
This item was submitted to Loughborough's Research Repository by the author. 
Items in Figshare are protected by copyright, with all rights reserved, unless otherwise indicated.

Triathlon geographies: a mixed-method investigation into spatial, social andTriathlon geographies: a mixed-method investigation into spatial, social and
digital sporting worldsdigital sporting worlds

PLEASE CITE THE PUBLISHED VERSION

PUBLISHER

Loughborough University

LICENCE

CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

REPOSITORY RECORD

Giles, Daniel. 2021. “Triathlon Geographies: A Mixed-method Investigation into Spatial, Social and Digital
Sporting Worlds”. Loughborough University. https://doi.org/10.26174/thesis.lboro.14679675.

https://lboro.figshare.com/


1 

 

 

Triathlon Geographies: A Mixed 

Method Investigation into Spatial, 

Social and Digital Sporting Worlds 

 

by 

Daniel Giles 

 

 

 

A Doctoral Thesis 

Submitted in partial fulfilment of the requirement for the 

award of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

Loughborough University 

September 2020 

© by Daniel Giles 2020 



2 

 

Abstract 

Responding to calls for practice-led research on sport and physical activity in the social 

sciences, a need to understand sport in relation to its technological, social and material 

environments, a tendency to overlook more banal and everyday aspects of participation, and 

a general lack of consideration of sport and physical activity in human geography, this 

research employs a case study of triathlon to better understand the profiles of athletes, the 

affordances of training environments, the subtleties of sociality and the dynamics of digital 

transitions associated with contemporary physical activity engagement. In doing so this 

thesis makes several academic and practical contributions concerning understandings of 

physical activity practices. 

Triathlon is a sport that has developed significantly over the past decade, witnessing a 

rapid uplift in the number of participants as a result of British success in the sport during the 

London 2012 Olympic Games. Despite the increasing amount of research exploring the 

practices and experiences of those engaged in recreational sport, triathlon has largely 

eluded significant study within geography and the social sciences. In order to develop more 

comprehensive understandings of the spatial, social and virtual worlds of contemporary 

triathlon engagement, this thesis utilises an mixed methods approach involving a large-scale 

online survey of 591 British triathletes combined with participant observation and 22 semi-

structured interviews with members of two triathlon clubs in the East Midlands. 

The empirical findings of the research highlight the complexity of triathletes training 

taskscapes, emphasising how factors such as the degree of specialisation, proximity, and 

accessibility, and characteristics including gender, experience, and confidence all play an 

important role in determining the locational geography of triathletes training practices. 

Drawing upon re-imagined notions of sporting social worlds this study considers the places 

that are central to the social practices of triathletes, in particular emphasising the importance 

of triathlon clubs as the spatial, organisational, and social centres of the triathlon world, 

facilitating the creation and cultivation of social relationships, and enabling the acquisition 

and expression of subcultural capital. Further, this thesis demonstrates that the digital has 

become an integral and inseparable aspect of triathlon engagement, with digital 

communication platforms providing opportunities for online extensibility that have reduced 

the need for physical presence, and socially-enabled activity tracking applications which 

have transformed triathletes’ social practices and interactions with physical spaces. 

Overall, this thesis significantly advances understandings of the spatial, social, and virtual 

worlds of triathlon in the context of Great Britain, contributing to geographical debates 

concerning the spatialities of physical activity, the social functions of serious leisure 

engagement, and the pervasiveness of digital technologies within everyday sport 

involvement. Ultimately, this research project demonstrates the merits of a geographical 

approach for enhancing understandings of contemporary sport and leisure practices, 

arguing that planners, local authorities, and governing bodies need to give more 

consideration to the needs of physical activity participants in the design of public spaces in 

order to encourage more sport and healthy lifestyles among a greater diversity of 

recreational athletes. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1.  Introduction of topic 

Leisure, in all its forms and in its many spaces, needs to be more widely 

understood (Duncan 2017: 1). 

With the exception of a recent swathe of research which has begun to demonstrate 

the potential of a geographical approach for exploring practices associated with 

physical activity, to date there has been a general neglect of sport within geography 

and the social sciences. In response there have been calls for practice-led research 

in the social sciences surrounding sport and physical activity (Wiltshire and 

Stevinson 2018). Amongst the work that does exist, there has been a tendency to 

focus on the practices and experiences of elite sport participants, with the more 

recreational majority typically being disregarded or overlooked. Concerning sport 

and physical activity, there has been a significant lack of insight into the impact of 

social difference within physical activity, and a similar absence of attention paid to 

the spaces which are conducive to physical activity. In addition to material 

environments, Larsen (2016) has argued that sporting practices need to be 

understood in relation to their social and technological environments. Both the 

subtleties of sociality and the dynamics of digital interactions and associated 

practices have received insufficient attention in relation to sport and physical activity. 

Due to the relative omission of physical activity studies within human geography, 

there are a number of sports which would be an effective case study to address 

these gaps in the academic literature. Despite its short history, triathlon is a sport 

which has a large participant base, yet the sport has almost entirely avoided study 

within the social sciences, and with only limited studies in related disciplines, making 

it fresh and fruitful ground on which to explore these issues. As a sport consisting of 

multiple distinct activities, each necessitating the use of specific spaces, triathlon is a 

valuable case study through which to explore the physical and social aspects which 

make different spaces conducive to physical activity practices. In terms of sociality 

and digital interactions, the triathlon community is thriving, physically through its 

extensive club and event network, but also digitally with a highly technologised 
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participant base and with the digital world deeply engrained within the community’s 

practices and norms. Together these features make triathlon a rich case study 

through which to develop further understanding of spatial, social and digital sporting 

worlds. 

Triathlon is a multi-sport activity that consists of swimming, cycling, and running 

performed sequentially by an individual, or occasionally, as a team. Over the last 

decade, the sport of triathlon has experienced significant growth in terms of 

participants, events and competitions, in addition to benefitting from increased 

coverage within the media (British Triathlon 2021). Despite having a unique 

participant base, a spatially extensive geographical training footprint, an active and 

socially engaged community, and a complex engagement with digitally-enabled 

technologies, triathlon has currently eluded significant study within geography and 

the social sciences.   

In the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport’s ‘Sporting Future’ strategy 

(DCMS 2015), there is a clear shift in approach from merely encouraging people to 

take part to how sport can have a meaningful and measurable impact on improving 

people’s lives beyond purely physical fitness. Accordingly, over the past decade 

there has been an increasing amount of attention directed at improving the 

population’s level of physical activity, and in turn, their physical and mental health 

and wellbeing. A burgeoning body of work has emphasised the significant potential 

of sport and physical activity to contribute positively to participants’ health, 

advertising the physical (reduced risk of several chronic diseases, mobility 

improvements, cardiovascular endurance and muscular strength), mental 

(confidence, self-esteem and cognitive functioning) and social (sense of belonging 

and increased social contact) benefits of physical activity engagement (Andrews 

2016; DCMS 2015; Government Office for Science 2007; Stamatakis and Chaudhury 

2008). These individual benefits, coupled with the potential for reduced healthcare 

expenses, lower levels of crime, stronger community cohesion, and a more 

productive workforce, has meant that physical activity promotion has become a key 

priority within the political agenda in Great Britain (Stamatakis and Chaudhury 2008). 

Through health-orientated initiatives, programs and schemes, government 
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organisations and health-promoting institutions have directed increasing emphasis at 

encouraging various forms of physical activity, for as Nettleton and Green (2014: 

239) contend, “our hyper-mobile world is, paradoxically, one in which many human 

actors are increasingly sedentary”. The institutional focus on improving the 

population’s health through promoting physical activity engagement, and the rising 

cultural appeal surrounding self-responsibility over one’s health, has had the 

resultant effect of increasing participation in a number of sport and leisure practices 

(Hitchings and Latham 2017). In their latest ‘Active Lives’ survey, Sport England 

noted a 0.8% increase in the number of adults achieving more than 150 minutes of 

activity each week in the past year, bringing the total percentage of ‘active’ persons 

to almost 63% (Sport England 2019). 

Signs of this growth are evident from the presence of an increasing amount of 

research within geography and the social sciences exploring the characteristics, 

practices and experiences of these activities and their participants. Earlier pioneering 

work by John Bale on ‘sports geography’ discussed sport as a major aspect of 

political, social, and economic life and linked it to the geographical concepts of space 

and place (Bale 2004; Bale and Dejonghe 2008). However, despite the political, 

economic, social and cultural importance of sport within the developed world, the 

earlier work of sports geographers was inherently elite-focussed, overlooking the 

everyday recreational practices that reflect the majority of sport involvement 

(Andrews 2016). Consequently, the field has had difficulty contributing to geography 

as a whole (Dear 1988). Only recently has renewed attention been devoted to the 

connections between sport and geography with a shift in focus to cater for the 

everyman and everywoman of sport engagement (Koch 2017), what Andrews (2016) 

describes as ‘spatial sport studies’. Such studies focus on a range of activities, 

including; rock climbing (Rickly 2016), bodybuilding (Andrews et al. 2005), dog 

walking (Fletcher and Platt, 2016), skating (Stratford 2016), swimming (DeLuca 2016; 

Ward 2017), cycling (Barratt 2017; Larsen 2018; Spinney, 2016) and running (Cook 

et al. 2016; Shipway et al. 2012).   

Although triathlon has been the focus of much work in sports psychology, sport 

science, physical performance and sport management, triathlon as a leisure activity 
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has received limited attention within academic circles (Miller 2012). Among the small 

body of work that does exist, academics have explored; the unique ‘pain community’ 

associated with triathlon (Atkinson 2008), comparisons between triathlon 

engagement and neoliberal ideologies of individualism (Bridel 2013), the extrinsic 

and intrinsic motivations of triathletes (Lamont and Kennelly 2012), experiences of 

participation in Ironman triathlon events (McCarville 2007), how Ironman triathlon 

participants balance work, family and leisure (Simmons et al. 2016), and marketing 

profiles of triathletes (Wicker et al. 2012; Wicker et al. 2013). This overview of current 

triathlon research emphasises the lack of geographically-focused work, and a limited 

focus on the importance of place in relation to the spatial, social and digital practices 

of triathletes. 

Despite the significant potential of geography to contribute to comprehensive 

understandings of sport and physical activity, there has been a “relative neglect of 

sports in human geography” (Andrews 2016: 3). With the aim of extending 

understandings of triathlon practice, this research draws upon a large breadth of 

research from multiple disciplines that are connected by a geographical research 

perspective interested in triathlon, its variations and its constituent activities. An 

interdisciplinary approach is necessary to move beyond the boundaries and 

limitations of a single discipline and to produce findings that are richer than those 

collected from one discipline alone (Andrews 2016). In addition, engaging with the 

wider body of sport literature through a multidisciplinary approach can encourage 

geographers to develop deeper, more comprehensive insights into physical activity 

practices (Koch 2017). 

The nature of triathlon engagement, taking place in a wide variety of specialised 

and unspecialised, indoor and outdoor, private and public places, with clear regional 

and local differences and a distinct social world with an accompanying digital 

community, makes the activity well suited to geographical analysis. A geographical 

approach has significant potential to contribute to understandings of sport and 

physical activity practices (Ilieș et al. 2014) because of its contribution to 

understanding interactions between people and place, communities and cultures at 
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different scales, in addition to possessing a wealth of effective analytical tools. Even 

more so because “sport is inherently geographic” (Gaffney 2014: 2019). 

Sport is too big and too important as a subject for its geographies to be 

relatively neglected (Andrews 2016: 4). 

1.2.  Situating the research 

Latham and Layton (2019) highlight four observations that summarise geography’s 

lack of engagement with the practices of physical activity. The first of these 

observations is a general preoccupation with elite sport, and the second a tendency 

to focus on the most extraordinary or transgressive aspects of certain activities. 

While performance-orientated aspects of triathlon practice have been investigated 

extensively in the fields of sports science and sport sociology, the practices of 

leisure-focused participants have eluded sustained study in the social sciences (Bale 

2004). Previous research on triathlon has typically experienced these tendencies, 

with a propensity for research to focus on the practices and experiences associated 

with extreme endurance events such as Ironman triathlon (Atkinson 2008; Bridel 

2013; Simmons et al. 2016). Although both fascinating and illuminating, a focus on 

the most extreme examples of triathlon engagement detracts from the more 

recreational segment of triathletes that make up the majority of triathlon participants 

(Edwards 2001). A broader focus on the inherent diversity of participants and 

practices within physical activity arguably has greater potential to contribute to 

understandings, and therefore promotion of, active health practices (Hitchings and 

Latham 2017). This contention is shared by Andrews (2016: 3) who argues that: 

broadening the definition of sports and widening one’s research lens 

potentially increases the global study population from thousands to 

millions of subjects, covering numerous activities central to many peoples’ 

everyday lives. 

Endeavouring to improve understandings of the spatial, social, and digital practices 

associated with a spectrum of physical activities is a fundamental step in order to 

encourage new and sustained participation within these activities (Barratt 2017). 

Additionally, this understanding has implications for wider debates concerning 
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healthy lifestyles, and contributes to academic scholarship in geography and the 

social sciences (Cook et al. 2016). Accordingly, this research is concentrated on 

understanding the unique practices associated with the growing leisure activity of 

triathlon, notably the locational, social and digital geographies and practices 

associated with the activity. 

1.2.1. Profiles and practices 

Research on the motivations and practices of triathletes has not emerged entirely 

from an academic context. As concerns over increasingly sedentary lifestyles have 

received growing attention, institutions with an interest in encouraging and sustaining 

active lifestyles, such as Sport England and British Triathlon, have engaged in 

research to create a national picture of sports participation (British Triathlon 2016; 

Sport England 2017). Similarly, interest in triathlon as a profitable sports market has 

generated research studies that have sought to identify the characteristics, needs, 

and preferences of triathletes, providing useful statistics on demographics, 

motivations, and practices (MultiSport Research 2017a; Triathlon Industry 

Association 2017). Within academia, from sports management and marketing 

perspectives, triathlon has gained attention as a growing sport with a notable level of 

sport-related expenditure among participants (Wicker et al. 2013), with researchers 

investigating the unique segments of consumers that make up the triathlon 

participant base (Wicker et al. 2012). Outside of these studies capitalising on the 

marketing and economic potential of triathlon, there is a lack of research providing 

insight into the wide variety of individuals who choose to spend a significant amount 

of their leisure time pursing a demanding activity such as triathlon. DCMS argue that 

to ensure a greater diversity of people regularly and meaningfully participating in 

physical activity, “sport must become more demand-led, recognising the different 

motivations, attitudes and lifestyles of its potential customer base” (DCMS 2015: 20). 

Previous insights into the profiles of British triathletes have provided insight into the 

make-up of the triathlon participant base in terms of gender, age, socio-economic 

class and disabilities (Multisport Research 2017a). However, these studies appear to 

have limited interest in exploring how triathletes behavioural and leisure practices 

vary along the lines of social difference. 
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The intense level of dedication and resource commitment, in combination with the 

often central-role that triathlon plays in participant’s social lives, has led a number of 

researchers to conceptualise triathlon as a form of serious leisure (Stebbins 1992). 

These previous associations between triathlon and serious leisure have been fleeting 

at best. The analytical framework of serious leisure is a useful tool to focus the 

investigation on the practices of triathletes, and hence, this research makes a 

comprehensive argument for considering triathlon as a form of serious leisure, not 

only for its most committed participants (Bridel 2013; Lamont and Kennelly 2012) but 

across almost all degrees of triathlon involvement. Furthermore, through statistical 

analysis of results from a large-scale online survey, this research aims to identify the 

extent to which triathlon practices are impacted level of engagement – through the 

creation of a typology of triathletes – and further by gender, age and income. 

1.2.2. Geography 

Interestingly, despite the growing interest in health, leisure and place, and the 

interconnections between the three, there continues to be a lack of enquiry into the 

locations where, when and how activities such as triathlon are performed, particularly 

in research from a geographical perspective. Latham and Layton (2019) identify this 

lack of geographical engagement, suggesting that geographers, with their thorough 

analytical and methodological approaches, are well placed to investigate the places 

and environmental features that form the social infrastructure of sport and physical 

activity. Although seemingly mundane, the environment is much more than simply an 

‘inert backdrop’ for physical activity (Barnfield 2016). In recent years, there has been 

a growing interest in the role of the physical environment and place in public health 

and for physical activity (Han et al. 2013; Krenichyn 2006; Ward Thompson 2013), 

though there is still a notable absence of work that explores the spatialities and 

geographies of sporting activity (Das and Horton 2012). Hitchings and Latham (2017) 

argue that this knowledge can make important contributions to health promotion 

strategies, particularly in relation to popular activities such as running, cycling and 

triathlon. Understanding the physical and social factors influencing the spatiality of 

physical activity practices is essential for designing and providing safe and 

convenient spaces to support these activities (Barnfield 2019).  
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The enabling features of place for physical activity have been a topic I have been 

passionate about during my time in academia. My work on the geographies of 

recreational running (Giles 2016), explored the route selection processes of 

participants to uncover the topographical and social characteristics of place that 

determined the extent to which they facilitate or impede running activity. The results 

from this work demonstrated how a stereotypically unrestricted activity such as 

running (Bale 2004) can manifest in much more spatially restricted ways, with 

runners utilising spaces that were accessible, convenient, and possessing 

infrastructural characteristics that increased the likelihood of unimpeded mobility 

(Giles 2016). Similarly to running, triathlon is arguably not subject to the same 

rigorously enforced spatial parameters as other sports.   

Triathlon is an activity that has its own unique geography, taking place in a range of 

notionally indoor/outdoor, public/private spaces, some more or less specialised to 

cater for endurance sport activity, making it a suitable context through which to 

explore the importance of understanding spaces for physical activity, and to 

determine the extent that access to particular spaces may have on individuals’ 

practice. Currently, there is a substantial gap in the literature surrounding the 

temporalities, geographies and intricacies of triathlon practices, which arguably has 

the capacity to contribute to wider understandings of sporting practices in geography 

and the social sciences, and for concerned institutions and interested parties to 

promote and encourage participation in triathlon and other forms of physical activity. 

In addition to a focus on the spatiality of triathletes’ everyday sporting practices, 

this research also considers the importance of various forms of accessibility for 

enabling or impeding triathletes’ ability to engage in the activity. Regular physical 

activity participation is reliant on the physical and social accessibility of leisure 

opportunities for individuals (Andrade et al. 2018; Warn and Witherick 2003). 

Consequently, activities that can be initiated from the home with limited required 

equipment – ‘doorstep sports’ – have soared in popularity in response to increasingly 

busy schedules (Hitchings and Latham 2018; Mintel 2015). Triathlon, like cycling and 

running, is popular today as it is flexible, reasonably accessible, and is mostly “free 

from the constraints of social co-ordination” (Barratt 2017: 328). Issues of 
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accessibility are central to the promotion of physical activity, with a wealth of 

research highlighting the importance of providing activity enabling infrastructure 

(Piatkowski and Marshall 2015), easily accessible leisure facilities (Deelen et al. 2018; 

Huston et al. 2003) and inclusive, simple to enter events (Stevinson et al. 2015) in 

order to increase the feasibility of and reduce the barriers to entry for participation in 

physical activity. Yet, the extent to which proximity, provision, and social access 

affect triathlon participation, and which spaces and facilities are conducive to 

physical activity, is not yet fully understood (Foley and Kistemann 2015). 

Furthermore, access to and provision of these activity-enabling places within Great 

Britain is not equal with respect to geography and population groups (Panter et al. 

2008). Therefore, a greater awareness of the impact of proximity, provision, quality, 

and the factors impacting social access in relation to physical activity-enabling 

locations and facilities, can help to provide better understandings of the physical 

activity practices of triathletes. 

1.2.3. Social world 

Further drawing on the recommendations of Hitchings and Latham (2017:1), this 

research responds to calls to better understand the “subtleties of how sociality 

features in contemporary exercise practices”. Unlike less serious forms of leisure 

activity, which are “too fleeting, mundane and commonplace for most people to find 

a distinctive identity” (Stebbins 1992: 7), triathlon as an intense sport with committed 

participants is able to provide individuals with a positive social identity (Green and 

Jones 2005). Additionally, the strength of the social identities formed within triathlon 

as a meaningful, engaging, and high investment activity, arguably results in a greater 

immersion within the triathlon ‘social world’—a unit of social organisation consisting 

of actors, organisations, events and practices associated with an activity, experience, 

technology or lifestyle (Unruh 1980). The theoretical framework of the ‘social world’ 

has been utilised to help understand the communities of sporting activities such as 

cycling (Buning and Gibson 2016) and distance running (Shipway et al. 2012), and 

previous studies of triathlon have cited the theory’s relevance to understanding 

sociality in triathlon (Lamont and Kennelly 2019). For example, McCarville (2007) 

argues that an understanding of social worlds (Unruh 1980), in addition to the idea of 
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serious leisure (Stebbins 1992) is useful for explaining the experience of the average 

triathlete. 

The shared physical exertion and accompanying rush of endorphins, combined 

with passionate and engaging social communities and the collective support 

associated with sport and leisure activities often result in them having a substantial 

influence on participants sense of identity (Horton and Kraftl 2013). Today, leisure is 

increasingly seen as an opportunity for personal expression, enhancement of self-

identity, and self-fulfilment. Sport and leisure identities are not formed out of thin air 

in isolation but occur gradually over time in association with particular events in 

certain key spaces (Shipway et al. 2012). Sporting events are widely considered as 

key sites for the development of leisure identities (Lee et al. 2016), evidenced by 

studies exploring adventure recreation (Lynch and Dibben 2015), running (Shipway 

and Jones 2008), cycling (Shipway et al. 2016) and triathlon (Bridel 2010). However, 

with the exception of Shipway et al.’s (2012) exploration of the distance running 

social world, the everyday training and socialising practices of triathletes and the 

spaces in which they occur are almost always overlooked in these identity-focused 

studies. Physical and digital worlds have become increasingly intertwined (Lane 

2012) and resultantly sport participants have become increasingly embedded into 

digital worlds (Barratt 2017). Das and Horton (2012) suggest that there is a need to 

consider the social environments in which physical activity takes place. Therefore, 

one focus of this research will be to identify the key spaces, places and events that 

impact the process of social identity formation within triathlon. In addition, as a key 

constituent of the serious leisure framework, attention will also be given to the 

‘unique ethos’ that underpins and unites the contemporary triathlon community. 

Although emerging research has acknowledged the importance of social 

networking sites for sharing digital representations of physical activity (Barratt 2017) 

and as a means of developing sport-related social capital (Mahan et al. 2015), the 

importance of the digital as a means of mediated interaction within sporting social 

worlds is a topic that has received insufficient attention. 
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Human geography research facilitates the investigation and analysis of 

both individual and collective social worlds in order to gain more in-depth 

understandings about society-space and people-place relationships (Parr 

2001: 181). 

This research goes beyond previous investigations into sporting social worlds, 

contributing to understandings of the digital worlds that support, propagate and 

(re)produce the practices, behaviours and socialites of the triathlon social world. 

1.2.4. Digital world 

The proliferation of digital technologies – meaning, the devices used to 

create digital media, and the software used to edit and share it online – is 

reframing the world in which we live (Woods 2018: 2). 

The rapid expansion and spreading of digitally-enabled technology into almost every 

facet of everyday life (Thrift and French 2002) has created a state of being where it is 

more and more apparent that the “geographies of everyday life are increasingly 

mediated and augmented by technology" (Barratt 2017: 330). The pervasive and 

ubiquitous role of the digital within contemporary society has been parallel with 

increasing technological reliance and the importance of social media within sport and 

fitness cultures (Duggan 2017). Of particular interest to researchers exploring the 

intersections between amateur sport and technology are the plethora of applications 

that record and analyse the performance of physical activity, and their associated 

social functions and platforms, which have resulted in deeply embedding endurance 

athletes into the networked digital world (Barratt 2017). Millington (2017) has 

referred to this intimate and inseparable interconnection between physical activity 

and technology as a ‘fitness-technology complex’. Analysis of this relationship is well 

suited to a geographical approach, as digital technologies and digital practices play a 

crucial role in (re)shaping spaces and places (Wilson 2018). 

Recent work in geography and the social sciences has turned its attention towards 

the ubiquity of the digital in our contemporary everyday geographies (Duggan 2017), 

with one strand of this emerging research being focused on how networked and 

location-aware technologies are “enabling deeper and more grounded interactions 
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between people and locations” and are facilitating new forms of social engagement  

(Adey et al. 2014: 2014). The use of mobile phones, GPS-enabled sport watches, and 

other smart technologies to produce quantified digital representations of human 

activity in a process of self-quantification, has been the subject of a plethora of recent 

work in geography (Pink and Fors 2017; Tironi and Valderrama 2018) and related 

disciplines such as mobilities (Holton 2019), leisure studies (Silk et al. 2016), 

transportation (Piwek et al. 2015), health (Chen et al. 2017; Lupton 2013, 2017), and 

communication (Millington 2014; Smith 2014). In terms of sport and physical activity, 

a similarly expansive body of research has emerged exploring the role of digital 

technology in activities including walking (Laurier et al. 2016; Millward et al. 2013), 

dog walking (Fletcher and Platt 2016), cycling (Barratt 2017; Van Duppen and 

Spierings 2013), and running (Carlén and Maivorsdotter 2017; Cook et al. 2017). In 

addition to the impact that these GPS-enabled technologies have had on the 

everyday practices of their users, research has specifically emphasised their role in 

creating new opportunities for competition (Barratt 2017), socially sharing physical 

activity (Bahrami and Rigal 2017), changing understandings of urban space (Tironi 

and Valderrama 2018), and aiding the development of sporting identities (Carlén and 

Maivorsdotter 2017). 

For many of the growing number of individuals engaged with endurance activities 

now using activity tracking applications “a new layer has […] been added to the 

practice, a digital connectivity to the landscape and wider social communities” 

(Barratt 2017: 329). Activity tracking technologies, particularly those with integrated 

social elements are considered to have an important role in both forming and 

maintaining the social world of sports such as running, cycling, and triathlon 

(Shipway et al. 2012). Triathlon is characterised by its controlled, measured, 

predictable, outcome-orientated, and meritocratic nature, reflecting the individuals 

who flourish in the activity (Atkinson 2008), and goes some way to explain why 

activity tracking applications, which allow triathletes to monitor and analyse 

individuals sporting activity have become deeply engrained within triathlon practice. 

The Triathlon Industry Association (2017) found that over 50% of the estimated 

150,000 triathletes in the United Kingdom used Strava, and more than 80% used 
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Facebook, a platform which has become an important means of communication and 

organisation for both formal and informal sporting groups (England Athletics 2017). 

Despite the predominantly digital nature of these applications, one notable impact 

of location-aware social activity tracking platforms is the formation of more intense 

relationships with physical places and localities (Larsen 2014). Barratt (2017: 330) 

contends that the persuasive scripts programmed into applications such as Strava 

have created a “narrative for place and experience” for users which play a key role in 

influencing exercise practices. Insightful research has begun to unpack the complex 

interconnections between physical and digital practices (see Barratt 2017; Carlén 

and Maivorsdotter 2017), although there is still a gap in the literature that explores 

the role that these activity tracking applications have in influencing individuals’ spatial 

practices, and the influence they have on participants sense of place. 

Space, place and mobility, are being augmented by digital media such as 

smartphones, location-based mobile applications and social networking 

sites (Duggan 2017: 4). 

As a result of the increasingly availability of and reduced economic and technological 

barriers to digitally-connected mobile devices, social media platforms have become 

one of the most prominent forms of communication. The Office for National Statistics 

(2018a) found that 65% of British adults used social media in the last three months, 

whereas estimates from the UK Office of Communication (2017) suggest that more 

than three quarters of the population had a social media account. This pervasiveness 

of social media in contemporary society is evident in the sense that “today, 

everything is about social media” (Kaplan and Haenlein 2010: 67). Through allowing 

users to easily associate and communicate with like-minded individuals, social media 

platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram have become important digital 

spaces for developing and sustaining social connections (Yuen and Johnson 2017), 

and for allowing users to actively shape their personal identities (Boy and Uitermark 

2017; Silk et al. 2016). The proliferation of social media has had a notable impact on 

practices of sport and leisure, both from a business perspective, allowing users a 

convenient means of experiencing elite sporting events (Kavanagh et al. 2016), and 

from a subcultural perspective, allowing sporting communities to share knowledge 
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and provide support and advice to others (Zach and Lissitsa 2016). As digital 

technology has become increasingly ubiquitous within triathlon practice and triathlon 

culture, it would not be wrong to suggest that expressions of subcultural capital now 

frequently occur on online forums and social media sites, and that these online 

spaces provide extensibility for triathletes’ identity (Gaffney 2014). Understanding the 

increasingly integral role that socially-orientated online platforms have in supporting 

and propagating the triathlon social world is essential for unpicking the everyday 

practices of physical activity participants, but also has the scope for tailoring future 

activity promotion schemes based on the “technologized context” of triathlon (Barratt 

2017: 328). Therefore, one objective of this research is to probe the intersections 

between triathletes physical and digital practices, exploring the importance of 

socially-orientated digital platforms within the framework of the triathlon social world, 

and highlighting the influence that tracking applications have on triathletes’ 

perceptions of, and interactions with space. 

This research aims to improve understandings of the practices and experiences of 

those who engage with the growing sport of triathlon to contribute to the research 

areas of sports geography, leisure studies, mobilities research, and wider debates 

around the spatial, social, and digital sporting worlds. In addition to contributing to 

academic debates concerning space, social difference, serious leisure, and both 

social and digital worlds, this research also contributes to the understandings of the 

spatial, social, and digital practices of British triathletes to help better understand 

physical activity practices more generally. The research utilises a mixed method 

approach, combining a large-scale online survey of triathletes across Great Britain 

with semi-structured interviews and participant observation conducted within two 

case study triathlon clubs in the East Midlands. Mixed method approaches have been 

implemented successfully in geography (Cope 2014; Nightingale 2003) and within 

studies of sport (Collins 2011; Gibson 2016), and arguably have the potential to 

develop insights that are more comprehensive than are achieved using either 

quantitative or qualitative approaches alone (Hanson and Pratt 2014). Utilising a 

mixed method, multidisciplinary approach, this research aims to illuminate the 

spatial, social and digital practices and worlds of triathlon within Great Britain. 
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Larsen (2018: 45) argues that physical activity practices need “to be understood in 

relation to social, material and technological environments”, and accordingly, this 

research encompasses all three within its scope. In an effort to better understand the 

activity of triathlon in Great Britain, this research utilises a triadic approach, exploring 

the spatial, social, and digital elements of contemporary triathlon engagement, and 

the interconnections between them as part of what Dawson and Jöns (2018: 50-54) 

discuss as the agency of material, human and other dynamically hybrid, and 

immaterial entities that constitute sporting activities. Accordingly, the research was 

designed to consider the following overarching research aim, and more detailed 

objectives, contributing to academic debates concerning space, social difference, 

serious leisure, and both social and digital worlds and also to understandings of the 

spatial, social, and digital practices of British triathletes. Utilising a mixed method, 

multidisciplinary approach, this research aims to illuminate the spatial, social, and 

digital practices and worlds of triathlon within Great Britain. 

1.3.   Aim and objectives 

The primary aim of this research is: 

To explore the spatial, social, and digital worlds of committed and 

recreational triathletes in Great Britain, with an emphasis on profiles, 

training practices, community characteristics, and activity tracking. 

This research aim is achieved by examining four objectives:  

1. To examine the profiles and practices of triathletes in Great Britain. 

Within the existing literature on sport within geography and the social sciences 

there has been a tendency to focus on characteristics of elite sport involvement - the 

few, rather than the many, who participate in different forms of physical activity. This 

focus has resulted in a lack of research which considers how social difference 

impacts motivations and practices of everyday physical activity. In addition, with the 

exception of an annual survey of British triathletes by not-for-profit trade association 

the Triathlon Industry Association, there is an absence of research focussing on the 

sport of triathlon in Great Britain. More recently this has been met with a growing 
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awareness that sport must become more demand-led, recognising the different 

motivations, attitudes and lifestyles of its potential customer base (DCMS 2015). A 

better understanding of the characteristics of the British triathlon population and a 

broader awareness of their everyday practices could be advantageous for governing 

bodies and other organisations who are invested in triathlon in Great Britain. 

Furthermore, attentiveness to issues of social difference has the potential to 

contribute positively to the development of strategies to improve the accessibility of 

physical activity to a wider diversity of individuals.  

2. To explore the geographies and spatialities of triathletes’ training, competition, 

and social practices. 

This second objective echoes a recent interest in understanding the role of the 

physical environment in relation to physical activity practices. Investigating seemingly 

mundane leisure spaces is increasingly considered as an important avenue of 

research, particularly within human geography (Eden and Barratt 2010).  Despite 

being inherently geographic in nature, the elements of the environment that are 

conducive to various forms of physical activity, especially activities that take place in 

a variety of unspecialised spaces, have been largely overlooked to date. Accordingly, 

this focus on the spatialities of triathlon activity responds to recent calls to remain 

attentive to the spaces that are conducive to physical activity (Deelen et al. 2019). A 

focus on the more banal elements of triathletes’ everyday training practices can draw 

attention to the richness and importance of the locations where physical activity 

takes place. Through developing an understanding of the various spaces which 

facilitate or impede active behaviours this research has the potential to advance 

understandings of physical activity engagement, contributing to the geographical and 

interdisciplinary understandings of the enabling characteristics of different 

environments for sport and leisure activity. A better understanding of the role of 

different spaces, and the features of spaces which make them favourable to physical 

activity – especially those not designed specifically for physical activity - could be 

used by governing bodies, health-promoting industries and planners to help design 

and transform spaces in ways that are conducive to physical activity engagement. 
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3. To analyse the actors, events, practices, and organisations which constitute 

the triathlon social world. 

Recent research in geography and the social sciences has identified a need to 

better understand the intricacies of how sociality features in everyday physical 

activity experiences (Hitchings and Latham 2017). Accordingly, this third objective 

responds to calls to investigate the places which form the social infrastructure of 

sport and physical activity. The spaces where social worlds operate – through 

members practices and social interactions - have to date been largely 

underexplored. There is an absence of research which considers the intricate social 

functions of sports clubs within the social worlds of physical activities such as 

triathlon, the extent to which involvement can contribute to participants’ sense of 

identity, and the importance of volunteering within sport as a social activity. Re-

imagining the social world concept in the context of sport – including a consideration 

of the important social spaces within sporting social worlds – will make academic 

contributions to the way academics attempt to understand the workings of sporting 

communities. Additionally, developing a more comprehensive awareness of identity 

development processes within everyday sport engagement could be harnessed to 

help create pathways for a greater variety of people to access these valuable 

sporting identities. Understanding the spaces of social importance to actors and 

organisations associated with different sporting activities could be valuable for 

tailoring attempts to increase the accessibility of physical activity, the benefits of 

involvement, and to amplify the social functioning of sporting communities. 

4. To investigate the impact of digital technologies on triathletes’ activity and 

social practices. 

As contemporary exercise practices become increasingly mediated through 

technology, there is a growing need to understand physical activity in relation to 

technological as well as social and material environments (Larsen 2018). Hitchings 

and Latham (2017) argue that it is important to understand how the digital features in 

the socialising practices of physical activity participants, particularly at a time when 

an increasing number of individuals perform their exercise alone in physical space 

but not in virtual space. Despite the proliferation of social media platforms and 
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socially-enabled activity tracking applications, there has been an absence of studies 

that have considered the importance of the digital from a social perspective. The 

significance of digital platforms to social worlds surrounding physical activity have yet 

to receive sufficient attention. Furthermore, the degree to which socially-orientated 

activity tracking applications have transformed users’ practices of physical activity 

have been largely underexplored. Through extending the social world concept to 

consider the importance of digital aspects of social interaction this thesis makes 

conceptual contributions to the literature providing a conceptual framework through 

which to explore the everyday technologised practices of physical activity 

participants. Moreover, this research contributes to academic understandings of how 

activity tracking applications contribute to new and transformed understandings and 

experiences of space. At a time when the digital has become increasingly pervasive, 

comprehending the way in which the digital has become embedded within everyday 

sporting practices can be valuable for organisations with an interest in promoting and 

supporting physical activity. 

1.4. Thesis overview 

This thesis is constituted of nine chapters. This chapter has provided some 

contextual grounding, which the rest of the thesis builds upon. Additionally, it has 

identified where this thesis fits in with existing research, providing justifications for 

filling this gap in academic debates. Chapter 2 comprehensively situates the 

research within wider academic debates from geography and other associated 

research fields. This existing literature is divided based on the four main objectives of 

the research. The mixed method approach utilised during the research is detailed in 

Chapter 3, specifically focussing on research methods, sampling strategies, 

positionality, and confidentiality. It is within this chapter that the two case study 

triathlon clubs situated in the East Midlands region of Great Britain are introduced. 

Chapter 4 provides the reader with a brief contextual overview of the origin and 

growth of triathlon in Great Britain. 

Chapter 5, the first of the four empirically grounded discussion chapters, explores 

the demographic characteristics and training and competition practices of triathletes 

based on a large-scale online survey, with reference to the impact of social 
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difference and intensity of engagement. Chapter 6 builds further on the results from 

the online survey, exploring the geographies and spatialities of triathletes’ practices. 

The chapter links to associations between sport and the physical environment, and 

issues surrounding accessibility and physical activity participation. Drawing from 

primarily qualitative insights, Chapter 7 explores the characteristics of the triathlon 

social world, analysing the importance of clubs and events as sites for the support 

and propagation of the triathlon social world. Addressing the final research objective, 

Chapter 8 delves into the technological practices of triathletes, particularly on how 

socially-enabled activity tracking applications influence triathletes’ material and social 

practices. The thesis then concludes with a summary and discussion of the research 

findings in Chapter 9, detailing the major original contributions of the thesis, and 

suggesting avenues for future research. 
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2. Literature Review 

The following chapter provides a detailed evaluation of the existing academic 

literature related to the multiple themes of this research. With the aim of extending 

understandings of triathlon practice, this research draws upon a large breadth of 

research from multiple disciplines that are connected by a geographical research 

perspective interested in triathlon, its variations, and its constituent activities. A 

multidisciplinary approach is necessary to move beyond the boundaries and 

limitations of a single discipline and to produce findings that are richer than those 

collected from one discipline alone (Andrews 2016). Following a brief overview of the 

overall relevance of this research, this chapter proceeds by evaluating the relevant 

literature based on the four thematic foci of the research; the profiles and practices, 

locational geographies, social world, and digital world associated with triathlon. 

2.1.  Relevance of the research 

2.1.1. A resurgence of sports geography? 

Studies into the relationship between sport and geography are not new. Academics 

have long appreciated that geography as a discipline is well-suited to studying the 

world of sport (Bale 2003). Illies et al. (2014) argue that sport has wide visibility in 

economic, social, cultural, and medical domains, and can be analysed at a range of 

scales, from local to international. Maguire (2014) suggests that the social sciences 

are an ideal platform through which to investigate the meanings, identities, 

communities, and practices associated with sport and physical activity. The first 

insights into the geographies of sport were grounded in regional studies, with an 

interest in the regional differences regarding the opportunities for participation in a 

wide range of different sports in Great Britain (Bale 2003). John Bale stands out as 

one of the main pioneers of sports geography, arguing that sport is a major aspect of 

political, social, and economic life, linked to the geographical concepts of space and 

place (Bale 2003). Bale’s sports geography has been concerned with the spatial 

distribution of sport and its temporal variations, the changing character of sports 

landscapes, and the prescriptions for spatial and environmental change in the sports 

environment. Sports geography has also sought to understand sport in different 
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places, locations, and landscapes, evidenced by publications on the geography of 

sport in the USA (Rooney and Pillsbury 1992) and Great Britain (Bale 1982), in 

addition to sport-specific research, such as horse racing in Great Britain (Tomlinson 

1986) and running in Europe (Scheerder et al. 2015). In an attempt to further 

interconnect the two disciplines, Bale (2003: 161) has linked sport to cultural studies 

in what he terms the “imaginative geographies of sport”, where he discusses the 

social construction of place identity associated with sporting activity, such as the 

idyllic sense of rurality integrated into collective perceptions of the sport of cricket. 

John Bale’s prolific contribution - despite not necessarily developing into a prominent 

geographic subfield - has played a key role in making other academics consider 

sport more seriously (see for example Koch 2017). 

Sports geography has contributed to sports studies by clearly articulating 

how sport is fundamentally geographic (Andrews 2016: 1). 

However, academics have identified a limited impact of sports geography because of 

the relative neglect of studying the everyman and everywoman who engage in 

practices of sport and leisure (Andrews et al. 2005; Latham and Layton 2019). 

Although existing research has focused on topics such as urban change in 

preparation for hosting the Olympic Games (Chalkley and Essex 1999), the 

relationship between population size and football team success (Walker 1986) and 

running as a form of resistance to national and global pressures (Bale 2000), 

geographers and sport scientists alike have overlooked the significant proportion of 

amateur participants who make up the majority of sport and physical activity 

communities. Concentrating on understanding the way this substantial group of 

physical activity participants engage with these activities on an everyday basis has, 

according to Hitchings and Latham (2018), the potential to contribute to wider public 

health promotion and will therefore be the central point of interest in this study:  

Creating critical distance from professional sport brings to light a more 

mundane world of physical activity (Latham and Layton 2019: 4). 

In addition to the tendency for earlier work in sports geography to focus almost 

entirely on elite sport, Latham and Layton (2019) suggest three features that 

summarise geography’s lack of engagement with practices of physical activity; a 
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tendency to focus on the most extreme and extraordinary sporting activities, a lack of 

insight into the enabling and impeding characteristics of the built environment for 

physical activity, and insufficient measures to understand the ethics of sport and 

leisure engagement.  

Many of these suggestions echo wider changes in the cultural landscape 

concerning health and physical activity. Rising concerns over levels of inactivity and 

obesity (Larsen 2018; Rind and Jones 2011), coupled with a growing appreciation of 

the significant physical, mental and social health potential of physical activity 

engagement (DCMS 2015; Government Office For Science 2007), has meant that 

issues of health and fitness have risen up the political agenda in Great Britain 

(Stamatakis and Chaudhury 2008). Sport and physical activity participation have 

been linked to a reduced risk of numerous severe diseases including coronary heart 

disease, some cancers, type II diabetes and obesity, reduced risk of mental illness, 

increased self-confidence, social wellbeing, in addition to community benefits such 

as lower unemployment, less crime, a sense of national and cultural identity, and 

stronger community cohesion and social integration (DCMS 2015; Grieve and Sherry 

2012; O’Donovan et al. 2010; Stamatakis and Chaudhury 2008). 

Associated with this growing attentiveness to practices of health and fitness, there 

has been a resurgence of geographically focused academic studies providing insight 

into various sport, fitness and physical activities (Latham and Layton 2019). A key 

characteristic of much of these emerging studies is their propensity to draw upon 

existing work from a broad range of disciplines, an approach that arguably creates 

“synergies and new avenues of inquiry” (Koch 2017: 1). Andrews (2016: 3) argues 

that this inattention to sport within human geography has necessitated a 

multidisciplinary approach to “reimagine, reframe and broaden scholarship” in the 

discipline. Encouraging a multidisciplinary approach to studies of sport, in addition to 

broadening the definition of sport to move beyond elite sporting endeavours and 

focusing on the health dimensions inherently present within sporting practices are 

suggestions by Andrews (2016) to help geographical research better analyse the 

dynamics between sports, health and place in a sub-field he labels as ‘spatial sport 

studies’. 



37 

 

Recently there has been a plethora of physical activity-related work emerging from 

geography and the social sciences, particularly focusing on running (Barnfield 2016; 

Cook et al. 2016; Edensor and Larsen 2017; Hitchings and Latham 2016; Hodgson 

and Hitchings 2018; Spiers et al. 2015), cycling (Aldred and Jungnickel 2014; Barratt 

2017; Latham and Wood 2015; Simpson 2017; Sirna 2016; Spinney 2009; Van 

Duppen and Spierings 2013), and swimming (Foley 2015; Shapton 2012; Throsby 

2016; Ward 2017). Yet, while performance-orientated aspects of triathlon practice 

have been investigated extensively in the fields of sports science and sport 

sociology, the practices of leisure-focused participants have eluded sustained study. 

