have a distinct community of 

other black women with similar interests, viewpoints and life experiences. This stemmed 

from the racial token status middle-class blacks tend to experience in day-to-day life.  

In this section, the narratives of Pam and Diana are illustrative of how these women used 

BGR to be a part of a diverse community. Sometimes the type of community my 

narrators emphasized was akin to an imagined community (Anderson 2006)—BGR’s 

online sphere that connected people from all over the country. However, it was more 

frequent that the women spoke about the face-to-face local chapters of BGR that 

provided the sense of community they desired. In particular, BGR was an important 

community for those who struggled with body image anxieties stemming from white 

beauty standards. 

Pam: “When we get together, it’s not just about running.” 

Pam, a 38-year-old elementary school teacher, was adopted by her foster parents 

when she was seven years old. She is biracial, and her adoptive parents are white. I met 

Pam for our first interview at a sandwich shop near her home. I arrived about ten minutes 

early, and she was eagerly waiting at the door for me with a smile. She was about 5’8,” 

125 pounds, and wearing a college track jacket with jeans. She had frizzy dark blonde 

hair she wore naturally in a ponytail.  

She was exceptionally successful athletically. Pam started running from a young 

age in part because her dad was a track coach. She ran on school cross country teams all 

through her childhood, and then received an athletic scholarship to continue competing in 

college. Now, Pam sees running as her time to unplug. She has done many races ranging 
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from 5ks to full marathons and typically races to win or beat her time rather than just to 

finish. 

One day, Pam ran into a friend at a running event who happened to be a member 

of BGR. Pam had heard of the organization before but did not know that there was a 

chapter in her hometown. She started going to their group runs and enjoyed it because her 

whole life she had been the only black woman running on the cross country team, so this 

gave her a sense of community she yearned for. Pam’s struggles with a lifelong eating 

disorder and body image insecurity were lessened in part by belonging to a running 

community of black women with diverse body types. This was in sharp contrast to the 

teams of mostly thin white women she was accustomed to. 

When I was in high school and in college, I was the only minority 

kid that ran distance.  You always see them on the track team, but you 

never see them on the cross country team, and that was disconcerting to 

me ‘cause I’m like, ‘Some of the best distance runners in this world are 

from Kenya.  Where are they all?  I don’t get it. Why is it only there?’   

 When we [from Black Girls Run!] get together, it’s not just about 

running.  We start running and open up about what’s going on in our lives 

and then by the time you get done, you’re like, ‘Oh I just ran six miles,’ 

and you know we feel better, not because we solved anybody’s problem; 

just because you’re out and you’re doing something and I think that’s 

huge.  

 When I ran a marathon a month ago, the first thing I thought of 

wasn’t, ‘Wow.  This is a really great time.’ When I saw my old teammates, 

the first thing I thought of was, ‘My body used to look like that.’  You 

really have to tell yourself, ‘You’re doing this for you.  You’re not doing 

this for somebody else,’ and I think that’s where Black Girls Run! comes 

in. You kind of need that re-grounding to be like, ‘It’s okay, because we’re 

all different and it’s okay to be different,’ and I think with social media, 
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we’ve lost that, ‘cause we’re all trying to be the same.  We’re all trying to 

fit a mold of some sort, whether it be the mold of the top athlete, student, 

or parent.  You just can’t do it all.  

When Black Girls Run! shows up and I’m around them I’m like, 

‘Oh, sweet,’ you know, and you feel really good about yourself because we 

have girls that are a size 24, and we have girls that are a size 4, and that’s 

pretty awesome. But they weren’t around when I was running in high 

school and college. 

 

Pam highlights how being in predominantly white running collectives since 

childhood made her feel insecure about her body, which carried on into her adult life. 

Having been adopted by a white family, she never belonged to a community of people 

that looked like her. Now that she is a member of BGR, she has a sense belonging with 

women she can better relate to with diverse body types.  

Diana: “They just embrace you.” 

Diana, a 40-year-old state government employee, grew up with her middle-class 

parents, brother, sister, and a cousin whom her parents adopted. A turning point in her 

childhood happened when her father was diagnosed with diabetes and it changed her 

whole family’s eating habits. She says her mom did not have time to take care of herself 

raising children and working so she gained weight when Diana was young, but has since 

had weight loss surgery and is more health conscious now. Her father and brother have 

always been thin, but her sister takes after her mom and is more heavyset. Describing 

herself, she says she is the only one who is “crazy” with the exercise—she says she was 

always thin but then at age 25 started to “get curves.” Today, Diana still struggles with 

body image, especially with what she sees in the media. 
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My mom didn’t exercise because she was a caregiver for the three 

of us, and then trying to make sure that my dad had a square meal on the 

table. You know our world kind of changed when my dad was diagnosed 

with diabetes because we never really ate a square meal [before he was 

diagnosed]. We had meals, but not like what the nutritional table tells you 

you’re supposed to have, as far as the vegetables and the starch and the 

meat and whatever, and so it was challenging because she [my mother] 

had to change. [Before that it was] junk.  Whatever she could find, ‘cause 

you know we’ve gone to school all day. She’s worked all day. Whatever 

she could whip together really quick: pasta, and there might not be 

vegetables on the plate.  Kool-Aid and maybe—and maybe not regular 

water, you know, whereas once he was diagnosed with diabetes, it was, 

‘Let’s diminish the amount of sugar on the table.  Let’s incorporate some 

vegetables.’ 