Studies concerning triathlon and other forms of sport and leisure are dispersed 

between multiple academic disciplines, including sports geography, leisure studies, 

tourism, sport management, sport sociology, and more recently mobilities research. 

As summarised in the introduction, the limited selection of triathlon-related 

research has covered a breadth of topics from various academic fields. Atkinson 

(2008) explored the interconnected relationship between pain, suffering, and 

triathlon engagement, describing the association as a unique ‘pain community’. 

Bridel (2010, 2013) has emphasised how triathlon engagement is reflective of 

neoliberal ideologies of individualism and self-responsibility for one’s own health. 

From a marketing perspective Wicker et al. (2012, 2013) have investigated the 

consumption practices and expenditure of triathletes, whereas Lamont and Kennelly 

(2012) utilised self-determination theory to identify the extrinsic and intrinsic 

motivations for triathlon engagement. The intense commitment and extreme 

practices associated with Ironman participants - a long-distance triathlon event 

consisting of a 2.4-mile swim, a 112-mile bicycle ride and a 26.2-mile run - has been 

the focus of research within leisure sciences, with McCarville (2007) using an 

autoethnographical research approach to explore experiences of Ironman 

participation, and Simmons et al. (2016) detailing the delicate balance of work, 

family, and leisure commitments associated with Ironman training and competition. 

Absent from these existing studies is a consideration of the unique spatial, social, and 

digital practices and worlds associated with triathlon engagement, which are 

therefore examined in this study. Geographers are inherently “curious about people 
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and their places”, making it appropriate to ground this multidisciplinary research 

primarily within geographical debates (Longan 2015: 218). Additionally, Maguire 

(2014: 1) argues that adopting a social science perspective when investigating sport 

and physical activity has become increasingly common, as “social problems, issues 

and concerns merge within and affect social worlds”. 

This overview of the contemporary academic landscape concerning sport and 

geography demonstrates that this research project is timely, and necessary.  At a 

time when concerns over the population’s health and the promotion of physical 

activity have soared up the political agenda, and with a related surge of research 

focused on the everyday leisure practices of amateur sport participants, investigating 

the spatial, social, and digital practices and worlds of triathletes in Great Britain has 

never been more relevant. The remainder of this chapter develops the relevance of 

this research further, providing a critical evaluation of the literature associated with 

the four thematic foci of the thesis. 

2.1.2. Space, place and placemaking 

The concepts of space and place are well established within human geography. 

Cresswell (2008) describes them as one of the main ideas in modern geography. 

Meanings associated with place and space are important considerations throughout 

this research, relevant when considering the spatialities and characteristics of 

everyday training locations, the social, community, and even digital spaces attributed 

to the triathlon social world, and the unique interconnections between physical and 

digital understandings of place produced through the pervasive use of GPS-enabled 

technologies. Therefore, a comprehensive overview of the geographical literature 

surrounding space and place, and its links with sporting activity is necessary within 

this literature review. 

Debates surrounding the concepts of space and place have maintained a key role 

within geographical scholarship since the 1960s, with academics questioning where, 

when, why, and how these places and spaces matter to individuals, and additionally, 

how to define these two complex terms (Agnew 2011). Place is a term that has been 

ascribed multiple meanings, including as a location, as a locale where everyday life 
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takes place, and a sense of place as unique, particular and thus singular (Agnew 

2011). Space is made and re-made through interactions, negotiations and 

proceedings. 

Space and place are intrinsically related concepts: they constitute each 

other. A place takes meaning from the spaces outside it, and spaces are 

relevant in relation to the places they surround (Koops and Galič 2017: 

24). 

Places, unlike spaces, provide cues to memory and behaviour - ascribed meaning 

(Clifford et al. 2009). Yi-Fu Tuan (1976), in his seminal work on the concepts of space 

and place from a phenomenological humanistic understanding, suggests that the key 

difference between the two concepts is that place is the extent to which meaning has 

been ascribed to a specific area: 

place is a shared feeling and a concept as much as a location and a 

physical environment (Tuan 1976: 275). 

Central to these conceptualisations of place is the idea of experience (Cresswell 

2008). In later work, Massey (2005) has argued that places are not static or 

unchanging, but rather constantly made and remade by their fluid interactions with 

the world beyond. Places, in this sense, are “constantly contested, transgressed and 

resisted by the excluded” (Cresswell 2008: 137). Contemporary geographical 

scholarship has continued to revolve around the key concepts of space and place, 

and geographers have questioned the changing role of place during times of 

technological change (Graham 1998). More recently, embodied and performative 

experiences of spaces linked to activities such as cycling (Spinney 2006) and 

swimming (Ward 2017), and more abstract digital social spaces such as online 

forums (Bardzell and Odom 2008) have been discussed. The examination of 

everyday experiences of activities within such spaces can contribute to 

understandings of the important meanings of places and environments to individuals 

and collective groups (Ward 2017). 

Debates concerning place and placemaking have also been present within the 

subfield of sports geography, with the key proponent of the research field, John Bale, 

arguing that “space and place—regarded by many as the two geographic 
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fundamentals—are central to both geography and sport” (Bale 2003: 2). Physical 

activity typically involves a substantial amount of motion, and Bale (1994) contends 

that physical movement provides individuals with a direct, intense experience of 

space. More recently, ‘spatial sport studies’ (Andrews 2016) - an interdisciplinary 

approach to studying sport that has attempted to move away from previously elite-

focused geographical understandings of sport - has sought to understand the 

changing relationships between everyday sport and leisure practices and the places 

associated with them. Some examples from geography include experiences of space 

and the environment through active movements such as running (Barnfield 2016), 

parkour (Saville 2008), and general outdoor exercise (Allen-Collinson and Leledaki 

2015), and mobility-centred research exploring processes of negotiating public 

spaces when running (Cook et al. 2016), skateboarding (Stratford 2016), and walking 

(Fletcher and Platt 2016). 

Within understandings of place in geographical research, the most relevant 

conceptualisation that suits the interests of this research is the idea of a sense of 

place. A sense of place can be defined as: 

the attitudes and feelings that individuals and groups hold vis a` vis the 

geographical areas in which they live. It further commonly suggests 

intimate, personal and emotional relationships between self and place 

(Gregory et al. 2009: 676). 

Agnew (2011) suggests there are three elements that constitute a place; a locale (the 

setting where social relations are constructed), location (geographical areas, defined 

by social and economic processes), and a sense of place (local structural feelings in 

relation to specific places). Over time geographical research has sought to ascertain 

what contributes to an individual and shared sense of place, through exploring the 

meanings, experiences and memories associated with these places (Cresswell 

2008). Drawing on previous work that conceptualised place as malleable and 

changing (Massey 2005), Duncan and Ley (2013) have argued that place is an 

‘elastic’ area in which social relations can be located, and where individuals can 

identify with. At a time where digital technologies have become increasingly 

pervasive in the practices of physical activity participants, it has become apparent 
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that “spaces are being increasingly mediated and experienced through digital 

interfaces” transforming the “social production of space and the spatial production of 

society” (Sutko and De Souza e Silva 2010: 812). Similarly, Ward (2012) proposes 

that technology can actively harness the power of place, make memory increasingly 

social, and represent shared experiences of bodies in space, and in doing so, 

contributes to the many layers of representation and experience attached to place, 

simultaneously providing news ways of conceptualising these places. Using this 

sentiment in the context of triathlon and its associated digital practices emphasises 

the important, yet complex, role that digital technologies can have in the creation of 

meaningful physical and digital places for leisure participation. This changing 

construction of place has resulted in a growing interconnectedness between 

mediated and ‘real’ places which opens avenues for the investigation of these 

complex contemporary processes (Cresswell 2008; Lane 2012). As Cresswell (2008: 

139) suggests, “surely the interactions between communications technology and 

sense of place is a perfect topic for twenty-first century geography students”. 

2.1.3. Conceptual approach of the thesis 

Traditionally, geographers have tended to adopt a single overarching approach to 

frame their research, for example Barratt’s (2011) use of actor-network theory to 

explore the technologised aspects of climbing or Larsen’s (2016) implementation of 

practice theory to explore long-distance cycle commuting in Copenhagen. However, 

the breadth and diversity of the research objectives outlined in section 1.3 creates a 

challenge of selecting an appropriate conceptual approach to help bring together the 

various empirical elements of this research project. Practice theory and actor-

network theory were identified as two potential overarching conceptual frameworks 

for the study. Practice theory considers practices as the basis of social life – 

consisting of materials, competencies, and meanings - focusing on understanding 

their emergence, persistence, and disappearance (Oldstad and Kirkpatrick 2021; 

Shove et al. 2012). These practices can lead to the formation of communities which 

are integral to the continued shaping of practices (Everts et al. 2011). Variations on 

practice theory have also effectively considered the role of the environment for 

enabling and shaping practices (Larsen 2016). However, through its 
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conceptualisation of practices as ‘routine behaviour’ the notion of decision-making, 

deliberation and personal choice are largely overlooked (Larsen 2016; Warde 2014). 

Actor-network-theory (ANT) posits that everything exists in a shifting network of 

relationships, where humans and non-humans – referred to together as ‘actants’ - 

have the same capacity to participate in these networks (Bosco 2006). ANT studies 

attempt to understand these networks of relations and the practices which carry 

them (Law 2009). Despite being well suited to studies of a socio-technical nature, 

ANT has received criticism for its disregard of the “structuring effects of such classic 

sociological categories as race, class and gender” and for underplaying “the 

influence of power in society” (Bingham 2009, 7). Both practice theory and actor-

network theory have been effectively utilised to explore the role of digital 

technologies within contemporary leisure practices (Barratt 2011; Pantzar and 

Ruckenstein 2014). Yet, there are a limited number of studies which have used either 

approach as an overarching conceptual framework for a study of sporting activity. 

Based on the under-theorisation of sport within human geography, the multi-

disciplinary nature of the research project, the breadth of focus of the research 

objectives, and the limitations of the other approaches, the decision was made to 

exercise epistemological pluralism throughout the research project. Epistemological 

pluralism relates to the consideration of different approaches to assess and 

understand various phenomena, in the case of this research project, utilising the 

most appropriate conceptual tools for the different research objectives. Ultimately, 

there is no single overarching theoretical approach which can fully illuminate the 

diverse focus areas covered within the scope of this research, and attempting to 

shoehorn the analysis into a single connecting conceptual approach is likely to 

subtract from the quality of the analysis and resulting insights that are offered by a 

pluralistic approach (see also Sayin et al. 2020). Despite having limited existing 

usage within geography, the multiple approaches utilised throughout this thesis – 

such as serious leisure (Stebbins 1992) and social worlds (Unruh 1980) -  are 

characterised by having been made productive for the understanding of sport and 

physical activity practices, whilst linking to areas that have previous grounding within 

human geography, such as identity and social capital. In addition to having been 
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used effectively in studies of physical activity practices, the concepts of serious 

leisure and social worlds are also complementary, in that a social world is one of the 

defining features of a serious leisure activity, resulting in a clearer narrative 

throughout the thesis. The adoption of conceptual approaches that have limited 

existing use within human geography, whilst also responding to calls to draw from 

multiple disciplines to develop deeper understandings of sporting practices, add to 

the originality of this thesis (Andrews 2016). 

2.2.  Profiles and practices of triathletes 

2.2.1. Introduction 

Triathlon has been the subject of limited research worldwide, with work focusing 

specifically on the practices and experiences of British triathletes being extremely 

rare. Although a selection of large-scale quantitative insights into the national 

triathlon population do exist, providing useful insights into the demographics and 

characteristics of the amateur triathlon participant base, these studies have been 

inherently tailored to focus on the more commercially attractive facets of triathlon 

(MultiSport Research 2017a; Triathlon Industry Association 2017). Very little attention 

has been given to the question of how distinct combinations of profiles and 

motivations coalesce into a plethora of distinct practices and types of triathlon 

engagement. Drawing upon this same section of non-professional triathletes, this 

research contributes to the emerging body of academic literature that focuses on the 

practices and experiences of comparatively casual physical activity participants 

(Alexandris et al. 2013; Barnfield 2016; Cook et al. 2016; Hindley 2018; Hitchings and 

Latham 2016; Lamont and Kennelly 2012; Latham and Layton 2019; Rind and Jones 

2011). 

The characteristics of endurance sports such as marathon running (Goodsell et al. 

2013; Major 2001; Qiu et al. 2019), road cycling (Bull 2010; Herman 2015; O’Connor 

and Brown 2007), mountain biking (Moularde and Weaver 2016), and rock climbing 

(Dilley and Scraton 2010; Wood 2016) have resulted in these activities being 

associated with Stebbins’ (1992) conceptual framework of serious leisure. Central to 

these associations are the constituent features of personal effort, perseverance, 
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social identification, unique ethos, durable benefits and the potential for a long-term 

leisure career. Triathlon as a sporting activity is characterised by its atypical 

participant base (MultiSport Research 2017b), its unique subcultural ethos, and the 

intense degree of commitment and dedication often exhibited by its participants 

(Atkinson 2008). Although previous work has emphasised the applicability of the 

serious leisure framework to triathlon (Atkinson 2008; Lamont et al. 2017; McCarville 

2007; Simmons et al. 2016), previous associations of triathlon and serious leisure 

have been fleeting and lacked any comprehensive empirical grounding. 

In the following, the first section critically analyses the existing literature concerning 

the demographic profiles of triathletes (Section 2.2.2). Subsequently, the focus then 

shifts to explore existing work on motivations for physical activity engagement, in 

addition to the facilitating and impeding factors that impact on an individual’s degree 

of sporting engagement (Section 2.2.3). Drawing upon the conceptual framework of 

serious leisure, Section 2.2.4 provides insight into the varied, yet principally intense 

and committed, practices of amateur triathletes in Great Britain. With reference to the 

previous work cited in this literature review, the final section (Section 2.2.5) will then 

emphasise the original contributions stemming from the primarily quantitative insight 

of the large-scale study of British triathletes. 

2.2.2. Profiles 

The annual Active Lives Survey of Sport England has served as an important 

source of data regarding the changing number and demographics of sports 

participants. The first report from the survey indicates that after walking, running 

(15%) is the second  most popular form of physical activity in England, closely 

followed by cycling (15%) and swimming (11%), when measured as shares of the 

population engaging with the three sports respectively (Sport England 2017). Based 

on findings from the Active People Survey in 2015, British Triathlon (2015) suggests 

that the number of active triathletes was estimated to be in excess of 100,000. 

Additionally, once-a-month participation in triathlon events increased from 4,800 in 

2005, to more than 13,900 in 2015 (Sport England 2015a). This growth, to some 

extent, can be attributed to the ‘doorstep’ nature of two of the three activities that 

constitute triathlon, in that they do not require specific infrastructure and 
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consequently can be performed almost anywhere, resulting in an ease of access that 

has been found to encourage regular participation (Mintel 2015). The Active Lives 

survey also highlights the gendered practices of physical activity with 41% of men 

participating in sporting activities at least twice a month, in comparison to only 30% 

of women (Sport England 2017). Research by Baxter (2017) suggests that running, 

cycling, and swimming individually are comparatively gender balanced sporting 

activities. Yet contrastingly, the amalgamation of these three activities results in a 

triathlon participant base that is dominated by men. Moreover, unlike other sports, 

triathlon has an atypical age profile, evidenced by a wealth of triathletes aged 40 and 

above, an age where participation in traditional sports tends to decline rapidly 

(Scheerder et al. 2015; Triathlon Industry Association 2017). These findings suggest 

that there are some interesting aspects regarding triathlon participation that 

distinguish the sport from others, and from its constituent activities. 

Research on the characteristics, motivations and practices of triathletes has not 

emerged entirely from an academic context. As concerns over increasingly 

sedentary lifestyles have received growing attention, governing bodies with an 

interest in encouraging and sustaining active lifestyles, such as Sport England and 

British Triathlon, have commissioned research to create a national picture of sports 

participation (British Triathlon 2016; Sport England 2017). Similarly, interest in 

triathlon as a profitable sports market has generated research studies that have 

sought to identify the characteristics, needs, and preferences of triathletes, providing 

useful statistics on demographics, motivations, and practices (MultiSport Research 

2017a; Triathlon Industry Association 2017). Academic research focused on triathlon 

has explored the characteristics of triathletes in a number of nations, including 

Australia, Canada, and Germany (Atkinson 2008; Lamont and Kennelly 2012; Wicker 

et al. 2013), but currently, there is an absence of exploration into the facets of 

triathlon engagement in Great Britain. This existing research has tended to overlook 

the more detailed aspects of individual practices and how motivations and practices 

of triathletes vary along the lines of social difference, geographical space, and 

varying orientations to triathlon. 
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Triathlon has experienced significant interest based on its profitability potential, with 

expenditure on equipment, training aids, memberships, and competitions making the 

sport a particularly financially lucrative endeavour for businesses and stakeholders. 

Consequently, market research companies such as the Triathlon Industry 

Association and MultiSport Research have commissioned large scale research 

investigating elements related to participation, expenditure, and demographics of the 

triathlon community in the United Kingdom (MultiSport Research 2017b). Findings 

from these reports suggest that triathlon is atypical from the majority of sports, with 

participants predominantly aged in their 40s, typically employed in professional 

positions with an average salary of £49,000, and educated to a college or degree 

level (Triathlon Industry Association 2017). All these are typical characteristics of the 

contemporary middle class (Atkinson 2008; Wicker et al. 2013). Interestingly, the 

three individual components of triathlon—swimming, cycling and running—are also 

widely considered as middle- or upper middle-class activities (Scheerder et al. 2015; 

DeLuca 2016; Larsen 2018). Accordingly, Ronkainen et al. (2017) suggest that this, 

to some extent, explains how these predominantly individually practiced activities 

have grown in popularity over time. Breedveld et al. (2015) contend that such 

activities are popular among members of the middle-class because they can be 

effectively combined with busy lifestyles, provide a sense of individualisation, and 

permit personal investment in their own health. Through a dedicated commitment to 

their leisure pursuit, triathletes express a sense of individual responsibility, good 

citizenship and healthy living that reflect these neoliberal ideologies (Bridel 2013). 

Therefore, triathlon as the combination of these three time-efficient pursuits, 

reflecting the neoliberal characteristics of self-responsibility and self-empowerment 

(Bridel 2010), has become increasingly popular among the middle-class in the United 

Kingdom and elsewhere in the developed world. Atkinson (2008) highlights this 

association by commenting that: 

members of the […] middle classes come to triathlon because they feel 

isolated, bored, ideologically fragmented and nostalgic for more (rather 

mythically and nostalgically) traditional middle-class lifestyles (Atkinson, 

2008: 166). 
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Niedzviecki (2004) suggests that the hyper-consumerist middle-class pressures to be 

unique propel individuals to seek out novel rituals and corporeal performances 

achieved through ‘liminal pursuits’ such as triathlon which offer a degree of valued 

personal distinction (Atkinson 2008). Although academics have strongly emphasised 

this association of triathlon as a middle-class pursuit, the growing popularity of 

accessible, low-cost events such as GO TRI are increasing the accessibility of 

triathlon to a wider demographic. This changing focus of provision has had a clear 

impact on women’s participation in triathlon, particularly among women aged under 

18 and over 55. Although not explicitly specified in these governing body reports, it is 

likely that in addition to gender and age, these financially accessible events are also 

likely to manifest in a changing socio-economic profile of triathletes. Understanding 

the impact of the cultural shift from performance and competition to participation and 

completion (Van Bottenburg et al. 2010) is therefore a key concern of this research. 

Typologies that break down groups based on quantitative variables have been 

effective analytical tools to highlight patterns and variances between groups of sports 

participants (Nettleton and Hardey 2006; Ogles and Masters 2003; Shipway et al. 

2012; Wicker et al. 2012). Sport England (2015) in their report on outdoor recreation 

in England break down participants into eight categories based on the location and 

nature of their practices. One group labelled ‘tribe members’, reflects characteristics 

that appear to be applicable to triathletes – including year-round participation, 

increased likelihood of competing and club membership, heightened importance of 

social benefits of engagement and more likely to cite time constraints as barriers to 

participation. Much of the previous work on triathletes has focused on the most 

competitive, committed amateur athletes, typically associated with longer distance 

triathlon events such as Ironman (Granskog, 2003; Lamont et al. 2014), overlooking 

the substantial number of more recreationally concerned participants. Clearly, 

triathletes pursuing the activity at different levels of intensity are likely to exhibit 

particular shared tendencies and practices. Therefore, one contribution of this thesis 

is to develop a typology of engagement that permits an in-depth analysis of the 

impact of engagement intensity to expose the unique practices associated with the 

previously neglected proportion of comparatively casual triathlon participants. 
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Arguably, understanding the characteristics of triathletes is an important step in 

putting together a picture of triathlon in Great Britain, providing a context through 

which to explore the more subjective and detailed elements of triathletes’ practices 

and experiences. In particular, an attentiveness to markers of social difference will 

provide further insight into the intricacies of triathlon engagement, and to contribute 

to debates surrounding physical activity and gender. Undertaking a quantitative 

approach that utilises a large-scale online survey of triathlon participants in Great 

Britain will help to create a better understanding of triathlon participation at a national 

level, and to highlight the locational geographies of the activity of triathlon. Adopting 

a more comprehensive definition of triathlon participants, a study of the triathlon 

population in Great Britain encourages discussion beyond that of the most devoted 

participants, foregrounding the notably diverse range of individuals and associated 

practices that characterise the triathlon community. 

2.2.3. Motivations, facilitators and barriers to triathlon engagement  

2.2.3.1. Motivations 

For some participation is about health, fitness and looking good. However 

for others, participation extends beyond these functional benefits to 

include having fun; connecting with nature; enjoying the feeling of 

accomplishment; escaping the pressures of everyday life; keeping them 

feeling young; allowing them to connect with themselves and those close 

to them; allowing them to physically challenge themselves (Sport England 

2015: 20). 

The motivations of people engaged in physical activity has been a topic that has 

been well-researched in academic circles as well as by public health and sporting 

institutions (Goodsell et al. 2013; Lamont and Kennelly 2012; Sport England 2017). 

At a time where there are increasing concerns regarding poor health, increasing 

levels of obesity and a growing market surrounding many forms of physical activity, 

the motivations of these participants have become a key concern of public health 

institutions and academics (Duda 2005; Spiers et al. 2015; Sport England 2015a). 

Understanding these motivations, and factors impacting participation, is essential for 
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improving provision for current participants, but also for attracting new participants, 

particularly from the 14% of the population who are defined as ‘fairly active’ and most 

importantly from the 26% of individuals who are considered ‘inactive’ (Sport England 

2017). 

Previous research has identified many motivations for physical activity participation, 

including enjoyment, relaxation (Sport England 2015), stress-relief (Spiers et al. 

2015), general health and fitness benefits, weight-loss (Shipway and Holloway 2010), 

excitement, and challenge (Weinberg and Gould 2015). Barriers to participation for 

outdoor activities such as running, cycling, and swimming have been found to be 

levels of risk, lack of confidence, cost, lack of local opportunities, and lack of time 

(Sport England 2015). With regards to recreational running, Giles (2016) found that 

general fitness improvements, recreation and enjoyment, weight-loss, and the 

improvement of appearance were the key motivations for sustained running 

participation. Similarly, studies concerning the motivations of swimmers, cyclists, and 

runners found that social engagement (Bauman et al. 2009), time/attendance goals, 

accessibility, and experiencing outdoor environments (Stevinson et al. 2015) were 

additional reasons for sport engagement. 

Research focusing specifically on triathlon has identified similar motivations for 

participants, including the pursuit of a healthier lifestyle and greater level of fitness 

(McCarville 2007; Simmons et al. 2016), the sense of accomplishment that can be 

gained from the completion of triathlon events, and the intense level of camaraderie 

associated with the triathlon culture (Atkinson 2008). Figure 2.1 displays a range of 

other intrinsic and extrinsic motivations for participating in triathlons. Training for, and 

competing in, events was found to be a key motivation for sustained triathlon 

participation and central to a triathlete’s sense of social identity (Lamont et al. 2014), 

a finding also reflected in research on runners (Shipway and Jones 2008). Moreover, 

as modern life has become increasingly entangled with new forms of digital 

technology, there has been an explosion in fitness-related technology that has come 

to play an important role in encouraging and sustaining motivation for physical 

activity participation, a facet that will be explored with greater detail later in Section 

2.5 (Barratt 2017). 
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Figure 2.1 - Intrinsic and extrinsic motivations for triathlon engagement (Adapted 
from Lamont and Kennelly 2012: 244). 

2.2.3.2. Facilitators and barriers  

Participation in triathlon is not simply due to one motivation or another. Lamont and 

Kennelly (2012) argue that reasons for participation can be complex and consist of a 

balance of both intrinsic and extrinsic factors. Despite the recent growth of triathlon 

and the benefits triathlon participation can offer, it is apparent that these are 

balanced with a number of disadvantages, such as the risk of injury (Bridel 2010), 

and the difficulties of balancing often intense triathlon participation with other 

everyday roles (Simmons et al. 2016). Several triathlon-based articles have 

investigated how triathletes balance competing roles in their everyday lives, 
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particularly the difficulties of balancing the overlapping triumvirate of constraints, 

namely work, family, and leisure (Simmons et al. 2016). Constraints in this context 

can be described as circumstances that “inhibit people’s ability to participate in 

leisure activities, to spend more time doing so, to take advantage of leisure services, 

or to achieve a desired level of satisfaction” (Jackson 1988: 203). Central to the 

management of these constraints within committed leisure practices is the notion of 

familial assistance, encompassing co-participation, emotional, and logistical support. 

Lamont and Kennelly (2011) divide constraints to triathlon participation into three 

categories: intrapersonal, interpersonal, and structural. These authors suggest that 

constraints may not necessarily prevent participation but have the potential to impact 

the degree of intensity with which a triathlon career is pursued. Whilst triathletes 

utilise a number of negotiational strategies to balance their leisure pursuits with other 

life roles, it is apparent that perfectly harmonising these competing roles is 

uncommon: 

It is rare, indeed, that a person’s amateur or professional pursuit meshes 

perfectly with the needs and interests of other family members (Stebbins 

1992: 110). 

The degree to which certain constraints hampered individuals’ ability to engage with 

triathlon as a leisure pursuit have been found to vary along the lines of gender, 

notably in relation to the expectations of societal gender roles associated with 

childcare (Granskog 2003) and housework (Simmons et al. 2016). However, these 

primarily qualitative accounts provide limited insight into the extent to which these 

constraints are significantly impacted by indicators of social difference. 

Adults in the UK typically report that the most common barriers to exercise 

participation are; time restraints, lacking a ‘sporty’ image, and looking after children 

(Zunft et al. 1999). Within triathlon it has been highlighted that lack of time and 

financial commitments are two of the key constraints to triathlon participation 

(Simmons et al. 2016). When considering the time commitments required for training 

and competing in such an intense event, and the cost of the substantial range of 

high-tech specialist equipment, it is easy to appreciate why this is the case. As a 

result, approachable and flexible events like parkrun that provide a platform for which 
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these restraints can be easily negotiated have seen a significant rise in popularity 

and have attracted a more diverse range of participants (Stevinson et al. 2015). 

Following the growth of low-cost, easily accessible and non-competitive triathlon 

events such as GO TRI and Come-and-Tri, the participant base of triathlon has seen 

substantial change, with an 88% growth in female participation between 2009 and 

2014, and 37% of survey respondents completing their first triathlon event in the past 

three years (Triathlon Industry Association 2017).  

Among these recent changes, the growing use of activity tracking applications in 

the sport has had an impact on individuals’ motivations for participation. Barratt 

(2017) suggests that the ‘gamification’ of physical activity through Strava, and other 

similar applications, encourages the idea of status and achievement as important 

factors for encouraging sustained physical activity through social reward (Korpilo et 

al. 2017). Gamification is the process of implementing game design functions into a 

non-game context, and is primarily used to improve user experience, and more 

importantly for developers and corporations, to encourage user engagement 

(Deterding et al. 2011; Kunkel et al. 2014). 

2.2.4. Practices 

Practices can be defined as “the customary, habitual, or expected procedure or 

way of doing something”, or alternatively as a “repeated exercise in or performance 

of an activity or skill so as to acquire or maintain proficiency in it” (Oxford Dictionary 

2015). There has been a growing interest in academia regarding the where, the who, 

the when, the what, the how, and the why of practices associated with various leisure 

activities, and triathlon offers a context through which to explore these questions 

further. Much of social science research, including geography, has sought to extract 

meaning from individuals’ practices in a range of everyday pursuits, notably what 

these practices are, how they are formed, and how and why they change or vary 

between individuals and over time. Relevant geographical themed research has 

looked at everyday practices of mobility (Bissell 2016; Jensen et al. 2015), transport 

practices (Jones 2014; Jungnickel and Aldred 2014), and leisure and sporting 

practices (Allen-Collinson and Hockey 2015; Barratt 2017; Middleton 2010).  
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Triathlon is a sport that is characterised by the substantial level of financial and 

temporal resources required for participation across almost all levels of engagement. 

Market research by the Triathlon Industry Association (2017) found the average 

individual, from the estimated 150,000 active triathletes in the United Kingdom, 

spends just short of £3,000 per year on the sport. Atkinson’s (2008) research on 

triathletes’ training for an Ironman triathlon in Canada uncovers the level of temporal 

resources that triathletes were willing to devote to training, with participants on 

average training five days per week, committing a total of 15 hours to their chosen 

leisure pursuit. The time committed to training for long-distance triathlon events like 

an Ironman is substantial, although Vleck et al. (2014) suggest that time invested by 

participants of other triathlon distance events is still significant. Consequently, 

increased time invested into training and competitions tends to correlate with an 

increasing investment of finances, primarily because equipment needs replacing 

more frequently, but also because more committed triathletes are seen to be more 

ambitious (Wicker et al. 2013). 

The degree of commitment to triathlon demonstrated by its participants has led to a 

number of academics categorising the activity as a form of ‘serious leisure’ (Atkinson 

2008; Axelsen 2009; Bridel 2010; Lamont et al. 2014; McCarville 2007; Simmons et 

al. 2016). Serious leisure is defined as: 

The systematic pursuit of an amateur, hobbyist or volunteer activity 

sufficiently substantial and interesting in nature for the participant to find a 

career there acquiring and expressing a combination of its special skills, 

knowledge and experience (Stebbins 1992: 3). 

The concept of serious leisure has been used for the understanding of participants’ 

practices in a number of sporting activities, including marathon running (Shipway 

and Jones 2008), climbing (Dilley and Scraton 2010), road cycling (O’Connor and 

Brown 2010), and surfing (Cheng and Tsaur 2010), and is therefore arguably an 

effective lens through which to view the practices associated with triathlon and its 

varying formats.  

This theorisation of leisure as serious leisure focuses not only on non-obligatory 

participation in activities for enjoyment, but also the commitment and responsibility 
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that other conceptualisations of leisure often fail to address (Green and Jones 2005). 

Activities that fall into this conceptualisation reflect six key distinguishing qualities; a 

‘career’ consisting of stages of achievement or reward, ‘perseverance’ through 

negotiating constraints such as embarrassment and danger, significant ‘personal 

effort’ to acquire skills and knowledge related to their chosen activity, ‘durable 

benefits’ including self-enrichment and increased social interaction, a ‘social world’ 

with a unique ethos surrounding the activity, and a degree of social ‘identification’ 

and membership within the social community surrounding the sport (Stebbins 1992). 

Of these six qualities, the notions of perseverance, personal effort, and the durable 

benefits associated with engagement are particularly relevant to individual practices, 

whereas the associated social world, leisure identity and long-term career are 

inherently social, and consequently, the relevant literature will be discussed in more 

detail in Section 2.4. 

Within Stebbins’ (1992) conceptualisation of serious leisure, triathlon can be 

classed as an ‘amateur’ activity, characterised by the presence of a professional 

counterpart—the paid elite athletes such as Alistair and Jonathan Brownlee. Stebbins 

(1992) suggests that the professional counterparts of serious leisure activities set the 

standards of practice that amateurs aspire to replicate, in addition to the 

performances that amateurs use as a comparative benchmark (Green and Jones 

2005). The presence of a professional (full-time) counterpart distinguishes serious 

leisure activities from hobbyist activities such as whitewater kayaking (Bartram 2001), 

handgliding (Stebbins 1992) and serious yoga (Patterson et al. 2016). As a result of 

the degree of leisure involvement exercised by the amateurs, with the activity often 

assuming a central-role within participants lives, Stebbins (1992) suggests that 

amateur participants are typically more closely related to the elites of their activity 

than they are to the general public. In many notionally amateur sporting activities, 

such as football, the professional counterparts are well known by most amateur 

participants but are generally separated from the wider body of unpaid participants. 

In contrast, triathlon, similarly to running, regularly offers the opportunity for amateur 

participants to compete in the same events on the same courses as the 

professionals. 
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Unlike most sporting events, the least promising amateur can toe the start 

line with a champion on race day (McCarville 2007: 171).  

McCarville (2007) attributes this ability to line-up alongside the professionals of the 

sport as a testament to the egalitarian nature of triathlon. However, with an 

emergence of increasingly recreational amateurs, a decreasing level of 

competitiveness, and a growing preference for participation over performance, to 

what extent are professionals still the benchmark for amateurs in terms of practices? 

Furthermore, to what extent does this mean that the serious leisure framework is 

becoming less applicable to sports like triathlon? These questions will be considered 

within Chapter 5. 

Alongside amateurs and hobbyists, Stebbins (1992) also considers volunteers 

within his serious leisure framework. Volunteers are individuals who provide a service 

with no material gain, and within sport and leisure, volunteering roles encompass 

administrative roles – such as event management or sports club secretaries – or 

service roles – including event marshalling and coaching (Green and Jones 2005). 

Volunteering has become integral to the provision and operation of sport in Great 

Britain, with estimates suggesting that over five million people volunteer each month 

(Burgham and Downward 2005; Sport England 2016b; 2019). The same is true within 

triathlon, with British Triathlon (2018a: 4) suggesting that “volunteers are critical to 

our sport” and advertise the associated benefits for volunteers including: physical 

and mental wellbeing, and personal, social, community, and economic development. 

Volunteering as a topic has received a substantial amount of attention within 

geography (Fyfe and Milligan 2003; Hopkins et al. 2015; Mills 2016; Smith et al. 

2010), but despite a wealth of work in the field of sports geography, there is a distinct 

lack of work that explores the intersections between sport and volunteering in 

geography. This growing awareness of the role of volunteering for developing social 

capital, sporting identities, and as a means of contributing to the community 

demonstrates the important role that volunteering can have in relation to social world 

involvement, a theme that will be explored further in Chapter 7 (Darcy et al. 2014; 

Sport England 2016b).  



56 

 

Much like participation in sporting activities, through its ability to be substantially 

resource demanding, often involving commitment and a level of obligation, 

volunteering has the potential to be considered as a form of serious leisure (Stebbins 

2013). Motivations for volunteering can be divided into two categories, volunteering 

as altruism and volunteering as self-interestedness (Haworth and Veal 2004). 

Previous work, including Stebbins’ (1992) own conceptualisation appears to identify 

volunteering as a separate and distinct form of serious leisure engagement. 

However, more recent insights into volunteering in recreational physical activity 

highlight the growing tendency for one’s volunteering career to exist alongside, and 

even supplement engagement in the sport itself. Hindley (2018) discusses the role of 

volunteering within community-organised parkrun events, highlighting how parkrun 

provided opportunities for individuals to both take part in the event and engage in 

volunteering roles, detailing how the opportunity for regular engagement, in addition 

to its friendly and inclusive atmosphere associated made parkrun a space for 

encouraging social world involvement rather than purely a running event. Similarly, 

Wiltshire and Stevison (2018) emphasise the interconnectedness of leisure 

engagement and volunteering, arguing that parkrun’s integrated-volunteer system 

provides runners with the ability to contribute to the community by ‘giving back’ 

through volunteering. Volunteering is increasingly playing an integral role in amateur 

sport involvement, and therefore, the role of volunteering practice as an integral 

socially-important element of serious leisure triathlon involvement will be explored in 

this thesis. 

Lamont and Kennelly (2012) highlight how for serious marathon runners, the 

intense investment of temporal and physical resources required for successful 

participation can result in the impacts of their leisure engagement overflowing 

beyond the confines of leisure time. This same sentiment was evident from Bridel’s 

(2013) research on triathletes, referring to the idea of ‘over-prioritization’ based on 

the significant level of commitment that Ironman participants devote to their leisure 

activity that had the potential to overflow into the worlds of family and work. Simmons 

et al. (2016) contend that a time-consuming pursuit such as triathlon is almost 

impossible to introduce into most individuals’ balance of role responsibilities without 
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resulting in a subsequent reallocation of time from other roles such as family or work. 

Accordingly, serious leisure participants are often heavily reliant on familial support 

for continued participation, and further, adopt a range of time-efficient strategies 

such as scheduling training time together, incorporating family into training 

schedules, and implementing training into commuting practices (Larsen 2018; 

Simmons et al. 2016). This level of commitment and central-role of triathlon activity is 

reflective of Stebbins’ conceptualisation of serious leisure engagement, whereby 

participants “devote a major part of their lives to acquiring and expressing the special 

skills, knowledge, and experiences of their serious leisure activity” (Stebbins 1992: 

375).  

Comparative resemblances between the activity of triathlon and the conceptual 

framework of serious leisure have been directly implied by a number of academics 

(Atkinson 2008; Lamont et al. 2017; McCarville 2007; Simmons et al. 2016), although 

predominantly discussions have focused on the association between serious leisure 

and Ironman triathlon participation. These previous studies of triathlon have 

considered the relevance of the serious leisure framework for explaining triathlon 

engagement, but existing studies are yet to engage thoroughly with the framework as 

an analytical tool. Despite being a popular sporting activity, characterised by a level 

of intensity and dedication required for participation and in association with the 

already busy lifestyles of its predominantly middle-class participant base, research 

has yet to explore the broad range of varied practices associated with the sport of 

triathlon. This research aims to explore and analyse the spectrum of practices that 

constitute triathletes’ engagement in the activity, exploring how these practices are 

integrated into the triathletes’ daily lives and investigating the impact of variables 

such as social difference and the importance of different facilitating or impeding 

factors for leisure engagement to provide more in-depth insight into these practices. 

Moreover, the research makes a case for the appropriateness of utilising a serious 

leisure perspective to understand these characteristically dedicated and intense 

practices associated with the broad spectrum of triathlon participants. 
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2.2.5. Summary 

This section has provided a thorough overview of the existing literature related to 

the first of four themes that will be considered throughout this thesis - the profiles 

and practices of triathletes. In summary, previous large-scale quantitative work on 

triathlon has tended to neglect the more intricate relationships between demographic 

profiles and motivations, and how these come together to create a range of different 

practices. Additionally, this work has been focused primarily on advertising the 

commercial potential of triathlon rather than attempting to provide comprehensive 

insight into the unique everyday practices of triathletes, which arguably contribute to 

future public health promotion strategies. The impact of social difference has 

generally received fleeting mentions within previous studies, and there is a clear 

shortage of research exploring the intersections between triathletes’ motivations and 

practices in relation to gender, age, income, and type of engagement. Consequently, 

there is a need for further empirical research to explore the impact that social 

difference may have on participants’ degree of commitment, type of engagement, 

and ability to pursue leisure to the extent to which they desire. Previous studies of 

triathlon have considered the relevance of the serious leisure framework for 

explaining triathlon engagement, but existing studies are yet to thoroughly engage 

with the framework as an analytical tool. Accordingly, through the implementation of 

a large-scale online survey of British triathletes, this research attempts to address 

this lack of insight, comprehensively analysing their profiles, everyday practices, and 

motivations, highlighting the extent to which their engagement reflects that of a 

serious leisure activity, and considering the impact of social difference on triathletes’ 

triathlon engagement. Improved understanding of the demographic profiles of the 

triathlon community in Great Britain, their motivations for engagement, the facilitating 

and impeding factors that impact their triathlon engagement, their practices of 

training, competition and socialising and how this array of characteristics interact to 

produce the triathlon community makes an important contribution to understandings 

of contemporary sport and leisure practices. 
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2.3.  Geographies of triathlon 

2.3.1. Introduction 

Within geography and related disciplines, increasing attention has been given to 

the complex relationship between natural and built environments and practices of 

sport, leisure, and fitness.  Earlier work in sport geography by Bale (1996) utilised the 

concept of ‘topophilia’ – a love of place (Tuan 1974) - to demonstrate the potential of 

adopting a human geography approach for the study of sporting activity. Since then, 

research stemming from fields such as walkability studies has identified the 

importance of physical and social elements of place for encouraging and supporting 

physical activity (Ettema 2016). Individuals make use of spaces due to their enabling 

physical characteristics such as a lack of traffic and favourable terrain, social 

characteristics including safety and security, and aesthetic factors such as the ability 

to experience natural environments (Barnfield 2019; Krenichyn 2006; Wylie 2005). A 

substantial portion of this research has either focused on impact of the built 

environment on walkability (Andrews et al. 2012; Saelens and Handy 2008) or on 

active commuting practices (Fraser and Lock 2011; Larsen 2018; Piatkowski and 

Marshall 2015), but there has been significantly less insight into the built, natural and 

social environments that shape the locational geographies of recreational sporting 

activities (Ettema 2016). In addition, physical activity can invigorate and reproduce 

space, and the meanings attributed to these places are continuously changing and 

negotiated (Crouch 2000; Latham and Layton 2019). 

Of the limited work that does exist, examples of insightful studies include Ward 

Thompson’s (2013) investigation into the relationship between environmental 

attributes and physical activity engagement, and Hitchings and Latham’s (2017) 

introduction to a special issue on exercise and the environment, which suggests a 

greater need for attentiveness to the physical and social environments of recreational 

activity. In addition to these more generalised outputs, the environmental features 

that characterise experiences in certain forms of physical activity have been 

considered in relation to angling and rock climbing (Eden and Barratt 2010), distance 

running (Cook et al. 2016; Giles 2016), swimming (Ward 2017), and cycling 
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(Downward and Rasciute 2015; Simpson 2017), although these considerations of the 

role of the environment are often tangential.   

Presently, there has been insufficient consideration of the social and physical 

environments that enable different types of physical activity to take place (Das and 

Horton 2012; Hitchings and Latham 2018). Paying closer attention to the various 

spaces that facilitate or impede active behaviours has the potential to advance 

understandings of physical activity engagement (Latham and Layton 2019; Ward 

2017). Furthermore, Hitchings and Latham (2017: 1) argue that “studies concerned 

with how particular environments are inhabited by particular groups of exercisers 

could play a more central part in public health promotion”. Understanding the ways 

that active individuals engage with different environments, ranging from personal, 

subjective, visual, audible, and sensual experiences to more explicit understandings 

of infrastructure and place is essential for further facilitating physical activity (Black 

and Street 2014). As a sport that is formed of three constituent activities that take 

place in an array of varyingly specialised indoor/outdoor and natural/built spaces, 

triathlon offers a useful case study through which to respond to the relative lack of 

insight into the spatialities of everyday physical activity practices. 

Understanding the spaces that facilitate physical activity is clearly an important 

pursuit. However, this understanding needs to be coupled with an appreciation of 

how accessibility effects an individual’s potential to engage in different forms of 

sporting activity, as “access to places where exercise can be carried out is one of the 

most important factors in promoting higher levels of physical activity within the 

population” (Andrade et al. 2018: 2). Warn and Witherick (2003) identify three 

different forms of access relevant to sport and leisure activity; physical access 

(availability and provision of health-enabling spaces and facilities), mobility access 

(proximity, convenience, and capability to get to sporting spaces), and social access 

(inclusivity based on social difference and openness). A combination of these three 

forms of access can result in enabling environments surrounding certain types of 

activity, such as the case study of cycling in Copenhagen (Larsen 2017). Provision of 

health-enabling environments, appropriate sporting facilities, and opportunities for 

participation are key considerations for improving the accessibility of physical activity 
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(Sport England 2015a). A lack of access to health-enabling spaces can contribute to 

health inequalities (Ward Thompson 2013) and conversely, access to these spaces 

increases one’s likelihood of being active (Huston et al. 2003). Panter et al. (2008) 

demonstrate how disparities in access to sports facilities exist based on socio-

economic status, highlighting a distinct geography of engagement based on the 

social accessibility of physical activity. 

A consideration of the cacophony of places and sporting practices that (re)produce 

them, including indoor and outdoor (Eden and Barratt 2010; Hitchings and Latham 

2018), sporting and ordinary spaces (Bale 2004), has the potential to increase the 

impact of studies within sports geography by better considering the key role of the 

body (Andrews et al. 2005), and the effectiveness and inclusiveness of future 

physical activity promotion schemes (Cook et al. 2016; Hitchings and Latham 2018). 

In addition, attempting to understand how physical, mobility, and social access 

impact triathletes’ everyday spatial practices can contribute to understandings of 

access in relation to physical activity and the unique geographies of these sporting 

activities. Serious leisure participation involves a considerable use of temporal and 

financial capital, and therefore, convenient easily-accessible leisure opportunities are 

integral for initial and sustained engagement (Maguire 2008), particularly in a modern 

environment characterised by increasing concerns regarding inactivity and related 

increases in obesity (Macdonald 2019; White et al. 2016), as well as a growing 

concern over mental health (Baker 2018). Developing further the growing interest in 

the everyday component practices of physical activity participants, the following 

section draws on upon a wealth of literature concerning spatialities of sport 

involvement, the role of the environment for enabling healthy behaviours, and 

detailing the influence that different types of access have on the resulting geography 

of triathlon activity. Respectively, the following section achieves this by summarising 

the key literature concerning the two key themes of the research; training locations 

(Section 2.3.2) and accessibility (Section 2.3.3). 

2.3.2. Training locations 

Although seemingly mundane, the environment is much more than simply an ‘inert 

backdrop’ for physical activity (Barnfield 2016).  In recent years, there has been a 
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growing interest in the role of the physical environment and of place within public 

health and for physical activity (Han et al. 2013; Krenichyn 2006; Ward Thompson 

2013), though there is still a notable absence of work that explores the spatialities 

and geographies of sporting activity. Some exceptions to this have emerged from the 

field of mobilities studies, which attends to the “fragile entanglement of physical 

movement, representations and practices” (Cresswell 2010: 20). Research in this 

subfield of geography has started to explore the spatialities of recreational activity, 

and the physical, social, and cultural enablers and barriers to participation (see Cook 

et al. 2016; Giles 2016). Giles (2016) identified that safety, terrain, and level of traffic 

were important concerns for runners when choosing a route, with proximity of green 

spaces and trails also encouraging participation. 

The UK is fortunate to have some of the best countryside and outdoor 

space in the world, where people can take part in a wide variety of 

activities (Department of Culture Media and Sport 2015: 23). 

Despite the above statement, little is known about which elements of the environment 

are utilised by recreational activity participants and why. Scholarship that has 

investigated the environments that host physical activity have tended to focus on 

outdoor environments, although within geography there has been a growing 

appreciation that indoor environments are also significant (Eden and Barratt 2010; 

Hitchings and Latham 2017; Ward 2017). In their study of outdoor and indoor leisure 

spaces, Eden and Barratt (2010) highlighted that for climbers, indoor climbing walls 

were more convenient than natural outdoor spaces, based on time, weather, access, 

and safety, and continued to offer the opportunity for individuals to fulfil their leisure 

needs. Similar changes in the spaces and environments that are used during 

triathlon practices are occurring with the growing popularity of indoor treadmills, 

exercise bikes, swimming pools, and ‘turbo trainers’—a piece of equipment that 

allows users to mount their bicycle onto it, thus making it static and ideal for indoor 

training. Despite the convenience associated with the controlled and standardised 

nature of these notionally indoor spaces, the transferability of this training to the 

more unpredictable outdoor spaces that are likely to form part of triathlon events is 

questionable.  
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Parallel to the growing interest in indoor spaces for physical activity, there has been 

a resurgence of interest in the role of ‘blue spaces’ – health-enabling places with 

water being the central feature - in both human geography (Foley and Kistemann 

2015) and in wider fields of health and sport (DeLuca 2016; Foley 2015; Middlestadt 

et al. 2015; Ward 2017). Technological innovations and shifting practices based on 

convenience and accessibility have transformed the geographies of outdoor leisure 

in a number of ways, and understanding how these environments are occupied and 

operationalised by groups of leisure participants has the potential to contribute in 

important ways to public health promotion (Hitchings and Latham 2017), as well as to 

understandings of the changing geographies of outdoor recreation (Eden and Barratt 

2010). Ward (2017) also argues that a consideration for the spaces where exercise 

occurs, and understanding what motivates and facilitates exercise, may offer insights 

that could influence policy and planning in a way that would be beneficial for the 

encouragement of physical activity. 

Latham and Layton (2019: 16) suggest that “sports and fitness practices poach 

upon and demand specific topographical affordances”, and it would be reasonable to 

suggest that these affordances extend beyond the necessity of water for swimming, 

or hills for fell running. In comparison to the spatial confines of competition, or more 

spatially restricted activities such as ice hockey or long jump, the relative flexibility of 

everyday training permits athletes to experience a greater range of environments 

and landscapes (Bale 1994). With the relatively unrestricted nature of triathlon’s 

constituent activities, it could be assumed that triathlon activity could take place 

almost anywhere, with the only significant constraint being that swimming requires a 

body of water to take place. Along similar lines, academics have implied that 

recreational running can take place almost anywhere (Cidell 2014), yet in reality, the 

spatialities of running activity are significantly more channelled (Cook et al. 2016). 

Much of this previous work has been centred around recreational distance running. 

Giles (2016) delves into this debate further, suggesting that recreational runners 

utilise certain spaces over others for their training affordances (flat routes for speed 

and unrestricted mobility, and steep gradients for hill training) and also social 

affordances (safety and security). Allen-Collinson (2008) suggests that the main 
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concern of recreational endurance athletes when choosing the location of their 

practice are maintaining momentum, enhancing performance, and avoiding injury. 

Navigating obstacles, and ensuring seamless mobility requires the acquisition and 

performance of specific skills and strategies that relate to both urban and rural 

spaces (Cook et al. 2016; Giles 2016).  

It is not only for their physical and social affordances that physical activity 

participants utilise certain spaces. The importance of environmental experiences is 

integral to the spatialities of their practice. Humanistic geographer Yi-Fu Tuan refers 

to the concept of ‘topophilia’, or the love of place, in his work when arguing that: 

open and enclosed spaces can also stimulate topophilic feelings. Open 

space signifies freedom, the promise of adventure, light, the public realm, 

formal and unchanging beauty; enclosed space signifies the cozy security 

of the womb, privacy, darkness, biologic life (Tuan, 1974: 27-28). 

Triathletes arguably utilise the physical environment in a topophilic manner, like 

those engaging in orienteering, in that participants “directly exploit the pleasure-

giving potential of nature by intimately incorporating the perceptual experience of the 

natural environment with the activity itself” (Appleton 1975: 85). This opportunity to 

experience the environment whilst participating in physical activity is regularly stated 

as a motivation for engagement amongst swimmers, cyclists, runners, and triathletes 

alike (Krenichyn 2006; Stevinson et al. 2015). Research on recreational sport by 

Hinch and Kono (2017), Little (2017), Stevinson et al. (2015) and others clearly 

identify the sense of enjoyment and rehabilitation ascertained from experiencing 

natural environments during physical activity. The opportunity to experience nature is 

seen as desirable and perhaps provides an explanation for why many exercisers 

choose to perform their activity outside, despite the vast array of convenient, 

affordable, measurable, and controllable indoor training facilities. In a similar manner, 

Black and Street (2014) emphasise the importance of aesthetics for enhancing 

experiences of active mobility, and the creation of spaces that are conducive to 

physical activity beyond purely performance improving features. 

Interestingly, despite the growing interest in health, leisure, and place, and the 

interconnections between the three, there continues to be a lack of enquiry into the 



65 

 

locations where, when, and how activities such as triathlon are performed, 

particularly from a geographical perspective. Both Latham and Layton (2019) and 

Little (2017) suggests that geographers are well-suited to investigate the relationship 

between sport and physical activity engagement and the spaces and facilities where 

it takes place. These elements of practice are important for several reasons. 

Knowledge of the areas where triathlon training and events take place can be used to 

determine the impact that geography and access have on levels of participation in 

the sport, and subsequently, how leisure, health, and sporting institutions can further 

encourage, or better provide, for current and future participants of the sport. Latham 

and Layton (2019) summarise this focus in one of their suggestions to attend to the 

ways physical activity animates urban environments, suggesting that: 

by attending to the times and places where amateur sports and fitness 

[are] flourishing – for a diverse range of bodies – it is possible to learn how 

to construct an inclusive and accessible social infrastructure that can 

facilitate engaging and fulfilling practices (Latham and Layton 2019: 6). 

Knowledge of the way that everyday leisure spaces are experienced by those who 

use them can be used to advertise the attraction of said places for the purpose of 

public health (Ward 2017). Additionally, from a planning perspective, considering the 

relationship between exercisers and their local environment can contribute to 

understandings of the endurance sports community’s mobile behaviours (Black and 

Street 2014). Previous research has identified correlations between certain 

environments and levels of physical activity using quantitative approaches (De Vries 

et al. 2003; Sallis et al. 1997; Thompson 2013). However, integrating qualitative 

insights that illuminate the detailed subjective experiences of individuals in these 

spaces are essential for better understanding the potential value of certain 

environments. Accordingly, Barnfield (2016: 629) highlights how landscape is both 

central to an individual’s ability, or inability, to engage in physical activity, in addition 

to forming an integral aspect of their experiences. Triathlon takes place in a range of 

unique environments and understanding the importance of individual sites for the 

practices and experiences of leisure activity has implications for the promotion of 
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physical activity, and for the creation, presentation, and preservation of spaces which 

in turn encourage active living. 

2.3.3. Accessibility 

Access to particular spaces, facilities and even social groups for sport and leisure is 

an issue that Warn and Witherick (2003) argue is important when considering 

participation and practices of those involved in physical activity. As mentioned above, 

these authors suggest that three types of access: physical (the availability and 

provision of quality facilities), social (related to social capital and social difference), 

and mobility access (availability of public or personal transportation, and physical 

(dis)ability) all have the potential to impact an individual’s ability to participate in a 

sport or leisure activity. The same sentiment is expressed by Latham and Layton 

(2019: 12), who suggest that “issues of access, affordability, and proximity all affect 

who can take part” in physical activity. Previous studies that have provided useful 

insight into the relationship between access to opportunities for physical activity and 

physical activity engagement have traditionally focussed upon one of these three 

types of access (Black and Street 2014; Ettema 2016; Sallis et al. 1990; Stalsberg 

and Pedersen 2018). To understand better how issues of access manifest in 

contemporary triathlon engagement, the following section highlights the existing 

research concerning access to sport and leisure activities from a variety of relevant 

disciplines.  

2.3.3.1. Provision  

Work that has explored the relationship between the provision of activity-enabling 

places and facilities and levels of physical activity engagement have primarily been 

grounded within health and environment research. Central to these studies has been 

the contention that attempts to promote or support physical activity engagement 

must place emphasis on providing easily-accessible health-enabling environments 

(Barnfield 2019). This approach is recognised by the DCMS in their ‘sporting future’ 

strategy, suggesting that: 
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it is important that the wider built and natural environment is designed to 

make taking part in physical activity safer and easier, making activity the 

easy choice (DCMS 2015: 58). 

This emphasis has been especially evident in studies concerning cycling, particularly 

cycling as a form of commuting. Cycling as a leisure activity due to its low impact on 

joints and tendons, its convenience, and relative accessibility in terms of skill, has 

been heralded as an activity with significant potential to contribute to healthy ageing, 

and accordingly, Black and Street (2014: 68) suggest that “issues of accessibility, 

facilities and safety in cycling remain crucial”. In comparison to most other forms of 

physical activity, cycling wields greater political clout due to its growing association 

as a method of commuting (Henderson 1996). In the Department for Transport’s 

(2018) report based on results from the National Travel Survey and Active Lives 

Survey, the majority of cycling trips were found to be for the purpose of commuting 

or business, encompassing 4% of all commuting trips in 2017. Yet, despite the 

political and economic importance of cycling, combined with its potential to have a 

positive impact on carbon emissions in large urban centres, the relative dominance 

of motorised transport in the Great Britain has led many to question the extent to 

which planners, policy makers and governments have considered cycling within 

urban design thinking (Black and Street 2014): 

Cycling and the needs of cyclists have generally been neglected by 

transport planners, who have traditionally held to an evolutionary view of 

transport that valorises automobiles (Wild et al. 2017: 507). 

For cyclists, who are typically forced to share the road with a diversity of faster, 

heavier and more environmentally damaging motorised vehicles, their primary desire 

is for infrastructure that reduces the level of danger associated with sharing the road 

(Strava 2016). The presence of cycle lane networks within many large urban areas 

would suggest that cyclists are a group who are well provided for. However, recent 

research suggests that in the United Kingdom much of this cycling infrastructure is 

ineffective in practice (Beck et al. 2019; Mulvaney et al. 2015; Pidd 2019) and 

perhaps more superficial and ostensible than a comprehensively thought out design 

solution to encourage cycling activity. Effective approaches to improve the 
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accessibility of activities such as cycling or running through the provision of 

appropriate infrastructure should build upon in-depth understandings of everyday 

leisure practices, understandings this research hopes to provide. 

More generic research into the relationship between provision and physical activity 

has identified strong correlations between provision of suitable spaces for leisure 

engagement, such as parks and trails, and increased levels of physical activity 

(Huston et al. 2003; Sallis et al. 2012). Similarly, Bahrami and Rigal (2017) suggest 

that the provision of ‘ludification spaces’ - stimulating spaces that encourage active 

mobility and the enjoyment of effort - is an important step in making active mobility 

more attractive in urban spaces. Cities such as Copenhagen, which have 

successfully implemented infrastructure encouraging active mobility into the fabric of 

urban design, have received notable attention for their consideration as ‘livable cities’ 

(Freudendal-Pedersen 2015; Larsen 2018; Nikel 2019; Vuchic 1999). Yet overall, the 

influence of provision on practices of non-motorised mobility, especially forms of 

leisure activity - with the exception of walking - have received limited attention within 

academic circles (Black and Street 2014). Walkability literature provides us with 

some idea about the physical and social factors that influence the tendency for 

individuals to perform active practices in particular areas, and not in others. For 

example, walkability literature argues that recreational walking was positively related 

to aesthetics, infrastructural quality, and the presence of others (Ettema 2016). The 

same study also identified the positive influence of cafés for walkability, a facility that 

has become culturally significant within the road cycling community (Coldwell 2014; 

Seaton 2010). Yet generally, understandings of the links between provision and 

physical activity engagement are in their infancy. The position of triathlon as a sport 

that engages with a range of notionally indoor and outdoor spaces, sporting and 

ordinary, and green and blue spaces (Foley and Kistemann 2015), makes it a suitable 

context through which to explore the importance of understanding the spatialities of 

physical activity, and to determine the extent that access to particular spaces may 

have on individuals’ practice.  
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2.3.3.2. Proximity and convenience 

Activities such as swimming, cycling, and running have grown in popularity over the 

last few decades as a result of their convenience and their ability to be easily inserted 

into existing everyday schedules. Triathlon, much like running, with its atypical 

participant base in terms of age, is an increasingly attractive leisure choice for 

middle-aged participants who often experience an increasing degree of time 

pressure in their lives (Spiers et al. 2015). Sport England (2016a) argue that there is 

little need to advertise the benefits of physical activity, but rather there is a need to 

make physical activity an easy, practical, and attractive choice, especially for those 

who do not typically take part in sport or activity. One key factor that is significant in 

relation to this ease of access is the proximity of health-enabling places and facilities 

that drastically increase the convenience of physical activity engagement. The impact 

of proximity is made apparent by Sport England (2015), who have found that 65% of 

people they surveyed were likely to participate less than two miles from their home, 

highlighting the importance of proximity to facilities for participation. In comparison to 

other activities, the constituent components of triathlon, especially the elements of 

cycling and running, do not necessarily require purpose-built or activity-specific 

environments to take place (Cidell 2014). In addition, despite being more spatially 

restricted, recent findings suggest that 84% of UK residents live within two miles of a 

swimming pool (The Leisure Database Company 2019). Of course, without 

accounting for opening hours and available public sessions this situation does not 

necessarily determine accessibility, but it does suggest a degree of proximity, 

convenience, and provision that is conducive to swimming and thus triathlon 

engagement. In relation to running, Spiers et al. (2015: 89) refer to aspects such as 

proximity and time/location flexibility as ‘enabling factors’, defining them as “aspects 

that make running a more tenable, pragmatic and accessible pursuit than many other 

sports”. Running in particular has received a growing amount of attention within 

studies of leisure and mobility due to its inherent convenience, debatably only 

requiring “a decent pair of shoes and a front door” to be performed (Foster 2004), 

and being “easy to organise, requiring little technical expertise or expensive 

facilities” (Breedveld et al. 2015: 242). Although running stands out as one of the 
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most convenient-rich forms of physical activity, Sport England (2016a) suggest that 

running exists alongside swimming, cycling, and gym fitness as activities that are 

relatively easy to integrate into busy lifestyles.  

The typical approach of planners has been to reduce the effort required for active 

mobility, however, Guell et al. (2012) instead advocate for promoting the benefits of 

‘effort’, in this case the physical, social, and mental benefits of adopting active 

commuting practices such as cycling, walking, and even running to and from one’s 

place of work. Active commuting can be defined as a method of travel that utilises 

“physical activity and metabolic energy as opposed to motorized and carbon-

dependent” (Bahrami and Rigal 2017: 85). The NHS recommend either 150 minutes 

of moderate, or 75 minutes of vigorous physical activity per week to help maintain a 

healthy lifestyle, and the Department for Transport (2018) suggests that one potential 

way for individuals to achieve these targets is to make productive use of their work 

commute and adopt active travel behaviours. Adapting commuting practices so that 

the journey between work and the home acts as a training session can be 

considered a significantly productive strategy, not only allowing participants to profit 

from the health benefits of physical activity, but also reducing expenditure on fuel or 

public transport use, contributing to a reduction in fossil fuel use and air pollution, 

and utilising previously unproductive time for the purpose of leisure (Hamer and 

Chida 2008; Heinen et al. 2010; Macmillan et al. 2014). The benefits of active 

commuting are also cyclical, in that the physical progression gained from regular 

efforts during the commute result in an increase in bodily capital that facilitates 

further effort (Bahrami and Rigal 2017). Larsen (2018) argues the commute has the 

potential to become an effective training opportunity for all, and accordingly sports 

organisations, employers, coaches, governing bodies, and sporting media could do 

more to advertise these benefits to potential beneficiaries of this strategy. This is 

increasingly important considering that travel behaviours are embedded and 

influenced by individuals’ complex social worlds (Guell et al. 2012).  

2.3.3.3. Social 

Studies concerning access to physical activity have traditionally been attentive to 

the spatial factors that inhibit or facilitate engagement, but more recently this focus 
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has shifted to explore the social factors and personal characteristics impacting 

individuals’ access to sporting spaces, communities, and activities. This 

understanding of ‘social access’ stems from studies of inequality (Parks 2004; Powell 

1995) but is largely applicable to studies of physical activity engagement. Social 

access can be defined as “the ability of an individual to reach a resource or location, 

as affected by class structures, income, age, educational background, gender, or 

race” (Mayhew 2015: 3). Issues such as affordability, prejudice and judgement, 

elitism, and environmental perceptions can all be considered social barriers to 

physical activity participation. In their report on outdoor activity in England, Sport 

England (2015) found that people in less affluent areas were significantly less likely to 

participate in an activity than those in affluent areas. Correspondingly, in DeLuca’s 

(2016: 263) research on swimming and middle-class habitus, she argues that “more 

economically stable communities tend to offer greater access to both recreational 

and competitive swimming opportunities”. These sentiments suggest that triathlon, a 

sport dominated by the middle-classes, is likely to follow the same trend, with the 

provision of, and access to, facilities being an important determinant of triathlon 

participation. Recreational running, at least on the surface has been characterised as 

being inherently spatially and socially accessible, with Spiers et al. (2015) suggesting 

that the activity is effectively free from temporal and spatial restrictions, and Foster 

(2004) emphasising the limited pre-requisites for participation in terms of skill, 

equipment, and facilities. However, despite this apparent social accessibility, through 

a quantitative analysis of data from the Active People Survey by Sport England, 

Baxter (2018) highlights that running, alongside swimming and cycling (and most 

other sports), is a predominantly middle-class endeavour. Clearly issues of social 

access are significant within understandings of physical activity, and indeed triathlon, 

and as Barnfield (2019: 3) suggests, “attention needs to be given to making spaces 

of exercise acceptable for all, including slow, slowing, or still bodies” (Barnfield 2019: 

3). 

Geographers have had a long-standing interest in exploring the impact of social 

difference on a range of phenomena and experiences. Difference is a key analytical 

concept within geography, central to the functioning of communities and society 
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(Pickerill 2010), yet the relationship between social difference and physical activity 

access is a subject that has been largely overlooked by geographers. Previous 

primarily quantitative research from the field of health promotion has explored the 

relationship between markers of social difference and the resulting impact on access 

to physical activity. Research by Stalsberg and Pedersen (2018) conducted an 

extensive review of the literature surrounding socio-economic status and physical 

activity engagement, identifying a clear relationship between a higher socio-

economic status and likelihood of engaging in physical activity. Work from Borodulin 

et al. (2008) and Kamphius et al. (2008) similarly emphasise this association whilst 

also highlighting a correlation between education and activity engagement, a trend 

also identified by Huston et al. (2003). In geography, Dawson and Jöns (2018) have 

highlighted the great importance of studying the relationship between access to 

physical activity spaces and people’s cultural background as well as socioeconomic 

status at different geographical scales in their work on the underrepresentation of 

local ethnic minorities at the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park in East London. 

Sport England’s (2019) Active Lives Survey also illuminates how some of these 

social access issues manifest themselves in physical activity participation, with lower 

socio-economic status individuals, older people, disabled people, and women all less 

likely to be physically active. The difference in sport participation between men and 

women in Great Britain is also alluded to by Kay (2003) who explains that women are 

less likely to take part in sport and physical activity throughout their lives. More 

recently there have been efforts to increase the number of women taking part in 

physical activity by breaking down the cultural barriers to women’s sport participation 

– such as Sport England’s ‘This Girl Can’ campaign, or female-centred advertising 

campaigns such as Nike’s recent ‘Dream Crazier’ short film. However, there is a 

distinct lack of research that explores the impact that different forms of access have 

on women’s ability to engage in regular sport and physical activity. One exception to 

this is a study from Bengoechea et al. (2005), who have demonstrated how 

perceptions of the environment were inherently gendered, with a presence of easily 

accessible low-cost spaces for physical activity, and a presence of others, 

contributing to increased levels of physical activity participation amongst women. 
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Duncan (2017) argues that social differences and issues of access have an influence 

on the understandings and meanings of leisure to participants, and therefore, an 

attentiveness to issues of social access have the potential to contribute positively to 

the development of strategies to improve the accessibility of physical activity to a 

wider diversity of individuals.  

2.3.4. Summary 

Currently, there is a substantial gap in the literature surrounding the temporalities, 

geographies, and intricacies of triathlon practices, which arguably has the capacity to 

contribute to wider understandings of sporting practices in geography and the social 

sciences, and for concerned institutions and interested parties to promote and 

encourage participation in triathlon and other forms of physical activity (Barnfield 

2019; Hitchings and Latham 2018). Knowledge of the way in which everyday leisure 

spaces are experienced by those who use them can be used to advertise the 

attraction of said places for the purpose of public health (Ward 2017).  

Previous research has identified correlations between certain environments and 

levels of physical activity using quantitative approaches (De Vries et al. 2003; Sallis et 

al. 1997; Thompson 2013). However, more comprehensive quantitative research that 

investigates the practices and experiences of individuals in these spaces is essential 

for better understanding the potential value of certain environments. Accordingly, 

Barnfield (2016: 629) highlights how “landscape is integral in enabling or 

constraining the act of running and in the sensory experiences that are produced”. 

Few studies have explored the relationship between the built environment and the 

physical activity engagement (Ettema 2016). In addition, to the author’s knowledge, 

there have been even fewer attempts to explore the relationships between facilities 

and environments and their impact on triathlon engagement. Triathlon consists of 

three individual sports which have each been the focus of a number of relevant 

research projects, but the interconnected nature of triathlon practices creates a 

unique form of practice which warrants exploration. Triathlon takes place in a range 

of unique environments, and understanding the importance of individual sites for the 

practices and experiences of leisure activities has implications for the promotion of 
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physical activity, and for the creation, presentation, and preservation of attractive 

spaces which in turn encourage active living (Middlestadt et al. 2015). 

Issues of physical and social access are central to practices and experiences of 

sport and physical activity (Latham and Layton 2019). Previous research has 

identified clear relationships between access to opportunities for physical activity and 

the provision or proximity of health-enabling spaces (Sallis et al. 2012; Sport England 

2015a), and how all of these aspects vary by characteristics of social difference 

(Huston et al. 2003; Dawson and Jöns 2018; Stalsberg and Pedersen 2018). 

However, there is an absence of research that investigates how issues of provision, 

proximity, and social access manifest in relation to an endurance activity that takes 

place in a variety of varying specialised, indoor/outdoor, built/natural, and 

public/private spaces. In particular, to the author’s knowledge, there is no single 

study that investigates these three forms of access in relation to one particular case 

study activity. 

Accordingly, this research attempts to respond to these gaps in the academic 

literature by exploring the geographies and spatialities of triathlon activity in Great 

Britain with a notable attentiveness towards the assortment of places that form the 

sportscape of triathlon, the enabling features of place that make these spaces 

conducive to physical activity, and the extent to which different forms of accessibility 

impact the spatiality of triathlete’s practices. 

2.4.  Social world 

2.4.1. Introduction 

It is increasingly recognised that as an institution, sport and physical activity have 

an inseparable social element that contributes to both individual and community 

social development (Sport England 2016a). One way to understand the role of the 

social within sport engagement better is through the utilisation of the social world 

framework (Unruh 1980). Building further on the concept of serious leisure 

introduced by Stebbins (1992), the idea of social worlds is recognised as a key 

element of committed sport engagement. Shipway et al. (2012: 260) highlight the key 

role of social worlds, stating that: 
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One of the characteristics of any serious leisure activity is the social world 

that develops over time as a consequence of sustained participation by 

enthusiasts in that activity. 

In comparison to more casual or irregular forms of physical activity, serious leisure 

as a meaningful, committed, and engaging pursuit typically results in a deeper 

immersion within the activities-related social world and provides participants with a 

valuable social identity (Green and Jones 2005). Missing from Unruh’s (1980) 

conceptualisation of the social world, Stebbins (1999: 71) argues, is that social 

worlds are characterised by a unique assortment of norms, values, principles, 

ideologies, standards, meanings, experiences, and representations, that distinguish 

them from other social organisations. Previous research has identified the 

association between serious leisure and social worlds (Robinson et al. 2014), 

including previous studies of triathlon (McCarville 2007), but it is rare that these 

studies have thoroughly explored relevance of the two concepts in a single study. 

Accordingly, using the case study of triathlon – a sport characterised by its 

participants as often requiring remarkable levels of commitment (Atkinson 2008) as 

well as unique norms, values, and identity associated with the community – this 

research attempts to demonstrate the relevance and usefulness of the social world 

concept for the understanding of contemporary physical activity practices. 

Furthermore, despite referencing the importance of particular locations within the 

framework of social worlds (see Hughes 2015; Shipway et al. 2012), previous 

research has typically overlooked the plethora of places that support the everyday 

interactions and practices which collectively define social worlds. In particular, the 

changing social geographies of modern physical activity due to the increasing 

pervasiveness of digital technologies (Duggan 2017) are likely to have restructured 

the spaces that form the framework of social worlds.  

2.4.2. The concept of the social world 

Within Stebbins’ conceptualisation of serious leisure, social worlds are one of the 

six distinguishing features that separate serious leisure engagement from more 

casual participation. Through the combination of perseverance, significant personal 

effort, the pursuit of a leisure career, and the durable benefits participation offers, 
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serious leisure participants develop broad subcultures around the unique norms, 

beliefs, values, and events that constitute leisure social worlds, something that is not 

reflected in more casual forms of leisure (Stebbins 1992). The social world is a 

conceptual framework devised by David Unruh (1980), building on existing work of 

several symbolic interactionists (Shibutani 1961; Strauss 1978). The social world 

concept helps to understand the plethora of social organisations that emerge around 

different “universes of discourse” (Strauss 1978: 120). The idea of social worlds 

draws upon a number of earlier related concepts in social theory such as 

communities within communities (Goode 1957), invisible colleges (Crane 1972), 

social circles (Kadushin 1968) and subcultures (Gordon 1947). Guell et al. (2012) 

suggest that social theory can provide us with a better understanding of the practices 

and relationships that constitute social worlds. Unruh defines a social world as: 

a unit of social organization which is diffuse and amorphous in character. 

Generally larger than groups or organizations, social worlds are not 

necessarily defined by formal boundaries, membership lists or spatial 

territory . . . Social world must be seen as an internally recognizable 

constellation of actors, organizations, events, and practices which have 

coalesced into a perceived sphere of interest and involvement for 

participants (1979: 115). 

In addition, social worlds are typically meaningful to its members and provide them 

with a sense of communal identity that may not be available in less organised social 

groupings (Fine 2015). Social worlds are formed through and continue to exist based 

on social interactions. Accordingly, the development of appropriate norms, practices, 

and behaviours that determine subcultural membership are imbued within social 

interactions (Bourdieu 1984). In contemporary times, such units of social 

organisation have emerged in relation to an array of interests, experiences, 

technologies, and lifestyles. Academic studies have utilised the concept of social 

worlds in relation to American football fans (Gibson et al. 2002), contact bridge (Scott 

1991), e-sports (Seo 2016), rock climbing (Bogardus 2011), gourmet cooking (Hartel 

2010), real ale enthusiasts (Thurnell-Read 2016), and beekeeping (Ferguson 2007). 
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Although the boundaries of these social organisations are amorphous and not 

necessarily spatially defined, Unruh (1980) suggests that you can identify the degree 

of involvement that characterise members of the social world based on four key 

categories – strangers, tourists, regulars, and insiders, who represent the continuum 

of engagement within social world structures. These categories have were afapted in 

the context of the distance-running social world by Shipway et al. (Figure 2.2).  

 

Figure 2.2 - Typology of members of the distance running social world (Adapted 
from Shipway et al. 2012: 262). 

On one end of the spectrum are the strangers (or outsiders), who demonstrate 

limited lasting commitment and have a minimal but important impact on the activities 

of the social world - for example, those who create the javelins or discus’ in the 

athletics social world. At the opposite end of the scale are the insiders who devote 

much of their life towards involvement, often contributing to the construction, 

expansion, and ethos of the social world (Unruh 1980). Using this continuum of 

involvement creates a way of categorising non-participants who nevertheless have 

an impact on the activities and experiences of the social world. Thus, those who 

design and distribute the accessories and equipment associated with triathlon, those 

organising events, those who volunteer, those supporting and enabling triathletes, 
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and other loosely connected actors can be considered members of the triathlon 

social world, albeit ‘sporting outsiders’. Much like serious leisure identities, social 

world membership does not occur instantaneously, but involves continued social 

training across multiple stages of leisure career progression (Stebbins 1992). 

Furthermore, Unruh (1980) identifies four features of involvement that characterise 

membership within social worlds, namely; voluntary identification, partial 

involvement, multiple identification, and mediated interaction (Figure 2.3). Voluntary 

identification refers to the relative freedom and accessibility associated with entry 

into and exit from social worlds, whereas partial involvement describes how the 

diffuse and expansive nature of social worlds results in involvement that 

encompasses only a select portion of the activities and experiences that define social 

worlds (Unruh 1980). Both multiple involvement and mediated interaction have 

become increasingly relevant in modern times. As individuals’ lives have become 

increasingly complex, the likelihood of belonging to multiple social worlds continues 

to grow, and additionally, the explosion of modern communication methods means 

that mediated interaction has become an integral aspect of communication within 

contemporary social worlds (Shipway et al. 2012). 

 

Figure 2.3 - Four features of involvement in social worlds (Adapted from Unruh 
1980). 

Although the boundaries of social worlds are undefined and not necessarily 

geographical in nature, Stebbins (1999) suggests that social worlds can exist at a 

variety of scales, with some encompassing international networks, and others 

consisting entirely of local social groupings. Crosset and Beal (1997) further argue 
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that social worlds can be divided into qualitatively distinct sub-worlds and that career 

advancement involves transitions between these distinct sub-worlds. In triathlon, 

these sub-worlds may be centred around regions, events, clubs, or even training 

groups. Through the concept of the social world, academics “distinguish salient 

subgroups from a more extensive, more complex society at large in which many 

subgroups (or worlds) abut each other” (Fine 2015: 2). Membership of social worlds, 

and of serious leisure identity groups, is “generally prescriptive, in that a social 

identity prescribes the attributes of its members, and members tend to self-regulate 

their behaviour to correspond with the norms and values of the group” (Shipway and 

Jones 2008: 64). Hughes (2015) has devised a conceptual framework for 

understanding social worlds (Figure 2.4) based on the three integral characteristics 

that are central to the existence of social worlds and that will be studied empirically in 

Chapter 7; culture, communication channels, and knowledge. 

 

Figure 2.4 – Conceptual framework of the social world characteristics (Adapted from 
Hughes 2015: 54). 
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2.4.3. Characteristics of sporting social worlds 

Maguire (2014) highlights that a symbolic interactionist approach towards sporting 

activity involves an examination of the meanings, identities, and (sub)cultures created 

in and through this sporting interaction, and that social worlds in sport are created 

through the expression, interpretation, and exchange of meaning in these sporting 

interactions. The social world is a concept that has been used extensively within 

geographical literature and wider social sciences, and more recently in relation to 

sporting activities such as swimming (DeLuca 2016), with a particularly pertinent 

example focusing on the ‘distance running social world’ (Shipway et al. 2012). 

Sporting activities that can be categorised as forms of serious leisure are particularly 

applicable to the social world perspective, with participants reflecting the unique 

experiences, identities, and subcultures attributed to social worlds (Hinch and Kono 

2017). In Shipway et al.’s (2012) conceptualisation of the distance running social 

world, they delve into the constituent elements of the world by adopting Unruh’s 

(1980) four types of involvement and rename these categories to make them 

applicable to a sporting social world, instead using re-imagined category titles; 

sporting outsiders, occasional runners, regular runners, and experienced insiders 

(Figure 2.2). In so doing, Shipway et al. (2012) develop a framework for better 

understanding the foundations of endurance sport social worlds, insights that are 

particularly applicable to triathlon.  

Unlike less serious forms of leisure activity, which are “too fleeting, mundane and 

commonplace for most people to find a distinctive identity” (Stebbins 1992: 7), 

triathlon as an intense sport with committed participants is able to provide individuals 

with a positive social identity (Green and Jones 2005). Additionally, the strength of 

the social identities formed within triathlon as a meaningful, engaging, and high 

investment activity, results in a greater immersion within the triathlon ‘social world’—

a unit of social organisation consisting of actors, organisations, events and practices 

associated with an activity, experience, technology, or lifestyle (Unruh 1980). In 

relation to distance running, Shipway et al. (2012) contend that the social world 

permits the development and confirmation of a running identity, and with it, a degree 

of social fulfilment. The development of any social identity does not happen 
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instantaneously, rather it is an ongoing complex process that can involve ‘social 

training’ to learn the unique rules, norms, and characteristics of the identity 

associated with the social world (Green and Jones 2005) and additionally, the 

acquisition and exhibition of ‘subcultural capital’—currency that measures the “value 

of individuals’ knowledge, credibility, and identification with a subculture” (Shipway 

and Jones 2008: 64). Social worlds are permeable, suggesting that just as easily as 

social training and acquisition of relevant skills and knowledges can cement one’s 

position within said social world, a temporary or permanent inability to engage with 

the activity at the centre of social worlds can also result in a decline in association or 

even exit from said social world, much like Stebbins describes in his overview of 

serious leisure engagement (Stebbins 1992; Unruh 1980). 

The concept of ‘subcultural capital’ (Thornton 1995) builds on Bourdieu’s (1984) 

concept of ‘cultural capital’ but differentiates itself by considering the role of popular 

media as a primary influence on the circulation of subcultural capital. Additionally, 

subcultural capital is distinguished from cultural capital in that it refers to 

knowledges, practices, skills, and other recognised attributes within a specific 

subculture, rather than in wider society (Jensen 2006). In sporting social worlds, 

displays of subcultural capital have been identified in ways such as kayakers wearing 

logo-bearing clothing (Kane and Zink 2004), marathon runners exhibiting medals, 

clothing and photographs from completed events (Green and Jones 2005; Shipway 

and Jones 2008), and the pertinent example of the Ironman tattoo among triathletes 

(McCarville 2007)—a tattoo of the Ironman brand logo that has become symbolic as 

a marker of identification and achievement within the triathlon community. An 

example of the unique norms often associated with serious sporting social worlds is 

the semi-satirical list of cycling rules produced by ‘the Velominati’, which have 

become a popular means of identification among serious cyclists. One example from 

the list is rule 7 which advocates that “tan lines should be cultivated and kept razor 

sharp” (Velominati 2013), a rule that has become widely recognised as a visible 

identification of the cycling, and additionally the triathlon, subculture - a unique form 

of ‘subcultural capital’ (Thornton 1995). As digital technology has become 

increasingly ubiquitous within triathlon practice and triathlon culture, it would not be 
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unreasonable to suggest that expressions of subcultural capital now frequently occur 

online through forums and social media sites, and that these online spaces provide 

extensibility for triathletes’ identity (Gaffney 2014).  

Identity confirmation within a social world is not a process that ends abruptly but 

rather resembles a continuous process (Shipway et al. 2012). It is likely that 

integration into the triathlon social world does not happen in an instant, and instead 

occurs as the individual becomes increasingly familiar with the unique ethos, rules, 

norms, and behaviours of the world, and through regular interaction with other 

members of the social world, although this process is not well documented in social 

sciences literature. Therefore, one focus of this research will be to investigate the 

process of obtaining a triathlon social identity and becoming integrated into a the 

‘social world’ of triathlon, identifying the key spaces, places, and times that impact 

the process of social identity formation. 

Within sporting social worlds, events have become accepted as an important 

means of fostering a sense of belonging to a community and for the formation of a 

sporting identity (Shipway et al. 2012), for the projection of that identity (Green and 

Jones 2005), and for social interactions and community contributions that result in a 

greater feeling of immersion within the social world (Stevinson et al. 2015). Unlike 

previous sporting activities that have been explored using the theorisation of the 

‘social world’, triathlon is somewhat exceptional as it is comprised from three 

different activities with their own unique ‘sub-worlds’ (Crossett and Beal 1997). This 

situation raises interesting questions regarding the interrelations between these 

varied yet connected sub-worlds in the creation of the triathlon social world. 

2.4.3.1. Spaces of social worlds 

Social worlds are characterised by their amorphous, spatially undefined nature, but 

the operation of social worlds is often tied to a select array of important places. 

Unruh (1980) refers to the importance of particular places as geographical focus 

points for communication and involvement in various social worlds, and additionally, 

highlights the potential for sites of exceptional subcultural importance (e.g. Southern 

California for surfing, Harvard for sociology) to form a recognised focal-centre of 
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social worlds, even amongst members who have not had the opportunity to 

physically experience these spaces. Understanding the importance of space in 

sporting social worlds is of particular importance, as sport can “bond people through 

a sense of shared purpose, belief or (an often emotional) commitment to particular 

place[s]” (Horton and Kraftl 2013: 144). Places are ascribed with meaning, they 

provide cues to memory, behaviours and practices, and therefore form the 

foundation of social worlds (Clifford et al. 2009; Fine 2015). Social worlds are 

dependent on communication, and regardless of the channel of communication, 

social worlds are grounded in particular places. Whether this be the hallowed granite 

faces of Yosemite National Park for rock climbers, the online forums where golfers 

discuss techniques and equipment, or the car park of a pub that a group of local 

hikers meet at before setting off on their journey, different spaces are imbued with 

importance and act to support social worlds. In relation to triathlon, previous 

research has alluded to the cultural importance of the Ironman World Championships 

that take place in Hawaii every year (Granskog 1993; Lamont and Kennelly 2012; 

McCarville 2007). The difficulty of qualification, the associated presence of many of 

the most successful long distance triathlon athletes in the world, in combination with 

the challenging course, demanding conditions, cost of participation, and spectacular 

landscape make the event a bucket list item for many of the most committed 

triathletes, and even an event of interest to those towards the edge of the social 

world. In their analysis of recreational running practices, Cook et al. (2016) comment 

that there are likely to be a plurality of running cultures and norms, and that the 

mobile practices of runners are likely to be differentiated based on their everyday 

environmental experiences. Similarly, one would hypothesise that there are likely to 

be an extensive assortment of places at a regional, local, or even an individual level 

that are significant to the social world of triathlon. 

Aside from previous studies focusing on the events and spaces that have become 

revered within the wider social world system, there has been very limited 

investigation into the everyday spaces that have come to represent less extensive 

regional and local social worlds (Unruh 1980). Social worlds surrounding physical 

activities bring people together for the performance of activity and social interaction, 
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contribute to identity formation and provide the opportunity for self-expression and 

sharing of experiences, yet the spaces where this occurs have, to date, been largely 

ignored. One exception to this is Shipway et al.’s (2012) article that emphasises the 

role of running clubs and events for fostering social interaction, identity development, 

a sense of belonging, and enabling the sharing of experiences that are integral to the 

function of the distance running social world. The importance of sports clubs as a 

spatial site of sporting social worlds is also highlighted by Forsdike et al. (2017), who 

suggest that they are conducive to the development of both bonding and bridging 

social capital (Putnam 1995). Ward (2017) emphasises a need for attentiveness to 

the “banal details of experience” to understand fully the deeper meanings of certain 

environments for their users. At a time when social interaction is increasingly 

mediated through online technologies and forums, an awareness of the emerging 

virtual spaces, in addition to the existing physical spaces, which increasingly support 

and propagate sporting social worlds is a timely and essential consideration.  

2.4.3.2.  Identity and unique ethos 

Sport and leisure are increasingly seen as an opportunity for self-expression, self-

fulfilment and for the development of a valuable social identity (Stebbins 1992). 

Unlike other spheres such as work, serious leisure activities can become so integral 

to participants’ lives that they can form the basis for their personal and collective 

identity (Getz and Andersson 2010). Social worlds surrounding amateur sporting 

activities offer participants a platform to develop and confirm a sporting identity 

alongside social actualisation (Shipway et al. 2012). The identity obtained from a 

serious leisure career is of importance to participants, and this identity in many ways 

can only be sustained through continuous involvement (Lamont et al. 2014). The 

development of any social identity does not happen instantaneously, rather it is an 

ongoing complex process that can involve ‘social training’ to acquire the unique 

identity associated with a social world (Green and Jones 2005). In particular, Green 

and Jones (2005) suggest that it is during the socialisation phase, which follows initial 

entry into the social world – for example, joining a triathlon club - where members 

learn about the ethos, practices, norms, and behaviours that come to characterise 

the community, in order to signal their degree of involvement to other members 
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through the acquisition of skills, knowledge, and other forms of cultural capital. It is 

widely accepted within geographical debates that individuals are likely to identify with 

more than one social categorisation, possess more than one identity, and that these 

identities are likely to be fluid, changing, and intersectional (Hall 1995). 

Intersectionality being a concept that refers to the “interrelationship of different 

axes of identity, such as gender with ethnicity, making the experiences of certain 

social groups distinct from others” (Lynn-Ee Ho 2017: 3519). Previous research 

clearly identifies that being a triathlete is almost never an isolated identity, triathletes 

are differentiated along lines of gender (Cronan and Scott 2008; Couture 2016), age 

(Wicker et al. 2013), commitment, in addition to also identifying with the sports’ or 

sport’s three constituent activities to varying degrees. Each of a triathlon’s three 

individual elements has their own sporting social world with its distinctive ethos, 

norms, and values, but to what extent do these integrate or differ within the context 

of the triathlon identity in Great Britain? 