When I was younger, I was really, really skinny. People had, you 

know, they called me “Olive Oil,” or “Skinny Minnie.” Once I turned 

about 25, all of a sudden I have hips and now my thighs are a little bigger, 

and not anything I did in the gym wasn’t stopping it, you know what I 

mean? It’s like you’re lifting weights, your legs are going to be bulkier.  

So now it’s kind of opposite where it’s someone that hasn’t seen me in a 

while, they’re like ‘Oh my god, look at her!  Look at you!  You look at the 

magazines, the magazines don’t look anything like what we see when we 

look in the mirror. There’s that thigh gap. So I mean there’s definitely a 

little self-consciousness that you know goes on when I see myself in the 

mirror.  Dysmorphia, is that how you say it? I definitely have a little bit of 

that going on when I see myself, and I’m like, ‘Wow. I’m fat,’ or whatever, 

and you know depending on if I say it in front of someone, my girlfriends 

or whatever, they’re like, ‘You’re not really seeing what everybody else 

sees.’ I don’t know how we overcome it, though ‘cause society is still 

putting it on TV and on the news and in the magazines everywhere. But it 

doesn’t fit us, like black women. Nowhere near it. 
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At the time of the interview, Diana appeared to be about 5’7” and 140 pounds, 

with a physique that most would describe as athletic and trim—but out of all of the 

women in my study, she was one of the most insecure about her body. She started 

working out in her 20s because she did not want to gain weight like most of the other 

women around her—especially her mother. She decided to start running to train for a 5k. 

After doing 5k races for a while, she could not get past doing three miles. Someone told 

her about BGR so she joined the Facebook page but did not go to any events for a year. 

Eventually she started going and loved the camaraderie so much that she became a leader 

for her local chapter. Diana said BGR is not like any other group she has ever been in 

because it is so supportive and empowering. 

So I’ve kind of always looked at the women around and I didn’t 

want that to be me.  So pretty much early on, in my early 20s—20, 21—I 

started working out. Lifting, a little cardio, not much, and then eventually 

I decided I wanted to try and run longer distance, to do at least a 5K. So I 

would just run around the neighborhood. I lived in downtown Lychant and 

I would run around the freeway. I didn’t know how long it was, but ‘I’m 

gonna run around this loop, you know around the freeway, and issue 

challenges to like my sister or whatever, ‘cause you look at, at least in my 

case, I looked at my mom and I look at pictures from when we were born 

to what she was at that point and I’m like, ‘Yeah, she can’t blame that on 

us. You know that weight gain isn’t us, ‘cause after you had us, you were 

skinny.’ But I think what happens is when you have a family, you sort of 

lose yourself and it starts becoming about everybody else and not yourself, 

so I never wanted that, so I just started running.  

I was doing the 5Ks on my own for years, and I could never get 

past that three-mile marker, and then somebody told me about the Black 

Girls Run! group and how there was a branch here.  I didn’t know 

anything about it, and then I kind of joined the Facebook page for a year 
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and just kind of watched some, and then one day I went because I didn’t 

really know anybody that was actively in the group, so I didn’t feel 

comfortable going for a while, but then I went and now I’m an 

Ambassador. <giggling> I mean it’s been nonstop ever since. An 

Ambassador is basically someone that organizes the run, tries to 

encourage and motivate other women within the group, just kind of keeps 

everybody moving and grooving, and our Ambassador was stepping down 

this summer and we needed somebody to take her place, and so Barb and I 

I actually kind of were talking about it one day on a run, and I was like, ‘If 

you’re gonna do it with me, then I’ll do it,’ ‘cause I didn’t want all the 

responsibility on myself, ‘cause it looked like it was time-consuming, but 

it’s really not, ‘cause it’s what you’re already doing already, as far as like 

going out and running.  The only difference is, now I have the motivation 

piece that I have to add in there. But pretty much you already do that 

anyway. When you’re out on the pavement running on somebody and 

they’re lagging behind, you kind of slow up and you go get them, ‘cause 

our whole thing is “No Woman Left Behind.” It’s just the women and their 

goals that they set.  The camaraderie is like none other.  I mean I’ve 

never—I’ve been a part of a couple of different women’s groups and it’s 

catty and you know the typical women behavior, but this is truly about 

inspiring and helping each other, whether or not you want to do your first 

5K or if you just want to learn to run/walk, that you’re a walker.  