Serious leisure identities typically reflect the unique norms, practices, experiences, 

and values that come to form the foundation of social worlds. This unique ethos is a 

central component of social worlds that act to differentiate its members from other 

subcultural organisations (Green and Jones 2005): 

The social worlds of serious leisure groups such as marathon runners are 

highly identifiable by their own unique and distinct set of norms, values, 

beliefs, behaviours, styles, communication mediums, moral principles, 

performance standards, and language (Robinson et al. 2014: 376).  

Previous research has identified a number of distinguishing features that have come 

to represent the unique ethos attributed to a number of sporting activities, such as 

the terminology and intimate relationship with the water demonstrated by kayakers 

(Kane and Zink 2004), the appreciation of tradition, etiquette and pursuit of skill 

acquisition in golf (Sigenthaler and O’Dell 2003), and the camaraderie and unrefined 

experiences of nature present in fell running circles (Atkinson 2011). With regards to 

the triathlon social world, existing research has suggested that its members are 

characterised by their commitment, structured training, and shared acceptance of 

struggle and suffering (Atkinson 2008). However, arguably the unique ethos and 
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social identity associated with triathlon is far more complex than previous research 

has suggested. 

Cheng and Tsaur (2010) suggest that increased levels of commitment to serious 

leisure pursuits results in a growing potential for self-expression, self-identification, 

and self-gratification, whereas the presence of a unique ethos associated with the 

activity makes it a more attractive pursuit, especially for members of the middle-class 

who Atkinson (2008) suggests are in pursuit of ‘exciting significance’ in their lives. 

Triathlon as an activity requiring a significant degree of commitment, and 

characterised by a variety of distinctive subcultural intricacies, “provides an exciting 

set of corporeal and identity-affirming experiences for many participants” (Atkinson 

2008: 177). The social world is an apt concept to help understand the presence of 

these unique values within triathlon. Unruh (1980: 283) argues that the lack of a 

central authority structure is conducive to the capacity of the social world to redefine 

and alter the “various products, activities, experiences, life-styles, and technologies” 

associated with the activity of the social world.  Therefore, the members themselves, 

particularly those that could be categorised as ‘insiders’, can have a notable impact 

on the direction, structure, and interests of social worlds.  

One element of contemporary sport engagement that appears to contribute 

positively to social world membership and the development of a sporting identity is 

the abundance of opportunities to volunteer in positions that support sporting 

communities and events (Gellweiler et al. 2017; Hallman and Fairley 2018). 

Volunteering has clear social, mental, and economic benefits, as referenced in 

Section 2.2.4, yet engaging in volunteering also appears to have important links to 

social world membership, contributing to the development and coordination of 

events and organisations that form part of the underlying structure of social worlds, 

and also providing volunteers with an opportunity for initial and continued 

involvement within sporting social worlds. Opportunities to participate in roles such 

as marshalling at events, sports coaches, club administrators, and event organisers 

provide individuals with the benefits of social inclusion and the potential to develop 

social capital that is beneficial for entry and sustained involvement in social worlds 

(DCMS 2015; Forsell et al. 2018). In their study of parkrun, Wiltshire and Stevinson 
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(2018) refer to the role of volunteering for providing participants with a sense of 

involvement in the running community through their altruistic tendencies and 

contribution to the function of the social world of parkrun. Accordingly, by offering 

individuals the opportunity to participate directly in the activities of sporting social 

worlds in a manner that also enriches the life, social wellbeing, and identity of the 

volunteer, considering volunteers as an important contributor to social worlds, and 

recognising the role of volunteering roles as a means of entry and continued 

involvement in social worlds will help better understand how individuals are impacted 

by volunteering experiences (Gellweiler et al. 2017). 

2.4.3.3. Social/subcultural/cultural capital 

One of the ideas that appears to be closely associated with the theoretical 

framework of social worlds, is the concept of social capital. Social capital is a concept 

used to refer to the personal resources that can be ascertained through social 

interaction or membership to social networks (Bourdieu 1986; Forsell et al. 2018; 

Portes 1998). Thornton (1995) comments that social capital stems from social 

connections, that is the acquaintances, colleagues, friends, or contacts that all have 

the potential to bestow status in an individual. The components attributed with social 

capital – such as trust, reciprocity, norms, acceptance, and friendships – in addition 

to material resources, opportunities, and support, are collectively owned and 

accessible, although not guaranteed, to all members of the social group (Forsdike et 

al. 2017; Forsell et al. 2018). The world of sport is one in which social capital is of 

particular significance to its participants. Nicholson and Hoye (2008: 2) suggest that 

“sport [is] an institution capable of creating substantial social capital”. Additionally, 

sociologist Pierre Bourdieu suggests the social function of sport is to reflect the use 

and investment of social capital and the various rewards that this expression results 

in (Maguire 2014). Accordingly, the ability of individuals to develop social capital 

through social world involvement is integral to the initiation and continued 

engagement in physical activity (Wiltshire and Stevinson 2018). Hughes (2015) 

suggests that the degree of difficulty associated with the attainment of markers of 

social capital typically require a greater, more regular, involvement with the social 

world. He uses the example of running, suggesting that those participating in a 
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marathon event were significantly more active in the social world of running during 

their preparation, in comparison to those only attempting a 5k which required 

substantially less training and commitment. Accordingly, one would hypothesise that 

full-distance triathlon participants would indicate a greater association with the 

triathlon social world.  

Linked to the idea of social capital, are the concepts of cultural and subcultural 

capital. Subcultural capital is more context specific than social capital, referring the 

currency that measures the value of individuals’ knowledge, credibility, and 

identification with a subculture (Shipway and Jones 2008; Thornton 1995). 

Subcultural capital can be objectified through dress and equipment or personified by 

the expression of appropriate behaviours and language and embodied in the 

practices and etiquette associated with the social world (Thornton 1995). The 

activity-specific knowledges that act as sources of subcultural capital are identified in 

Hughes (2015) conceptual framework of social worlds (Figure 2.4). Accordingly, self-

presentation is central to the development of subcultural capital, evidenced by 

examples from existing research that have highlighted how runners expressed 

subcultural capital through wearing finishing t-shirts from previous completed events 

(Shipway and Jones 2008), how cycling knowledge was expressed through 

participants’ understandings of gearing ratios surrounding their ascent of Mont 

Ventoux (Spinney 2006), how the use of subculture specific language acted as a 

marker of identification within the world of bodybuilding (Andrews et al. 2005), and 

how spaces of events, such as in parkrun, are important sites for the development of 

subcultural capital amongst recreational runners (Wiltshire and Stevinson 2018). One 

pertinent example of subcultural capital from triathlon is the shared acceptance and 

embracing of pain, suffering, and physical effort that have become synonymous with 

the triathlon culture and a resource that effectively bonds members of the world 

together (Atkinson 2008). 

In relation to triathlon, one can consider the use of particular technologies, 

equipment, and accessories, the use of particular language and terminology, and an 

awareness of specific knowledges and practices as markers of membership to the 

triathlon social world. Additionally, the increasing interconnection of material and 
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virtual realms in sport, combined with the growing number of social applications that 

encourage competition and parade achievements, are likely to have transformed the 

way that subcultural capital is accumulated and expressed. 

2.4.4. Summary 

Academics exploring the link between sport and social worlds have identified social 

worlds as a platform for individual belonging that strengthens the sporting community 

(Fine 2015), as an opportunity to share the development and expression of a unique 

identity (Shipway et al. 2012), as a support network for the actors within that world, 

and as an opportunity to form meaningful social connections based on mutual 

interests and physical effort (Robinson et al. 2014) that on the whole positively 

influences physical activity engagement (Wiltshire and Stevinson 2018). Triathlon as 

a committed activity with an active social community has been associated with the 

social world concept several times (Couture 2016; Lamont et al. 2011; Lamont et al. 

2017; McCarville 2007), yet to date none of these studies have gone further than 

making passing references to the applicability of the social world framework. 

Accordingly, this research aims to elaborate on the unique ethos and identity that 

has come to represent membership in the triathlon social world, and to explore the 

ways in which social and subcultural capital manifest within, and contribute to, the 

triathlon social world.  

Previous research has identified the appropriateness of harnessing the social world 

framework to analyse sporting communities surrounding sport and physical activity 

(Shipway et al. 2012). However, there is a distinct lack of insight into the various 

physical and digital spaces that coalesce to support, proliferate, and (re)shape these 

social worlds. An understanding of the role of space within the social world of 

triathlon has the potential to better understand the geographies of existing social 

worlds and the benefits that social world membership can bring to participants, as 

well as to tailor schemes to help provide spaces that are conducive to the socialising 

and community building associated with social worlds. As Hitchings and Latham 

(2017) suggest, an attentiveness to the social aspects of everyday physical activity 

practices, at a time when an increasing number of individuals perform their activity 
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alone, can produce valuable insights into the question how sociality animates 

individuals’ exercise practices. 

2.5.  Digital world 

2.5.1. Introduction 

The previous sections in this literature review have provided insight into the existing 

research that forms the foundation for later discussions regarding the spatial and 

social aspects of triathlon engagement. It has become increasingly apparent that our 

everyday lives, practices, experiences, and geographies have become increasingly 

mediated by technology (Thrift and French 2002).  

It is now somewhat obvious to state that digital phenomena have radically 

transformed almost every aspect of human life (Ash et al. 2018b). 

As Zook et al. (2004: 155) comment, “individuals and places are ever more 

embedded in these new digital geographies”. The continued growth and importance 

of online social communication platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter, 

and sport-specific platforms such as Strava or Runner’s World forums, has 

transformed the ways in which individuals socialise with each other, express 

themselves, form personal identities, and interact with different spaces and different 

communities (Ash et al. 2018b). Accordingly, a growing number of geographers and 

social scientists are focused on exploring how physical and digital worlds are 

becoming increasingly inseparable, with Lane (2012: 1) suggesting that “geography 

matters as much as ever, despite the digital revolution”. The rise of these digital 

technologies, applications, practices, and worlds has generated a complex range of 

new promises and concerns that have been the subject of discussion in recent 

research, including the potential of the digital for improving an individual’s health 

(Chen et al. 2017; Millington 2014), providing access to new knowledges and 

information (Korpilo et al. 2017; Longan 2015), and as a platform for resistance (Beck 

2016; Woods 2018). Yet there are also concerns such as privacy and surveillance 

(Graham and Shelton 2013) and spreading of misinformation (Pennycook and Rand 

2019). 
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The impact of the ‘digital revolution’ has been especially evident in the realms of 

health, fitness, leisure, and sport, and particularly in the emergence of a plethora of 

digitally-enabled mobile health tracking devices and applications that have 

transformed an individual’s everyday physical, social and digital practices. Millington 

(2017) refers to this growing level of physical activity engagement characterised by 

increasingly pervasive technology use as Fitness 2.0. One form of technology that 

has been integral to this changing nature of health and fitness has been the array of 

mobile wearable technologies that have sought to quantify general bodily health 

indicators such as heart rate, calorie intake, sleeping patterns and daily steps, and 

more detailed performance indicators of physical activity such as speed, distance, 

elevation and power output (Chen et al. 2017; Sirna 2016). One of the most outward 

proponents of this self-monitoring approach are a community referred to as the 

‘Quantified Self’ movement, who actively share and discuss quantified personal 

metrics in an effort to ascertain ‘self-knowledge through numbers’ (Millington 2014).  

Endurance sports, particularly cycling and running, have experienced a notable 

transformation based on the growing popularity of GPS-enabled devices (watches, 

bicycle computers and mobile phones) used for recording, tracking, logging, and 

analysing more spatially-extensive physical activity. Strava, one of the most popular 

physical activity logging applications, experiences approximately 15 million new 

activities being uploaded to the platform each week (Strava 2018). Consequently, 

there has been a modest selection of recent studies that have explored the use of 

activity tracking applications amongst recreational runners (Carlén and Maivorsdotter 

2017; Shei 2018) and cyclists (Barratt 2017; Broach et al. 2012; Jestico et al. 2016; 

Smith 2014). Beyond purely physical quantification, these activity tracking 

applications integrate a number of social and gamified functions that have created 

new means of interaction and engagement which have come to shape contemporary 

practices of physical activity (Barratt 2017; Tulle et al. 2018). In addition to these 

physical activity specific applications, Mahan et al. (2015) argue that social 

networking sites have the potential to transform aspects of individuals lives, including 

practices of leisure. The majority of sports clubs and organisations operate some 

form of community social media page, but the important function of these social 
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networking sites for the support and function of sporting social worlds is a topic that 

has received insufficient attention. 

Silk et al. (2016) suggest that for studies of leisure and physical activity to be 

informative, current, meaningful, and insightful, they must be attentive to the 

complexities and nuances of the digital within everyday leisure practices. The digital 

has become synonymous with physical activity engagement for many, yet research 

that explicitly explores how socially-enabled digital technologies have come to shape 

contemporary practices of health and fitness are rare (Barratt 2017). Accordingly, 

this chapter provides an introduction into the growing appreciation of the significant 

role that the digital plays in our everyday practises, experiences, and geographies, 

before providing a more in-depth critique of the previous research concerning how 

the digital has come to manifest in practices and experiences of physical activity and 

leisure.  

2.5.2. Digital geographies 

Recent work in geography and the social sciences has turned its attention towards 

the ubiquity of the digital in our contemporary everyday geographies (Duggan 2017), 

with one strand of this emerging research being focused on how networked and 

location-aware technologies are “enabling deeper and more grounded interactions 

between people and place” (Ash et al. 2014: 104) and are facilitating new forms of 

social engagement (Adey et al. 2014). Duggan (2017: 4) highlights that the key 

tenets of geography, namely “space, place and mobility, are being augmented by 

digital media such as smartphones, location-based mobile applications and social 

networking sites”. Similarly, Thrift and French (2002) have argued that the 

geographies of everyday life are increasingly mediated and augmented by 

technology, and thus it is essential to understand the role that these technologies 

play in the everyday practices of their users. 

‘Digital geographies’ (Ash et al. 2018a; Elwood and Leszczynski 2018), ‘virtual 

geographies’ (Kinsley 2014), ‘internet geographies’ (Graham 2014) are all labels 

used to describe the rapidly expanding body of research that attempts to understand 

how the increasing ubiquity and pervasiveness of digitally-enabled technologies have 
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come to (re)shape, (re)produce, and (re)define aspects of our everyday lives (Wilson 

2018; Zook et al. 2004). Existing sub-fields of geography and the social sciences are 

also becoming increasingly digitally-focused, both in terms of epistemologies and 

methodologies (Ash et al. 2018a) and understandings of people, practices, and 

places (Wilson 2018). Modern mobile connected technologies provide individuals 

access to the digital world at any time of day, whilst simultaneously providing 

governments, corporations and organisations constant insight into the lives of 

connected individuals (Millington 2018). Increasing access to the internet and 

availability of various digitally-enabled technologies has significantly increased the 

visibility of various people, groups, places, and phenomena that were previously 

inaccessible or invisible (Longan 2015). Examples of this burgeoning body of 

research include; Graham and Shelton’s (2013) consideration of how the availability 

of ‘big data’ may influence the future of thought and method within geography, the 

increasing association between real and virtual spaces described by De Souza e 

Silva (2006), Boy and Uitermark’s (2017) use of geotagged images to identify 

Amsterdam’s unique geography of representation through Instagram, and Clayton et 

al.’s (2018) investigation into how digital technologies provide opportunities for digital 

co-presence and familial connection amongst mobile workers. Arguably, 

geographers are well placed to make valuable contributions to the understandings of 

how the combination of software, hardware, and peopleware are impacting the 

production, construction, and experiences of space and place (Kinsley 2014). 

A significant focus of much of this research has been on how these emergent 

communication technologies are “creating complex arrays of new geographies 

through which we view, interact and connect to the world” (Zook et al. 2004: 155). 

The growing potential for communication, collaboration, connectivity, and 

interactivity on the world wide web, and the explosion of social media platforms such 

as Facebook and Twitter have undoubtedly transformed societal practices of 

communication and created new meaningful online sites of interaction (Longan 

2015). Much like the mobile workers in Clayton et al.’s (2018) study, individuals’ 

community connections and social worlds increasingly function from a distance, 

sustained by a plethora of connected mobile technologies and communication 
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platforms that provide a ‘digital glimpse’ into these more and more dispersed social 

networks. Barry Wellman (2001) uses the term ‘networked individualism’ to refer to 

how the proliferation of new communication technologies has created a profusion of 

digital communities based on different interests, characterised by a decreasing 

importance of proximity, more numerous but fragmented social networks, growing 

concerns surrounding privacy, and the formation of new unique geographies 

(Kozinets 2015). With 2.32 billion monthly users on Facebook (BBC News 2019), 126 

million active daily users on Twitter (Shaban 2019), and over one billion monthly 

Instagram users (Boland 2018), social networking platforms have clearly become 

part of the fabric of the everyday lives of privileged connected individuals. As a result 

of the growing cultural importance of these social media platforms, it has become 

increasingly common for geographers to investigate the ways in which these 

platforms are transforming the nature of socialising and social worlds (Rose 2016). 

The proliferation of online social communication platforms has resulted in the 

production of a range of diverse micro-cultures associated with a vast array of 

hobbies, activities, products, or skills. Understanding the role that these micro-

cultures have in determining the content, knowledges, and practices associated with 

the world of interest is something that Ash (2018) argues is of particular interest to 

geographers. Recent research has explored how location-based social media are 

changing understandings of place and geography (Sui and Goodchild 2011), how 

social media has contributed to the re-emergence of feminism (Mclean and Maalsen 

2013) and the impact of social media on spatial knowledges and its contribution to 

cartography (Caquard 2014; Kelley 2013; Stefanidis et al. 2013). 

One of the most transformational characteristics of the digital revolution has been 

the increasing affordability and availability of wearable mobile technologies that 

permit the monitoring, recording, and analysis of bodily metrics such as heart rate, 

blood pressure, sleep patterns, calorie intake, cognitive performance, stress levels, 

and physical activity practices (Lupton 2016). Piwek et al. (2015: 126) suggest that 

“self-monitoring has been shown to be one of the most efficient behaviour change 

techniques to promote physical activity”, providing individuals with a sense of 

motivation through techniques of gamification (Barratt 2017; Millington 2017), habit 
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formation, and through more complex unwritten tendencies of self-surveillance and 

social scrutiny (Jong and Drummond 2016; Millington 2014). The growing 

proliferation of these technologies has resulted in a growing academic interest in the 

associated practices of reflexive self-monitoring (Lupton 2015). Work on the body 

has begun to focus on how the body is being rendered knowable through such 

softwares (Gilmore 2016), adding a “quantifiable means of accounting for one’s 

being in the world” (Rich and Miah 2017: 87). Furthermore, the connections between 

the physical and the digital produced through tracking applications results in a 

changed engagement with space, as bodily capacities are extended both physically 

and mentally (Barratt 2017).  

The use of wearable tracking technologies is particularly prevalent amongst 

individuals engaged in a variety of sport and leisure activities, resulting in an 

insightful, yet limited, interest in the link between these technologies and practices of 

physical activity in fields of health and leisure. The following section will explore these 

existing studies in greater detail, identifying their contributions to understandings of 

the relationship between these technologies and practices of physical activity, 

understandings of place, and intricacies of social engagement. 

2.5.3. Technology and the digital within sport 

Writing towards the close of the 20th century, Haskell (1996) predicted that the 

rapid development and increasing accessibility of the World Wide Web and 

proliferation of new technologies would result in decreasing levels of physical activity, 

as people elect to spend their leisure time socialising online or playing video games, 

rather than performing physical activity. However, with hindsight, it is becoming 

increasingly evident that the onset of technology and the digital revolution, rather 

than reducing levels of physical activity, has instead transformed the way that sport is 

practiced in both positive and negative ways. For a growing number of individuals, 

technology is becoming increasingly synonymous with physical activity, and the 

growing portability and connectivity of these devices and applications continues to, 

or at least attempts to, “unburden the fitness participant from the shackles of space 

and time” (Millington 2017: 88). Increasingly fitness participants are becoming more 

and more embedded into the digital world (Barratt 2017). 
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The sphere of sport is one that appears to have fully embraced the technological 

changes that have come to define much of the 21st century. Evidenced by recent 

estimates suggesting that there are more than 150,000 health related applications on 

the market (Terry 2015), reports suggest that Strava users registered more than 6.5 

billion miles of physical activity in 2018 alone (Strava 2018). FitBits, Apple Watches, 

heart rate monitors, and an array of other mobile self-monitoring technologies have 

become synonymous with sport engagement.  

Fitness trackers or ‘wearables’ are being used by an ever-increasing 

number of exercisers to self-monitor their health, wellbeing and fitness 

(Toner 2018: 1).  

The utilisation of these fitness technologies ranges from elite athletes, monitoring 

training load and fatigue levels with the assistance of performance coaches, sports 

scientists and the latest innovations in mobile technology, to the casual runner 

tracking their performance at the local parkrun on their mobile phone on a Saturday 

morning. By recording and logging physical activity on visible social platforms, an 

individual’s fitness practices have become increasingly accountable (Vickey et al. 

2012). 

The portability and accessibility of these previously exclusive technologies has not 

only resulted in an exponential increase in their popularity but also transformed the 

way modern physical activity is practiced and experienced. Millington (2017: 140) 

observes that “fitness is more individualized, more interactive and more commodified 

than ever before”, characterised by its socio-technical, networked, gamified, data 

intensive, and mobile characteristics. One notable feature of these fitness-

technologies that characterise contemporary fitness practices are their ‘anywhere, 

anytime’, socially-connected logic, whereby people expect to have access to 

technology in all environments, so that being able to share experiences is an 

important aspect of modern life (Sport England 2015a).  

Daily physical activities today are measured, registered, and even shared 

through social networks by individuals, using fitness trackers, 

smartphones, and other accessories (Bahrami and Rigal 2017: 85). 
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Online communities, developed on social networking sites such as Facebook and 

Twitter, have become increasingly important within sporting social worlds, acting as a 

platform for mediated interaction between actors (Millington 2017). Unruh (1980) has 

highlighted how social worlds rely on channels of communication, in addition to face-

to-face interaction, for establishing and supporting social organisations but over the 

last decade these channels have increasingly been found online. This sentiment is 

especially applicable to large geographically dispersed social worlds (such as 

Triathlon in Great Britain), but also permit more regular interaction between actors 

within local sub-worlds (Unruh 1980). Through becoming increasingly portable, 

functional, and fashionable, mobile technologies have come to play an important role 

in the everyday exercise experiences of a growing number of connected individuals, 

forming an integral element of the latest fitness boom (Jensen 2013; Millington 2017). 

Yet despite this, it appears that there is a clear lack of concentration on the role of 

these increasingly ubiquitous mobile technologies and accompanying social 

platforms within contemporary practices of physical activity (Barratt 2017). 

Triathlon is characterised by its controlled, measured, predictable, outcome-

orientated, and meritocratic nature, reflecting the individuals who flourish in the 

activity (Atkinson 2008), explaining why activity-tracking applications that allow 

triathletes to monitor and analyse individuals’ sporting activity have become deeply 

engrained within triathlon practice. The Triathlon Industry Association (2017) found 

that over 50% of the estimated 150,000 triathletes in the United Kingdom used 

Strava, and more than 80% used Facebook, a platform that has become an important 

means of communication and organisation for both formal and informal sporting 

groups (England Athletics 2017). 

One technology that has seen increasing consideration within geographical 

scholarship are GPS-enabled activity tracking devices and their associated 

applications, which are allowing individuals to self-monitor and regulate their health 

and fitness more effectively (Rich and Miah 2017). Over the last decade, self-tracking 

of both spatial and physical indicators of physical activity have become a widely 

adopted practice amongst recreational and serious fitness participants alike (Depper 

and Howe 2017). Applications such as MapMyRide, Garmin Connect, Nike+, 
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Runkeeper, Endomondo, and Strava allow users to upload activity recorded on GPS-

enabled devices to online platforms that provide functions such as activity logging, 

detailed analysis, and social sharing. Through the digitisation and quantification of 

spatial activity, these applications have begun to transform the ways that individuals 

interact with, and understand physical and virtual spaces, in addition to reducing the 

disparity between the two (Graham 2014). Geographers, and others, have been 

exploring the implications of certain mobile technologies (e.g. iPhones, GPS watches, 

Sat Nav’s, etc.) on established notions of place, with Cresswell (2008) suggesting 

that: 

Mobile media allow us to move through places with mediated worlds in 

our pockets or hands. Increasingly the mediated place and the ‘real’ place 

are interlinked (Cresswell 2008: 138). 

The increasingly ubiquitous use of such technologies has prompted a number of 

studies that explore the role of digital technology in activities including walking 

(Laurier et al. 2016; Millward et al. 2013), dog walking (Fletcher and Platt 2016), 

cycling (Barratt 2017; Van Duppen and Spierings 2013), and running (Carlén and 

Maivorsdotter 2017; Cook et al. 2016). 

Over the last decade, endurance sport practices, particularly those associated with 

running and cycling, have experienced significant transformation through the growth 

of the physical activity tracking industry, the increased availability of low-cost GPS 

technologies, and the subsequent expansion of fitness-specific social media as part 

of the ‘participatory health revolution’ (Palmer 2016). More recently, there has been 

an explosion in the popularity of wearable fitness trackers and associated activity-

analysis applications, with suggestions that revenue from fitness devices is expected 

to increase by 70% from 2017 to 2021 in the United States (González 2017; Toner 

2018). Barratt (2017) contends that tracking applications, such as Strava, are 

changing practices of recreational leisure, and that the widely available repository of 

GPS data collected voluntarily by runners and cyclists has been particularly useful for 

geographical understandings of spatial practices such as route choice, evidenced by 

a number of captivating mapping techniques (see Strava 2017; Fox 2017). Improved 

spatial knowledge of non-motorised commuting practices ascertained through 
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aggregated data from GPS tracking applications has proven useful for the purpose of 

urban planning (e.g. Strava Metro), but the significant potential of the growing 

repository of spatial data associated with sport and leisure activity is yet to have been 

fully optimised (Tironi and Valderrama 2018).  

The proliferation of GPS-enabled activity recording devices and training logging 

applications has added a new facet to individuals’ everyday exercise practices, 

including a digital connectivity to the physical landscape and new forms of mediated 

social engagement through digital communities (Barratt 2017) – a phenomenon that 

can be described as a fitness-technology nexus. Examples of this interrelationship 

continue to multiply as physical activity participants become increasingly reliant and 

dependent on pervasive “more-than-human agencies” for the creation of quantitative 

representations of their everyday physical exertions and the formation of and 

interaction within online social communities (Edensor and Larsen 2017: 8). Lee and 

Cho (2017) suggest that sustained use of fitness technologies and applications is 

associated with characteristics of recordability, networkability, credibility, 

comprehensibility, and trendiness (Lee and Cho 2017). It is through a developer’s 

ability to integrate these characteristics into fitness applications successfully that said 

applications have become an integral aspect of new and existing fitness participants 

practices (DCMS 2015).  

Despite being primarily fitness-orientated, the growing wealth of spatial data on 

active mobility practices have been of significant interest to researchers and 

organisations from a transportation perspective, particularly for their potential to 

influence transportation schemes and elements of urban design (Hochmair et al. 

2019; Jestico et al. 2016; Piwek et al. 2015; Walker 2016). However, with the 

exception of a select few studies (Barratt 2017; Tulle et al 2018), there has been very 

limited engagement with these tracking technologies and socially-connected activity 

logging applications on individuals’ everyday practices and experiences of physical 

activity within more spatially and socially interested research fields. 
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2.5.4. Strava 

Of the numerous applications that have been developed to manage, analyse, and 

share spatial data recorded on GPS-enabled fitness devices, Strava has emerged as 

one of the most commonly-used and socially-influential applications in the worlds of 

endurance activities such as cycling, running, and triathlon. Accordingly, the majority 

of the limited research that does attempt to understand the changing nature of 

recreational endurance sport involvement has focused on Strava (Barratt 2017; 

Barrie et al. 2019; Carlen and Maivorsdotter 2017). Although Strava chooses not to 

disclose their membership, data from their most recent annual report suggest that 

the platform has more than 36 million active users from 195 different countries, with 

swimmers, cyclists, runners, walkers, skiers, kayakers, and others uploading more 

than 600 million activities collectively (Strava 2018). The basic functions of Strava are 

free to use, although Strava does offer a premium membership which offers further 

training, safety, and analysis capabilities for a small monthly cost. Like many of the 

other leading activity tracking applications, Strava allows users to upload and analyse 

digital manifestations of their physical activity (including data such as route, distance, 

elevation, heart rate, and power), and to keep a long-term record of training for 

longitudinal comparison. However, what makes Strava stand out, and perhaps results 

in the platform’s market dominance amongst endurance sport participants, are 

Strava’s various social and competitive features that have transformed the way that 

many users experience physical activity engagement.  

2.5.4.1. Gamification 

The most widely recognised features that have come to define the subculture 

associated with Strava use are aspects such as segments, monthly challenges, 

personal targets, club leaderboards, and the general social comparison associated 

with the platform. These ‘gamification’ features – the implementation of game-design 

elements into non-gaming contexts, such as in health and fitness applications 

(Coombes and Jones 2016) – attempt to make continued physical activity 

engagement an attractive sentiment to users, and the widespread social recognition 

of CR’s (Course Records), KOM’s/QOM’s (King/Queen of the Mountain), trophies 

(representing one of the 10 fastest times over a specified segment of 
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road/pathway/trail), and medals (awarded for a personal best time over a segment) 

suggests that for Strava, this gamification has been successful. Through the 

integration of constantly updated public leaderboards for popular routes and 

segments, monthly distance- and quantity-based challenges, and by making 

individuals physical activity visible to others using a social media style platform, 

Strava has introduced an element of competition into users’ everyday practice that 

did not exist ten years ago (Barratt 2017). Digitally connected athletes can perform 

instantaneously and thorough comparisons between themselves and other runners 

or cyclists in their area, or even across the world (Poulson 2016). In his research on 

cyclists’ use of GPS enabled mobile technologies, Barratt (2017) found that Strava 

had a tangible effect on individuals’ practices, influencing route choice, and 

increasing the intensity, regularity, and duration of physical activity.  

Previous research has identified how the majority of those who use self-tracking 

applications were women of a higher socio-economic status who used the internet 

more regularly than those who did not self-track (Fox 2012). Yet gamified fitness 

applications, like Strava, appear to be significantly more popular among men. 

Although not a definitive measure of gender disparity on Strava, looking at the 

segment leaderboards for some of the most popular cycling and running segments in 

Great Britain, Box Hill in Surrey for cycling, and Tower Bridge in London for running, 

highlights a substantial dominance of men on Strava (Figure 2.5).  
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Figure 2.5 - Gender disparity of Strava based on popular Strava 'segments' (Strava 
2019a, 2019b). 

Additionally, looking at cyclists’ activity that has been uploaded to Strava from Zwift 

- an application that “mixes the intensity of training with the fun of gaming” using a 

smart indoor trainer linked to a mobile phone or laptop to move a personalised avatar 

through a range of virtual cycling worlds – men clearly dominate the platform, with 

over 88% of Zwift activity being uploaded by male cyclists (Zwift 2019: 1). Strava also 

provides users with the ability to compare performances based on gender, age, 

weight, and even local Strava groups, providing the ability to look at individuals with a 

similar profile and compare accordingly. Fuller (2017: 1) comments that a Strava 

designer reportedly labelled these categorising functions as ‘dad filters’, suggesting 

that they provide a sense of competition for primarily middle-aged men, allowing 

them to “perform a form of masculine persona coded with virility and mastery”. 

Researchers, journalists, and commentators have alluded to the relationship between 

competition, masculinity, and Strava, yet exploring the impact of these gamifying 

features on the women who engage with the platform has received very little 

attention.  

A select assortment of existing research has provided valuable insight into the 

gamifying features of these emerging digital fitness applications (Barratt 2017; Carter 
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et al. 2018; Chen et al. 2017; Stragier and Mechant 2015). Yet, how these spatially 

and socially orientated features have come to shape physical activity practices, and 

additionally, how the fitness-technology nexus has impacted athletes’ understanding 

and interaction with physical and virtual space is poorly understood. 

2.5.4.2. Social 

The competitive and gamified aspects of Strava are well documented, from both 

positive and negative perspectives (Giles 2018; Fuller 2017; Paresh 2016; Pidd 2013; 

Reynolds 2018), and have become culturally significant within endurance sport 

communities, yet the integral importance of Strava as a social platform, and the 

transformative effect that it has had on local and wider sporting communities are less 

well recognised. Strava’s reputation as a social network for athletes is summarised 

concisely by Lindsey (2019) who contends that “arguably no brand is more closely 

associated with social fitness than Strava” (Lindsey 2019). Strava was conceived to 

enhance the practice of solo riding to provide the social camaraderie of a team whilst 

training alone (Wallace 2012). Strava’s association with encouraging socialisation is 

no accident. Speaking about the future plans for the platform, Strava CEO James 

Quarles commented: 

[w]e think Strava plays a role for people not just when they’re recording an 

activity but before and after…you can find routes, you can find groups to 

join, people to go with. Then, once you post the activity, you can talk about 

it, post photos, tag friends, and memorialize and relive the event (Quarles 

in Lindsey 2019). 

Social engagement between users is clearly part of the application’s programming, 

evidenced by functions such as kudos (similar to Facebook likes), comments on 

individuals’ activities, the ability to create blog-like posts and share photographs from 

physical activity, personalised activity names, Strava’s ‘flybys’ function that allows 

users to see activities performed nearby to their own, group pages based on sports 

clubs, areas, and interest groups, and a Facebook-style social dashboard that 

immediately draws users’ attention to followed athletes. The socially-orientated 

nature of Strava’s design and business direction, along with the provision of ample 

opportunities for social interaction between users has resulted in the development of 
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online fitness communities that have added a new online social dimension to physical 

activity (Stragier et al. 2017). Online fitness communities are essential sites for the 

production and dispersal of relevant knowledges and practices (Jong and Drummond 

2016), motivation for engagement (Ba and Wang 2013), and for social support, 

comparison and interaction (Zhang et al. 2016). 

Tu et al. (2018) suggest that social functions of fitness tracking applications are 

often more effective than enjoyment functions and that fitness applications should 

provide social value to users to be effective and encourage sustained physical 

activity participation. A study by Stragier and Mechant (2015) found that users 

achieving a greater number of virtual awards and experiencing more social 

interaction on Strava were more likely to upload activities regularly, thus providing 

support to this assertion. Sustained physical activity engagement is not the only 

positive result of Strava’s social focus, but the increased intensity of engagement and 

social visibility of individuals’ physical activity have created a platform for the 

development and projection of sporting identities and a sense of belonging to the 

wider sporting communities, even for those exercising alone (Carlén and 

Maivorsdotter 2017). The notion of ‘mediated interaction’, a “reliance on channels of 

communication rather than spatial kinship” (Unruh 1980: 279), is one of the four 

features of social world involvement according to Unruh’s conceptualisation. By 

providing users with the ability to interact, compare and engage with other users, 

who are typically spatially dispersed and often previously unconnected, Strava has 

come to function as a key site for mediated interaction among the social worlds of 

activities such as cycling, running and triathlon. Due to the social nature of 

applications like Strava, fitness-tracking can be defined a co-present activity, being 

both an individual and social experience (Millington 2017). Strava co-founder Michael 

Horvath alludes to this, commenting that: 

[t]he impetus for the idea was thinking how do we recreate this [social 

interaction] when we aren't connected to people anymore through our 

daily existence, when we are busy with work and family and everything is 

pulling us and taking us away from our life as an athlete (Kelion 2013: 1). 
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This quote further develops the contention that Strava was created with the social 

world in mind, and additionally highlights how the platform’s design plays an 

important role in allowing athletes to remain connected to the triathlon social world 

without the need for physical presence, a phenomenon that will be explored in more 

detail in Chapter 8. 

2.5.4.3. Surveillance 

Despite the apparent benefits of these tracking technologies and social 

applications, it is important to be aware that this ubiquitous use of digital tools brings 

with it a number of new ethical considerations and challenges. The growing use of 

location-aware technologies and sports networking sites have simultaneously 

resulted in concerns regarding surveillance for several reasons. Poulson (2016: 64) 

writes about the “extraordinary level of Foucauldian surveillance” associated with 

Strava, whereby users’ physical activity becomes publicly scrutinisable and 

comparable for the local community and beyond, which can result in both positive or 

negative impacts on practice. One pertinent example is a case from the USA where a 

rider died attempting to become the ‘King of the Mountain’ on an especially fast 

downhill Strava segment (Kelion 2013). Other research has drawn attention to the 

issue of privacy with regards to activity tracking applications, as by sharing details 

including the time, duration, route, and distance of an individual’s activity, they 

become an exploitable form of public knowledge (Rich and Miah 2017). Piwek et al. 

(2015) suggest that the wealth of data collected from wearable devices and online 

platforms have the potential to decode an individual’s identity. This collated spatial 

data has been put towards more productive pursuits, such as Strava’s ‘Metro’ side-

business, selling active mobility data to governments and city planners to help target 

transport infrastructure or policy improvements. The extent to which users are aware 

of and compliant with how their intimate physical and spatial data are being 

monetised by these businesses is an interesting topic of debate (Tironi and 

Valderama 2018).  

Unfortunately, the public availability of individuals’ fitness activity also means that 

this has the potential to be exploited. There have been recorded cases where the 

details from Strava-users’ activities have been used by thieves to find the storage 
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location of expensive bicycles (Sparkes 2015; Windsor 2015), although recently 

Strava has integrated settings which allow you to create a safety zone, disguising 

your home or work location. Furthermore, it is important to remain aware that as 

individuals increasingly engage with activity tracking applications, surveillance 

becomes intrinsically related to individuals’ experiences, motivations, and 

perceptions (Klauser and Albrechtslund 2014). For fitness participants engaging in 

self-tracking practices, the element of surveillance and competition is ever-present 

and even occurs when a cyclist is riding alone. However, more research is needed to 

understand the role of this technological surveillance, the impact of these new 

capabilities on social comparison, and the growing digital imperative to undertake or 

adapt physical activity practices (Barratt 2017). 

2.5.4.4. Influence on placemaking 

Despite the predominantly digital nature of these applications, one notable impact 

of location-aware social activity tracking platforms is the formation of more intense 

relationships with physical places and localities (Larsen 2014). Sport and leisure offer 

a unique means of understanding different spaces, and often lead to associations 

between certain key spaces and the construction of leisure identities (Spracklen 

2015). Experiences, particularly bodily experiences such as pain, exertion, and 

emotional release, are central to our understandings of place (Hinch and Kono 2017). 

Traditional understandings of social practice, such as those conceptualised by De 

Certeau (1984), suggest that “ordinary actors actively shape and create meaning for 

these spaces while moving through them” (Guell et al. 2012: 234). How individuals 

move through different spaces, the motivations for moving through the space, and 

the socio-political position of the mobile actor affect environmental experiences 

(Macpherson 2016). Yet, with the explosion of GPS-enabled technologies, geo-

tagged posts, photos, and videos on social media platforms, interactive mapping 

approaches and virtual travel experiences, understandings, meanings, and 

representations of space are being constantly transformed: 

[S]paces are being increasingly mediated and experienced through digital 

interfaces, in turn transforming the social production of space and the 

spatial production of society (Ash et al. 2018a: 32). 
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Barratt (2017: 330) contends that the persuasive scripts programmed into 

applications such as Strava have created a “narrative for place and experience” for 

users which play a key role in influencing cyclists’ practice. Although, as Zook et al. 

(2004) identify, there is a distinct lack of insight into how these emergent fitness 

technologies are transforming individuals’ interactions with different everyday 

‘athletic places’ (Edensor and Larsen 2017). Previous research does clearly identify 

an increasing convergence between physical and digital spaces, a phenomenon that 

Leszczynski (2018) describes as ‘hybrid spaces’. She suggests that previously 

disconnected notions of space have become increasingly inseparable due to the 

proliferation of spatially-enabled digital technologies (Leszczynski 2018). Existing 

work discusses how digital spaces are almost always grounded in the physical world 

(Ash et al. 2018), although their focus has tended to be infrastructural – exploring the 

data centres, deep sea cables, and satellites which enable the function of these 

technologies – rather than how the digital can contribute new meanings to existing 

material spaces. 

2.5.5. Summary 

Insightful research has begun to unpack the complex interconnections between 

physical and digital practices (see Barratt 2017; Carlèn and Maivorsdotter 2017), 

although there is still a gap in the literature that explores the role that these activity 

tracking applications have in influencing individuals’ spatial practices, as well as the 

influence they have on participants’ sense of place. As the practices of individuals 

are made quantifiable and measurable through the use of digital tracking 

applications, it is important to examine how this translation “shapes and transforms 

individual bodily and emotional awareness, memory processes and sense of places 

and geography” (Klauser and Albrechtslund 2014: 279). People engaged in sport 

and fitness activities are becoming increasingly reliant on connected devices and 

activity-specific social media platforms, and the growing pervasiveness of the digital 

is likely to transform individuals’ understandings of both physical and digital spaces 

(Lane 2012). In addition, paying closer attention to how social difference manifests 

itself in the digital practices of sports participants can make important contributions 



108 

 

to our understandings of the motives and experiences of different users, and to tailor 

future promotional schemes to encourage participation for all (Barratt 2017). 

2.6.  Conclusion 

This chapter has considered the body of existing literature surrounding the 

research aim and objectives that constitute this doctoral research project. Four key 

areas of academic debate have been discussed: profiles and practices, spatialities of 

physical activity, social worlds of leisure activities, and the emergent digital worlds 

that exist alongside them. A comprehensive review of existing literature has identified 

several gaps in contemporary geographical understandings of sport and leisure 

activities, gaps which the objectives of this research aim to address. 

On the whole there has been a relative lack of engagement with practices of 

physical activity within the field of geography, and especially the profiles and 

practices of amateur leisure participants (Latham and Layton 2019). For triathlon 

specifically, there is an absence of exploration into the facets of triathlon 

engagement. Triathlon as a sport that demands a substantial degree of dedication 

and investment whilst simultaneously providing meaning, identity and a range of 

benefits to participants, makes it a suitable activity to analyse using the notion of 

‘serious leisure’ (Stebbins 1992). Previous studies have made this association 

between triathlon and serious leisure but have yet to have comprehensively explored 

this association. 

Geographers are well-placed to investigate the relationship between sport 

participation and the spaces where it takes place, however, the locational 

geographies of everyday physical activity have been largely overlooked. Similarly, 

there has been very little consideration of issues concerning accessibility to different 

physical activity spaces and how these manifest themselves in contemporary leisure. 

Triathlon as an activity that takes place in a range of more or less specialised spaces 

acts as a useful context through which to explore these issues. 

A growing number of academics have drawn upon existing sociological theories in 

order to enhance understandings of contemporary sporting practices. One such 

theory is the notion of ‘social worlds’ adapted in the context of distance running by 
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Shipway et al. (2012). However, there is a paucity of research which utilises such 

theoretical approaches to better understand the triathlon community. Inspired by 

Shipway et al.’s (2012) reimagining of the social world framework, this research 

attempts to further contribute to understandings of triathlon engagement by 

exploring the importance of particular spaces (both physical and virtual) within the 

social world, the importance of the triathlon club for fostering meaningful social 

connections, and developing an awareness of social identity development within the 

community, all topics that have received limited attention to date. 

It is widely acknowledged that the digital realm is becoming an increasingly 

pervasive and ubiquitous space of interaction in our everyday lives. The same is true 

for sport and leisure, which has experienced substantial technological change. Yet, 

there is a clear lack of focus on how these emergent fitness technologies are 

transforming individuals’ interactions with different everyday ‘athletic places’ 

(Edensor and Larsen 2017), and the extent to which their accompanying social 

platforms have become engrained within contemporary physical activity practices in 

different ways (Barratt 2017). Triathlon as an activity which embraces this change, 

and continues to remain at the forefront of technological advancement, both at an 

elite level and an amateur level, provides an important lens through which to explore 

the growing importance of an expanding digital world that accompanies and supports 

the social world. 

The work of Stebbins (1992) and Shipway et al. (2012) has been reviewed to 

assess their utilisation of the concepts of serious leisure and social worlds, 

respectively, in order to adapt their approaches to gain a better understanding of the 

locational, social and digital geographies of triathlon participation. Despite a 

transformation in the way in which leisure is now performed and experienced within 

our increasingly digitised and connected society, these existing theoretical 

frameworks continue to be valuable tools through which to study everyday leisure 

engagement, but require further development and re-imagination in the context of 

physical activity in this thesis. Drawing on a large body of multidisciplinary work, this 

research attempts to respond to the gaps in the literature identified above, to provide 
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new knowledge on the locational, social and digital geographies of triathlon 

participation. 

The following chapter outlines the methodological approach that was utilised for 

this research project, and provides detailed insight into data collection, positionality, 

and ethical considerations. 

 



111 

 

3. Methodology 

This chapter provides an outline of the research methods that were adopted and 

utilised in this study. The following chapter is comprised of five key sections which 

will be followed by a short summary. Section 3.1 will focus on the decision to utilise a 

mixed methods approach and discuss the research methods which were adopted for 

this research project, outlining how the various methods were designed and 

implemented to effectively answer the research aim and objectives detailed in 

Section 2.1. Section 3.2 describes the process and rationale for determining the 

research population and case study sites and discusses the method of participant 

recruitment for each of the individual research methods. The chapter then turns its 

attention to data collection and analysis in Section 3.3, describing the procedure of 

assembling and evaluating the empirical data, and the tools used to do so. 

Positionality, reflexivity and ethics are important considerations for any social science 

research project, and Section 3.4 will address these concerns. The final key section 

(Section 3.5) reflects on the research process, before briefly summarising the 

chapter. 

3.1.  Mixed method approach 

Since the 1990s there has been a destabilisation of the quantitative/qualitative 

dualism (Secor 2010), and a surge of research that mixes, or combines the two 

strands of research techniques, methods, and approaches into a single study 

(Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004). Such an approach combines the reliability and 

generalisability of quantitative research (Brown 2015), with the complex holistic 

understanding that can be gained from qualitative research (Creswell 2014). For 

such an approach to be useful, Creswell et al. (2003: 176) suggest that: 

the mixed methods researcher needs to design a study with a clear 

understanding of the stage or stages at which the data will be integrated 

and the form this integration will take. 

When implemented effectively, a mixed method approach is a tool which permits a 

broader, but still detailed, understanding of the phenomena under study. By uniting 

quantitative and qualitative research methods within one research project, the 
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researcher can find answers to questions that may be more suited to different 

research tools. However, it is imperative to ensure that qualitative and quantitative 

findings are 'mutually illuminating' when choosing to adopt a mixed method approach 

(Bryman 2007).  Mixed method approaches have been successfully adopted in a 

range of geographical research (Cope 2014; Nightingale 2003), most commonly 

combining questionnaire and interview data in what Winchester (1999: 60) describes 

as the 'classic triangulation approach'. Hanson and Pratt (2014: 110) give reference 

to the degree of complementarity between qualitative and quantitative methods, 

suggesting that “tacking between the two approaches allows you to follow up on 

surprises or puzzles that emerge, to get a sense of how generalizable certain findings 

are, and to better understand the causes and meanings of the patterns you see”. 

Previous studies into triathlon practices have been predominantly quantitative and 

have provided useful generalised insights but combining this with the in-depth 

knowledge ascertained from qualitative research arguably permits a greater holistic 

understanding of triathletes unique practices and experiences. 

Creswell et al. (2003) outline six key research designs for conducting research 

which synthesise quantitative and qualitative data collection methods, expanding on 

Morse’s (1991) earlier conceptualisation of four designs. Three of these approaches 

describe a design whereby qualitative and quantitative research is performed 

simultaneously, these are labelled as ‘concurrent’ approaches. Whereas the other 

three are labelled ‘sequential’, where one form of data collection typically precedes 

and influences another. This research utilises a variation of what Creswell et al. 

(2003) describe as a ‘sequential explanatory design’, beginning with quantitative 

research by means of a large-scale online survey with triathletes, before exploring 

some of the key themes identified in this first phase using the qualitative methods of 

participant observation and semi-structured interviews in phase two. Integration, the 

combination of quantitative and qualitative research, took place at two notable stages 

in the research design. The first during preliminary analysis of the survey data, which 

was used to target observational foci, and during interview design. The second at the 

end of the research during the interpretation of the overall data. 
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To attain a nuanced understanding of triathletes in the United Kingdom, this 

research utilises both established and more innovative techniques from geography 

and cultural studies, including a large-scale online survey, participant observation 

and semi-structured interviews. Creswell et al. (2003) suggest that frameworks for 

mixed method research are flexible, in that they can be modified to fit a specific 

research situation. Accordingly, this research adopts a variation of sequential 

explanatory design, whereby the quantitative element of the research explicitly 

focused on certain research objectives which were not explored in the following 

qualitative phase (see Figure 3.1). It can be very difficult to transform quantitative 

data into a form that allows it to be effectively compared with qualitative findings and 

vice versa. In this study, the analysis of qualitative and quantitative data was 

performed separately, and preliminary quantitative analysis, used to influence the 

direction of qualitative research, was used as a form of guidance, as opposed to an 

attempt to explicitly compare results from the different approaches (Creswell et al. 

2003). Therefore, standard data analysis techniques were primarily used for both 

quantitative and qualitative analysis – e.g. statistical analysis of questionnaire results, 

and thematic analysis of observational and interview data – but with moments of 

integration throughout the research project. 



114 

 

 

Figure 3.1 - Explanatory sequential design for mixed method research approach 
(Creswell et al. 2003). 

3.1.1. Quantitative research methods 

3.1.1.1. Online survey 

In times of ubiquitous and pervasive computing (Duggan 2017), online surveys 

have become an increasingly popular tool for geographical research (McLafferty 

2016). Administering a survey online is inexpensive, convenient for both respondents 

and the researcher, and increases the number of responses that are possible to 

collect whilst simultaneously reducing time spent on data entry (McLafferty 2016; 

Van Selm and Jankowski 2006). Notably, the self-administered nature of online 

surveys allows researchers to work on other tasks in between bouts of survey 

dissemination (Andrews et al. 2003). Online surveys are particularly practical when 

the target respondents are more active on online social spaces than in everyday 

physical spaces, particularly as these online spaces are typically tailored to focus on 

particular shared interests, attitudes and beliefs (Matsuo et al. 2005: Wright 2005). 

McLafferty (2016) highlights how online surveys are more regularly playing an 

important role in mixed methodologies, acting as a common ground between 

quantitative and qualitative methods. This is to some extent aided by Van Selm and 
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Jankowski's (2006) finding that respondents were more likely to provide greater 

detail in open-ended questions of an online survey, potentially due to its self-

administered nature, and the reduced pressure from researcher absence. 

In the context of this research, an online survey was deemed as an appropriate 

methodological choice to overcome the difficulties and challenges that geographical 

distance can cause, particularly when attempting to get a broad picture of triathlon 

participation. The suitability of online surveys for this research project is reinforced 

by the finding that triathletes are increasingly active on social media sites, with a 

recent survey suggesting that 82% of triathletes are using Facebook and 52% are 

engaging with Strava (MultiSport Research 2017b). Preliminary analysis of secondary 

data highlighted how triathletes are primarily an affluent group, and therefore, it was 

assumed that internet access would not be a barrier to participation for the majority 

of potential respondents (see Triathlon Industry Association 2016). My personal 

experience as an active runner, who is regularly engaged with a number of running 

clubs, has highlighted the importance of social media platforms for club organisation, 

and as a source of information, guidance, and communication. From initial 

background research it became clear that time was a resource which triathletes 

valued and had to manage effectively, and the utilisation of a convenient and flexible 

online survey was essential to maximise response rates. Additionally, positioning 

online surveys at the beginning of an explanatory mixed method design allowed me 

to reformulate and hone my research questions prior to moving on to the qualitative 

phase. It is the combination of these factors and assumptions that led to the choice of 

online surveys as a key research method. 

Initially online survey questions were generated with reference to the aim and 

objectives of my research, using literature related to the topic to help draft questions 

which had the potential to provide useful data in order to achieve the objectives of 

my research. During this stage, relevant concepts and theories – such as ‘serious 

leisure’ (Stebbins 1992) and ‘social worlds’ (Unruh 1980) – were important 

underlying themes concerning many of the survey questions. Once a sufficient 

number of effective questions had been drafted, they were imported into Bristol 

Online Survey (BOS) – now rebranded to ‘Online Surveys’ - a tool that allows the 
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creation, dissemination and analysis of surveys using the internet. BOS was chosen 

as the survey tool for my research as it offered several key features, such as the 

ability to route respondents to and from sections based on previous answers, to 

immediately analyse and visualise results while the survey remained open, and to 

export the data in a format that was compatible with the statistical analysis software 

SPSS, which made it an effective tool for this project. The survey followed a structure 

that reflected the objectives of the research, with an initial section on general 

triathlon practices, followed by a section on activity tracking applications, and a final 

section on the social world of triathlon (See Figure 3.2). The survey was preceded by 

two screening questions which ensured that survey respondents were either 

currently active within triathlon, or planning on completing a triathlon event in the 

near future, effectively filtering out respondents who did not fit the desired sample 

(Van Selm and Jankowski 2006). Personal demographic questions were positioned at 

the very end of the survey. 

 

Figure 3.2 - Simplified survey structure. 

Before being distributed to respondents, the survey went through a brief pilot 

testing phase, which tested question quality, survey structure, instruction clarity, and 

allowed me to increase my familiarity and competence with the software. Pretesting 

is “an essential step in ensuring a successful questionnaire survey” (McLafferty 

2016: 134). The pilot survey was sent to a number of triathlon contacts who were 
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invited to test the survey and to make any comments regarding the survey platform 

more generally. The pilot survey was completed by 5 individuals. There were no 

notable suggestions or comments regarding the survey from the pilot testers, 

although it was made clear that despite being on the upper end of the scale, the 

survey length was reasonable, and did not result in any problematic form of ‘survey 

fatigue’. Van Selm and Jankowski (2006) suggest that ensuring a survey is of an 

effective length, thus maximising information collected and minimising respondent 

loss, is a key aspect of online survey creation. The pilot survey was useful, in that the 

analysis of the limited responses indicated that questions appeared to be clear and 

resulted in expected responses most the time. The small number of potentially 

misinterpreted questions were reworded for clarity. 

After making some minor amendments to the pilot survey, the final survey became 

active on 8th January 2018 (Appendix B). The survey was distributed using a 

screened snowball sample, whereby individuals were contacted using various forms 

of social media (Triathlon Club’s Facebook Groups, Twitter, Strava Clubs, Triathlon 

Forums, etc.) and encouraged to share the survey with other triathletes. These online 

spaces are an important arena for semi-formal mediated communication, an essential 

element of many sporting social worlds (Shipway et al. 2012). The screening 

questions at the start of the survey ensured that only respondents that provide useful 

information to the research would take the survey (Evans and Mathur 2005). 

Between the activation of the survey and its deactivation on 1st March 2018, the 

survey was intermittently advertised using Twitter, Triathlon Forums, and most 

importantly Triathlon Groups Facebook pages (See Appendix A). Survey 

dissemination was aided by an advertising campaign style of approach, utilising 

promotional images and accompanying posts on social media (Figure 3.3). The 

images were designed to make the social media posts more eye-catching, using 

triathlon-based imagery, overlaid with a memorable survey name – ‘The Great British 

Triathlete Survey’ – and a link to the survey, a technique used by ‘jographer’ Simon 

Cook in his research on run-commuting (Cook 2016a, 2016b). 
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Figure 3.3 - Online survey advertisement images. 

In total 155 British-based triathlon-related Facebook groups were identified using a 

variety of search terms, 104 were deemed suitable and were contacted (by direct 

messaging an administrator of the group or member of the club’s committee), of 

which 73 granted me permission to share the survey on their Facebook page. With 

regards to accessing Facebook groups I had a 70.9% success rate but calculating 

the response rate of online surveys is known to be extremely difficult, if not 

impossible (Van Selm and Jankowski 2006). The online survey closed on 2nd March 

and had a total of 607 responses. After the removal of ineligible respondents, 591 of 

these were suitable for further analysis.  

3.1.1.2. Secondary sources 

Secondary data was an important source of supplementary information during the 

project, but more importantly, as an inexpensive and effective means of informing 

and justifying the research aim and objectives, and providing contextual grounding, 

prior to data collection (Tyrrell 2016). Secondary data collected by institutions or 

organisations often appears to have an aura of authority and robustness (Flowerdew 

and Martin 2005). However, under almost all circumstances, the sourced data has 

been collected and interpreted by another individual, group or organisation, for a 

purpose that is dissimilar to the aims of one’s own specific project, and therefore, 
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being mindful of how and why this data has been produced is essential (Gomez and 

Jones 2010). Secondary data comes in many different formats, and accordingly, a 

wide range of sources were used throughout the research process. 

Triathlon data is notably sparse in nature, and most large-scale quantitative studies 

are either kept within organisations, such as most of the data held by British 

Triathlon, or restricted behind paywalls, such as detailed results from the TIA’s 

annual survey (2017). Due to the national scale of the data collected by these two 

organisations, both were contacted with the hope of being granted access to their 

data. Unfortunately, I was unable to obtain access British Triathlon’s data, but I did 

manage to get access to a summary of the key findings from the TIA annual survey 

through a contact in the triathlon industry. The data included important background 

information regarding demographics of the UK triathlon population as a whole, which 

was useful for sampling strategies and for providing context to the research, but 

without having the full dataset it was impossible to do any effective statistical analysis 

of the findings. 

Over the past two decades the internet has rapidly become a prime source of 

readily-available, detailed secondary data (Flowerdew and Martin 2005). Within the 

context of this research, online sources of relevant data include British Triathlons 

database of triathlon events and triathlon clubs, media outlets such as 220Triathlon, 

Tri Radar and tri247.com, social data from online spaces like Facebook, and spatially 

referenced data taken from applications like Strava. The British Triathlon event and 

club lists are typically used as a means of locating local clubs and events in order to 

get involved in triathlon, containing information regarding location, and to a certain 

degree size (in terms of number of members or participants). Despite having most of 

the key information, an inability to download all of the data easily meant that days of 

data mining and additional research were required to create a useable, and useful, 

database. Once completed, the database allowed me to create maps using GIS 

software demonstrating club and event coverage across Britain (see Figure 3.4), and 

to create a slightly more detailed picture of triathlon’s locational geographies within 

Great Britain. This also acted as the initial stage of case study club identification. 
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Figure 3.4 - Spatial distribution of triathlon clubs and events in Great Britain. 
(Source: British Triathlon 2017a, 2017b). 
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Overall, searching for secondary data was a significant stage in helping to 

determine the initial aim and objectives for the research process, and for identifying 

gaps in current research regarding the practices and experiences of triathlete’s 

(Flowerdew and Martin 2005). Furthermore, secondary data helped to supplement 

findings from later empirical research and provided a degree of context for the wider 

topic under study. 

3.1.2. Qualitative research methods 

The qualitative elements of the research process followed the initial quantitative 

survey, in line with the sequential explanatory design detailed in Figure 3.1. 

3.1.2.1. Participant observation 

Participant observation was utilised as a supplementary qualitative research 

method during the data collection phase of this research. Participant observation is a 

well-established qualitative tool which involves “spending time being, living or 

working with people or communities in order to understand them” (Laurier 2004: 

133). Atkinson and Hammersley (2007) describe participant observation as a 

cumulative way of seeing, recording and writing about a phenomenon, as opposed to 

simply a method. The researcher becomes the research tool. As a researcher, 

getting involved in the practice one is studying, can generate a corporeal 

understanding of what it takes to learn and perform the practice in question (Larsen 

2018). Similarly, Laurier (2016) argues that a researcher's understanding of the 

embodied practice of mobility is enriched by participation in, and the development of, 

specific embodied skills of that sport or movement. Having some shared 

understanding of an activity, the culture associated with the activity, and some 

degree of associated physical prowess can be beneficial during ethnographic 

research, allowing the researcher to uncover new insights and understandings of 

participants’ practices and experiences from a more empathetic perspective (Ward 

2017). If conducted effectively, participant observation can help to generate a higher 

quality of understanding of the practices, experiences and behaviours of the target 

community (Sparkes and Smith 2014). 
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Participant observation has been used to great effect in a wide range of sport-

focused geographical and social sciences research, including research on the 

distance running social world (Shipway et al. 2012), the perspectives and 

experiences of aging cycling enthusiasts (Sirna 2016), comparing park skating and 

street skating in New York (Chiu 2009), the shared leisure space of parkrun (Hindley 

2018) and the use of persuasive technologies in cycling (Barratt 2017). Within 

triathlon, Atkinson (2008) used this interactive method to explore the unique pain 

community present in the sport and suggested that participant observation was 

critical for developing an in-depth understanding of how subcultural techniques of 

endurance are embodied and represented. Academics have also given credit to 

participant observation as a means of identifying important topics and the generation 

or adaptation of research questions through continuous reassessment and 

increasing familiarity with the topic under study (DeWalt and DeWalt 2010). The 

potential of this method for generating in-depth insights into triathletes’ everyday 

experiences and practices, and for improving the quality and relevance of the 

research questions, are key reasons for adopting participant observation in this 

research. 

The significant period of participant observation began at the beginning of May 

2018 and reduced in intensity towards the end of August. During this time, I was 

regularly engaged with the case study clubs. Participant observation continued in a 

more reduced format until the completion of the research project, although after the 

end of the triathlon season in October 2018, observations had less of an impact on 

research findings and analysis. Observations were undertaken with two different 

triathlon clubs, and committee members from both clubs were contacted prior to the 

research to ensure that there were no issues surrounding my presence as a 

researcher. For both clubs, observation took place primarily during running and 

swimming sessions, as formal cycling sessions were surprisingly absent from both 

clubs’ weekly schedules. Observations were not limited to training session 

involvement, but also included a whole day volunteering at a club-run children’s 

triathlon event, at interviews in one of the club’s café, and during my participation in 

my first official triathlon event.  
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‘Overt’ participant observation was utilised for this research project. Participants 

were made aware that I was conducting triathlon-related research for my PhD, and 

that my time at the club was in-part a means of observing ‘triathletes’ in action. Notes 

were taken for each of the observation periods, normally immediately after the event 

to retain the accuracy and level of detail included in the observations (DeLyser et al. 

2009). Due to the nature of the training session, it was almost impossible to take 

notes during the activity. Initial field notes were thorough, typically describing what 

had happened, details about the people who attended the sessions, my personal 

thoughts and feelings about the experience, and any other interesting occurrences. 

As I became more familiar with the members of the community, and more confident 

with the expectation and structure of the triathlon training sessions, the notes 

became less detailed, and focused primarily on interesting social interactions, 

recurring themes, and noticeable temporal changes. Taking notes throughout the 

participant observation process was an important way to look back at how personal 

experiences and perceptions have changed over time (Laurier 2004). These notes 

document my change of positionality from an ‘outsider’ to an insider. As my research 

has explored the triathlon social world, and aspects of identification and entry, 

observation of this temporal change was an important factor to consider throughout.  

Participant observation, and the eventual recruitment of interviewees from the two 

case study triathlon clubs was in no small part aided by a number of select 

individuals – ‘gatekeepers’ – who provided access to key informational, logistical and 

human resources (Campbell et al. 2006). In particular, my initial point of contact with 

one of the clubs, with the club secretary, was invaluable in gaining information 

regarding training details, introducing me to other members, and offering her 

services as a participant in the research itself. In ethnographic research, 

‘gatekeepers’ can be key facilitators to research into a community of interest (DeWalt 

and DeWalt 2010), or alternatively they can cause obstructions to the research. 

Although one of the case study triathlon clubs was extremely receptive, aided by a 

facilitating gatekeeper, the other appeared to lack a notable point of access into the 

community, and any attempts to recruit participants further were unreceptive, which 

led to a change of case study site, which is detailed in Section 3.2.2. 
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Participant observation was an important step in determining what themes to 

explore during the subsequent interview process, by identifying which findings from 

the survey had relevance in practice and recognising any topics which had not been 

covered by the online survey. Through sharing the experiences of training and 

socialising with the triathlon club during this phase of participant observation, I 

became recognised as an accepted member of the club’s social world, in turn 

helping me develop a greater rapport with other members of the club, and providing 

me a more in-depth, and better quality, access to their everyday lives (Kitchin and 

Tate 2000; Macpherson 2016; Robinson et al. 2014). It also had a vital impact on the 

success and efficiency of interviewee recruitment, as I had the chance to explain my 

research in person, and the opportunity to build rapport with club members before 

inviting them for a one-on-one interview. The process of participating in a club’s 

triathlon sessions, engaging with its members, and observing their everyday 

practices played a key role in shaping the qualitative research associated with the 

project going forward. 

3.1.2.2. Semi-structured interviews 

Interviews are an established tool of social sciences research, and particularly in 

the realms of human geography. Semi-structured interviews have been a popular 

tool among geographers for many years, as they allow participants to have some 

input in the research process, which is particularly important with regards to 

establishing empowering research relations (Stone and Priestly 1996). A semi-

structured interview is a form of qualitative research, which uses a list of pre-

determined questions to ascertain information about a topic from a participant, 

following a more natural conversational flow than questionnaires and more structured 

interviews, allowing for deviations by the interviewee to topics they feel are important 

(Longhurst 2010). In comparison to structured interviews, semi-structured interviews 

yield a greater amount of open-ended data, which typically requires a thorough 

process of analysis and coding to utilise effectively (Valentine 2013). Semi-structured 

interviews are valuable tools for geographers, allowing the investigation of complex 

behaviours, aiding the researcher to understand participants’ experiences and 

opinions on a variety of subjects (Castillo-Montoya 2016; Longhurst 2010): 
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the interview allows a more thorough examination of experiences, feelings 

or opinions that closed questions could never hope to capture (Kitchin and 

Tate 2000: 213). 

Much of the research on sport and leisure activities in the social sciences has 

effectively implemented interviews as a means of collecting in-depth knowledge 

regarding individuals’ experiences and practices (see Eden and Barratt 2010; Foley 

2015; Hindley 2018; Shipway and Jones 2008). In relation to studies of triathlon, 

Bridel (2010) used semi-structured interviews to explore experiences of pain and 

pleasure in Ironman triathlons. Lamont and Kennelly (2012) adopted the method to 

investigate motivations among committed amateur triathletes, and Simmons et al. 

(2016) used interviews to see how long-distance triathletes balanced the triumvirate 

of family, work and leisure. 

In the context of this research, interviews were used as the final stage of the 

sequential explanatory design (Figure 3.1). Following from the identification of key 

themes in the initial online survey, and the refinement of the research objectives 

resulting from participant observation, semi-structured interviews were conducted in 

order to explore the in-depth practices and experiences of triathletes, primarily 

focusing on Research Objective II and III (see Section 1.3). Interview questions 

covered a wide range of topics, including; the spaces and places used for training 

and events, the role that their triathlon club played in their experiences of triathlon, 

the importance of social media and fitness-specific applications in triathlon at a micro 

and macro level, and ideas surrounding identity and the triathlon social world. 

The interview process started on 2nd July 2018 and came to an end on 20th August 

– with the exception of one additional interview on 23rd October. A total of 22 

interviews were conducted in this period, with members from both of the two case 

study clubs (Appendix C). The process of recruiting and interviewing triathletes 

continued until theoretical saturation was reached during the transcription phase 

(Bryman 2015). All interviews were conducted face-to-face and in person, which is 

encouraged by many as it offers a more personal experience, permits the researcher 

to analyse interviewee reactions based on physical cues, and builds greater rapport 

with the interviewee (Kitchin and Tate 2000). Due to the medium of the interviews, it 
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was necessary to consider carefully the location where said interviews would take 

place (Longhurst 2010). The majority of interviews were conducted in cafés local to 

where the participant was living. Three interviews were conducted at participants’ 

homes, and the rest of the interviews took place at ‘Tri Base’ in Riderby – a triathlon-

orientated café, shop and training venue located next to an open water swimming 

lake. 

Many of the triathletes I spoke to during the research process were extremely busy 

most of the time, and to make participation in the research as easy as possible, I 

would regularly offer to come to somewhere convenient for them to conduct the 

interview. Quite often I would make my way to the interview locations on my bicycle, 

which I found had an interesting impact on the power relations of the interview, 

giving the impression that I had common interests, and in some ways, was an insider 

to the social world they were operating in. I found this appeared to have a 

predominantly positive impact on how receptive participants related to me as an 

interviewer. However, it is important to consider the effect that this dynamic may 

have had on participants’ responses, and it is also essential to consider how my own 

biases and preconceptions as an interviewer, as someone now engaged in the sport 

of triathlon, as a committed endurance athlete, as a male, and as a young person, 

could impact on the interview and analysis process (Rubin and Rubin 1995). This will 

be explored further in Section 3.4. 

A short survey was administered to participants prior to the interview as a means of 

gaining consent for the collected data, whilst simultaneously collecting useful 

demographic data, which helped to provide context to the qualitative data that has 

been collected. This was particularly useful when looking/listening back to 

conversations that occurred some time ago (see Emerson et al. 1995). 
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Figure 3.5 - Concise semi-structured interview guide. 

Castillo-Montoya (2016) suggests that such an alignment increases the 

effectiveness of interviews within the research process. The process of creating an 

interview guide followed Castillo-Montoya’s (2016) concept of the Interview Protocol 

Refinement method (see Figure 3.6). The interviews consisted of approximately 40 

questions covering 5 key themes, lasted between 45 minutes and 2 hours, and were 
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all recorded using a dictaphone. Following advice from academics such as Kitchin 

and Tate (2000) who advocate the use of an interview guide, the conversation 

primarily followed the structure of a preconceived list of questions, but frequently 

deviated when probing participants for further detail, when the interviewee 

addressed issues regarding later or earlier questions, and when relevant deviations 

materialised (Galletta 2013). Over time the interviews increasingly began to follow a 

more fluid structure reflecting the conversational direction, and accordingly, a more 

concise and adaptable interview guide was utilised (Figure 3.5). For a more detailed 

interview guide, see Appendix D. The questions from the interview guide were 

formed and structured in a way that aligned with the research objectives of the 

project (see Section 1.3). The interviews were transcribed as soon as possible 

because delaying transcription can increase the likelihood that “some elements [of 

the encounter] will be misremembered or not remembered at all”, which should be 

avoided (Murchinson 2010: 71). 

 

Figure 3.6 - Interview Protocol Refinement method (Adapted from Castillo-Montoya 
2016). 
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The first phase of data analysis was conducted during the transcription phase, 

whereby key themes were identified from the interview text, some of this inductive, 

where themes emerged from the data naturally, and some deductive, where 

preconceived hypotheses were explicitly looked for throughout the transcript (Braun 

and Clarke 2006; Ezzy 2002; Hinch and Kono 2017). The process of data analysis will 

be detailed in Section 3.3. 

3.2.  Research population and recruitment 

3.2.1. Survey sampling 

For the online survey element of the research, a broad inclusion criterion was 

implemented in order to collect nationwide data on triathlon from a wide and diverse 

range of individuals. The desired population for the survey were triathletes currently 

residing in Great Britain, who had either completed, or were currently training for, a 

triathlon event. The annual survey of triathletes by the Triathlon Industry Association 

(2017) identified a triathlete as someone who had completed a triathlon event, 

however, this research had an interest in individuals at all stages of their triathlon 

engagement, and thus did not want to exclude individuals who were engaged in 

triathlon by training for an event, but had yet to participate in an event – which can 

often be impacted by entry costs, injuries, and other internal and external factors. In 

order to ensure that survey respondents met this criterion, two screening questions 

were implemented, which directed respondents who did not meet that criterion to a 

page thanking them for their time and filtering out ineligible respondents (Van Selm 

and Jankowski 2006).  

A snowball sampling strategy was adopted for the online survey, which was initially 

posted on a range of triathlon-related Facebook and Twitter pages, and onto several 

triathlon forums (Appendix A), with the optimism that individuals would then share 

the survey with other members of the triathlon community. Snowball sampling is a 

form of convenience sampling, whereby those matching your research criteria are 

contacted, and then asked to share the research to others, an effective method when 

contacting a large number of individuals would be difficult (Foster et al. 2012). Foster 

et al. (2012) have commented that making a sample representative is not a 
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straightforward task, and accordingly, there was no explicit sample size for the 

survey. Rather, the aim was to collect as many responses as possible within a two-

month window. Fortunately, the sample population from the survey reasonably 

accurately reflected the demographics of the triathlete community as indicated by 

the Triathlon Industry Association (2017), which provided the results with some 

confidence. One drawback of using an online survey within geographical research is 

that it can act to exclude those who are not active online, or alternatively favour those 

who are most active (Vicente and Reis 2010). However, the considerable majority of 

triathletes who are active on social media sites are likely to outnumber those who 

attend triathlon club activities, and thus could be physically contacted. Therefore, 

online surveys were deemed an appropriate means to contact a reasonable 

proportion of the triathlon community. 

Much like in Barratt’s (2017) study of gamification in cycling, a stratified sample was 

employed when recruiting participants for the semi-structured interviews. A stratified 

sample is valuable when trying to make the sample representative of the target 

population based on one or more of their characteristics (Teddlie and Yu 2007). To 

get a comprehensive array of responses, and to get some insight into temporal 

change within the sport of triathlon, the sample was stratified with regards to age. 

Gender was also identified as an influential factor from the initial quantitative phase, 

and accordingly, an even representation of men and women was targeted within the 

sample. Demographic data from the 2017 TIA triathlon survey was used as a basis 

for the sample, with a specific focus on attaining a similar age profile of British 

triathletes (Figure 3.7). Club members were contacted through their respective 

Facebook pages, and also in person at my time spent with the clubs during 

participant observation if possible. After a significant number of triathletes were 

recruited from each club, I began to target individuals based on demographic factors 

with the aim of closely resembling the triathlon population identified in previous 

research by the TIA (2017), specifically focusing on gender and age. The recruitment 

stage continued until the end of August when drafting additional respondents 

became difficult. Fortunately, at this stage I was satisfied that theoretical data 

saturation – where new themes or further insights are obtained (Bowen 2008) - had 
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been reached during interview transcription, and therefore there was no need to 

continue pursuing potential interviewees (Mason 2010). A total of 22 interviews were 

conducted by the time data saturation was reached.  

 

Figure 3.7 - Age distribution of respondents from Triathlon Industry Association UK 
Triathlete Survey, online research survey (n = 591) and research 
interviewees (n = 22). Source: TIA 2016; own survey 2018. 

3.2.2. Selection of case study sites 

Ever since the sport of triathlon arrived on British shores following its inception in 

the United States in the mid-1970s, it has continued to grow in popularity. The total 

number of triathletes in England has been estimated to be in excess of 160,000, a 7% 

growth since 2017, and a 60% increase from 2012 (Triradar 2018a). Triathlon data is 

often broken down into regions for statistical analysis, reflecting the structure of the 

sport’s governing body, British Triathlon (Figure 3.8). The East Midlands is one of the 

nine regions in England under the European Union’s ‘Classification of Territorial Units 

for Statistics’ (Figure 3.9), in addition to being one of the ten regional committees 

created by British Triathlon. The region effectively consists of six English counties; 
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Derbyshire, Leicestershire, Lincolnshire (excluding North and North East 

Lincolnshire), Northamptonshire, Nottinghamshire and Rutland. Comparatively, it is 

the eighth largest of the nine regions, with an estimated population of 4.53 million 

(7.4% of Great Britain’s total population). In the same TIA survey (2018) referenced 

earlier, the East Midlands was found to host 8.7% of Great Britain’s triathletes. 

Additionally, the East Midlands holds 7.2% of the triathlon events in Great Britain 

(encompassing 7.6% of all event finishers), most notably the Outlaw Triathlon – a full 

distance triathlon event which boasts more than 1000 participants – the similarly 

sized Vitruvian triathlon, and the internationally renowned Nottingham Mixed Relays. 

In addition to a relatively vibrant triathlon community, the region is also host to 53 

triathlon clubs, representing 8.2% of all clubs in Great Britain. 

 

Figure 3.8 - Regional structure of British Triathlon (British Triathlon 2020a). 
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Figure 3.9 - East Midlands region. 

The justification for selecting the East Midlands as a case study area was twofold. 

Firstly, and most importantly, the region is well known for being a regional hub for 

triathlon activity. The presence of the British Triathlon headquarters in the area, the 

world’s only fully-integrated Olympic, Paralympic and university performance 

programme based at Loughborough University, the number of large triathlon events 

hosted in this part of the country, and the plethora of high-standard and entry-level 

events and clubs scattered throughout the region, are all contributing factors to the 

region’s association with the sport (British Triathlon 2017a; 2017b). Secondly, from a 

more practical standpoint, being based in Loughborough University for the entirety of 

my studies, I had convenient access to areas within the region in order to conduct 

fieldwork activities. With the East Midlands being an important region in the sport of 

triathlon, combined with the convenience of being based at Loughborough University 
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for the entirety of my research, the East Midlands was identified as an appropriate 

case study site to explore the research aim and objectives detailed in Section 1.3. A 

national scale, or regionally comparative research scale may have resulted in a 

greater variety of qualitative findings, but choosing two sites in the same region was 

considered appropriate, as it reduced the level of inherent differences between 

participants, and provided a degree of context to analyse the data.  

For the purposes of this research, and in order to explore the role of triathletes’ 

training practices, the role of digital applications in everyday triathlon practices and 

experiences, and most importantly, the intricacies of the triathlon social world, two 

case study triathlon clubs were identified. Using two case studies has been done 

successfully in previous research and allows a direct comparison which has the 

potential to draw out interesting impacts that the different clubs may have. Shipway 

et al. (2012) used two running clubs as case studies in order to explore the 

intricacies of the distance running social world, and therefore it was deemed 

appropriate to use a similar approach to understand aspects of the triathlon social 

world. Additionally, Barratt (2017), in his study of activity tracking applications in road 

cycling, suggested that using clubs became an important way of recruiting interview 

participants, and facilitated the use of a stratified sample, which would be more 

difficult to achieve outside the structure of the club setting. 

Initial research on local triathlon clubs was conducted online, and two triathlon 

clubs were selected based on their reasonable size, their accessibility to individuals 

of all abilities, and the presence of a club Strava page and active members on that 

page. These factors were considered to provide the best chance that there were 

sufficient members to achieve a good sample size, to ensure people with a wide 

range of abilities could be interviewed, and that the club had a selection of members 

who were somewhat regular activity tracking application users. The two clubs 

selected initially were Transitions Tri Club, located in Runnington, a rural village in 

the East Midlands, and Swimbourne Triathlon Club, situated in the suburbs of one of 

the East Midlands major urban centres, Swimbourne. However, after some difficulties 

gaining access, and a lack of reception to the research project at Swimbourne 

Triathlon Club, and frequent mentions of an active alternative club from triathletes 
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during observation, Riderby Triathlon, located at a sports complex on the outskirts of 

Swimbourne, was then selected as the second, more appropriate, case study. In an 

effort to protect the anonymity of the clubs and individuals involved in this research 

project, pseudonyms have been used throughout this thesis for any locations or 

facilities beneath the scale of the East Midlands region. A more detailed justification 

of this choice is detailed in Section 3.4. 

Transitions Tri Club (TTC) is a triathlon club which is primarily centred around the 

local leisure centre of a large village called Runnington. The club consists of a junior 

and an adult section, which perform the majority of their training separately, but 

many members of the adult training group have children in the junior group, giving 

the club an interesting family dynamic.  The adult club consists of primarily 

recreational triathletes, but the level of engagement with the sport varies quite 

dramatically. Transitions Tri Club train regularly on Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday 

evenings, although occasional informal group runs and rides are infrequently 

organised using the club's Facebook page. The club prides itself in its accessibility to 

individuals of all abilities, but also makes reference to its reputation among triathlon 

clubs in the region. The club itself has approximately 60 adult members, although 

within that there is a core group of around 25 individuals who regularly train, 

compete and engage with the club. 

Riderby Triathlon (RT) is a triathlon club located in a fairly remote rural area in the 

East Midlands region, over a mile from the nearest village, next to a large lake – 

Datton Water - which is used for open water swimming. The club operates out of a 

central hub – also referred to as ‘Tri Base' - a venue which also hosts services such 

as a triathlon shop, a café, an exercise bike studio, coaching and physiotherapy 

services, and bicycle maintenance. The club consists of triathletes with a range of 

different abilities, but unlike Transitions Tri Club, the club is exclusively for adult 

members. Despite the range of facilities available, the club only has one regular 

structured training session, on Thursdays, which is based in a leisure centre almost 

10 miles from Tri Base. Additional informal training opportunities available to the club 

include regular open water swimming sessions in the summer (and a more restricted 

number in the winter), Wattbike sessions in the purpose-built studio, and a number of 
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informal running and cycling sessions in the winter months. Although Riderby 

Triathlon similarly expresses their openness to triathletes of all abilities, the club has 

a prominent number of successful elite triathletes who make up much of the core 

social group, making the club stand-out from a performance perspective. The club 

itself has only been operational for approximately two years but has seen a 

considerable level of success and growth since its inception. Membership is 

estimated to be around 100 adult members, but similarly to TTC, having a smaller 

group of regular core members. 

Both Transitions Tri Club and Riderby Triathlon are balanced along the lines of 

gender, although men formed a small majority. With regards to ability, both clubs had 

members encompassing a variety of abilities, although Riderby had a greater range 

of members, from professional triathletes to first-timers. Observational research 

confirmed that both clubs had vibrant communities whose social engagement 

extended beyond club sessions, which suggested that these were more than just 

fleeting social relationships. Both clubs were heavily reliant on digital platforms for 

the organisation of their club activities, and for communication between club 

members, but Riderby Triathlon had a significantly more active social media 

presence as a result of their associated commercial efforts. 

3.3.  Data analysis 

Following the collection of the empirical data, detailed in Section 3.2, the wealth of 

data then needed to be collated, organised and analysed using a range of techniques 

and software. One of the potential issues with using a mixed method approach is the 

failure of the researcher to effectively unify the different methodologies (Bryman 

2007). In order to avoid this potential issue, which can harm the methodological 

soundness of the research, steps were taken to ensure that such an approach was 

effectively carried out. Although the analysis of quantitative and qualitative data was 

performed using different techniques and at different times, every care was given to 

ensure that comparison between the two was considered throughout the data 

analysis phase. Specifically, using quantitative findings to identify the key themes to 

explore in later qualitative research, and additionally, comparing the results from the 

various research methods after the completion of the qualitative research phase.  
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The analysis stage of this research project utilised a grounded theory approach 

(Glaser and Strauss 1967). Grounded theory has become an important analytical 

approach in human geography, and involves inductively deriving theory about any 

given phenomenon, resulting in an empirically rich interpretation of the data itself, 

rather than the testing of rigid preconceived hypotheses (Cloke et al. 2004; Strauss 

and Corbin 1998). Theory is generated from, and grounded in, the data itself 

(Bryman 2008). The limited amount of prior research around the topic of triathlon in 

academic work, and particularly within geography and the social sciences, justified 

the use of grounded theory for relevant themes, topics, patterns and theories to 

materialise from the data organically. The process of analysing the different forms of 

data collected during the fieldwork stage of the research, and their integration into a 

mixed method research project is detailed in the following section. 

3.3.1. IBM SPSS Statistics 

The quantitative analysis of the online survey results was conducted using a range 

of statistical and thematic analysis techniques and software. BOS, the platform used 

to design and disperse the survey has a function which permits the user to download 

questionnaire results in a format that can be directly input into SPSS Statistics, a 

software package used for statistical data analysis. In addition to initial visualisation of 

data using charts and tables, the survey data was analysed using a variety of 

statistical functions, including, frequencies, chi-squared tests, one-way ANOVA, and 

cross-tabulations of the key demographic variables such as gender, age, and 

location, and then again by research specific criteria, including Strava versus non-

Strava users, hours spent training per week and those who volunteer or do not 

volunteer. The results included for the purpose of this research typically had a chi-

squared value of 0.05 or smaller, which indicates a statistically significant result at a 

95% confidence level (Bryman 2015), although interesting findings that were not 

statistically significant on that level were occasionally used. Following this, results 

from the online survey, and triathlon event and club datasets, were also implemented 

into attribute tables on ArcMap, a platform for managing, analysing and mapping 

spatial data, in order to create visualisations of location-based findings, such as the 

British triathlon club and event distribution visualised in Figure 3.4. In line with the 
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grounded theory approach which encompassed the entire data analysis process, 

statistical analysis using SPSS was not based on any rigid hypothesis testing, but 

instead used exploratory methods which allowed significant findings to tailor 

interpretations, and to direct further analysis and qualitative investigation. 

3.3.2. NVivo 10 

The process of preparing, collating and analysing the qualitative data collected 

during the research project was conducted using a grounded theory approach. 

Grounded theory is a methodology established by Glaser and Strauss (1967) which 

“iteratively and recursively integrates multiple forms of data and analysis in order to 

build theory that is grounded in empirical data” (Knigge 2017: 1). Rather than testing 

preconceived hypotheses, grounded theory emphasises the idea of emergence, 

focusing on creating concepts and theories present within the data during all stages 

of data collection and analysis (Charmaz 2008; Corbin and Strauss 1990). Early 

descriptions of grounded theory suggested that such an approach removed the 

researchers’ inherent preconceived bias from the analysis (Glaser and Strauss 

1967). However, more recent accounts have challenged this idealistic view, stating 

that the researcher will always have an interpretive role in the research as data is 

socially constructed, although a grounded theory approach will help to limit the 

impact of past experiences and existing assumptions on the direction of analysis 

(Charmaz 2006). A consideration of the themes and concepts emerging from the 

data during collection, thematic analysis and confirmation enable the researcher to 

become intimately familiar with their data, allowing them to derive appropriate 

theories that are clearly grounded in the empirical data (Charmaz 2008; Knigge 

2017). 

Following the principles of a grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967), 

qualitative data was subjected to a thorough six-stage process of thematic analysis, 

detailed by Braun and Clarke (2006) involving; familiarisation, code generation, 

theme creation, reviewing themes, theme development and writing up (Figure 3.10). 
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Figure 3.10 - Six-stage process of thematic analysis (Adapted from Braun and 
Clarke 2006). 

Analysis of the qualitative data was performed using NVivo 11. NVivo is a qualitative 

data analysis software package that provides researchers with the tools to perform 

detailed investigations into text-based or multimedia information sources. Before 

using NVivo for thematic coding, the collected qualitative data from open-ended 

survey responses, semi-structured interviews and observation notes needed to be 

adapted into an appropriate textual format. All interviews were transcribed verbatim 

using a combination of Microsoft Word and an Olympus transcription pedal. This 

transcription phase was an important aspect of the analysis process, allowing me to 

familiarise myself with the data and to note any initial thoughts regarding relevant 

codes/themes for later analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006; Bird 2005). For example, it 

was during this transcription phase that I first observed the impact that triathlon 

practice had on an individual’s appreciation of natural space due to their regular 

immersion and bodily interaction with the environment. As a result, one of the early 

codes that I noted was ‘appreciation of space’. After transcription, the interview text-
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files were imported into NVivo 11 ready for coding. Qualitative responses to open-

ended survey questions were collated into a number of question-specific word 

documents and also added into the NVivo database. Similarly, all observational notes 

were digitised and imported into NVivo for further coding. 

Coding is the process of disassembling and reassembling the data. Data 

are disassembled when they are broken apart into lines, paragraphs or 

sections. These fragments are then rearranged, through coding, to 

produce a new understanding that explores similarities, and differences, 

across a number of different cases (Ezzy 2002: 94). 

Prior to thematic coding, two interview transcripts were coded line-by-line to test 

the appropriateness of any preconceived codes from the familiarisation phase and to 

identify appropriate in vivo codes – those based on participants’ own phrasing 

(Creswell 2015). Line-by-line coding is an established first step amongst researchers 

utilising a grounded theory approach (Holton 2007). By breaking down sections of 

text into smaller segments and encouraging a focus on phrases rather than complete 

responses, line-by-line coding aims to reduce the degree to which researchers 

preconceived notions of the data permeate the qualitative analysis and attempt to 

bring out the nuances inherent in the data (Charmaz 2008).  