Everyone at any exercise level is welcome, and even though the title of 

Black Girls Run! is Black Girls Run!, it’s not limited to Black Girls Run! 

It’s all about women’s health, period, and I just love it because you walk 

in, you don’t know anybody, but they just embrace you. So yeah, just 

embrace you and just I’ve never experienced that in any other group. 

 

 Diana says that the camaraderie in BGR is “like none other,” and it has become an 

invaluable resource for feeling a sense of belonging in a running group and getting 
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motivation to continue running. She buys into the self-responsibility narrative regarding 

health and body image, which is present in both the way she talks about her mother and 

in the way she speaks about her role as an Ambassador for BGR. She implies that it is her 

mother’s fault for not taking some responsibility for her health and weight. Relatedly, 

Diana frames her actions as challenging the narrative that black women put others before 

themselves by casting herself in sharp contrast to her physically inactive mother who was 

always preoccupied with caring for her family. As an ambassador for BGR, she sees her 

role as motivating others to finish each run, continue working hard, and not fall too far 

behind. One of BGR’s mottos, “No Woman Left Behind,” encapsulates the 

organization’s desire to provide a sense of togetherness and community for women of 

various running ability levels, which Diana comes to appreciate.  

For both Pam and Diana, having a community of people who looked like them 

allowed them to focus less on their body image issues stemming from racial tokenism. 

They benefited from belonging to a group of like-minded women with diverse body types 

all pursuing similar running goals.   

CONCLUSION 

 The life course perspective aids in understanding the role of BGR in the lives of 

the women in my study. Social conditions, social relationships, and age are all relevant in 

interpreting how BGR remains a salient force for many black women who run. As was 

mentioned previously, we are living in a time when running is increasingly popular but 

continues to be predominantly white. BGR provides an outlet for black women who run 

to take part in the sport and get a break from racial tokenism while creating a community 

of others with similar backgrounds and experiences. Thus, it provided an opportunity to 



 

 

167 

 

cultivate more significant social relationships that aided in having enjoyable and fulfilling 

experiences as runners. In addition, even though starting to run early in the life course 

was common among those who had salient runner identities, belonging to BGR was one 

way that the women in my study who started running in their 40s and 50s were able to 

more easily integrate themselves into the running lifestyle.     

 A black feminist perspective’s emphasis on taking intersectional approaches to 

understanding black women’s lives was also important in analyzing BGR. BGR 

specifically focuses on helping black women improve health outcomes, and 

consequently, centers black women’s unique challenges and perspectives in its 

approaches to tackling health disparities. For example, previous research highlights how 

a lack of reference groups, leisure time, and neighborhood barriers prevent some black 

women from exercising. By providing community online—a more easily accessed, less 

time consuming way of connecting with others than in-person—BGR targets some of the 

obstacles to physical activity that may be more specific to middle-class black women. By 

running together on training runs, they also are able to provide reference groups for those 

that see them running through the neighborhood while simultaneously helping to keep 

one another safe by not running alone. Both my analysis and the organization itself bring 

black women’s experiences from the margins to the center in a way that is critical if the 

goal is to better understand black women’s experiences as runners.  

To conclude, I will revisit the questions I posed at the beginning of the chapter: 

Are middle-class black women driven in part to run and take part in BGR so that they can 

better relate to their white colleagues by assimilating as Booker T. Washington suggests? 

Or do the women in BGR align themselves with W.E.B. DuBois’ ideology, viewing 
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themselves as leading the charge in improving blacks’ health and social outcomes? In 

examining the narratives of the women in my study, some of their sentiments align more 

closely with DuBois as they frame themselves as part of the anointed—or self-

appointed—few that can inspire others to work toward improving the well-being of the 

black community. Others’ descriptions of BGR more closely support the beliefs of 

Washington. They emphasize that BGR allows them the opportunity to take part in a 

predominantly white activity, but in a multiracial setting that permits middle-class blacks 

to assimilate and uplift the race. In any case, the narratives of those in this chapter 

demonstrate the latent functions of BGR. As a minority culture of mobility, BGR helps 

middle-class blacks cope with the day-to-day stressors of being a racial token in majority 

white spaces—both on the running trails, in races, and more broadly in everyday 

activities. It gives them a chance to blend in with the crowd, be part of a community, and 

work toward more positive health outcomes for black women. Black running groups such 

as BGR can be fruitful for reasons that go beyond health, fitness, and leisure.  
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

 

In this study, I interviewed middle-class black women who run in order to better 

understand how they successfully integrated a health-promoting leisure activity into their 

daily routines. This was particularly important to explore given that black women have 

disproportionately high rates of chronic illness and disproportionately low rates of 

adequate physical activity. I found that scholarship on recreational running has previously 

overlooked latent functions that can give researchers insight into possible ways to make 

regular exercise more accessible to women of color.  

While most research on runners used survey data or structured interviewing 

methods, I used life story interviews to look at the totality of my narrators’ lives, unpack 

how running becomes part of a woman’s identity, and understand black women’s 

experiences in their own words. We are in an era of sharing that is conducive to women 

thinking about how to package their experiences into a coherent story. Due in part to 

shifts in the accessibility, speed, and platforms of modern media, individuals can craft 

public personal narratives via blogs and social media, while popular health magazines 

routinely highlight ordinary people’s fitness and weight loss journeys. This is something I 

was cognizant of as I listened to the 25 women in my study tell me about their lives. 

While some were uncomfortable at times, stumbling over their words and searching for 

the next thing to say, most appeared to have been waiting to share their pre-packaged 

running stories for a long time. Their life stories allowed me to think about health 

lifestyles and leisure time among middle-class black women in new ways, while at the 

same time giving them an opportunity to have their voices heard.  
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Using a black feminist approach, my study brought black women’s voices from 

“margin to center” (hooks 1984[2000]. I wanted to empower my participants to tell me 

their stories in a way that gave them some agency over the direction of the research. I 

viewed them as co-authors of the changing narratives that shape how we think about 

black women’s bodies and well-being. Thick description of the experiences of middle-

class black women in predominantly white leisure sports is sparsely explored in academic 

literature, and a black feminist perspective allowed me to take an explicitly intersectional 

approach that was necessary to understand how their intertwined social locations shaped 

their day-to-day lives as runners.  

The life course perspective complemented my study’s aims of examining 

pathways through social institutions, looking at age-graded life course patterns, analyzing 

how shifts in social relationships shaped running behaviors, and contextualizing my 

narrators’ lives against a broader social backdrop. In future analysis, I plan to further 

explore how life course dynamics can help sociologists better understand the timing of 

adopting and maintaining health lifestyles. 

Going into this study, I had two research questions: (1) What is the process of 

becoming a runner?; and (2) How do my participants narrate race, gender, and class as 

shaping the process of becoming runners, the development of a running identity, and the 

experience of being a runner? The three findings I focused on in this dissertation 

highlight some of my interpretations of the life story data I gathered. These 

interpretations can provide insight into possible answers to these questions and 

implications for future inquiry, and potential public policy solutions.  
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USING A CULTURAL FRAMEWORK TO UNDERSTAND HEALTH-PROMOTING 

ACTIVITIES 

  

For the women in this study, running had both manifest and latent functions. The 

overt health-promoting functions of running were a significant part of my narrators’ life 

stories: many of the women in my study spoke about how running helped them to lose 

weight, improve personal health, and relieve stress. Their stories confirmed previous 

research findings about the benefits of regular exercise—in essence, its manifest 

functions. Therefore, I focused my findings on those things not as widely researched or 

discussed. In my study, a more nuanced understanding of leisure activity was possible 

because I used the life story method. While survey data can tell us who, how many and 

even why, it is hard to get at processes of becoming from surveys. Given the chronic 

stressors that are detrimental to the well-being of middle-class black women, including 

tokenism in the workplace and lack of support in some family structures, exploring the 

utility of an activity that is growing in popularity among middle-class black women was 

important—particularly if it allows them to carve out a sense of empowerment and 

agency while improving personal health.  

A cultural framework shows how running can have latent implications for 

cultivating a middle-class black identity. The women in my study were able to use 

running as a cultural tool to bond with middle-class whites, create a sense of community 

among middle-class blacks, separate themselves from less privileged blacks, and promote 

intergenerational class privilege. Simultaneously, many of the women in my study talked 

about running in a way that indicated a desire for a lifestyle and body type that aligns 

with dominant middle-class ideals.  
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The health activities a person engages in are a part of her habitus (Bourdieu 

1984)— tastes, dispositions, and preferences for activities that are shaped by social 

location. Cockerham’s health lifestyle theory (1995; 2005) builds on this notion, linking 

health with components of Bourdieu’s cultural theory. Cockerham describes health 

lifestyles such as running as “pattern[s] of voluntary health behavior based on choices 

from options that are available to people according to their life situations” (1995, p. 90). 

Relatedly, the rituals Swidler (1986) described as part of one’s cultural toolkit are based 

on the options available to them, given their social location. Lacy (2007) adds to this 

framework a more specific and intersectional theory, looking at how race and class shape 

particular lifestyle choices, particularly for middle-class blacks.  