Following the line-by-line coding, the most frequently occurring and most significant 

preconceived and in vivo codes were consolidated and made increasingly directed in 

order to perform focused coding (Charmaz 2008). At this stage, overlapping and 

related codes were categorised into several key themes. These codes were then 

created in NVivo with an accompanying code description to aid in the coding 

process. This focused coding – where a series of codes are analysed in relation to a 

large amount of data - was performed on NVivo, using a mix of researcher 

constructed codes (e.g. ‘proximity and convenience), academic terms 

(‘insider/outsider’) and in vivo codes (‘fitting it in’). These codes were both inductive 

and deductive, with some being influenced by previous research and experience, 

and others emerging naturally from the data (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane 2006). 

Coding is an emergent process, and accordingly, additional codes were generated 

during focused coding and retroactively analysed within earlier transcripts (Charmaz 
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2008). Moreover, as more instances of each code or theme appeared in the 

qualitative data and as my understanding of the data developed, the descriptions of 

codes were updated and appropriate names were given. 

During the writing up stage, NVivo was used to create detailed reports based on 

the identified themes, containing all relevant extracts from interviews and 

observations. These reports were used to identify appropriate examples to reinforce 

and contextualise the discussion of various themes throughout the empirical 

chapters. In addition to coding, NVivo was used for other qualitative analysis 

functions. For example, one consideration during the research was to attempt to 

develop an understanding of what constituted the ‘triathlon identity’, and accordingly, 

NVivo was used to create a word cloud based on survey respondents’ thoughts on 

this matter. 

3.4.  Confidentiality, anonymity and withdrawal 

As an institutional requirement within research concerning human participants at 

Loughborough, the research was approved by the Loughborough University Ethics 

Advisory Committee. Participants were informed fully about the research process 

and given an appropriate level of information to make an informed decision about 

participating in the research. They were also reminded from the start of the research 

of their right to withdraw from the research, to be able to stop the survey or interview 

at any point, and their ability to skip questions they did not wish to answer. Before 

any interviews were recorded, participants were informed that nobody other than 

myself, or one of my supervisors, would listen to the recording, or see their 

anonymised survey responses. Additionally, it was made clear that any identifying 

information from the online survey, observational notes and interviews, would be 

removed to maintain confidentiality. In any case where an interviewee needed to be 

distinguished, a pseudonym has been used. Participants were also made aware that 

all information (transcripts, recording, field notes, survey responses) would be stored 

on a password protected secure server. Prior to each interview, participants were 

required to read through a detailed information sheet containing information on the 

research project, and once it was determined that they were happy with the process, 
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and fully understood the nature of the research, they were instructed to sign the 

form. 

Despite the need to aim to achieve confidentiality among research participants, and 

to endeavour to protect their anonymity, it is also important for the researcher to 

understand that individuals, locations and organisations may be identifiable for their 

unique stories, experiences, practices and characteristics, which are often the focus 

of the research project (Clark 2006). In addition to the need to protect the anonymity 

of individuals during the research process and later publication, there is often a need 

to further protect these individuals by masking the identity of research locations 

(Clark 2006; Crow and Wiles 2008). Despite efforts to avoid predictability, Saunders 

et al. (2015: 618) highlight how “academics tend to use geographically convenient 

locations [making] research sites more easily traceable" (Saunders et al. 2015: 618). 

It is therefore necessary to exercise measures which help to mask the spatial identity 

of sites that form part of this research. 

Due to convenience, financial and temporal limitations, and the presence of existing 

researcher contacts, fieldwork locations can often be limited to particular 

geographical areas, which, when not considered appropriately, can challenge the 

promise of anonymity often provided in geographical research (Walford 2005). Total 

anonymisation is almost impossible in most scenarios, particularly for individuals who 

were part of, or aware of the research project (Clark 2006). In addition, attempts at 

complete anonymisation can result in decontextualisation, and can limit the ability of 

the researcher to effectively analyse and discuss their findings (Saunders et al. 

2015). One of the more effective techniques for managing place-specific anonymity, 

whilst constructing a narrative which continues to remain captivating for the reader, 

is to utilise location-based pseudonyms. The use of fictitious names to describe 

specific locations is an approach that helps to protect the identity of individuals and 

case study sites, without creating a complete disassociation between the research 

data and reality (Howe and Morris 2009). Throughout this thesis, and during the 

research process, each of the destinations below the spatial scale of the 'East 

Midlands' region, was replaced with a pseudonym, and efforts were made to reduce 
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the level of specificity when talking about these locations, to further protect their 

identity. 

3.5.  Methodological reflections 

Mistakes are always forgivable, if one has the courage to admit them 

(Bruce Lee). 

Critically reflecting on the research process, recognising its successes and 

acknowledging its limitations, is an essential step in any research project. 

Imperfections are an inherent part of any methodological approach and allocating 

time to consider why these issues or unexpected outcomes occurred, and how to 

correct them going forward, can be an important stage of development for any 

aspiring researcher (Labaree 2009). Additionally, no matter how intricately planned a 

research project’s methodology may be, it is very unlikely that every potential set-

back or unforeseen deviation will be accounted for. Considering and discussing 

these unexpected features of the methodological process can help the researcher 

make adjustments during the analysis phase, and furthermore, can produce 

suggestions for future research agendas. Accordingly, the following section will 

highlight the successes, unexpected occurrences, and limitations identified 

throughout the various stages of the research approach detailed in this chapter and 

make suggestions for other research projects going forward. This section will be 

divided into five separate parts, with the first three sections focusing on method-

specific reflections, and then one broader reflection on the research process itself in 

the final section. 

3.5.1. Positionality and reflexivity 

Stimulated by feminist and post-structural challenges to geographical research, a 

comprehensive consideration of positionality, reflexivity and ethical considerations 

has become an essential step in undertaking effective, sensitive, and robust research 

(England 1994), although Hitchings and Latham (2019) contend that in recent times 

there has been reduced attention given to matters of positionality in geographic 

work. Throughout the research process, I made sure that I remained attentive to my 

positionality, how this was changing as a result of participant observation and made 
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an effort to be reflexive when possible. Reflexivity can be defined as “the 

researcher’s scrutiny of his or her research experience, decisions, and 

interpretations” and helps the reader to understand how the researcher conducts 

their research, taking into account their interests, positions and assumptions 

(Charmaz 2006: 188). Reflecting on one’s own identity and considering how this may 

influence interactions with others is a critical step to consider throughout the 

research process (Valentine 2005). 

I am a university educated young white male, from a middle-class background, with 

a low level of disposable income, which already goes some way to positioning myself 

as both an insider and an outsider to the typical triathlon demographic. I have a well-

established knowledge of the sport of triathlon, aided by knowing a range of people 

involved in the sport and experience participating in each of the constituent 

disciplines. But prior to initiating research, I had no real experience engaging in 

triathlon specifically, with the exception of participating in two entry-level 'GO TRI' 

events on Loughborough University's campus a few years ago. Despite 

predominantly living in the East Midlands for the past five years, I would not describe 

myself as closely familiar with the region, and therefore some of the case study sites 

and locations that triathletes discuss were unfamiliar to me, whereas others I knew 

intimately.  

Spending time at Loughborough University, and having been a member of the 

Loughborough Students Athletics Club for a few years, I have been exposed to the 

world of competitive, ‘performance-orientated’, sport, but have less familiarity with 

engagement at a more recreational level, although regular participation at parkrun 

events – which sees runners with a wide range of ability participating – provides 

some form of awareness of those engaged more recreationally. Furthermore, my 

previous research into the everyday mobilities of recreational runners has provided 

me with a well-rounded appreciation of, and empathy towards, different forms of 

engagement with physical activity (Giles 2016).  With regards to the focus of the 

research, I would identify myself as a ‘runner’, and I consider myself part of the 

running community. I am also a regular user of activity tracking applications, 

particularly Strava, and I engage with the application to an extent that is likely to be 



145 

 

more intensely and more regularly than the average athlete. Throughout regular 

engagement with triathlon training and socialising through participant observation, 

my positionality as a researcher has continued to change, as I have become 

increasingly familiar with triathlete’s everyday practices, more involved in the social 

world of triathlon, and as my ability level has also changed. 

Within geographical research attention has be given to the concepts of being an 

‘insider’ or being an ‘outsider’ in qualitative research. An ‘insider’ is a researcher that 

shares the “characteristics, roles, or experiences under study with participants”, 

whereas an ‘outsider’ is someone who does not share these commonalities (Dwyer 

and Buckle 2009: 55).  It is important to highlight that the insider-outsider relationship 

is not a dualism, but rather a spectrum, with some individuals being more of an 

insider, or outsider, than others (Shipway et al. 2012). Whether a researcher is an 

insider or an outsider to the community under study, it is almost certain to change 

the dynamic of the research process in ways that can be both positive or negative. 

For example, Shipway and Jones (2008), in their study of London Marathon runners, 

argued that spending time with running clubs and participants was an important 

means of becoming an insider into the runner social world, providing them with a 

more detailed understanding of the practices under study. However, familiarity with 

the research topic can also serve to hinder one’s analysis. Shipway (2010) noted 

how his study of the running social world of which he was intimately familiar with 

caused him to frequently overlook more banal elements which an outsider may find 

interesting.  

As an outsider to triathlon, I found it more difficult to get involved with the club 

initially, as I was anxious that I did not fully understand the dynamics of a triathlon 

club. Simultaneously my position as an insider to running culture, and my degree of 

ability in that discipline helped me to demonstrate my ability as an athlete to other 

members, which helped to settle me into the group. Although this was positive, I then 

found that being an insider meant that certain individuals appeared less likely to 

approach me, perhaps feeling that due to my sporting ability I was likely to exhibit 

elitist tendencies. Identifying the impact of being on the constantly blurred 

insider/outsider spectrum requires a degree of constant self-reflection during the 
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research process. This self-reflection was an important step in determining how I 

would choose to position myself in certain situations. For example, in training my 

ability and confidence would position me as an insider, but during interviews, I would 

make an effort to ensure that the participant felt like the expert in that scenario, 

making me the outsider and shifting the power relations in different ways (Kinton 

2013), often 'playing dumb' in order to achieve this (Harvey 2011). 

3.5.2. Online survey 

The online survey was implemented as the primary stage in the explanatory 

sequential design of a mixed method approach that was utilised for this research 

project (Creswell et al. 2003). With hindsight, the decision to structure the 

methodology in this way was an appropriate choice, particularly as the topic and 

community under study was one that I, as a researcher, and as an unexperienced 

triathlon participant, was an outsider to. Having a large-scale online survey which 

covered a broad range of topics regarding triathletes’ practices and experiences was 

an essential way for gaining knowledge regarding the community and provided me 

with crucial insight into the subjects that were important to respondents for later 

qualitative inquiry. However, one element of the survey which could have been 

executed more effectively was the choice of sampling strategy. As detailed in Section 

3.2.1, a snowball sample was used in conjunction with survey screening questions, 

allowing me to recruit a large number of relevant participants in a shorter period of 

time. The downside of using a snowball sample was that using a more structured, 

and targeted, sampling method could have made the results more generalisable, and 

more applicable to wider research on the British triathlete community. However, the 

difficulty of obtaining probability samples using an online survey is an issue that is a 

well-documented drawback of such a methodological approach (Van Selm and 

Jankowski 2006). 

3.5.3. Observations 

Participant observation was implemented into the research design in order to 

provide me with greater personal insight into individuals’ everyday triathlon practices, 

specifically those of the triathlon clubs under study. In addition to being a vital means 
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of determining the relevance of my initial research aim and objectives, which were 

influenced by the survey results, participant observation was also unexpectedly 

integral for entry into the triathlon social world, and for the development of trust with 

members from the case study sites. The building of rapport with potential 

respondents through regular engagement with the triathlon clubs significantly aided 

in the recruitment of interviewees by breaking down boundaries and allowing me to 

position myself as a ‘mutually interested individual’ in their triathlon circle (Garton 

and Copland 2010). Furthermore, engagement in volunteering activities with the case 

study clubs helped me to demonstrate my ‘reciprocal’ intentions during my time 

researching the club. Doing so gave the impression that I was there to be a part of, 

and to contribute to, their community whilst simultaneously extracting information 

from them. 

3.5.4. Interviews 

The final research method that was employed as part of this research approach 

was semi-structured interviews, and two key considerations emerged from the 

reflexive process. As an early career researcher, with limited experience of 

conducting interviews, one of the key practical learning points from the research 

process was the potential pitfall of balancing interviewee-choice with regards to 

interview location, and quality of audio. Prior to the interview conducting phase of the 

research, I had made the decision that unless instructed to, I would allow the 

interviewee to suggest a location for the interview to take place. My logic for doing so 

was that it would allow the interviewee to select a location in which they felt 

comfortable, and to reduce the degree of expectation that they felt was being put 

upon them by offering their assistance (Herzog 2005).  

Interview location often plays an important role in establishing power relations 

between interviewer and respondent and allowing the interviewee to select the site 

for the interview helped to ensure that I was not necessarily considered the 'expert' 

(Elwood and Martin 2000). In the majority of cases this appeared to work extremely 

well, in fact, some of the suggested interview locations turned out to be important 

sites in the local triathlon social world, and therefore the interview process also acted 

as a form of simultaneous informal observation. However, there were a few 
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occasions where the location selected by the interviewee was not entirely practical 

from an audio recording perspective. Though this is not necessarily a reason to 

discourage this particular practice, for all researchers thinking of undertaking this 

method, it may be useful to consider the impact that this may have on the logistics of 

data collection, and perhaps take precautionary steps to avoid any unexpected 

complications. 

The benefits of transcribing interviews soon after conducting them are widely 

acknowledged by those in geography and the social sciences, for it arguably makes 

transcription easier, and allows one to make notes on tone, gestures, and other 

observational information whilst the conversation is fresh in one’s mind (Longhurst 

2010; Murchinson 2010). This is of particular importance in the case where audio-

recording equipment fails, like it did during a section of one of my research 

interviews (Valentine 2013). Of course, realistically, keeping on top of the lengthy 

transcription process can be very difficult, particularly when interviews are all 

conducted in a short period of time. However, another benefit of trying to keep on 

top of transcription, which I found was an essential step as part of a grounded theory 

approach, was the identification of key themes during transcription which could then 

be used to focus interviews later in the fieldwork period. Some of these themes may 

have been identified during the interview itself, but quite often an interview can be a 

rather frantic event for the researcher, constantly attempting to listen to the 

responses from the interviewee, planning the next avenue of enquiry, ensuring audio 

recording equipment continues to work as it should, keeping track of time, among a 

number of other immediate concerns. In this case certain elements may go under the 

researchers’ radar in the interview scenario, and it is not until the more intimate 

transcription phase where these themes then re-emerge. 

3.5.5. General considerations 

Similarly to Waite (2015), a former PhD student at Loughborough University, I 

experienced that the role of Loughborough as a well-known space for sporting 

prowess, appeared to have a number of unique effects during the research process. 

Three primary impacts were identified. Firstly, many of the interviewees were familiar 

with the university’s sporting reputation, and this provided a degree of confidence in 
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the research project due to its sporting focus, despite being a geographically 

orientated one. Following this, the second reoccurring theme was a sense of 

bewilderment when informed the research was coming from a social sciences 

background, a similar theme experienced by Waite (2015) who had a similarly sport-

themed geographical research project. The final trend was the assumption that I, as a 

young, active person based at Loughborough University, was a highly skilled and 

knowledgeable athlete, which often resulted in interviewees downplaying their own 

athletic ability, or assuming that I may judge them based on their own practice. I 

found that the best way to counter this perception was to ‘play dumb’ during 

interviews (Harvey 2011), deliberately querying jargon terms, making an effort to 

emphasise the value of the interviewees’ achievements, and occasionally asking 

seemingly obvious questions for clarification.  

Leech (2002) suggests adopting a position of being professional and 

knowledgeable, but ensuring the interviewee is seen to be the ‘expert’ on the topic 

under query. This raises important considerations about a researcher’s positionality, 

and the approaches that can help researchers to develop a more neutral positioning 

in the eyes of the respondent. Interviews are social encounters, imbued with complex 

power-relations, and being attentive to, and reflexive of these throughout the 

research process is an essential step in ensuring transparency, as both the 

researcher and researched have an influence on the nature of the whole research 

project (Probst 2015). 

3.6.  Conclusion 

Through the implementation of a mixed method empirical approach, this research 

responds to calls for practice-led research in the social sciences surrounding sport 

and physical activity (Wiltshire and Stevinson 2018). This chapter has detailed the 

mixed method approach and comprehensive analysis framework that has been 

utilised in order to explore the training practices, social worlds and everyday 

experiences of triathletes in Great Britain. Contextual nationwide data was collected 

using a large-scale online survey, and participant observation and semi-structured 

interviews with triathletes revealed more personal, in-depth qualitative insights. 

Following this description of the methodological framework, and a subsequent ‘scene 
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setting’ contextual chapter of the sport of triathlon (Chapter 4), the remaining 

chapters (Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8) will present the empirical findings generated from 

the methodological approach outlined in this chapter. 
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4. Setting the Scene: Triathlon in Great Britain 

4.1.  Development 

Triathlon is a multi-sport that consists of swimming, cycling and running performed 

sequentially by an individual, or occasionally as a team. The event itself dates back to 

1974, when 46 participants took part in the first modern ‘triathlon’ held at Mission 

Bay in San Diego, USA (Hargreaves 2012). The emergence of triathlon mirrored 

ongoing social trends in the United States and Europe, whereby physical activity had 

transitioned from primarily elite competitions towards mass recreational participation, 

conceptualised by Scheerder et al. (2015) as the ‘fitness revolution’ or ‘first running 

boom’. Some sport historians have suggested that events may have utilised the 

triathlon format as far back as the 1920s, with references to a French event titled 

‘Les Trois Sports’ which included the three disciplines but in reverse order. The first 

official ‘Ironman’ triathlon event took place in Hawaii in 1978, when Naval Officer 

John Collins and his wife Judy, after participating in the earlier Mission Bay triathlon, 

decided to combine the three toughest endurance events on the Hawaiian island of 

Honolulu; the ‘Waikiki Roughwater Swim’, the ‘Around Oahu Bike Course’, and the 

‘Honolulu Marathon’. The inaugural 140-mile event had 15 participants (of which 12 

finished), and the event has continued to increase in popularity and commercial 

success year-after-year, achieving international recognition after being broadcast in 

1981 (Ironman 2018a). Triathlon’s initial move ‘across the pond’ to Europe occurred 

at the beginning of the 1980s, following the public’s fascination with the televised 

Ironman event in 1981. An increasing number of events began to take place on the 

continent in the following years, including a variety of shorter distance events, which 

have since become the most common participation events. In Europe, during this 

time, many of the national governing bodies for triathlon were being formed, and in 

1984 ten of these national federations (including Great Britain) came together to form 

the European Triathlon Union. The International Triathlon Federation was formed five 

years later in 1989, and the first of the sports’ World Championships later that year 

saw British triathlete Glenn Cook finishing in 2nd place (British Triathlon 2018b). 

Subsequently, triathlon has experienced significant development, becoming an 

Olympic sport in 2000 and a feature of the Commonwealth Games in Manchester in 
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2002. Triathlon Relays were later added as an additional event to the 2014 

Commonwealth Games. In Rio de Janeiro in 2016, triathlon made its debut in the 

Paralympic Games. Outside of professional sport, triathlon has seen similarly rapid 

development, with an abundance of competition and club opportunities becoming 

available, and a rising number of participants all over the world (Roethenbaugh 

2015). Today, the Ironman brand alone, which developed from the original event in 

Hawaii, sees close to 100,000 participants compete in 40 official ‘Ironman’ distance 

events, and nearly 300,000 in its entire range of 220 events worldwide every year 

(Ironman 2018b). Internationally, the sport has experienced substantial growth in 

many nations of the Global North, including in Germany (Deutsche Triathlon Union 

2018), the USA (USA Triathlon 2016), Australia (Triathlon Australia 2017), and in 

Great Britain (TIA 2017). However, unlike Great Britain which has seen a decelerating 

but continued growth of their triathlon community, the other three nations have 

witnessed a stagnation or slight decline in the popularity of the sport in the past two 

or three years, suggesting geographical differences in triathlon participation. 

Triathlon’s history within Great Britain began in 1982, following the formation of the 

British Triathlon Association at a meeting in Reading. Mike Ellis, a former modern 

pentathlete, had heard about the Hawaii Ironman events, and more recent events on 

the other side of the English Channel, and had suggested the initiative to put together 

a governing body for the sport (British Triathlon 2018b). The first triathlon event in 

Britain, which acted as the first National Championships, took place in Berkshire and 

hosted approximately 200 participants. Over the following two decades, Great Britain 

cemented itself as one of the more successful triathlon nations, with its athletes 

taking a wide range of honours on the international stage. However, the golden era of 

triathlon in Britain did not occur until the 2012 Olympics in London, when brothers 

Alistair and Jonathan Brownlee became the first British triathletes to win Olympic 

medals, achieving gold and bronze respectively. On the women’s side, Helen Jenkins 

became the highest finishing British triathlete with 5th place. These inspirational 

achievements on home soil had a significant influence on the growth of the sport, 

increasing its popularity among the general public, and resulting in an influx of 

amateur participants. Writing in 2012, Miller (2012) suggested that triathlon was one 
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of the most rapidly growing adult sports globally. Based on estimates from the TIA’s 

annual triathlete survey, triathlon participation in Britain increased by approximately 

60% between 2012 and 2017, and an average triathlon-related expenditure of almost 

£3000 per year (TIA 2013; Triradar 2018a). High profile success of female triathletes 

over the same period supported a five percent growth in female engagement within 

the sport (26% to 31%), although men still make up the majority of participants – 69% 

(Triradar 2018a). British triathletes again demonstrated their prowess and helped to 

keep triathlon at the forefront of British sport at the Rio Olympic Games in 2016. 

Alistair Brownlee retained his gold medal, and his brother Jonathan upgraded his 

bronze from London, to silver in Rio. Vicky Holland became Britain’s first female 

Olympic medal winner in triathlon with a bronze in the women’s event, and at the 

Paralympic games, Britain achieved gold, silver and bronze in the various 

classifications of triathlon races. Britain’s success at an international level has 

positioned the sport in the minds of the public, evidenced by a continuous growth in 

the number of active triathletes, triathlon spending, and the number of triathlon clubs 

and events (TIA 2017). 

4.2.  Demographics 

Although the initial popularity of triathlon in Britain was heavily influenced by its 

professional subgroup, governing bodies and interested organisations have since 

adopted the strategy of marketing the activity as an all-inclusive, accessible, and 

enjoyable, but challenging pursuit. This is a direction that echoes recent societal 

changes which have positioned physical activity as a key preventive measure for 

leading a healthy lifestyle, and as a form of neoliberal self-responsibility (Bridel 2013, 

Public Health England 2018), in a period that Millington (2018) has described as the 

‘second fitness boom’. On the BBC’s ‘Get Inspired’ A-Z activity guide, triathlon as 

being for: 

All ages and ambitions, from mini triathlons for kids to GO TRI beginner 

events or representing GB at amateur level. There are also a number of 

women-only events (BBC Sport 2018). 
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The success of this approach is reflected by the varied demographic of triathlon 

participants, and the vibrant community of actors, practices, events, and 

organisations, which together form the triathlon community in Great Britain. Recent 

estimates by the TIA suggest that the number of active triathletes in Great Britain is 

approximately 160,000, an increase of 6.7% on the previous year, and 60% since 

2012 (TIA 2013, 2017; Triradar 2018a). Out of these 160,000 triathletes, over 31,000 

are members of the British Triathlon Federation (19%), entitling them to an annual 

race license, reduced entry fees for some events, certain legal and insurance 

benefits, and exclusive discounts for partner brands (British Triathlon 2018b). Over 

the past few years, significant effort has been directed at creating an accessible 

landscape to attract women to triathlon, including the provision of women-only 

events and triathlon clubs, increasing media coverage of elite women events, and 

breaking-down perceptions of certain sports being a site for the expression of 

masculinity (e.g. ‘This Girl Can’ campaign). As a result, the number of women 

participating in triathlon increased 86% between 2009 and 2016 (British Triathlon 

2016), however, women’s’ representation in the sport has not increased at the same 

rate as the total number of participants, but has seen development nonetheless, with 

a 5% increase in the proportion of female triathletes, from 26% to 31% between 2013 

and 2017 (TIA 2013, Triradar 2018a). Promisingly, the majority of new starters - 

those participating in shorter-distance entry-level events – are women. In 2015, there 

were in excess of 10,000 race starts in GO TRI events, of which 47% were by women 

(British Triathlon 2016). This trend could possibly reflect ongoing social changes, 

which are resulting in an increasing number of women participating in sport more 

generally (Sport England 2018).  

Triathlon participants can be almost any age, with children’s ‘TriStar’ events 

catering for ages of eight and above, and the upper limit being determined only by an 

individual’s physical ability to get themselves to the finish line. Arthur Gilbert, a British 

Grandfather from Somerset, completed his 41st triathlon, the Burnham-on-Sea sprint 

triathlon, at the age of 92 (Evans 2013). Despite an impressive overall range, amateur 

triathletes are primarily middle-aged, with the peak age group being the 40 to 44 age 

category, parallel to sports such as cycling, tennis and badminton (Sport England 
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2018; TIA 2017). Triathlon’s two other constituent sports, swimming and running, 

have a mean participant age of 49 and 39 respectively (Baxter 2017). The 

combination of equipment, access to training facilities, events and membership often 

make triathlon an expensive pursuit to engage with, and this is echoed by its 

primarily affluent participants, with over 50% of triathletes earning more than £40,000 

per year, and an average salary of £49,200 (TIA 2017; Wicker et al. 2013). However, 

the 14% of participants who have an annual income of less than £20,000 give 

evidence that a substantial disposable income is not necessarily a pre-requisite for 

engagement. Regardless of the significant amount of time triathlon engagement can 

take up, 63% of triathletes managed to continue taking part whilst having children 

(TIA 2017). 

Triathlon, as a sporting activity, can be observed across the majority of the British 

Isles, but like many other sports, has its own unique geography, shaped by a range of 

factors. Figure 3.4 highlights the wide-ranging distribution of triathlon events, and 

also demonstrates that the presence of triathlon clubs is similarly extensive. 

Governance of triathlon in Great Britain is overseen by the sport’s governing body, 

British Triathlon, and its three Home Nation Associations, Welsh Triathlon, Triathlon 

Scotland and Triathlon England. British Triathlon predominantly deals with elite sport, 

whereas the Home Nation Associations oversee the amateur aspects of the sport, 

English Triathlon doing so through their ten Regional Committees (See Figure 3.8). 

As part of UK Sport’s ongoing quest for international medal success, British Triathlon 

has national performance centres in eight cities and towns across Britain, with 

Loughborough and Leeds also operating World-Class Olympic programmes at their 

campuses. Results from the TIA’s annual survey (2017) indicate that the South East 

and North West has the highest proportion of British triathletes, with 18.9% and 

12.4% respectively (Figure 4.1). Scotland and the North East reside at the bottom of 

the table, with 4.5% and 3.6%. Collectively, the South of England is home to the 

greatest share of British triathletes (37.8%), followed by the North of England 

(26.9%), the Midlands (25.2%) and finally, Wales and Scotland (9.4%). Of course, 

these figures are difficult to interpret because they do not take into account the 

regional share of the population. Additionally, there is no guarantee that any attempt 
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was made to make the survey fully representative of the British regional populations. 

The fact that triathlete distribution does not directly correlate to factors such as 

population, income, level of activity, among others, suggests that the underlying 

geography of the triathlon community is complex, and influenced by a range of 

different factors. The distribution of important sites within the triathlon social world, 

namely clubs and events, will be explored in the following two sections (4.3 and 4.4). 
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Figure 4.1 – Comparison of regional triathlon representation. Regional share of 
respondents from TIA annual survey, proportion of respondents from 
my own survey, number of events per 1000 people, and number of 
clubs per 1000 people. The data represent regional rank rather than 
absolute values. Sources: British Triathlon 2016a, 2016b; TIA 2017, 
Own Survey 2018 (See Appendix E.1 for detailed data). 

 

The social elements of many forms of exercise are changing, and accordingly, 

GPS-enabled mobile technologies, and their related applications, have become 

integral to the everyday practices of triathletes and other endurance sport 
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participants (Barratt 2017; Hitchings and Latham 2017). During this ‘new fitness 

boom’, digital spaces have become important social arenas within the triathlon social 

world, eliciting opportunities for sharing relevant knowledges, networking, self-

reflection, competition, and identity creation without the need for physical presence 

(Millington 2018). Strava, an application used for collating, analysing and sharing 

GPS-recorded physical activity, recently reached the milestone of two billion 

uploaded activities, and experiences 20 uploads to the platform every second (Strava 

2018). As was referenced in Chapter 3, triathletes are a group of athletes who have 

become characterised by their noteworthy level of engagement with social media 

and other online spaces. The TIA’s annual survey in 2017 highlighted that 82% of 

triathletes are active on Facebook, with 38% using the platform to share their 

triathlon experiences with their followers (Triradar 2018a). Strava was identified as 

the tracking application of choice among triathletes, with 52% of triathletes using the 

platform in 2017 a 9% increase since 2016 (TIA 2017).  The influence that club 

membership and online visibility have on individuals’ practice is evident because, 

those who were members of a club on Strava – meaning that all other club members 

can see their sporting activity on the club ‘dashboard’ - uploaded three times as 

many activities as those who were not. This reflects findings by Paul Barratt on 

cyclists and the impact digital practices can have on individuals’ everyday practices 

(Barratt 2017; Strava 2018). The growing importance of the digital is not limited to 

social interaction, but also extends to other aspects of the triathlon social world, 

including club and event organisation, route planning, and the purchasing of 

triathlon-related equipment. Consequently, the TIA found that in 2017, 69% of 

triathletes’ expenditure was now online (Triradar 2018a). The role of these online 

spaces within the triathlon social world, and the impact of digital applications on 

triathletes’ training and competitive practices are significant topics, which have so far 

eluded academic study, something that this thesis hopes to address. 

4.3.  Types of triathlon events 

Traditionally, those interested in undertaking a triathlon event could choose from 

four typical triathlon events (sprint, standard, middle and full). Yet, over the years, a 

number of variant events and disciplines have become increasingly popular, allowing 
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triathletes to diversify their competitive practices (Table 4.1). This wide range of 

events has emerged to cater for people of all abilities, levels of commitment, levels of 

competitiveness, desired expenditures, and discipline preferences. Sprint and 

standard (sometimes referred to as Olympic) distance triathlon events have been the 

staple of the triathletes’ competitive portfolio for the past few decades and remain 

popular. Despite the unrivalled commitment, gruelling training, and general physical, 

mental and monetary expense that longer middle and full distance events require, 

the sheer challenge and experience offered by these events has resulted in a 

growing number of finishers in the last few years (Atkinson 2008; Käch et al. 2018; 

Ironman 2018b). At the opposite end of the spectrum, the influx of new primarily 

recreational participants into triathlon has resulted in the increasing availability of a 

range of shorter-distance triathlon and variant discipline events. Schemes such as 

GO TRI, Try a Tri, Come & Tri, among others, offer opportunities to compete in short, 

inexpensive, ‘no thrills’ triathlon events, with the aim of teaching new participants the 

rules and norms of event participation in a relaxed environment, breaking down the 

barriers to further involvement. Additionally, these schemes regularly offer multisport 

variant events, such as aquathlons (swim-run), aquabikes (swim-bike) and duathlons 

(bike-run), to give those with low confidence in a particular discipline, or with certain 

injuries, a chance to still take part. These variant events also have larger, more 

serious counterparts, with sprint, standard and long-distance options, and even a 

world championship available in each discipline.  
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Table 4.1 - Common triathlon event types 

Event Type 
Swimming 

distance (m) 

Cycling 

distance (km) 

Running 

distance (km) 

Number of 

events in UK 

Super sprint 400 10 2.5 49 

Sprint 750 20 5 160 

Standard 

(Olympic) 
1500 40 10 69 

Middle (70.3) 1900 90 21.1 26 

Full 

(Ironman/120.6) 
3900 180 42.2 8 

Notes: Other popular multisport events include duathlons (bike-run), aquathlons (swim-run) and aquabikes (swim-bike). Duathlons come in 

sprint, standard and long course variants. Aquathlons similarly have sprint and standard variations. 

For those who have yet to see the appeal of, or have the confidence to complete 

consecutive activities, want to undertake a challenge with friends, or just want a 

change from the norm, triathlon relays have become an optional discipline at the 

majority of sprint, standard, middle and full distance events. Typically, a triathlon 

relay will involve a team of three individuals, undertaking one of the three constituent 

disciplines before handing over to the next member of their team, the main benefit 

being that one does not need to be a triathlete, or have triathlon experience to take 

part. Another variant of the triathlon relay involves teams of four (often mixed) 

completing a short triathlon before handing over to the next member. This format 

stems from elite triathlon, being introduced by the International Triathlon Union in 

2009, and then debuting at the Glasgow Commonwealth Games in 2014 but is 

utilised for the Triathlon England Relay Championships in Nottingham, the largest 

amateur relay event in Britain. With the growing success of international and 

domestic relay events, and the recent addition of mixed triathlon relays to the roster 

at the Tokyo 2020 Olympics (postponed due to the COVID-19 health crisis), it is 

probable that triathlon relays will continue to increase in popularity at an amateur 

level too (Cernuda 2017). The majority of seriously inclined amateur triathletes can 

be categorised as ‘age-groupers’, vying to perform well in comparison to other 

triathletes in the same age group as themselves. These age groups, as defined by 
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British Triathlon, begin at age 20 and are categorised in five year increments up to 

79, with 80+ being the oldest grouping. Most larger events offer prizes for the top 

male and female finishers in each age group, creating a competitive atmosphere that 

extends beyond the younger, peak physical condition of athletes who dominate most 

endurance events. Certain ‘Championship’ events provide age-group athletes with 

the opportunity to qualify and compete internationally for Great Britain after the prime 

ages of performance, perhaps one of the factors that contributes to triathlon’s older 

demographic compared to other sports. Despite not being in the remit of this 

research project, it is important to highlight the dynamic junior triathlon culture in 

Great Britain. The British Triathlon event list suggests that there are over 500 events 

which have specific children-friendly races available, almost as many as for adults 

(British Triathlon 2017a). However, junior triathlon events and clubs have been 

excluded from the following analysis, as participants under the age of 18 were 

excluded from all research samples. Junior triathlon is equally, if not more vibrant 

than adult triathlon, and would form an interesting research project in itself. 

4.4.  Clubs 

Sports clubs are widely recognised as being important sites within sporting social 

worlds, acting as a space for community interaction, for the expression of sporting 

identities, and for sharing relevant knowledge and information (Shipway et al. 2012). 

Accordingly, these clubs often act as local centres of triathlon activity, offering 

opportunities to introduce new people to the sport. Established triathletes have the 

chance to train and socialise together, and often to help organising and providing 

volunteers for the abundance of triathlon events. Figure 3.4 helps to visualise Great 

Britain’s vibrant triathlon club landscape, with more than 600 active clubs based in 

locations across all regions, and an additional collection of online-based club-like 

communities situated in digital space (British Triathlon 2017b). It is widely accepted 

that both running and cycling can be performed almost anywhere, and do not 

necessarily require purpose-built facilities to be practiced (Cidell 2014; Giles 2016; 

Qviström 2017). Therefore, the much less spatially flexible discipline of swimming 

often becomes the anchor and social centre of many triathlon clubs. British Triathlon 

sort their recognised clubs into four different classifications; community (76.8%), 
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informal (11.2%), trade (7.5%), and internet-based clubs (4.5%). The term 

‘community’ describes an organised amateur not-for-profit club with regular club 

activities. ‘Informal’ associations are private athlete groups formed for race 

participation alone, and ‘trade’ clubs encompass sponsored race teams and closed 

performance-orientated racing teams (British Triathlon 2018c). ‘Internet based’ clubs 

are a very loosely defined group of adults who are connected through their 

representation within a web-based forum, although one could argue that the sheer 

number of online forums on platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, and Strava 

would be impossible to quantify, and therefore have been excluded from club counts. 

Nonetheless, the attempt to account for digitally-located clubs is telling regarding the 

importance of the digital in triathletes’ social practices.  

The majority of triathlon clubs are located in the South East (18.0%), which stands 

out quite significantly over the next closest regions, with the North East 

demonstrating the lowest share, having only 5.9% of British Triathlon recognised 

clubs (Figure 4.1). Taking the South West out of the equation highlights a much 

smaller level of variation among the other British regions, ranging from 14.3% of 

events in the South West, and 7.2% in the North East. Accounting for regional 

population by calculating the ratio of people in the region per triathlon club, the North 

East, the region with the lowest share of events, emerges as a hotspot of triathlon 

activity (Figure 4.1). Wales also rises up the ranks substantially, with an impressive 

one club for every 74,700 Welsh residents. London, due to its extensive population, 

and low share of events, falls far behind the other regions, with a mediocre one club 

for every 227,000 individuals. Combing regions in order to represent larger 

geographical areas results in a slightly clearer picture of triathlon club distribution 

(Table 4.2). In terms of the share of total clubs, there is a clear decrease in club 

numbers moving from the South (35.8%), up through the Midlands (26.4%), to the 

North of England (21.4%), with the more sparsely populated Scotland and Wales 

having a modest combined share of clubs (16.4%). Looking at the ratio of clubs to 

population, gives us a changed understanding of the triathlon club landscape, with 

Scotland and Wales leading the way, followed by the Midlands, the South, and the 

North remains unchanged with the highest ratio of people per club (Table 4.2). 
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Table 4.2 - Extended geographical region overview of triathlon clubs in Great Britain 

(British Triathlon 2017a). 

Region  
Population 

(millions) 
Triathlon clubs 

Ratio of clubs to population 

(Clubs per 100,000 people) 

Scotland 

and Wales  
8.36 105 1.26 

Midlands  13.33 162 1.22 

South  18.63 225 1.21 

North  12.34 129 1.05 

 

4.5.  Events 

In order to provide for the diverse needs of the growing triathlon participant base, a 

range of events offering an assortment of distances, discipline combinations and 

swim types exist in the contemporary triathlon landscape (See Table 4.1). Traditional 

triathlons, such as Ironman, continue to flourish among hyper-motivated, 

experienced athletes, and a plethora of accessible events aimed at beginners and 

recreationally-inclined individuals have become increasingly popular over the last 

decade, attracting a new demographic to the activity (Graham 2016). Much like 

triathlon clubs, events act as important spaces within the triathlon social world, 

encouraging interaction and the sharing of experiences (Shipway et al. 2012). 

Additionally, volunteering, which is regarded as one of the features of serious leisure 

engagement, and a regular characteristic of social world membership, is considered 

to be integral to the running of triathlon events and clubs (Stebbins 2001).  

Based on a compilation of data from British Triathlon’s ‘find an event’ section on 

their website, 517 officially recognised adult triathlon events were identified in 2017 

(British Triathlon 2017a), a number that has been increasing for, at least, the last 

decade (Arnott 2008). Searching on the website whilst writing this section highlights 

a 2.6% increase in the number of events for 2018, a sign that the triathlon event 

scene is still dynamic and growing. Of these 517 events identified in 2017, the 
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majority are shorter-distance events, such as sprints (30.4%), aquathlons (19.9%) 

and super sprints (18.8%). These short distance events typically have fewer logistical 

challenges associated with them, such as the number of road closures and the level 

of event insurance required, and are therefore easier to organise, resulting in their 

greater quantity. In the same vein, long-distance triathlon events are limited in 

number due to the complexity of their organisation, although their exclusivity and the 

degree of challenge they offer results in the largest average number of participants 

compared to any other multisport event (see Table 4.3). Triathlon is often associated 

with high levels of expenditure, and analysis of event entry costs goes some way to 

confirm these connotations. Generally, event cost increases with the length of an 

event, because of staff, road closures, insurance and other costs, and therefore, it is 

expected for a participant to depart with at least £100 to take part in the longer 

distance events. A full-distance Ironman alone would amount to £400, not including 

the price of travel, accommodation, equipment and all of the training required to 

complete one. Fortunately, for those with limited disposable income, short-distance 

entry level events are significantly more affordable, at the same time as being more 

regularly available (Table 4.3). Despite being accessible to most at some level, 

triathlon event participation is clearly to some extent dependent on income, and 

therefore, shaped by socio-economic differences. 
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Table 4.3 - Details regarding triathlon events in Great Britain in 2017. Data 

amalgamated from more than 500 specific event websites. 

Event type Number of events Average price (£) 
Average size   

(No. of competitors) 

Sprint 157 45 194 

Aquathon 103 14 70 

Super Sprint 97 26 88 

Standard 71 64 250 

Duathlon 39 25 49 

Middle 30 137 366 

Other 12 48 113 

Full 8 312 775 

 

Some of the more popular triathlon events in Great Britain are those which have 

combined with existing elite events, allowing amateur participants to compete on the 

same course as their professional counterparts. Having a corresponding elite 

contingent is one of the determining factors for making an activity a form of ‘serious 

leisure’, as conceptualised by Stebbins (1992). Additionally, the ability to perform 

triathlon activity in spaces that are typically reserved realms of motorised transport 

creates an extra appeal of permitting a temporary transgressive occupation of certain 

spaces (Cidell 2014). The AJ Bell London Triathlon is the largest event that Britain 

has to offer, with over 3500 taking part in the Standard distance event around the 

streets of London, and over 2000 opting for the shorter sprint distance option. The 

allure of Ironman events is clearly evident, with close to 3000 undertaking the 

challenge of a full distance triathlon at Ironman Bolton, and 2400 taking part in what 

is considered one of the more challenging events worldwide, Ironman Wales. 

Ironman’s middle-distance variants were similarly popular, witnessing 2700 and 2000 

athletes completing events at Weymouth and Edinburgh respectively. Following 

these major events, is the AJ Bell World Triathlon Leeds, which sees close to 1500 
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amateur participants completing the standard distance event on the course that is 

later used for the International Triathlon Union elite event in the afternoon. One final 

notable event worth mentioning is the largest ‘relay’ event in Britain, the Triathlon 

England Club Relays hosted at Holme Pierrepont in Nottingham, involving 860 

athletes in 215 four-person teams, representing 50 different clubs from across the 

country.  

Similarly to triathlon’s participants and clubs, despite a generally well dispersed 

availability of events across Britain, event locations are clearly influenced by a range 

of spatial factors, giving them a unique geography. Generally, the number of events 

closely corresponds to the number of active clubs in a region, highlighting the role of 

clubs in the organisation of and participation in these events. Of the 517 events in 

Britain, the majority are located in the South East (25.1%), taking into account 

regional population, this results in one event for every 66,000 residents. In stark 

comparison, London, as a national centre for many other sports, has a disappointing 

one event for every 389,000 of its residents. In comparison to its number of clubs, 

the East emerges as an important site for event hosting, with the second highest 

number of events per person in the region, followed by the South West, Wales and 

the East Midlands (Figure 4.1). The number of events that a region hosts goes some 

way to help determine how active its triathlon community is, however, it is essential 

to consider the mobility of triathletes with regards to participation in events. Research 

by the TIA (2017) identified that the majority of triathlete’s are inclined to travel 

considerable distances in order to compete in triathlon events. This trend is further 

reflected by the 24% of triathletes who have taken part in a triathlon race overseas 

(TIA 2017). Grouping together regions and events into broader categories indicates 

that longer events are primarily located in the South of England, and their regularity 

decreases moving North, where shorter events take precedence. Swim type is the 

one variable that is understandably determined by physical geography, with access 

to open water being the limiting factor, and this is no more evident than in the case of 

sea swims (Figure 4.2). The size of the event is also liked to the limitation of 

swimming pool sizes because larger events often utilise open water sources where 

space is less restricted. Lakes and reservoirs are typically preferred as open water 
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swimming venues due to their predictability and high visibility, whereas sea swims 

are less regularly used because of their potential to be dangerous, although the 

challenge – and their cold nature - can be appealing to the resolute few. Smaller 

events, such as super sprint and sprint events, are almost exclusively performed in 

swimming pools, due to the desire to keep event costs down. Accordingly, 50% of 

events held their swims in swimming pools, 31% in lakes, 8% in the sea, and the 

remaining events in rivers or docks. 
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Figure 4.2 – Spatial distribution of triathlon events in Great Britain by swim type 
(Source: British Triathlon 2017a, 2017b). 
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4.6.  Summary 

In comparison to many of the sports widely practiced in Great Britain, triathlon 

stands out as a relatively new, but widely appealing activity. The past 30 years have 

witnessed exceptional levels of success of professional British athletes, resulting in a 

continued growth in the sport’s popularity, and a substantial increase in the number 

of amateur participants, clubs and events (TIA 2017). Today, the triathlon community 

in Great Britain is widespread, with a vibrant club and event scene, a large number of 

different event variants and different forms of triathlon engagement. The world of 

triathlon has its own unique geography, one that has a growing digital counterpart, 

evidenced by the increasing use of GPS tracking technologies and their associated 

social platforms. Using a combination of quantitative and qualitative research 

methods, the following four sections will examine different aspects of the triathlon 

community in Great Britain. The first will expand on previous national-scale research 

on triathlon, with a specific focus on the everyday practices of triathletes in the 

context of ‘serious leisure’. The second will explore the geographies and spatialities 

of triathletes’ training and competition practices. The third section will then discuss 

the social elements of triathlon involvement, specifically club membership and 

identity, through the theoretical lens of the triathlon ‘social world’. The fourth 

empirical section then uses detailed qualitative insights to explore the role of the 

digital – such as social media platforms and activity tracking and sharing applications 

– within the triathlon social world. 
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5. Triathlon as Serious Leisure 

5.1.  Introduction 

5.1.1. Participants and their practices 

Triathlon is an activity that has experienced considerable growth over the past 

decade, particularly in Great Britain where the number of participants has increased 

from an estimated 100,000 in 2013 to almost 165,000 in 2019 (MultiSport Research 

2019). Despite this growth, triathlon has generally eluded significant study within the 

social sciences, especially using the conceptual and analytical tools that have come 

to define human geography.  