In order to better understand why some groups have better or worse health 

outcomes than others, researchers need to be as intersectional, specific, and in-depth as 

possible, looking at how health behaviors fit into the matrices and layers of life 

experience. Just as life story interviews, grounded in the life course perspective, rely on 

the premise that we cannot understand someone’s current life situation without looking at 

past life experiences, we cannot fully understand the meaning and motivations behind 

health behaviors until we understand the fullness of identities—the public identities, 

status-based identities, and race-based identities that make up everyone’s cultural 

toolkits—and the intersections of these identities over time and within different social 

contexts. By looking at individuals’ lives, we can generalize across themes that are 

applicable on the group-level. 
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE “RUNNER IDENTITY” 

 

My narrators’ ability to see themselves as runners significantly shaped whether or 

not running was framed more broadly as an integral part of their self-concept or more 

narrowly as an instrumental tool for achieving a specific goal. Those who were best able 

to see themselves as runners and have a thick runner identity oftentimes experienced a 

health-related turning point that spurred a lasting dedication to running. Many also felt a 

strong connection with black running communities and engaged in regimented routines. 

Starting their running careers early in the life course, being involved in running 

collectives, having supportive significant others, and being determined to reverse health 

issues was strongly tied to having a salient runner identity in adulthood. These women 

did not view running as an obligation or an instrumental role, but rather as a vital part of 

their lives and self-concept. 

Barriers to seeing oneself as a runner often related to not “looking like a runner” 

according to normative body type standards and/or being a racial token in predominantly 

white running communities. Those with thin runner identities had not fully embraced the 

running identity in part because they were not embedded in social networks with other 

black runners. Those with thin runner identities were also more likely to see running as 

an obligatory, instrumental part of their everyday routines rather than speaking about it 

more holistically as an invaluable part of their lives and self-concept. 

An important aspect of my narrators’ runner identities related to having other 

black women to run with. The life stories of those who were most successful at adopting 

a thick runner identity illustrated the importance of creating communities that can serve 

as a frame of reference and support for black women who feel like an outsider in a sport 
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where few others look like them. Whereas white recreational runners can find solidarity 

in being runners, many of the black women in my study could not. A more intersectional 

understanding of the runner identity that integrates a sense of empowered black 

sisterhood is beneficial in creating the runner in the black woman’s image, particularly 

given the two demoralizing narratives black women runners compete with on a daily 

basis: that they are unhealthy, and that they do not fit the dominant image of the 

successful recreational runner. Regarding successful, empowered sisterhood, hooks 

(1984) argues that 

women who are exploited and oppressed daily cannot afford to relinquish the 

belief that they exercise some other measure of control, however relative, over 

their lives. They cannot afford to see themselves solely as ‘victims’ because their 

survival depends on continued exercise of whatever personal powers they possess. 

It would be psychologically demoralizing for these women to bond with other 

women on the basis of shared victimization. They bond with other women on the 

basis of shared strengths and resources. This is the woman bonding feminist 

movement should encourage. It is this type of bonding that is the essence of 

Sisterhood. 

 

Groups such Black Girls Run! can provide opportunities for black women to 

envision running as a sport that is part of blackness and black identity, as opposed to 

conceptualizing runners as a white status group they are privy to as guest members. In 

black running groups, black women can focus more on empowerment and self-

improvement instead of dwelling on their token status in the sport.  

Stryker and Burke (1986) write that “the higher the salience of an identity relative 

to other identities incorporated into the self, the greater the probability of behavioral 

choices in accord with the expectations attached to that identity” (p. 286). Given that 

black women across all levels of income and education continue to be burdened with 

disproportionately poor health outcomes, examining health promotion through the lens of 
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identity—and understanding how some women are better able to have a more salient, 

thick runner identity—can help us to better implement interventions for diminishing 

barriers preventing routinized health lifestyles such as running.   

BLACK GIRLS RUN! 

 

Out of the 25 women who participated in my study, 15 of them talked about Black 

Girls Run! (BGR) in their narratives. All 15 women talked about BGR as a significant 

part of their running experiences and routines. Based on their narratives, I argue that 

BGR is a “minority culture of mobility” that provides social space for coping with the 

difficulties associated with navigating predominantly white spaces. In this case, BGR was 

an opportunity for more than half of the women in my study to participate in a 

predominantly white sport with a more relatable reference group.   

Through my analysis, connections are made evident between the black middle-

class toolkit (Lacy 2007) and minority cultures of mobility (Neckerman, Carter, and Lee 

1999). Both the black middle-class toolkit and minority cultures of mobility address 

problems that are distinctive to middle-class blacks. Middle-class blacks must move with 

ease between predominantly white spaces, predominantly black spaces, and social spaces 

with lower-class blacks, middle-class blacks, and middle-class whites. The strategies 

embedded in the black middle-class toolkit enable middle-class blacks to fluidly fit in 

within these disparate spaces. Meanwhile, taking part in minority cultures of mobility 

aligns with the aim of the toolkit’s race-based identity, aiding in building a sense of 

camaraderie with other middle-class blacks and maintaining distinctly black social 

spaces. Running serves as both a cultural tool for connecting with others and a means for 

creating black collectivities among those with a common interest.  
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BGR serves latent functions that go beyond the organization’s stated manifest 

function of encouraging the adoption of a health-promoting activity. I argue that BGR 

facilitates efforts in racial uplift, provides an outlet for evading racial tokenism, and gives 

middle-class black women a unique sense of like-minded community. By centering 

health issues that are common among black women and emphasizing BGR as a safe 

space for black women, BGR has a black feminist ideology that builds on the tenets of 

“lifting as we climb” by re-defining what it means to be a black woman. 