The profiles, practices and motivations of triathletes have been the focus of a 

limited number of academic research papers and organisational reports, but these 

have typically originated with a commercial focus in order to demonstrate the 

marketing potential of triathlon (MultiSport Research, 2017b; Triathlon Industry 

Association, 2017; Wicker et al. 2013). Previous research has also explored the 

motivations and barriers to triathletes’ level of engagement within the activity 

(Simmons et al. 2016). These insights have been illuminating with regards to the 

demographic makeup of the triathlon participant base and have provided basic 

details related to their training practices and motivations but have been notably 

lacking in consideration of the influence of social difference, involvement intensity 

and the role of socialising in clubs to provide deeper insight into the triathlon 

community. Simply, very little attention has been given to the question of how distinct 

combinations of profiles and motivations coalesce into training practices and types of 

serious leisure engagement. 

Following suggestions that there is an absence of research into the sporting activity 

practices in different nations, this research contributes to new limited insights into 

recreational and competitive triathlon in Great Britain, and triathletes’ associated 

practices (Cleland et al. 2019). Accordingly, the following section focuses on 

empirical findings from a quantitative online survey, the scope of which extends 

beyond previous understandings of triathletes in Great Britain, covering topics such 

as triathlete profiles in addition to training, social and digital practices. To better 
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understand the defining characteristics of triathlon engagement within the wider 

triathlon community, an analytical typology is proposed to analyse the social nature 

of the British triathlon world. This typology helps to identify the key influences of 

competitiveness, training intensity and club membership in the training and social 

practices of triathletes and how these aspects relate to different axes of social 

difference. 

The following chapter explores the key question to what extent triathletes’ 

engagement with the activity reflect one of serious leisure. By viewing triathlon 

through the lens of the serious leisure framework (Stebbins 1992), the following 

chapter aims to provide detailed insight into the social profiles and lifeworld’s of 

British triathletes to better understand the demographic and cultural landscape of 

triathlon in Great Britain, and to identify the characteristics which have come to 

define this burgeoning, active and passionate community (Stebbins 1992). 

5.1.2. Chapter overview 

The following chapter starts by providing an overview on the demographic profiles 

of triathletes based on an online survey of 591 active participants, comparing the 

sample to previous surveys of the triathlete population. Section 5.2 continues by 

proposing a seven-category typology of triathletes based on training intensity, 

competitiveness and club membership. This typology acts as an analytical focus for 

further detailed comparisons of social differentiations in the triathlon world 

throughout this chapter. Section 5.3 then focusses on the variety of facilitators and 

barriers to triathlon engagement, with a particular focus on how these vary based on 

social difference and the extent of triathlon commitment. The intense level of 

commitment and dedication required to permit sustained involvement in triathlon has 

resulted in the activity being considered as a form of ‘serious leisure’ (Atkinson 2008; 

Stebbins 1992). Yet, this association has often meant that academics have focused 

their attention on the most committed sub-section of triathletes. Accordingly, Section 

5.4 examines practices of training, competition and socialising that characterise 

everyday triathlon engagement across all degrees of participation. 
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5.2.  Profiles of triathletes 

Before understanding the practices that come to define a particular cultural group, 

it is important to understand the complex, yet distinct, characteristics of the 

individuals who collectively make up the community in question. Previous large-scale 

surveys of the triathlon population have identified that, similarly to running, triathlon is 

a sport with an atypical participant base in terms of age (Breedveld et al. 2015; Giles 

2016). Most sport participation generally decreases with age, whereas triathlon 

participation peaks later, with participants in their 40s making up the largest group of 

triathletes (TIA 2017; USA Triathlon 2016; Wicker et al. 2013). Physical activity 

choices during leisure time are significantly impacted by socioeconomic status, and 

triathlon is no exception. Triathlon is widely associated with being a middle-class 

endeavour, with some academics suggesting that ideologies of consumption and 

individualism, and the neoliberal discourse of self-responsibility for one’s own health, 

have encouraged middle-class citizens to seek out distinct fitness activities (Atkinson 

2008; Bridel 2013; Niedzviecki 2004).  

In this wider context, triathlon participants typically have a higher average income 

than participants in many other sports, with suggestions by the TIA (2017) that, in the 

United Kingdom, the average triathlete income was £49,200 per year - in comparison 

to approximately £29,600 nationally (Office for National Statistics 2018b). 

Additionally, the average annual individual expenditure on the sport was just shy of 

£2,900 (MultiSport Research 2019). Previous research has also underlined 

triathletes’ exceptional training practices, with Atkinson’s (2008) Ironman-specific 

research suggesting that triathletes trained an average of 15 hours over 6 days every 

week. Less competitively-focused research from Germany suggests that triathletes 

devote 9 hours to training per week (Wicker et al. 2013). The triathletes in this survey 

had an average age of 42, a median income of £34,930, and a mean of 6 years of 

involvement in the sport. On average, they have taken part in 5 events every year, 

and trained for 9 hours over 8 sessions every week. The following analysis is based 

on Table 5.1, which provides a summary of the key demographic and training 

practice indicators of triathletes from the online survey conducted as the primary 

quantitative aspect of this research. Furthermore, Table 5.2 compares some of the 
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key indicators of triathlon engagement in this study with previous surveys of triathlon 

populations across the world to provide some comparative context.  
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Table 5.1 - Demographic characteristics and practices of survey respondents 

(n=591). 

Indicator  n (%) 

Gender    

    Male  343 58.1 

    Female  247 41.9 

Age    

    18 to 29  103 17.4 

    30 to 39  127 21.5 

    40 to 49  212 35.9 

    50 or more  149 25.2 

Marital Status    

    Married  415 70.2 

    Single  134 22.7 

    Divorced  29 4.9 

    Separated  13 2.2 

Ethnicity    

    White British  548 92.7 

    White (other)  28 4.7 

    Other  7 1.2 

    Mixed/Multiple ethnicity  5 0.8 

    Asian/Asian British  3 0.5 

Income    

    Less than £20,000  124 23.0 

    £20,000 to £29,999  92 17.1 

    £30,000 to £39,999  104 19.3 

    £40,000 to £59,999  117 21.7 

    £60,000 or more  102 18.9 

Years of Involvement    

    Less than 3 years  176 29.8 

    3 to 5 years  242 40.9 

    More than 5 years  173 29.3 

Training Hours per Week    

    0 to 6 hours  197 33.4 

    7 to 9 hours  191 32.4 

    10 or more hours  201 34.1 

Events per Year    

    0 to 2  196 33.2 

    3 to 5  234 39.6 

    More than 5  161 27.2 
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Table 5.2 - Comparison of key demographic characteristics and practices of 

triathletes with previous research surveys. 

 
Research 

Survey 
TIA 

Wicker et 
al. 

USA 

Triathlon 
Atkinson 

Location 
Great 

Britain 

United 

Kingdom 
Germany USA 

Canada 

(Ironman) 

Year 2017 2017 2013 2016 2008 

Mean Age 42 43 36.7 40-49 n/a 

Male/Female 58/42% 72/28% 78/22% 65/35% n/a 

Average Income £34,930 £49,200 £22,500 n/a n/a 

Time in the sport 6 years n/a 7.4 years n/a 7 years 

Weekly training 8.7 hours n/a 9.1 hours n/a 14.5 hours 

Club membership 84.8% n/a 74.8% 49% n/a 

Middle-distance 

event 

participation 

28.8% n/a 48.7% n/a n/a 

Events per year 5 n/a n/a 3.41 n/a 

The age distribution of the survey sample reflects previous age profiles from other 

large-scale studies of triathletes, with the majority of respondents aged in their 40s, 

and decreasing numbers in age groups on either side (Figure 3.7). Cleland et al. 

(2019) suggest that participation in activities like triathlon represent an important 

means of developing social capital amongst this older, educated contingent. In 

contrast to previous studies, triathletes aged between 20 and 24 were 

overrepresented in this study, likely due to the number of University triathlon clubs 

that were contacted as part of the survey dispersal strategy (Appendix A). Despite 

this, the survey effectively represents the entire range of participant ages that 

engage in the sport. In comparison to previous research on triathletes’ 

demographics, income appears to average lower, which may reflect the slight 

overrepresentation of the 20 to 24 age group. The presence of 23% of respondents 
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earning less than the national average could also suggest that attempts to increase 

the financial accessibility of triathlon, through the provision of low-cost entry-level 

events, are resulting in some degree of change.  

The survey sample echoed assumptions that triathlon is a middle-class endeavour, 

with 59% of participants educated to a degree-level, and 86% holding an A-level 

qualification or higher. Typically, higher income respondents were significantly more 

likely to be educated to a degree-level or above. Furthermore, the survey sample 

also overrepresented women, with women accounting for a 42% share of 

respondents. Despite not necessarily accurately reflecting the gender imbalance in 

triathlon - 68% men and 32% women according to MultiSport Research (2019) - the 

overrepresentation of women is important for providing an understanding of the 

varied motivators and barriers, training practices and characteristics of triathletes in 

Great Britain. With the share of women in a variety of sports, including triathlon, 

continuing to increase, it has never been more relevant to consider and understand 

fully the practices and experiences of female triathletes, and the extent to which they 

mirror or differ from those of their male counterparts (Fink 2015). 

Much previous research in geography and the social sciences on physical activity 

and sport has focused on the most skilled and devoted of participants. Research 

regarding triathlon has been particularly susceptible to this pigeonholing, with the 

majority of social science articles focusing specifically on Ironman-branded event 

participants (Atkinson 2008, Bridel 2013, Granskog 2003, Lamont et al. 2014, Lamont 

and Kennelly 2012). In contrast, this research hopes to respond to recent calls for 

giving attention to the broad spectrum of sport engagement, to help illuminate the 

often-overlooked practices and experiences of the average sports participant 

(Andrews 2016). The demographic and training practice indicators detailed in Table 

5.1 support the aim of overcoming this elitist focus, and instead, account for the 

varied practices and experiences of a great range of triathletes in Great Britain. A 

brief look at Table 5.1 highlights that the survey respondents are very diverse, 

encompassing triathletes from a range of social distinctions, stages of experience 

and levels of engagement. 
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With the exception of a handful of valuable research studies (Shipway et al. 2012), 

the important roles of activity-specific sports clubs, beyond purely providing 

individuals with a place and time to perform said activity, have been largely 

overlooked. Clubs have been identified as key spatial centres for sporting 

communities and vital entities for fostering social interaction, identity development, a 

sense of belonging, and enabling the sharing of experiences (Forsdike et al. 2017; 

Shipway et al. 2012). Triathlon clubs and communities are important organisations 

within the triathlon community, with 85% of participants belonging to a triathlon club. 

The social function of triathlon clubs is also evidenced by the significant proportion of 

respondents who performed the majority of their training with others (56%). The 

discrepancy between the high share of club members and the considerable 

proportion of those who train alone identifies an important consideration for digital 

practices in Chapter 8. Although 44% of respondents performed the majority of their 

training alone, social interaction was still a key interest of theirs, evidenced by the 

lesser, yet still considerable, importance of triathlon as a social activity for those 

more individualistic triathletes (see Appendix E.2). 

Taking gender into account identifies a slightly different picture, with men 

significantly more likely to train on their own1 (52% of men in comparison to 31% of 

women), and women opting to engage more frequently in social training practices. 

Other triathletes are an essential source of information regarding the unique 

knowledges and practices of the activity, which is evident from the tendency of 

newer triathletes to train as part of a group. 53% of respondents who had been 

involved in triathlon for less than three years trained with a group, whereas only 29% 

of those in the sport for more than 5 years did the same2. Age also had an apparent 

impact on triathletes’ tendency to train with others, with middle-aged triathletes more 

likely to train on their own3, which reflects the reduced amount of leisure time 

typically associated with this stage in one’s life, necessitating a greater degree of 

individualism and reduced flexibility in their leisure practices. The same themes were 

 
1 X2 df(5) = 26.687; p = 0.000. 
2 X2 df(2) = 23.601; p = 0.000. 
3 X2 df(3) = 23.717; p = 0.000. 
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observed in relation to income, with a strong positive correlation between annual 

income and the tendency to train alone4. In contrast, the youngest and oldest groups 

of respondents were more likely to perform their training within a group3, which was 

reinforced by the strong relationship between triathletes of these age categories and 

the importance of triathlon as a means of socialising (Appendix E.2). In addition to 

increasing individuals’ likelihood of training with others, club membership also 

encourages altruistic social practices, with over two thirds of club-affiliated 

respondents engaging in some form of volunteering activity5.   

5.2.1. Existing typologies 

A typology is an analytical tool that enables the researcher to classify respondents 

according to defining differences or commonalities, helping to better understand the 

importance of different factors depending on the interests of the research project. 

Using a typology selectively limits the number of ways that the data can be explained 

in order to identify the importance of specific key factors more efficiently and 

effectively: 

The advantage of the typology approach lies in its ability to focus on 

specific societal attributes and to group together a number of (people) that 

share the attributes, without necessarily providing an in-depth and 

separate analysis for each (Lewin-Epstein and Stier 2006). 

Typologies generally assume that individuals’ practices, attitudes and behaviours 

remain static, whereas in reality, triathletes are likely to transition between these 

groups, and would arguably be more appropriately explained using some form of 

continuum. As highlighted by Shipway (2010), typologies represent useful analytical 

tools for understanding sports participants, but it is important to couple their 

development and application with in-depth qualitative analysis to avoid overlooking 

participants who fit into multiple classifications or move between them temporally. 

For the purpose of this section, a typology has been created as an important means 

of identifying some of the most significant factors differentiating the triathletes in this 

 
4 X2 df(4) = 18.671; p = 0.001. 
5 X2 df(1) = 49.885; p = 0.000. 
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study’s survey (based on a two-step cluster analysis). Before this typology is 

discussed, existing typologies will be introduced to enable comparisons and make 

the proposed typology more robust. 

An array of previous sport-related research has attempted to sub-categorise 

physical activity participants (Table 5.3). Sport England, in their ‘Getting Active 

Outdoors’ report (2015), have devised eight segments of the outdoor physical 

activity participant base, differentiated by motivations such as the desire for personal 

achievement, excitement, and social tendencies. Motivations of sports participants 

clearly have an important influence on their practices, with a range of other 

researchers utilising motives as differentiating variable in their analysis. Piwek et al. 

(2015) use a typology based on motivation to distinguish between activity tracking 

cyclists, whereas Ogles and Masters (2003) use motivations such as physical health 

orientation, social affiliation, self-esteem and weight-loss to develop categories of 

marathon runners for further analysis. Other running-based studies that adopted a 

typology approach include Smith’s (1998) typology of long-distance runners, 

Nettleton and Hardey’s (2006) classification of charity runners in mass-participation 

events, and Shipway et al.’s (2012) distance running social world typology (see 

Figure 2.2).
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Table 5.3 – Overview of existing physical activity typologies. 

Author(s) Context Factors considered Categories 

Sport England 

(2015) 

Typology devised for marketing-orientated 

segmentation of outdoor physical activity 

participants. 

Motivation, level of 

engagement, solo/group 

activity, intensity. 

Explorer; Challenger; Fitness in 

Nature; Tribe Member; Adventurer; 

Learner; Freestyler; Thrill Seeker. 

Piwek et al. 
(2015) 

Based on an online survey into self-

monitoring practices amongst cyclists.  

Regularity of self-tracking 

technology use. 

Non-trackers; Trackers (low 

engagement); Trackers (high 

engagement). 

Ogles and 

Masters 

(2003) 

Motivation-based typology of marathon 

runners. 

Various physical, social, 

achievement and 

psychological motives. 

Running enthusiasts; Lifestyle 

managers; Goal achievers; Personal 

accomplishers; Competitive achievers. 

Smith (1998) Investigation into British recreational road 

running participants. 

Level of ability. Athletes; Runners; Joggers. 

Nettleton and 

Hardey 

(2006) 

Considers how fundraising during mass 

participation running events can contribute 

to the development of ‘charitable bodies’.  

Level of orientation to 

running and level of 

orientation to charity. 

Fun runner; Runner for charity; 

Leisure runner; Purist runner. 

Shipway et al. 
(2012) 

Adaptation of Unruh’s (1980) social world 

concept to make it applicable to the social 

world of distance running. 

Level of engagement with 

distance running 

community. 

Experienced insiders; Regular 

runners; Occasional runners; Sporting 

outsiders. 

Wicker et al. 
(2012) 

Marketing-orientated study on triathletes. Behaviour, lifestyle and 

demographic factors. 

Serious pursuiters; Sport lovers; 

Socialisers. 

Harada et al. 
(2010) 

Development of a typology of triathletes to 

inform future marketing activities. 

Motivations for 

engagement. 

Maniacal triathletes; Potential to 

become maniacal triathletes; Unclear 

motivation; Waning motivation. 

Myburgh et al. 
(2014) 

Motivation-based typology of Ironman 

athletes. 

Seven motivational factors. Devotees; Enthusiasts; Aspirationals. 
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Despite the limited research focussing on triathlon, typologies have also been used 

to classify triathletes for the purpose of more in-depth analysis. Relevant studies 

include: 

¶ Wicker et al.’s (2012) market segmentation of German triathletes into three 

groups based on orientation to triathlon; ‘serious pursuiters’, ‘sport lovers’, 

and ‘socialisers’. 

¶ Harada et al.’s (2010) four clusters of Japanese triathletes. ‘Maniacal 

triathletes’, ‘triathletes with the potential to become maniacal’, ‘experienced 

triathletes with a tendency of decreasing motivation’, and ‘triathletes with 

unclear motivation’. 

¶ Myburgh et al.’s (2014) marketing segmentation typology of South African 

Ironman participants based on seven motivational factors – ‘challenge’, ‘inner 

vie’, ‘health and fitness’, ‘intrinsic achievement and control’, ‘event novelty’, 

‘group affiliation and socialisation’, and ‘respect and risk’.  

Despite the presence of these studies, typologies have not yet been used to 

perform a comprehensive and in-depth analysis of the varying training and social 

practices of triathletes. Neither have they focussed on the triathlon participant base 

in Great Britain. 

Factors such as intensity (regularity of training vs. level of engagement), 

competitive motivation and club membership emerged as the most significant factors 

when comparing variables from the online survey, and accordingly, these three 

variables were included in a two-step clustering procedure to develop the sevenfold 

typology on triathlon as serious leisure detailed in the following section (Appendix F). 

Generating this typology was beneficial in that it enabled the analysis of similarities 

and differences between different types of triathletes within the empirical data, whilst 

simultaneously reflecting the importance of intensity, regularity and club 

membership, something previous typologies of triathletes have not. This typology of 

triathletes will then be utilised throughout this study as a conceptual frame to 

investigate the variances in training, social and virtual practices of triathletes. 
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5.2.2. A sevenfold serious leisure typology of triathletes 

This section provides an overview of the variables used to develop the multi-

dimensional classifications underlying the typology of triathletes developed in this 

chapter. Quantitative analysis of the online survey data and a resulting two-step 

cluster analysis has revealed three key variables which help to differentiate survey 

participants into seven distinct groups (see Table 5.4 and Figure 5.1). These 

variables are competitiveness, intensity, and club membership. 

 

Figure 5.1 – A serious leisure typology of triathletes. Source: Own survey 2018 
(n=591). 
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Table 5.4 - Overview of triathlete typology classification. 

 Intensity 
Club 

Member? 

Competitively 

Motivated? 
n % 

Devoted Competitor High Yes Yes 108 18.3 

Devoted Hobbyist High Yes No 79 13.4 

Regular Competitor Medium Yes Yes 51 8.6 

Regular Hobbyist Medium Yes No 87 14.7 

Casual Competitor Low Yes Yes 36 6.1 

Casual Hobbyist Low Yes No 140 23.7 

Non-Members Low (46%) No No (76%) 90 15.2 

Competitiveness 

Despite not being the most commonly cited motivation for triathlon engagement, 

competition did emerge as one of the most interesting variables in terms of its 

relationship with practices and elements of social difference. Competition as a 

motivation had a significant relationship with gender6, regularity of training7 and 

regularity of competition8. 

It is important to highlight that the nature of competitiveness in this context is 

subjective and associated with the respondent’s perception of themselves and may 

not necessarily reflect their true competitive tendencies. ‘Competitive’ survey 

respondents chose to select competition from a pre-defined list of motivations, but it 

became clear, when spending time with a range of triathletes, that the definition of 

being ‘competitive’ varied considerably between individuals. Nevertheless, the 

perception of one’s competitiveness provides a useful insight into the variations 

 
6 X2 df(1) = 10.915; p = 0.001. 
7 X2 df(2) = 51.630; p = 0.000. 
8 X2 df(2) = 39.822; p = 0.000. 



184 

 

across triathletes’ practices, and accordingly the two following classifications were 

developed: 

Competitor – Competitively motivated. More likely to be men. Not weighted 

towards any age groups in particular. Takes part in a large number of events each 

year. More likely to identify as a triathlete. More likely to be under 40. Motivated 

by testing oneself physically. More likely to identify injuries, time and money as 

barriers to engagement. More likely to use applications such as Strava. 

Hobbyist – Not competitively motivated. Recreational, but not necessarily trivial 

engagement (a degree of commitment still exercised, but motivations are more 

recreational and social). Just as likely to be men or women. More likely to be 40+. 

Takes part in a smaller number of events each year. More likely to identify 

confidence as a barrier to engagement. 

Intensity 

An individual’s orientation to sporting activity, particularly the degree of intensity to 

which participants choose to pursue their activity, has been used to define previous 

classifications of triathlon involvement (Wicker et al. 2012 – ‘Serious pursuiters’). 

Intensity, in the context of this research, refers to a combination of hours spent 

training and the number of events participated in each year. Both regular training and 

event participation signify devotion to the activity of triathlon, and like competition, 

showed a significant relationship with a range of other variables, including: GPS-use9, 

event participation10, time in the sport11, social identification12, importance of 

socialising13 and tendency to volunteer14. Based on the comparison of intensity with 

other survey variables, three distinct categories of intensity have been identified to 

describe respondents: 

 
9 X2 df(6) = 25.606; p = 0.000 [Regularity of training] ;    X2 df(6) = 21.125; p = 0.002 [Event participation] 
10 X2 df(4) = 73.375; p = 0.000 [Regularity of training] ;    
11 X2 df(4) = 22.181; p = 0.000 [Regularity of training] ;   X2 df(4) = 17.345; p = 0.002 [Event participation] 
12 X2 df(2) = 35.857; p = 0.000 [Regularity of training] ;   X2 df(2) = 59.057; p = 0.000 [Event participation] 
13 X2 df(2) = 37.331; p = 0.000 [Regularity of training] ;   X2 df(2) = 39.640; p = 0.000 [Event participation] 
14 X2 df(6) = 10.993; p = 0.003 [Regularity of training] ;   X2 df(2) = 19.730; p = 0.000 [Event participation] 
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Devoted – More likely to identify themselves as a triathlete. More likely to be 

men. Most likely to use GPS recording technologies on a regular basis (and 

applications like Strava). Most motivated by physical challenge. More likely to 

wear triathlon-related clothing and use triathlon-related terminology. More likely 

to volunteer. Triathlon likely to form an important aspect of their social life. More 

likely to train in the morning. More likely to be a member of a triathlon club. 

Motivated by general fitness and health improvements, and competition. More 

likely to volunteer in roles such as coaching, administration or event organisation. 

Significantly more likely to take part in longer-distance triathlon events. 

Regular - Motivated by challenging themselves and obtaining a sense of 

achievement. Most likely to be aged under 40. Highly likely to identify themselves 

as a ‘triathlete’. Most motivated by stress relief. Lowest income group, more likely 

to identify money as a barrier to engagement. For most other variables, regulars 

generally selected ‘average’ options between devoted and casual participants. 

Casual - More likely to see family commitments and confidence as barriers to 

participation. Not motivated by competition. Striving for physical improvements, 

motivated by social experience. Likely to be motivated by weight-loss. Least likely 

to consider themselves as a ‘triathlete’. Least likely to take part in triathlon events. 

Least motivated by testing oneself physically. More likely to be motivated by 

weight-loss and body image improvements. Least likely to see money as a barrier 

to engagement. Least likely to regularly use a GPS device. 

Club membership 

The final variable, which not only had a clear quantitative impact on the survey 

analysis but also formed a crucial element of the qualitative phase of the research 

was the role of club membership. As highlighted earlier in the thesis, club 

membership continues to play an important role in triathlon participation, despite the 

increasing prevalence of online triathlon networks and home-based training aids. 

Crucially, club membership has an important influence on social practices such as 

interaction and identification (Shipway et al. 2012). Like the previous typology 
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variables, club membership had a significant relationship with variables such as 

gender15, age16, tendency to volunteer17 and importance of socialising18. 

Members –Club membership was a significant element of triathlon engagement 

for many respondents, with 85% being involved with a triathlon club. Members 

were not considered as an explicit category in the typology due to their 

prevalence, whereas non-members stand out as the exception and therefore, 

were grouped together for further analysis. All six categories defined by intensity 

and competitiveness consist entirely of club members, whereas non-members 

capture the remaining triathletes who stand out based on their lack of triathlon 

club involvement. 

Non-members - Range of commitment and regularity levels, but members of 

this category are similar in that they do not belong to an official triathlon club. 

Significantly more likely to be male (72% men; 28% women). Likely to have a 

higher income. Most likely to be part of the 30 to 49 age bracket. Less likely to 

consider themselves a triathlete. Triathlon significantly less likely to form an 

important part of their social life. Significantly less likely to engage in triathlon-

related volunteering activities. Less likely to use a leisure centre (clear sign of 

triathlon club social centre). Significantly less likely to train with a group. 

Significantly less likely to be motivated by friendship and socialising.  

5.3.  Facilitators and barriers 

The idea that triathlons can be fun is a statement that two-time winner of the 

Ironman World Championship in Hawaii, Scott Tinley, argues can be seen as an 

‘athletic oxymoron’, comparing it to “having your birthday party at the dentist’s 

office” (Edwards 2001: ix). However, despite the associations between triathlon, 

physical effort, and mild suffering, there is a significant share of individuals who get 

satisfaction out of such a pursuit. Understanding the diverse motivations for initial 

and sustained involvement in triathlon can have positive implications for the 

 
15 X2 df(1) = 8.171; p = 0.004. 
16 X2 df(3) = 9.817; p = 0.020. 
17 X2 df(1) = 49.885; p = 0.000. 
18 X2 df(1) = 45.229; p = 0.000. 
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promotion of physical activity (Stevinson et al. 2015). Additionally, the resource-

intensive nature of triathlon, a sport which requires the application of a considerable 

amount of physical, economic, social, cultural, temporal and often symbolic capital, 

makes it a unique but rich case-study for the investigation of motivations and barriers 

to physical activity participation. Figure 5.2 highlights the range of facilitators and 

barriers to triathlon engagement identified by survey respondents.  

 

Figure 5.2 - Motivations and barriers to triathlon participation by gender. Source: 
Own survey 2018 (n=591). 

Previous research on the reasons for physical activity engagement emphasises that 

initial motivations for involvement are likely to transform into different drivers for 

ongoing participation (Stevinson et al. 2015).  Accordingly, the following section will 
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focus on the initial motivations for triathlon engagement and the benefits of triathlon 

that encourage sustained participation. Section 5.3.2 will then consider the perceived 

barriers to respondents’ triathlon practices. 

5.3.1. Facilitators 

5.3.1.1. Initial motivations 

Among survey respondents, the main reason for initial involvement in triathlon was 

encouragement from others (30%), with family, friends, and fellow sport club 

members being the most important actors in this process. The dominance of this 

narrative among survey respondents highlights the importance of social connections 

for providing individuals with the opportunity to begin engagement in sporting 

activity, and the key role that ‘insiders’ to sporting social worlds have in recruiting 

individuals to partake in their leisure pursuit (Shipway et al. 2012). This process took 

several different forms, ranging from direct verbal encouragement from significant 

others, to more subtle encouragement from spectating. One respondent detailed 

their initial motivation, explaining that: 

I have always enjoyed swimming and running and was influenced to join 

by a friend who was already a member of the triathlon club (Qualitative 

survey response – F, 20-24). 

Another respondent highlighted how their inclination to take part in triathlon emerged 

from spectating, stating that: 

I was a fan of the sport and when they brought the ITU event to Leeds it 

was amazing to watch. I decided if it came again I'd be on the start line 

and I was the very next year (Qualitative survey response – F, 35-39). 

Following encouragement from others, the second most common reason for initial 

participation was the idea of challenging oneself (22%). Triathlon is widely accepted 

as an activity that can require the investment of a significant amount of time and 

effort, and the range of events available provide the opportunity for individuals of all 

physical abilities to push themselves in the pursuit of a sense of achievement and 

self-enrichment, reflecting the characteristics of what Stebbins (1992) conceptualises 

as ‘serious leisure’ (explored further in Section 5.4.1). One respondent stated that 
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they were “intrigued to see how I would handle the training and endurance, 

essentially the challenge to complete an actual triathlon” (Qualitative survey 

response – M, 25-29).  

The health benefits associated with triathlon engagement are extensive (see 

Section 2.1), yet surprisingly, general health and fitness was only an initial motivation 

to 10% of respondents. This finding suggests that many of the individuals who come 

into triathlon are perhaps already in good physical condition or were primarily 

motivated by other factors. The majority of respondents had transitioned into triathlon 

from its constituent activities, with 64% running, 40% cycling, and 30% swimming 

before moving to triathlon, reflecting how the activity was often perceived as the 

‘next logical step’ (14%) for many respondents. Likewise, only 13% of respondents 

had not participated in any sport prior to their triathlon engagement. Social 

differences had no noticeable impact on individuals’ sporting trajectory prior to 

triathlon. Arguably, attempting to understand the initial barriers to participation would 

be an equally valuable investigation, but was outside of the remit of this study. 

5.3.1.2. Continued involvement 

Motivations for engagement tend to change over time, associated with the 

acquisition of experience, and the accompanying attitude changes that come with 

continued involvement (Lamont and Kennelly 2012; Ryan et al. 1997). Despite this, 

the notion of personal challenge associated with triathlon involvement continues to 

be a key motivation for continued involvement, with 82% of respondents sharing this 

sentiment. Personal challenge was reasonably consistent throughout different age 

groups, but interestingly, triathletes aged 50 and above were significantly less likely 

to be incentivised by the notion of challenge19 (73%). Likewise, the idea of 

challenging oneself decreased with duration of involvement in the sport, suggesting 

that challenge was a strong initial motivation, but decreased in importance with 

sustained engagement in triathlon (Appendix E.3). Similar to the idea of a challenge, 

was the ‘physical test’ associated with triathlon, which motivated 59% of participants, 

 

19 X2 df(3) = 12.305; p = 0.006. 
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and reflected the notable decline of importance with age and experience associated 

with personal challenge. The motivation to test oneself physically was also 

dependent on gender, with men significantly more likely to desire pushing the limits 

of their physical ability through regular engagement20. Although physical exertion and 

the large investment of time, money and effort in pursuit of physical improvement are 

strongly linked to regular engagement, the Department for Digital, Culture, Media 

and Sport (DCMS 2015: 36) emphasise that “[h]aving a good time when taking part 

in sport or being physically active affects whether an individual is likely to take up the 

activity regularly”. Fortunately, triathletes clearly get pleasure in undertaking triathlon 

as a pursuit, with 71% of survey respondents stating a sense of achievement, and 

48% stress relief, as a motivation for their participation. Taking into account social 

differences, women were significantly more likely to be motivated by a sense of 

achievement than men21 (77% vs. 67%), and respondents aged under 40 more likely 

to partake in the sport for its stress-relieving properties22 (54% vs. 44% for >40 year-

olds). 

As noted by Stamatakis and Chaudhury (2008), there has been a significant rise in 

health awareness which in turn has increased the social desirability of physical 

activity. Although the wealth of health and fitness benefits was surprisingly not an 

important initial motivation for survey respondents, it was identified as the second 

most common reason for continued engagement with the activity. 80% of 

respondents indicated general fitness as a motivation, and 53% were motivated by 

the pursuit of a healthy lifestyle. This reflects the desires of recreational runners in a 

research study by Asics (2009), which indicated that 54% of their respondents ran to 

improve their fitness. Motivations have also been found to vary with regards to 

degree of commitment or engagement with an activity, notably highlighted by 

Shipway et al. (2012) in their study of runners. Consequently, the pursuit of more 

general health and fitness benefits were heavily linked to the degree of engagement 

with the sport of triathlon and were adversely influenced by the age of the triathlete. 

 
20 X2 df(1) = 5.279; p = 0.022. 
21 X2 df(1) = 6.247; p = 0.012. 
22 X2 df(3) = 9.714; p = 0.021. 
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Triathletes training on a more regular basis, and at a greater intensity, were 

significantly less likely to be motivated by general fitness improvements (Appendix 

E.4). Accordingly, ‘devoted competitors’ who invested a significant amount of time 

and effort in pursuit of performance were generally less likely to see general fitness 

improvements as a motivation, whereas all other classifications were relatively 

consistent. Reflecting research by the World Health Organisation (2003) on healthy 

ageing and reflecting findings by Lamont and Kennelly (2012), the motivation of 

general fitness became increasingly common as age increased (Appendix E.5). 

Socialising is an important aspect of sport involvement for many people, and these 

social interactions have been conceptualised as one of the ‘durable benefits’ of 

engagement with a serious leisure activity, such as triathlon (Atkinson 2008; Stebbins 

1992). Many of those who engage in recreational mass-participation events are 

shown to draw from the motivation of social engagement (Bauman et al. 2009), and 

triathlon is no exception, with 55% of respondents identifying friendship and social 

experience as a motivation for their engagement. Work by Clopton (2012) suggested 

that women were more likely to derive communal values from a team environment, 

and that social capital from team sport benefitted women more than men due to their 

ability to sustain deeper and more meaningful relationships over time. Similarly, 

Cleland et al. (2019: 20) argue that “social support is an important correlate of 

physical activity, particularly among women”. This gendered phenomenon was 

reflected by respondents, with women having a greater affinity to the appeal of social 

engagement than men participating in triathlon, which might also be linked to a 

greater desire for feeling secure when training in public space (Appendix E.6). In 

addition to being a gendered phenomenon, the presence of this motivation also had 

some degree of correlation with income, whereby those earning less than £20,000 

per year were significantly more likely to be motivated by social considerations, and 

those earning more than £60,000 had a decreased interest in the social aspects of 

triathlon engagement (Appendix E.6).  

The role of sports clubs for the facilitation of social engagement and for fostering a 

sense of community around a specific activity of interest has been clearly 

emphasised by several social scientists (Forsdike et al. 2017, Shipway et al. 2012). 
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Appropriately, the importance of triathlon clubs for the facilitation of social 

engagement was clear from the survey results, with club members being significantly 

more likely to be motivated by friendship and socialising (Appendix E.6). This 

sentiment is evident when comparing ‘non-members’ to other classifications within 

the typology, with only 24% motivated by the social side of engagement in 

comparison to 61% across all other groups. The important role of triathlon clubs 

within the triathlon social world emphasised by these findings helped direct the 

decision to focus on two case study clubs in later qualitative research, detailed in 

Section 7.2. 

One final variable which had a considerable influence on the social importance of 

triathlon was whether the respondent engaged in any form of triathlon-related 

volunteering. Volunteering has previously been identified as a key element of social 

world engagement, such as in the context of parkrun events, where the reciprocal 

nature of volunteering permits the ‘dual opportunity’ for personal development and 

offering social support to others (Stevinson et al. 2015). Most forms of volunteering, 

especially event marshalling, are inherently social, and provide a greater degree of 

involvement with the sports social world, and as a result, those who engaged in 

volunteering activities were significantly more likely to list socialising as one of their 

main motivations23. The importance of social engagement will be explored in greater 

detail in Section 5.4.2. Other notable motivations among respondents included: 

competitiveness (40%), improving body image (31%), lifestyle enhancement (25%), 

and opportunities to travel (12%). 

The desire for competition was significantly impacted by a wide range of variables, 

including gender24, age25, income26, level of engagement27, length of involvement28 

and regularity29. Comparing the competitiveness of the ‘devoted’, ‘regular’ and 

 

23 X2 df(1) = 46.106; p = 0.000. 
24 X2 df(1) = 10.915; p = 0.001. 
25 X2 df(3) = 23.202; p = 0.000. 
26 X2 df(4) = 13.616; p = 0.009. 
27 X2 df(2) = 53.570; p = 0.000. 
28 X2 df(2) = 8.365; p = 0.015. 
29 X2 df(2) = 51.630; p = 0.000. 
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‘casual’ participants separately proves that the motivation of competition continues to 

be instrumental, with the motivation held by 58%, 37% and 21% of each group, 

respectively. 

Competitiveness and gender also have a unique relationship amongst respondents. 

Men were significantly more likely than women to be motivated by competition 

(Appendix E.12), reflecting previous associations between sport and masculinity that 

have been extensively explored in research from a variety of disciplines (Pfister 

2016; Wellard 2016). This association between gender and competitiveness provides 

an important understanding of gender in triathlon. Accordingly, approaches for 

promoting physical activity must consist of a range of strategies that cater for the 

diverse needs and desires of potential active persons, including opportunities for 

leisure and enjoyment, but also for competition. 

The importance of competitiveness is also influenced by age, with a decreasing 

penchant for competitiveness among older age categories (Appendix E.12), although 

it is unclear whether there may be a degree of social desirability bias, where older 

respondents attempt to downplay their competitive nature through their responses 

(Lewis-Beck et al. 2003). The competitive spirit was significantly more common 

among triathletes earning £20,000 or less26, but was relatively consistent throughout 

other income brackets, which confirms that competitiveness prevails more among 

those below 40 years of age and thus at an early- to mid-career stage. Though not 

necessarily revealing, it was reassuring to see that those motivated by competition 

were significantly more likely to take part in a greater number of triathlon events per 

year30, confirming the robustness of the survey data. Similarly, those who described 

their triathlon participation as ‘regular’ (Regular competitors or Regular hobbyists) 

were also more likely to be motivated by competition31, emphasising the degree of 

consistency required to remain competitive in triathlon.  

 
30 X2 df(2) = 39.882, p = 0.000. 
31 X2 df(6) = 498.222; p = 0.000. 
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5.3.2. Barriers 

Parallel to the array of motivations discussed above, there are a number of 

‘resource-related’ barriers that prevent participants from engaging with the activity of 

triathlon to the extent which they desire (Lamont and Kennelly 2011). Some of these 

constraints were seen as expectations of the role of being a ‘triathlete’, but others 

appeared to be unexpected barriers to triathlon engagement. Both types required 

management and negotiation. An awareness of the obstacles that triathletes have to 

negotiate on an everyday basis is imperative to promote fitness activities effectively 

and to help develop strategies that allow for the effective management of them to 

encourage meaningful and positive experiences of physical activity. The main 

barriers to respondents’ triathlon engagement included the following; work (69%), 

family (51%), time (50%), money (39%), and injury (32%). Promisingly, limited 

opportunities for participation and a lack of facilities were only perceived barriers to 

the select few (8% and 2% respectively). Although, as evidenced in Section 6.3.1, 

individuals do appear to have a number of complaints about the provision of facilities 

or access to particular training locations in their local area. Previous research on 

Ironman event participants highlighted how triathletes’ attempt to balance the 

competing priorities of work, family and leisure, something the authors describe as 

‘inter-role conflict’ (Simmons et al. 2016). They suggest that: 

The daily lives of Ironman athletes may be thought of as a balancing act as 

they attempt to juggle the various demands, obligations, and requirements 

unique to their role set (Simmons et al. 2016: 232). 

This challenge has relevance in sports other than triathlon because, Edensor and 

Larsen (2017) have drawn attention to the requirement of runners to ‘synchronise’ 

the rhythms of leisure engagement with the responsibilities of family and work. This 

research does not have the same explicit focus on intensely committed ‘Ironman 

athletes’, but the same need of negotiation of challenges associated with their 

triathlon participation is evident among respondents of all orientations towards the 

sport, although to varying extents. This constant effort to harmonise work, familial 

and leisure responsibilities reflects triathlon’s position as a form of serious leisure, 

echoing Stebbins (1992) comment on the challenge of effectively integrating serious 
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leisure activity with interests and needs of family members. However, the persistence 

to negotiate and overcome such resource-related obstacles has become an 

expected characteristic of serious leisure involvement (Lamont and Kennelly 2011; 

Simmons et al. 2016). 

Work commitments were identified as the most common barrier that triathletes 

faced in pursuit of their triathlon involvement (69% of respondents), with both income 

and age having a substantial impact on the degree of disruption it may cause. The 

prevalence of this relationship between work and leisure reflects findings by 

MultiSport Research (2013) who suggest that 78% of triathletes struggled with the 

management of work pressures. Respondents with a larger income were significantly 

more likely to identify work commitments as an obstacle they had to negotiate32, and 

in relation to age, there was a spike in the 40-49 age category, reflecting how these 

individuals were more likely to hold positions of responsibility at work, as well as 

families with young children, and therefore, a greater commitment of time resources 

was expected. The perception of work as a barrier correlated with an increase in 

income among survey respondents, again suggesting that those in roles with greater 

responsibility were more likely to have to negotiate work to fit in time for training 

(Appendix E.7). Many respondents who appeared to be balancing work 

responsibilities with triathlon engagement adopted the temporal strategy of training 

in the early evening (68%), morning (56%), early morning (54%) and late evening 

(53%), and thus around common working hours. 

Following work, family commitments were the next most cited challenge associated 

with respondents’ triathlon engagement (50.9%). Respondents who dedicated a 

greater amount of time to triathlon training were significantly more likely to consider 

their family as a barrier to triathlon engagement (see Appendix E.8). Reflecting 

research on gendered family roles (Martinego et al. 2010), the survey confirmed that 

the perception of family commitments as a barrier to triathlon was also a gendered 

phenomenon. 60% of men indicated family as a barrier to participation in comparison 

to only 39% of women. However, conversations with triathletes during participant 

 
32 X2 df(4) = 21.304; p = 0.000. 
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observation, and insights from semi-structured interviews, highlighted that men were 

unlikely to assume the brunt of familial responsibility. This suggests that female 

triathletes were more likely to assume traditional ‘gendered’ conceptions of family 

responsibility, and accepted this responsibility as opposed to considering it as a 

barrier. Similarly, Downward and Rasciute (2015) argue that family commitments 

impact both genders but have an amplified bearing on women’s leisure practices. 

Gendered conceptions of familial responsibilities have been identified before within 

the context of triathlon, as Simmons et al. stated that: 

societal gender role definitions may also play a role in the extent to which 

home role demands interfere with Ironman training and competition 

(Simmons et al. 2016: 234). 