In terms of racial uplift, the term is used in both DuBois’ talented tenth ideology, 

emphasizing select individuals’ success as a means for widespread racial uplift as well as 

Washington’s idea that blacks should assimilate with the dominant group by taking part 

in activities that can improve the overall status of blacks. While some of my narrators 

implicitly framed themselves as part of the talented tenth—they had the educational, 

economic, and leisure-time privileges to pave the way and serve as role models for less 

privileged members of the black community—others had a more assimilationist tone, 

speaking about how they ran in order to relate to white colleagues. This relates to using 

running as a part of a black middle-class toolkit: running allowed them to distinguish 

themselves from less privileged blacks, while assimilating into a predominantly white 

activity allowed them to connect with their white peers.  

However, framing recreational running as a form of assimilation sparks an 

important question: Were the women in my study “acting white” by running? For the 

women who framed running as a way to relate to their white peers, their stories could be 

interpreted as choosing to run in order to fit into “white middle-class culture.”  However, 

interpreting this as a way of “acting white” is problematic because it reinforces the 
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dominant narrative that many of my participants were speaking against in their narratives: 

running is a white sport. By framing running as acting white, the implication is that 

engaging in middle-class activities is acting white. This fails to acknowledge that many 

middle-class blacks have comparable educational and economic success to middle-class 

whites—a problematic sentiment that reifies the misconception that the black community 

is more homogenous than it actually is.   

On the flipside, could assimilating into the middle-class cult of health, as 

Bourdieu (1984) calls it, lead to progress in the form of improved health outcomes among 

blacks? Of the women who talked about running as a way to connect with their white 

colleagues, most of them had a thin runner identity. They started running in part to relate 

with white peers, rather than running for more holistic reasons, which precluded them 

from seeing themselves as successful recreational runners. This suggests that perhaps 

thinking about running as a way to assimilate across racial lines is not the most helpful 

narrative when thinking about blacks’ integration into recreational running culture.  

CONSIDERATIONS FOR FUTURE ANALYSIS 

 

In my future analyses, more consideration can be given to age and life course-

related influences on the timing and success of adopting running as an identity and health 

lifestyle. In particular, the ways in which the institutionalized life course has shifted over 

time spurred points of difference between my participants of different age groups. For 

example, while many of the women in their 40s and 50s had children in their early 20s, 

my participants who were currently in their 20s were most often in graduate school or 

early in their careers, single, and not yet thinking about motherhood. It is these types of 



 

 

178 

 

cohort effects and changes in life course norms that can affect health behaviors and 

lifestyle choices.  

Relatedly, most of the women in their 20s and the women in their 40s and 50s did 

not start running until recently. For the latter group, this could be in part because they 

were too busy with motherhood in their 20s to start running at that time. However, it 

more likely relates to social context: recreational running was not as popular 20-30 years 

ago.  

As Dannefer and Daub (2009) point out, “although male and female biographies 

are assumed to follow the same time-tables, the reality is that female life course patterns 

are importantly and often unpredictably shaped by a more complex array of work and 

family factors” (p. 22). I would like to further unpack these life course dynamics in future 

research—especially those that relate to the interconnectedness of work, family, and 

leisure time. 

The role of social relationships on running routines should also be further 

explored in future analysis. Several of the women in my study touched on the important 

roles of their children, partners, and parents in their development as runners. For some, 

running with their parents early in the life course paved the way for later life running 

routines. For others such as Brandy, whose husband was deployed to Iraq, a shift in the 

normal state of their relationship was the impetus for running. This was also true for 

Jeanette, whose divorce—and complete disruption in the normal state of her 

relationship—led to her pursuing running. The ways in which some of the women in the 

study were able to integrate their children into their running routines should not only be 

understood within the black middle-class toolkit framework as a way of spurring 
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intergenerational class privilege, but also has important implications for understanding 

how we can get children exercising early in the life course in order to lay the foundation 

for later life health-promoting routines.   

IMPLICATIONS FOR PUBLIC POLICY 

The implications of my study go beyond thinking about running as a leisure 

activity or a way for middle-class black women to find a sense of community with others. 

It is a more pressing matter: studying the accessibility of health-promoting behaviors is a 

matter of life or death. According to the CDC, a black woman is 22 percent more likely 

to die from heart disease than a white woman. All the more dire: black women are 243 

percent more likely to die from pregnancy or childbirth-related causes than white women 

(CDC 2017), and middle-class black women are not excluded from these glaring 

inequities. Popular media has begun to put faces on these statistics: Erica Garner, the 27-

year-old daughter of the late Eric Garner, was recently featured on national news after 

she died of a heart attack (e.g., Rosenberg 2017; Wang 2017). Shalon Irving, a 36-year-

old black woman with a PhD in sociology, was featured on NPR after dying during 

childbirth (Martin 2017). These are only a couple of the stories that have caught 

reporters’ eyes.  

It is easy to read about Erica and Shalon and feel momentarily sad. It is difficult 

to challenge ourselves to think about new ways we can address health inequality in the 

United States, given that despite our growing awareness of startling statistics and tragic 

stories, inequalities persist. As sociologists, we should feel obligated to work toward 

approaching social problems from new angles and suggesting creative solutions. My hope 
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is that by taking an in-depth look at individuals’ life stories, we can work toward more 

detail-oriented, population-level solutions.  

My findings elucidate possible areas of focus for public policy aimed at 

improving the health and well-being of black women. First, it is advantageous for 

government agencies to focus their attention on supporting organizations for girls of color 

to begin exercising early on in the life course. Several of the women in my study were 

instilled with the importance of physical activity—and the belief that they were capable 

of engaging in it—from an early age. There are a few non-profit organizations that exist 

in order to support girls in running (e.g., Girls on the Run; Girls with Sole), but more can 

be done to support these groups and make them more accessible. This is particularly 

important for girls who do not come from families where exercise is the norm, and those 

who live in neighborhoods without safe spaces to run and play outside. The life stories of 

the women in my study illustrated how having these privileges was crucial for 

maintaining exercise routines later in life.  

Second, my findings support the need for providing better support for running and 

exercise organizations for adult black women. In particular, these organizations need 

financial backing so that they can support women in their many roles—not just while 

they are running. My life story interviews show how looking at women’s many 

identities—as workers, mothers, and middle-class black women—is important to fully 

understanding their situations and lifestyle options. Accordingly, financial backing for 

organizations such as Black Girls Run! Should not just focus on making sure members 

can afford shoes, Gatorade, and race entry fees. Rather, they need to focus on helping 

women to be runners and mothers and workers successfully and simultaneously. All of 
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the women in my study who were members of Black Girls Run! either did not have 

children, had adult children who no longer lived with them, or had a spouse who could 

watch their young children while they ran. Their middle-class privilege and familial 

situations allowed them to more easily participate in black running communities. 

Unfortunately, poor and working-class black women are less likely to have access to 

these privileges.  

It is too late to save Erica Garner, Shalon Irving, the women in Andrea’s family 

who all passed away from chronic health issues in their early 40s, and others whose life 

stories we will never get to hear. But if we begin to focus on addressing health 

inequalities before we hear about them in the news, social change for black women’s 

health and overall well-being is possible.  
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APPENDIX 1: Study Participants  

 

 

Narrator, 

Age 

 

Occupation 

 

Education 

 

Family 

Status 

 

Age 

Started 

Running 

 

Reason 

Started 

Running 

 

Thick or 

Thin 

Running 

Identity 

 

Member 

of Black 

Girls 

Run! 

(Y/N) 

 

Class 

Status 

as 

Child*  

Amaya, 29 Journalist 

 

Advanced 

degree 

 

Single, no 

children 

 

28 

Weight loss 

and improve 

health 

 

Thick 

 

N 

 

P/WC 

Andrea, 45 

 

State 

government 

employee 

 

Bachelor’s 

degree 

 

Single, 

one child 

 

38 

 

Improve 

health 

 

Thick 

 

Y 

 

P/WC 

Brandy, 35 

 

 

Public health 

employee, 

running 

coach, spin 

instructor 

 

Advanced 

degree 

 

 

Married, 

two 

children 

 

 

31 

Family 

members 

ran; 

improved 

health; 

coping with 

husband’s 

deployment 

 

 

 

Thick 

 

 

 

Y 

 

 

 

MC 

Chanelle, 

36 

College 

professor 

Advanced 

degree 

Married, 

one child 
14 

School track 

team 
Thick Y MC 

Christina, 

34 

Personal 

trainer 

Some 

college 

Married, 

two 

children 

 

31 

Weight loss 

and improve 

health 

 

Thick 

 

Y 

 

P/WC 

Ciara, 26 

 

Graduate 

Student 

 

Some 

graduate 

school 

 

Single, no 

children 

 

25 

Moved to the 

Midwest 

where 

“everybody 

runs” 

 

Thin 

 

N 

 

MC 

Diana, 40 

State 

government 

employee 

Bachelor’s 

degree 

 

Single, no 

children 

 

 

25 

 

Weight 

management 

 

Thick 

 

Y 

 

MC 

Evelyn, 55 
 

Journalist 

 

Advanced 

degree 

Single, no 

children 

 

 

35 

 

Improve 

health 

 

Thick 

 

Y 

 

MC 

Jeanette, 

48 

 

Social 

services 

 

Bachelor’s 

degree 

 

Divorced, 

two adult 

children 

 

 

45 

Coping with 

divorce; 

improve 

health 

 

 

Thick 

 

Y 

 

P/WC 

Jennica, 34 
College 

professor 

Advanced 

degree 

Single, no 

children 

 

8 
School track 

team 
Thick N MC 

June, 36 
 

Social worker 

 

Advanced 

degree 

 

Single, no 

children 

 

 

 

33 

Weight loss 

and improve 

health 

 

Thick 

 

N 

 

P/WC 

Kayla, 26 

 

Graduate 

student 

 

Some 

graduate 

school 

 

Single, no 

children 

 

20 

Wanted to 

try 

something 

new with 

friends 

 

Thick 

 

N 

 

MC 
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Narrator, 

Age 

 

Occupation 
 

Education 

 

Family 

Status 

 

Age 

Started 

Running 

 

Reason 

Started 

Running 

 

Thick or 

Thin 

Running 

Identity 

 

Member 

of Black 

Girls 

Run! 

(Y/N) 

 

Class 

Status 

as 

Child* 

Kia, 27 
Graduate 

student 

Some 

graduate 

school 

Single, no 

children 
26 

Dated a 

runner 
Thin N MC 

Liza, 49 

 

College 

professor 

 

Advanced 

degree 

 

Married, 

two adult 

children 

 

47 

 

Family 

member 

signed her 

up for a race 

 

 

Thin 

 

 

Y 

 

 

P/WC 

Lynette, 

53 

City 

administrator 

Bachelor’s 

degree 

Married, 

two adult 

children 

50 
 

Weight loss 

 

Thick 

 

Y 

 

MC 

Malika, 33 
 

Physician 

 

Advanced 

degree 

 

Single, no 

children 

 

8/9 

School track 

team; family 

members ran 

 

Thick 

 

N 

 

MC 

Maya, 26 

 

Graduate 

student 

 

Some 

graduate 

school 

 

Single, no 

children 

 

13 

Sport 

required in 

school 

 

Thick 

 

N 

 

MC 

Melissa, 

38 

 

High school 

teacher and 

doctoral 

student 

 

Some 

graduate 

school 

 

 

Married, 

two 

children 

 

 

 

36 

Weight loss 

and improve 

health; 

proving 

others wrong 

 

Thick 

 

 

Y 

 

 

P/WC 

Mia, 51 

State 

government 

employee 

 

Advanced 

degree 

 

Single, no 

children 

 

48 

 

Social 

motivations 

 

Thick 

 

Y 

 

MC 

Michelle, 

29 

 

Lawyer 

 

Advanced 

degree 

 

Single, no 

children 

 

28 

Weight loss 

and improve 

health 

 

Thick 

 

N 

 

MC 

Pam, 38 

 

Elementary 

school 

teacher 

 

Bachelor’s 

degree 

 

Single, no 

children 

 

 

8 

School track 

team; family 

members ran 

 

Thick 

 

Y 

 

MC 

Shari, 59 
Municipal 

court judge 

Advanced 

degree 

Married, 

two adult 

children 

 

52/53 

Improve 

health 

 

Thick 

 

Y 

 

MC 

Shelly, 37 
 

Social worker 

Advanced 

degree 

Single, no 

children 

 

33 

Weight loss 

and improve 

health 

 

Thick 

 

Y 

 

MC 

Staci, 40 
 

Scientist 

 

Advanced 

degree 

 

Married, 

three 

children 

 

35 

Weight loss 

and improve 

health 

 

Thick 

 

N 

 

MC 

Tyra, 39 Yoga teacher 
Bachelor’s 

degree 

Married, 

one child 
16 

School track 

team 
Thin Y 

 

P/WC 

 

*P/WC=Poor/Working-Class; MC=Middle-Class 
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APPENDIX 2: Interview Topics and Probes 

 

1) Family and Social Environments throughout the Life Course 

 Home life (as child and as adult) 

 Daily routines and roles (as child and as adult) 

 Neighborhood characteristics (as child and as adult) 

 School environment(s)  

 Work environment(s) 

 Leisure-time environment(s) 

2) Sports/Exercise as a Child 

 Gym class 

 Organized sports 

 Informal play 

 Role models 

3) Body Image  

 As a child; adolescent; young adult; middle age; currently 

 Feedback from others; media 

 Hair; style changes throughout life course; feedback 

4) Getting into running [start interview with this] 

 Turning point  

 Running partners 

 Role models 

 Runner identity  

5) First road/running race 

 Emotions 

 Training 

 Reactions/impressions 

 Subsequent races 

6) Role of running and other exercise activities in life currently 

 Describe daily schedule 

 Training frequency, intensity, and routines  

 Location(s) of running 

 Running groups  

7) Describe health and illness throughout life course 

 Childhood 

 Adolescence 

 Young adulthood 

 Adulthood 

 Current 
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