The confirmation of this observation in this study’s survey therefore suggests that 

despite a shift in contemporary gender roles in the family, gendered responsibility for 

childcare still appears to have a disproportionate impact on women’s leisure time 

(Craig 2007).  

Age also had a strong relationship with family commitments, with triathletes aged 

40 and above being significantly more likely to be restricted due to familial 

obligations33. Those aged over 40 were significantly more likely to be married34, and 

63% of married respondents indicated family as a barrier, compared to only 15% of 

single respondents. This suggests that family commitments are typically associated 

with marriage more than with wider family. Since there was a reduction in the 

proportion perceiving family a barrier within the 50+ age group, despite 90% in this 

group being married, it can be argued that older children at school age increase the 

flexibility of the training schedule the most. Interestingly, married men were more 

likely than married women to consider family commitments as a barrier to their 

participation (73% compared to 48%), whilst there were no clear differences in the 

perception of family as a barrier in terms of gender or age amongst respondents who 

were single. One final point regarding family is that those who identified family as an 

 
33 X2 df(3) = 80.822; p = 0.000. 
34 X2 df(9) = 248.116; p = 0.000. 
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obstacle to their everyday triathlon practices were significantly less likely to be a 

member of a triathlon club (Appendix E.9).   

Talking specifically about Ironman event participants, Simmons et al. (2016) 

highlight that financial commitments, time and the physical exhaustion of training and 

competing were the key constraints to triathlon participation. Financial capital was 

one of the main barriers to participation among survey respondents (39%), but 

physical exhaustion was not considered as much of a barrier, perhaps reflecting the 

more recreational skew of the survey sample. Injury however, which can be a side 

effect of physical exhaustion, was a key barrier to 32% of respondents. Injury was 

especially evident as a concern among those aged between 18 and 29 and aged 50 

and above. Interestingly, with the exception of the 50+ age group, perceptions of 

injury as a barrier had an inverse relationship with age, whereby injury was more of a 

concern to younger triathletes, perhaps counter to what one would expect, due to 

the increased potential for injury among older triathletes35 (Egermann et al. 2003). 

Younger triathletes were significantly more likely to have a higher training volume36, 

suggesting that their risk of overtraining was higher, and additionally, this concern 

over injury may have been linked to their relative inexperience in comparison to older 

triathletes. Injury had a detrimental impact on triathletes’ ability to get the most out of 

themselves, with respondents who were part of the three ‘competitor’ classifications 

being significantly more likely to consider injury as a barrier37. 

Triathlon engagement has often been, problematically, associated with high levels 

of expenditure and the requirement of substantial financial capital (Simmons et al. 

2016). Recent research by MultiSport Research (2019) has estimated that triathletes 

spend an average of £2,880 per year on their engagement with the sport. The 

accessibility of certain low-cost entry-level events have acted to counter this 

stereotype, but financial capital still appears to be a barrier to a reasonable 

proportion of triathletes (39%). However, it is important to highlight that money was 

especially seen as a barrier to participation among survey respondents who trained 

 
35 X2 df(3) = 9.010; p = 0.029. 
36 X2 df(6) = 24.327; p = 0.000. 
37 X2 df(1) = 5.109; p = 0.024. 
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more regularly, more intensely, and those who were motivated by competition. This 

reflects an insight from Wicker et al. (2013) who suggest that triathletes, and I would 

argue individuals in almost every sport, who commit more time to training, have a 

greater sport-related expenditure because of their interest in professionalised 

equipment in all three sub-sports. This assertion is reinforced by the fact that those 

competing in middle- and full-distance triathlon events, which require a greater 

investment of temporal and financial capital, were significantly more likely to have a 

substantial income (Appendix E.10). Lamont et al. (2014) suggest that a strain on 

finances was evident as an impact on triathletes’ ability to engage in ‘serious leisure’.  

Figure 5.2 demonstrates that overall, confidence was not considered one of the 

most common barriers to triathlon participation. The confidence to engage in sport 

and physical activity is one of the key initial steps to encourage participation, but it is 

widely accepted that lacking confidence can be detrimental to participation (Allender 

et al. 2006). However, there was a distinct gendered aspect to the role of confidence 

as a barrier to triathlon engagement that necessitates mentioning. Women were 

significantly more likely to be hindered by a lack of confidence in comparison to 

men38 (25% vs. 4%), and a lack of confidence also had a significant impact on an 

individual’s likeliness of identifying themselves as a ‘triathlete’39. Importantly, 

confidence was also somewhat influenced by income, with those in the lowest 

income brackets being most negatively impacted. One solution to overcome this 

confidence barrier appeared to be the completion of events, which statistically, 

appeared to result in an increase in confidence (Appendix E.11). Beginner friendly 

events such as GO TRI have attempted to break down the barriers to triathlon 

engagement through offering affordable short-distance events with few restrictions 

on appropriate equipment (GO TRI 2018). A recent study has indicated that over half 

of the GO TRI online community are now women, and 62% of the finishers from the 

largest GO TRI event were also women (Triradar 2018b). Increasing the number and 

regularity of these events, and ensuring they are advertised effectively, could be a 

 
38 X2 df(1) = 52.851; p = 0.000. 
39 X2 df(1) = 4.802; p = 0.028. 



199 

 

potential approach to continue breaking down these barriers to triathlon 

engagement. 

This section has demonstrated that engagement in serious leisure activities, 

especially in the case of triathlon, requires the careful balancing and prioritisation of 

one’s temporal resources. Qviström et al. (2020) have observed that often 

constraints cause people to undertake more convenient forms of leisure, but even in 

a sport which consists of multiple convenient forms of physical activity, these same 

constraints are present. The identification of a number of facilitators and barriers to 

triathlon engagement emphasises that this process is not without its challenges. 

Despite the substantial number of barriers to participation that respondents 

identified, it was apparent that the benefits associated with their triathlon 

engagement were valuable enough to warrant the balancing and negotiation of these 

constraints (Stebbins 1992). Additionally, some of the strategies adopted by 

triathletes, such as scheduling, prioritisation of family time, and sharing leisure time, 

could act to enhance individuals’ lives and well-being (Simmons et al. 2016). As a 

form of serious leisure, triathlon can become a meaningful social outlet for 

participants, which warrants effective management of time and responsibilities to 

enable continued involvement. Robinson et al. (2014) allude to this sentiment in their 

study of long-distance runners by arguing the following: 

The personal sacrifices made along the way, particularly in respect to 

personal relationships, were compensated for by closer interpersonal 

relationships with members of the social world, manifest in camaraderie—

a value of loyalty to the group (Robinson et al. 2014: 390). 

It is important to understand the diverse assortment of motivations and barriers 

which can act to encourage or hinder initial or sustained involvement in physical 

activity, in order to interrogate the complex relationship of leisure and other aspects 

of everyday life, and the importance of access, provision, opportunities and flexibility 

for enabling regular physical activity practices and developing strategies to promote 

and encourage engagement in physical activity in effective ways. 
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5.4.  Practices and performances 

5.4.1. Training and competitions 

This section focuses more specifically on the detailed training practices of survey 

respondents, and how their practices reflect that of serious leisure conceptualised by 

Stebbins (1992). Adopting a critical approach, the following section suggests that, 

despite being insightful, some previous conceptualisations of triathlon have failed to 

account for the range of practices characterising the sport’s participants. 

Additionally, this section will explore the role of volunteering (and how this links to 

serious leisure, not as a separate entity, but integral and inseparable from triathlon), 

discuss the role of capital, particularly how temporal capital is managed in novel 

ways to enable continued triathlon engagement, and the implications this may have 

for the promotion of physical activity more generally.  

Hitchings and Latham (2017) explain that the process of developing the physical 

capital required for regular involvement in activities such as swimming, climbing, 

running or martial arts, can be extensive and may require considerable effort. 

Triathlon requires a similar, if not intensified, investment of personal resources into 

the practice of its three constituent activities, and the unique process of transition 

between them, in order to improve and maintain fitness and technical ability (Lamont 

and Kennelly 2012). The sheer fluctuation in the level of engagement and types of 

practice that are involved in being an active triathlete, establishes a need to 

understand how these exercise practices are adopted, and carried out (Hitchings 

and Latham 2017). Additionally, previous research has emphasised that social 

difference has a decisive impact on the characteristics of an individual’s fitness 

practices (Hitchings and Latham 2018). Being attentive to the distinct practices of 

those in different social groups was a recurring consideration throughout the 

quantitative stage of this research, and correspondingly, will be explored in detail in 

this section.  

Ward (2017) in her research on the experiences of indoor lap-swimmers, 

categorises a ‘regular participant’ as an individual who participates in an activity or 

sport at least once a week on average. With survey respondents training for a mean 
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of 9 hours over 8 sessions every week, it would be appropriate to consider the 

survey sample as entirely made up of ‘regular’ participants using this multi-

dimensional classification. Instead, the typology defined in Section 5.2 categorises 

triathletes into three types of orientation towards triathlon – casual, regular and 

devoted – with the recognition that even casual triathletes’ practice more regularly 

than Ward’s ‘regulars’. Previous research has emphasised the connections between 

the activity and serious leisure, but often there has been a neglect of participants 

who are not necessarily engaging in the most demanding variants of triathlon. 

Despite this tendency to focus on the extraordinary personal efforts and 

perseverance of participants in longer-distance triathlon events, triathletes of all 

abilities express characteristics of serious leisure involvement that extend beyond 

training and events alone, which provide important insights into how individuals 

engage with physical activity. 

The serious leisure framework, which was outlined in Section 2.2.4, has been 

utilised as a means of understanding engagement in several endurance sports. For 

engagement with an activity to fit Stebbins’ conceptualisation, it must reflect six key 

distinguishing qualities, namely: perseverance, the potential for a long-term leisure 

career, significant personal effort, a range of durable benefits, a social world with a 

unique ethos, and a distinctive and attractive social identity (Stebbins 1992). 

Triathlon, based on the findings from this survey, is arguably well suited for this 

conceptualisation. In addition to this, Stebbins (1992) categorises those involved in 

serious leisure into three sub-categories; amateurs, hobbyists and volunteers. Based 

on Stebbins’ (1992) descriptions, triathlon participants would be classified as 

‘amateurs’, because they undertake an activity with a professional counterpart. 

Although there is also logic for suggesting that a significant proportion of triathletes 

could also be classified as ‘volunteers’ - a category that classically has been treated 

as a separate pursuit rather than a role that an accepted and integral accompanying 

element of  ‘amateur’ leisure engagement (Stebbins 1996). Using the typology 

identified in this study’s survey has the advantage of utilising a set of categories 

which better reflect the different forms of triathlon engagement in the context of 

serious leisure to better understand the intricacies of triathletes practice. 
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It is easy to see why others would have made the connection between triathlon and 

serious leisure when exploring Ironman participation. Simmons et al. (2016) claim 

that Ironman participation involves four to five months of almost daily training, and 

the ability to part with up to £16,000 for race entry, accommodation, equipment and 

training aids. Stebbins (1992) contended that access to financial resources was often 

a prerequisite to thorough engagement with certain serious leisure activities. This 

intense investment of financial capital is reinforced by the survey results, which 

suggest income among those participating in middle and full-distance events was 

significantly higher (Appendix E.10). Whereas the likelihood of competing in the more 

expensive longer-distance events was directly linked to a higher income, the adverse 

is true about shorter, more-accessible events. However, through the analysis of 

triathletes with varying levels of skill and commitment, it becomes clear that 

regularity, perseverance, and effort are inherent throughout all forms of triathlon 

engagement. Those participating in full-distance triathlon events were significantly 

more likely to train on a regular basis (Figure 5.3), yet 96% of those engaged in GO 

TRI events, the most accessible and least physically demanding of triathlon events, 

trained for four or more hours each week, and 59% trained six or more times each 

week – a level of engagement that, one could argue, warrants its conceptualisation 

as a form of serious leisure. Based on the findings of the survey, significant effort 

appears to be synonymous with triathlon engagement.  
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Figure 5.3 - Relationship between triathlon event type and regularity of training. 
Source: Own survey 2018 (n=591). 

Despite their limited, or non-existent, opportunity for financial gain, amateur 

endurance sport athletes are known to dedicate substantial amounts of leisure time 

to the practice of their chosen pursuit (Lamont and Kennelly 2012, Smith 1998). The 

population of triathletes that make up the sample of the online survey clearly 

demonstrate this significant personal effort, with over two thirds training in excess of 

seven hours every week, and a similar proportion taking part in three or more events 

every year. A study by MultiSport Research (2019) highlighted that one in five 

triathletes said they had participated in a training camp in the past year. During the 

summer months, in the crux of the triathlon season, some of the most committed 

respondents reach astonishing totals in excess of 18 hours of training over more than 

15 sessions in a week. Predictably, the number of events participated in, and hours 

spent training, were positively correlated40, suggesting that consistent training is 

required to maintain a level of fitness appropriate to complete multiple events. This 

trend was especially evident when the respondent took part in middle- or full-

 
40 X2 df(4) = 73.475; p = 0.000. 
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distance triathlons, where a substantial amount of regular training was required to 

complete the formidable challenge (Figure 5.3). In his autoethnographic research on 

Ironman participation, McCarville (2007) gives attention to this, writing about the 

demands of the event in terms of training, diet and recovery on the body and his 

social life. The most common triathlon events were sprint (65%), standard (42%) and 

middle distance (29%), with a substantial share also engaging in running-only and 

cycling-only events in addition to their triathlon engagement (70% and 44% 

respectively). The full-distance triathlon (most commonly associated with the 

‘Ironman’ brand), often regarded as the pinnacle of endurance sport achievement, 

was an event that 15% of respondents had completed in the past year.  Of all the 

variations of triathlon event, full-distance triathlons were the most divisive in terms of 

gender, with men being significantly more likely to have undertaken one, most likely 

because of the social reasons relating to asymmetric social responsibilities discussed 

previously (Figure 5.4). Although, in line with increasing female involvement in 

triathlon more generally, the proportion of full-distance event finishers who are 

women continues to increase year-on-year (Lacke 2020). 

 

Figure 5.4 - Participation in triathlon events by gender. Source: Own survey 2018 
(n=591). 



205 

 

One of the debates around the term ‘leisure’ is that it has the connotation of 

freedom from obligation, yet Stebbins (1992: 5) argues that “serious leisure 

enthusiasts are usually more obliged to engage in their pursuits than are their less 

serious counterparts”. Therefore, despite the assumption that triathlon participation 

is typically a form of leisure, the element of compulsion and commitment emphasises 

the linkages between work and leisure encapsulated within the serious leisure 

framework. The personal resources required to continue engagement in serious 

leisure activities like triathlon, often come into conflict with the demands of work, 

family and other responsibilities (Simmons et al. 2016). This is clearly evident among 

respondents by the frequent mention of these responsibilities as barriers to triathlon 

participation from both quantitative and qualitative insights. 

5.4.2. Social practices 

They all shared a common reason for being there, a very compelling 

reason (some called it a curse); an addiction to inordinate amounts of 

exercise (McDermott 1979 – Describing participants at the 2nd Ironman 

event). 

Two components of Stebbins’ (1992) serious leisure conceptualisation that are 

especially applicable to triathlon, and evident among survey respondents are the 

presence of a ‘social world’ with its own unique ethos, and social identification with 

the activity. The unique practices, values and behaviours associated with certain 

sport and leisure activities make them predisposed to the creation of unique social 

identities (Gillespie et al. 2002). Atkinson (2008: 177) argues that triathlon “provides 

an exciting set of corporeal and identity-affirming experiences for many participants”. 

In particular, serious leisure participants are especially interested in aligning 

themselves with the collective identity of the social world (Green and Jones 2005), 

often to an extent that their leisure becomes the foundation of their personal and 

collective identity (Getz and Andersson 2010; Wheaton 2004). This shared culture, 

reflected by training activities, events, language, and clothing, is often articulated in a 

number of similar, yet disparate, ways (Granskog and Bolin 2003: 51). Over half of 

respondents indicated that they often wore clothing and 45% regularly utilised 

language that highlighted their triathlon engagement. In relation to recreational 
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runners, Shipway and Jones (2008) explain that the outward projection of identity by 

wearing activity-specific clothing and displaying other symbolic objects was essential, 

as the running identity is not typically immediately obvious through physical 

appearance. Triathletes face a similar situation, with triathletes who actively align 

themselves with the triathlete identity being significantly more likely to wear triathlon-

related clothing and use triathlon-related terminology on a regular basis. The wearing 

of triathlon-related clothing, which often held sentimental value to triathletes, acts as 

a means of displaying their subcultural capital within the sport, particularly items 

associated with events of important subcultural significance, or those from distant 

parts of the world (Green and Jones 2005; Shipway and Jones 2008; Thornton 

1995). The role of clothing as a signifier of community involvement came to my aid 

during my first encounter with Transitions Tri Club during participant observation: 

I parked up in the car park, looking out for anyone who resembled what I 

pictured as a triathlete. A few people who looked like they may be part of 

the club (evident by their T-shirts from completed events, running trainers, 

and even a few triathlon-based tattoos) walked into the leisure centre 

(Observation 08.05.2018). 

Among self-proclaimed triathletes, there was a prominence of challenge (82%) and 

achievement (71%) as motivations for their engagement. Previous studies have 

described characteristics that reflect the ‘triathlete identity’, identifying the distinct 

ability to endure pain and suffering (Atkinson 2008), the role of language, apparel 

and specific training practices. 
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Figure 5.5 - Word cloud of responses to Q32 (In your opinion, what does it take for 
someone to become a ‘triathlete’?). Source: Own survey 2018 (n=591). 

Through the amalgamation of individuals’ own perceptions of the triathlete identity, 

Figure 5.5 visualises how, collectively, respondents defined triathlon identity using a 

variety of recurring terms. Coding respondents’ personal descriptions of the triathlete 

identity determined that the completion of a triathlon event combined with the 

qualities of determination, perseverance, commitment, dedication and desire were 

essential elements underlying the triathlete identity. One survey respondent summed 

up the views of the majority, describing a triathlete as: 
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[a]nyone who is prepared to try their best, participate and have fun! You 

need a certain amount of dedication and organisation to fit in the training 

whether you do sprint or full distance. Strong body, strong mind 

(Qualitative Survey Response – F, 50-54). 

On the other hand, some respondents highlighted a degree of exclusivity and elitism 

in their descriptions, with one respondent commenting: 

you'll have to ask someone who identifies as such. I have completed 

various events up to and including half ironman. I still don't consider 

myself a triathlete, or even an athlete. It’s an odd one (Qualitative Survey 

Response – M, 35-39). 

Despite a general sense of agreement about what constituted the triathlete identity 

among respondents, there was also an interesting degree of divergence regarding 

individuals’ portrayals of a ‘triathlete’. What became evident from comparing the 

responses is that the ‘triathlete’ identity is complex, and despite having some 

generally accepted characteristics, individual perceptions of this identity are highly 

dependent on personal experiences.  

The social features of triathlon engagement were notably absent from most 

respondents’ descriptions of the triathlete identity but were regularly referenced 

when asked to explain their perceptions of the ‘triathlon community’. The main 

features of the triathlon community include regular involvement, like-minded 

individuals, friendship, shared passion and support networks. In contrast to the 

triathlon identity, the descriptions of the triathlon community were overwhelmingly 

positive, and relatively analogous. One respondent summarised his perception of the 

triathlon community as such:  

To me it means my Club and its members, the people you meet at events 

and the online community on social media. What I love about the 

community is the sense that everyone is supporting each other no matter 

their ability, the challenge is always against yourself and doing the best 

you can, and triathletes support each other. [It is] brilliant on this basis 

(Qualitative Survey Response – M, 25-29). 
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This unique identity associated with triathlon was prevalent among survey 

respondents, with 80% of respondents agreeing that they would describe themselves 

as a ‘triathlete’. The association with this identity was significantly higher among 

respondents who were members of a triathlon club (Appendix E.13), drawing 

attention to the role of these social institutions for learning about the triathlon identity 

(Shipway et al. 2012). Sports clubs act as applied examples of the 

interconnectedness between place and social identity, fostering a strong sense of 

individual and collective identity for their members (Antonsich 2013, Forsdike et al. 

2017). With reference to the typology, the tendency to identify as a triathlete was 

high and consistent amongst ‘devoted’ and ‘regular’ participants, but significantly 

lower among ‘casual’ and ‘non-members’41. This trend demonstrates how intensity of 

engagement can, and often does, contribute to an increasing sense of community 

involvement and associated identification with a particular culture. Social interactions 

were further emphasised as an integral aspect of the triathlete identity, with those 

motivated by friendship and socialising being significantly more likely to identify as a 

triathlete, and additionally, those who agreed that triathlon was an important part of 

their social life also demonstrating the same sense of identification with the sport 

(Appendix E.13). Green and Jones (2005) describe the process of developing a 

unique leisure identity as one that is ‘ongoing’, rather than a dichotomous scale. 

Accordingly, respondents who had been involved in triathlon for an extended period 

of time, were significantly more likely to identify as triathletes42. Yet remarkably, the 

age group with the highest level of identification was actually the 18 to 29 age 

category, perhaps reflecting a degree of culture change in the accessibility of the 

triathlon identity. The importance of using one’s triathlon-related training in order to 

successfully complete a triathlon event was also identified as a clear contributor to 

individuals’ likelihood to identify with the activity (Bridel 2010). Accordingly, 76% of 

survey respondents agreed that completing a triathlon event made their sense of 

identity stronger, especially in the case of completing branded Ironman events, 

where completion makes it socially acceptable for the finisher to get an ‘Ironman’ 

 
41 X2 df(6) = 57.559; p = 0.000. 
42 X2 df(2) = 18.347; p = 0.000. 
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tattoo - a recognised outward signifier of subcultural capital among Ironman 

triathletes (Bridel 2010). 

5.4.3. Volunteering 

It is widely accepted that volunteering is integral to sport (Burgham and Downward 

2005, Nichols et al. 2016). In few sports is this association as strong as it is in 

endurance sports such as running, cycling and triathlon (Bang et al. 2009, Stevinson 

et al. 2015). Parkrun provides a clear example of this relationship, with over 13,000 

volunteers supporting more than 150,000 runners across around 580 parkrun events 

every Saturday morning in the United Kingdom (Line 2019). Triathlon is similarly 

reliant on volunteers for the operation of its vibrant club and event network, with 69% 

of respondents engaging in some form of triathlon-related volunteering. The most 

common volunteering activities were marshalling at events (52%), helping at other 

endurance events (30%), administrative and committee roles (23%), and triathlon 

coaching/instructing (23%). The importance of volunteers in triathlon was not 

imperceptible to triathletes themselves, with one interviewee stating that without 

volunteers, “you wouldn’t have clubs, you wouldn’t have races, you wouldn’t have 

anything” (Rachel, F, 50-54). The tendency for survey respondents to engage in 

volunteering activities was significantly impacted by the regularity of their 

engagement43, training intensity44, age45 and gender46. Triathlon based volunteering 

was significantly more common among the 50+ age group45 (85%), although all age 

groups demonstrated strong philanthropic tendencies. In addition, women were more 

likely than men to undertake volunteer roles (78% and 63% respectively), contrasting 

the national picture of sport volunteering where men are more likely to undertake 

voluntary roles (Statista 2018a), but instead reflects the more gender-balanced 

nature of triathlon as a sport. ‘Devoted hobbyists’ and ‘regular hobbyists’ were most 

likely to engage in volunteering activities (both 82%), and ‘non-members’ least likely 

by a significant margin (34%). Surprisingly, despite their performance orientated 

 
43 X2 df(4) = 10.142; p = 0.038. 
44 X2 df(2) = 10.993; p = 0.004. 
45 X2 df(3) = 27.957; p = 0.000. 
46 X2 df(1) = 14.133; p = 0.000. 
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motivations, ‘devoted competitors’ also regularly committed time to volunteering 

(81%). 

The number of sport-related volunteers continues to increase year-on-year, and 

parallel to this, club and event organisers are increasingly reframing the act of 

volunteering to highlight the potential benefits for the volunteers themselves. The 

reciprocal benefits of volunteering activity are increasingly being emphasised – the 

common adage that volunteers ‘give up their time’ is being challenged, with an 

understanding that volunteering can be a rewarding experience, promoting the 

development of social capital, personal enrichment and making collective 

contributions to the wider community (Cuskelly 2008, Stebbins 1996, Stevinson et al. 

2015). Parkrun Chief Operating Officer Tom Williams summarises this contention, 

suggesting, “we don’t give up anything when we volunteer, in fact we gain more than 

we could ever imagine” (Williams 2019). The reciprocal nature of triathlon 

volunteering – with its twofold opportunity for personal gain and helping others 

(Stevinson et al. 2015) - was clearly evident among interviewees. Oscar, a swim-

coach and regular event administrator highlighted that “I’m normally nominated for 

the volunteer of the year award. But I just do it because I bloody enjoy doing it.” 

(Oscar, M, 50-54). Another interviewee framed it from the perspective of the triathlon 

community:  

I think that for triathlon as it is, if you really enjoy it, and you get a lot out of 

it, then you should give back. So I try to volunteer at least half as much as 

I race (George, M, 40-45). 

A key trend in volunteering practices is the important role that sports clubs play in 

the provision and recruitment of volunteers. Sport England (2016b) suggest that 75% 

of volunteers are members of a sports club, and this sentiment was evident among 

survey respondents, with an identical 75% of those engaging in volunteering being 

members of a triathlon club. The intense relationship between triathlon club 

membership and volunteering was made even more apparent, as 92% of 

respondents who were club members took part in volunteering. One may suggest 

that this finding would be expected, in that a substantial number of triathlon-related 

volunteer roles are necessitated within the club environment, whether that be 
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administration or at club-run events. Hindley’s (2018) research on parkrun provides a 

contrasting picture, in that 88% of his participants were ‘unattached’, that is, not 

members of a running club. However, further analysis of the survey results 

highlighted other potential reasons for this strong association. Those who took part in 

volunteering opportunities were significantly more likely to be motivated by 

friendship and socialising47 (64% of volunteers, and only 34% of non-volunteers), and 

moreover, were significantly more likely to agree that triathlon formed an important 

part of their social life48 (76% of volunteers compared to 45% of non-volunteers). 

These findings suggest that rather than being a specifically club-related 

phenomenon, individuals pursue volunteering opportunities as an important means of 

social engagement.  

Triathlon-related volunteering clearly has a central social aspect, but the survey 

also highlighted the impact of volunteering on individuals’ sense of identity, with 84% 

of respondents who engaged in some form of volunteering identifying themselves as 

triathletes49 (versus 72% of non-volunteers).Therefore, it could be argued that 

volunteering may be considered an alternative method of demonstrating subcultural 

capital in the context of triathlon. Stebbins (1996) acknowledges that volunteering 

can allow individuals to simultaneously pursue their serious leisure careers, whilst 

contributing to the social world of their chosen activity, subsequently benefitting from 

personal enrichment, self-expression, developing self-image and self-gratification. My 

own experience of volunteering at a triathlon event provided me with a sense of 

connection to other members of the club and the triathlon community more 

generally: 

 
47 X2 df(1) = 46.106; p = 0.000. 
48 X2 df(1) = 52.940; p = 0.000. 
49 X2 df(1) = 10.576; p = 0.001. 
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My role as an event marshal was relatively simple, and not demanding by 

any means. I just had to ensure that members of the public and spectators 

crossed over the course safely, and that the participants didn’t cycle too 

fast into the corner and come crashing down! But surprisingly, this simple 

act of volunteering has been an important step in making me feel like part 

of the club, especially considering how grateful the other club members 

were to see me there – especially as a new member with no existing social 

link to the club (Observation 24.06.2018). 

In this sense, volunteering could be considered a place of identity development and 

confirmation among triathletes. Perhaps suggesting this essential social and 

identification role of volunteering may be an appropriate strategy to encourage more 

people to undertake these positions. 

Typically, activity engagement and volunteering are often considered to be 

detached practices, with participants unable to perform both. One of the key reasons 

expressed by interviewees for not engaging in volunteering, was that they lacked the 

available time due to their own work-life balance. One interviewee nicely summed up 

this sentiment by stating the following:  

If I’m going to sacrifice the weekend, I’d probably rather race. If in the 

years to come I have more time on my hands, then I’d quite fancy doing a 

bit of volunteering (Craig, M, 45-49). 

A key theme among interviewees was a reluctance to spend almost a whole day 

helping at a triathlon event. However, some of the more attractive roles for volunteers 

are those which effectively integrate participation and volunteering. For example, 

parkrun offers several roles that allow individuals to participate in the event whilst 

performing volunteering roles (tail runner, pacer, car park manager, etc.), and 

alternatively, some volunteering positions offer the individual other associated 

benefits. Personally, I was able to take part in my first triathlon event during the 

observational stage of this research without paying the entry fee, as I offered my time 

to help set up the transition period the day before. 
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5.5.  Conclusion 

Through a thorough quantitative analysis of results from an online survey of 591 

triathletes in Great Britain and similarly valuable qualitative insights from participant 

observation and semi-structured interviews, this chapter has developed an 

understanding of the complex community of triathletes in Great Britain. Previous 

research has identified the wide range of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations and 

barriers that both enable and prevent a triathlete’s everyday engagement with the 

sport (Simmons et al. 2016). Building on this work, the role of social difference has 

been considered to determine the varying importance of these facilitators and 

barriers, identifying key differences in terms of gender, age, and income. As 

individuals who are intensely dedicated to their serious leisure pursuit, triathletes find 

themselves constantly attempting to find an effective balance between the demands 

of work, family and their chosen leisure activity, which seems to be more challenging 

for female respondents in this study. Understanding the strategies triathletes use to 

manage these competing responsibilities can provide valuable lessons to help others 

integrate physical activity into their lives. 

Through the comparison of key variables and a comparison with existing typologies 

of sports participants, the analysis created a sevenfold typology of triathletes in 

Britain that clearly demonstrates the key relationship between social difference and 

triathletes’ everyday training practices, competitions, and social practices. Further 

analysis of survey data utilising this typology of triathletes shed further light on the 

meaning and experiences of volunteering, competition, and identification within these 

groups. 

With reference to participants’ intense commitment to the sport of triathlon, their 

tendency to identify with the activity and its social world, the clear physical, social 

and mental benefits of engagement, and the unique ethos that defines the triathlon 

community, the chapter has demonstrated the applicability of the serious leisure 

concept for understanding triathlon engagement. In doing so, conceptually, the 

chapter has introduced the notion of social worlds, something that will be explored 

further in Chapter 7. Crucially, this chapter provides some quantitative substance 

that fleshes out the understanding of the individuals’ profiles and practices within 
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triathlon and how they come together to create a triathlon community which will 

provide a solid foundation for the following empirical chapters. 
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6. The Locational Geographies of Triathlon 

6.1.  Introduction 

Despite the growing interest in health, leisure and place, and the interconnections 

between the three, there continues to be a lack of investigation into the locations 

where activities such as triathlon are performed, particularly from a geographical 

perspective. More recently there has been a rising interest in the role of the physical 

environment and place in public health and for physical activity, although 

understandings of the locational geographies of sporting activity are still under-

developed (Cook et al. 2016; Das and Horton 2012; Krenichyn 2006; Ward 

Thompson 2013). Increasing attention has been given to the intimate relationship 

that physical activity participants have with the environments they utilise, and how 

the unmediated nature of their encounters can (re)shape their meaning (Simpson 

2018). This is especially true in relation to activities such as swimming, cycling and 

running – the constituent building blocks of triathlon – which are open to the terrain, 

weather, atmosphere and climate of the physical environment. As Deelen et al. 

(2019: 9) write: 

This flexible and autonomous characteristic of running (and cycling) 

stimulates runners to go outside, explore new routes and environments 

and create favourite, attractive and relaxing running routes. 

However, despite a clear awareness that physical activity takes place in a range of 

indoor/outdoor, public/private spaces and that the built-environment is becoming 

increasingly central to individuals’ fitness landscapes, the characteristics of space 

that are conducive to physical activity and the extent to which their importance varies 

among different types of sports participants is less well understood (Deelen et al. 

2019). Previous research by Giles (2016) has demonstrated that seemingly 

unrestricted activities such as running can be significantly more spatially constrained 

than one would expect according to a range of physical, social and cultural barriers. 

Understanding the role of different spaces for individuals undertaking physical 

activities such as triathlon is an integral step in better understanding the practices 

associated with physical activity more generally, and for encouraging new and 
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sustained participation within these activities. In addition, issues of accessibility are 

central to the promotion of physical activity, however, the extent to which proximity, 

provision and social access impact the tendency of individuals to use particular 

spaces for physical activity, is not yet fully understood (Foley and Kistemann 2015). 

Accordingly, through developing a greater awareness of the features and meanings 

associated with different spaces that make them conducive to triathlon activity, and 

the role of different forms of accessibility in enabling or preventing regular use of 

these spaces, this chapter aims to develop a more comprehensive understanding of 

triathletes’ locational geographies, thereby contributing to deeper understandings of 

space for physical activity participants, and adding new insights to both cultural 

sports studies and human geography (Cook et al. 2016). 

The following chapter starts by concentrating on the most commonly utilised 

training locations among triathletes in Great Britain, encompassing an assortment of 

varyingly specialised training spaces, using a specialisation continuum to direct 

discussion (Section 6.2). Accordingly, this section emphasises the varying 

importance of different spaces within the wider triathlon community, highlighting how 

individuals’ unique taskscapes are impacted by intensity of engagement, type of 

engagement and social interaction. The chapter then builds on the analysis from the 

previous sections to investigate the impact of accessibility on triathletes’ physical 

taskscapes, focussing specifically on the role of provision, proximity and social 

access in permitting or preventing triathletes from utilising a range of physical 

activity-enabling spaces (Section 6.2). 

6.2.  Training locations 

Sport is inherently geographic (Gaffney 2014: 109). 

In contrast to Gaffney’s statement that highlights the place-specific nature of sport, 

Barnfield (2019) argues that physical activity is not restricted to any specific place, 

be that an environment or a purpose-built facility. Instead, individuals make use of a 

variety of different spaces for the performance of physical activity. Jansen et al. 

(2017) have also identified this trend, stating that physical activity is rarely performed 

in one type of sport-specific location. However, the spatiality of sporting practices is 
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inherently activity-specific (or the sporting activity inherently place-specific), in that 

certain activities – such as motor racing, or surfing, but also open water swimming in 

triathlon - cannot be performed ‘anywhere’. Factors such as convenience, aesthetics, 

accessibility, ability, function and even social difference play an important role in 

determining the areas that are utilised for different forms of physical activity. 

Therefore, it could be argued that different leisure and sporting activities have their 

own unique geography (see Cook et al. 2016). 

Triathlon is an activity that consists of multiple activities, which each individually 

necessitate the use of a variety of different and distinct spaces. Bale (2003: 9) in his 

pioneering work on ‘sports geography’ suggested that sport is almost always 

“subjected to rigorously enforced spatial parameters”, whereas recreation, leisure 

and play is not. This sentiment remains somewhat true when concerning triathlon 

events that are subject to a degree of spatial enforcement, and even applies to 

aspects of triathlon training that are also linked to specific spatial contexts more than 

others and therefore underline the geographies of recreation and leisure. For 

example, running and cycling activity can be performed ‘almost’ anywhere, but in 

practice are more geographically restricted than is often assumed, and swimming, 

due to the necessity of a body of water for the activity to be performed, is even more 

spatially restricted (Cidell 2014, Cook et al. 2016, Giles 2016). According to Ward:  

[P]aying closer attention to the spaces in which exercise occurs is 

important for developing a deeper understanding of what motivates and 

facilitates exercise and well-being more generally, as well as offering 

insight into what kinds of policy might help or hinder participation on an 

individual level (2017: 315). 

By focusing on the plethora of places that triathletes utilise outside of the often 

carefully managed competition environment, this section attempts to explore the 

spatialities and temporalities of this multi-faceted physical activity in Great Britain. It is 

increasingly recognised that the quality of an individual’s immediate physical 

environment is an important condition for physical activity engagement, yet there is a 

notable lack of understanding regarding the particular environmental characteristics 

that make an attractive, functional and enabling space for different exercisers and 
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triathletes (Deelen et al. 2019). Identifying the factors that stimulate this health-

enabling behaviour, and exploring the impact of access and provision, this research 

aims to identify the ‘enabling’ factors for triathlon engagement (Barnfield 2019), and 

to emphasise the integral importance of place within physical activity engagement. 

Different locations have varying physical and social functions, and accordingly, this 

therefore influences the temporality and spatiality of triathletes’ practices. A focus on 

the more banal elements of triathletes’ everyday training practices can draw attention 

to the richness and importance of the locations where physical activity takes place 

(Eden and Barratt 2010; Ward 2017). Particularly as the places of everyday leisure 

activities are often underexplored.
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Figure 6.1 - Regularity of training location use ranked from most to least regularly used. Source: Own survey 2018 (n=591).
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6.2.1. The place-specificity of triathlon training locations  

In contrast to activities such as motor racing, surfing or ice hockey, which require 

particular spaces with very specific attributes for both events and training, triathletes’ 

spatial practices are significantly more flexible, influenced by factors such as 

convenience, aesthetics, accessibility, function and even social difference. Clearly 

the spatiality of sport practices is highly activity-dependent and thus the activity of 

triathletes is very place-specific, linked to varying degrees of specialisation and 

geographical availability. Yet, in comparison to most other sports, the nature of 

triathlon means that its different constituent parts have different degrees of spatial 

limitations on their practice, and therefore, triathletes make use of a variety of 

different locations for training the different sub-disciplines, using an assortment of 

indoor/outdoor, public/private and specialised/unspecialised spaces. This point is 

evidenced by Figure 6.1 because these statistics highlight the range of distinct, 

characteristically variable locations utilised by triathletes as part of their everyday 

training regimes, and to a different frequency.  

Triathletes tend to divide their training practice between indoor and outdoor 

specialised areas (such as swimming pools and athletics tracks), semi-specialised 

spaces (cycle paths and public parks) and unspecialised locations (lakes, trails and 

country roads). Figure 6.1 confirms that triathletes utilise several outdoor and indoor 

locations for their training. Convenience of access was most important for preferring 

training locations in close distance or even within the home, such as swimming pools, 

residential areas and country roads, while more specialised sites were visited less 

frequently, such as lakes or reservoirs or the sea, most likely for creating the 

conditions of open water swimming in competitions.  

The wide range of different locations utilised for fitness pursuits have led to an 

ever-increasing geographical variability of physical activity practice (Deelen et al. 

2018). Jansen et al. (2017: 73) suggest that natural environments can:  

provide opportunities for social interactions, relaxation, recreation, cultural 

activities and they facilitate physical activity behaviours such as walking, 

cycling, running and sports. 
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In addition, there is a wealth of research that has established links between certain 

outdoor environments and increasing levels of physical activity (Han et al. 2013), 

positive impacts on an individual’s mental health and well-being (Little 2017; 

Thompson Coon et al. 2011), and their appropriateness for a range of sporting 

pursuits (Sport England 2015a). Despite a notable focus on the impacts of more 

natural spaces on health and activity levels, there is an increasing degree of 

recognition that the built environment can also have a significant impact on the 

performance of health-enabling physical activity (Ettema 2016). The underlying 

design and social expectations associated with certain elements of one’s local 

environment can act to facilitate or impede physical activity in these places. This 

creates a unique micro-geography of activity spaces that can tell us more about the 

leisure practices of individuals and how these relate to the local environment.  

The relatively unrestricted nature of running and cycling, and the reasonable 

access to swimming facilities means that British triathlete’s make use of a number of 

different training locations. For some, this freedom is seen as a means of ‘spicing up’ 

the monotony of regular training, appropriating scenic, aesthetically pleasing places, 

and for others this provides an opportunity to utilise the physical functions of certain 

environments for their training benefits, such as steeper gradients for hill-training, the 

race-replicating properties of lake swimming or the pure convenience of facilities 

which allow two or more activities to be performed sequentially (known as a brick 

sessions in triathlon circles).  “[D]ifferent environments facilitate different behaviours” 

(Jansen et al. 2017: 73), and consequently, “sensations of movement and exertion 

establish specific temporalities and spatialities” (Barnfield 2019: 4). Although it was 

impossible to explore the unique qualities of every setting used for triathlon training 

Figure 6.1 highlights the main locations and facilities identified by survey 

respondents.
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On top of the complex relationship between provision, access and the health-

enabling properties of outdoor spaces, triathletes experience and interact with these 

locations in different and complex ways, based on their motivations, objectives, type 

of engagement, and even social differences (Ettema 2016; Howe and Morris 2009). 

Some triathletes are explicitly concerned with speed and performance, whereas 

others seek aesthetically pleasing locations and new environments to break up the 

monotony of regular training, and this has notable impacts on the spatiality and 

temporality of their practice. In the case of cycling and running in particular, the less 

restricted and mobile nature of these practices mean that they often involve the use 

of multiple outdoor spaces. Additionally, triathletes often execute deliberate spatial 

alterations to their practice in search for more appropriate, or more visually 

rewarding locations. For example, a run may begin from a residential area near the 

home, continue along trails until reaching a turnaround point at a lake in a public 

park. Therefore, reflecting the sentiment from Cook et al. (2016), it is important to 

consider the places where these active mobile leisure practices take place, rather 

than just the destination. 
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Figure 6.2 – Conceptual continuum on the specialisation of triathlon training 
locations. 

Triathletes utilising a variety of quite distinct locations for training raises the 

question of how integral the provision of activity-specific spaces is for promoting 

regular engagement in sport and physical activity. Figure 6.2 outlines the result of 

this thinking, proposing three categories of training locations based on their 

specificity for a triathlon’s constituent activities, encompassing three main 

descriptors: specialised, semi-specialised, and unspecialised. In reality, different 

types of locations and different variations of the same location type fit more 
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appropriately or less appropriately under each of the three headings, hence this 

diagram represents a conceptual continuum. The following definitions of the three 

categories of specialised, semi-specialised and unspecialised training locations 

provides some accompanying information to help aid understanding and 

contextualisation (Figure 6.2): 

Specialised – Locations specifically designed for sport and leisure 

activities. Their use is typically limited to allow physical activity only (e.g. 

swimming pools and athletics tracks) and they are created with training 

and performance in mind, allowing uninterrupted physical activity, and 

affording the optimal conditions for performance. Specialised locations are 

often private ‘facilities’, requiring some form of entry fee from users on 

exchange for a safe and controlled training environment. In an effort to 

manage access and demand, usage will be determined by defined 

schedules, which temporally restrict their use.  

Semi-specialised – Locations that have been designed in a way that 

benefit sport and leisure participants but are not exclusively reserved for 

these activities. This primarily refers to spaces that have been designed 

with a consideration for pedestrians and cycle commuters rather than 

exercisers specifically, but the design considerations in place for these 

economically important groups are also conducive to physical activity 

(well-lit, level pavement, separated from motor vehicles, etc.). Based on 

their development to cater for groups such as pedestrians and cycle 

commuters, these locations are more commonly situated in urban areas. 

Unspecialised – Locations that lack any specific sport or leisure-focused 

design elements. An increasing amount of physical activity is conducted in 

the unspecialised spaces that make up a significant amount of urban and 

rural environments (Qviström et al. 2020). The majority of outdoor spaces 

used by triathletes could be categorised as unspecialised, or in some 

circumstances semi-specialised (Figure 6.2), and their lack of sport 

specificity and regimentation means that they are often appropriated by 

triathletes for a variety of different purposes depending on an individual’s 
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specific ‘taskscape’ (Howe and Morris 2009). Despite their lack of 

triathlon-specific design elements, unspecialised spaces are mostly widely 

available and accessible - if not bound by physical geography such as 

lakes and the sea - and are largely unregulated spaces that lack the safety 

and surveillance of more specialised training and event spaces. 

The remainder of Section 6.2 focuses on the range of training locations within 

each of these three specificity categories, highlighting the spatial, social and 

cultural affordances of each. 

6.2.2. Specialised training locations 

6.2.2.1. Swimming pools 

Among survey respondents, swimming pools were identified as the location most 

likely to form part of triathletes’ training practices, with 99% of respondents using 

them as part of their spatial toolkit. Swimming pools are specialised spaces for 

physical activity, and as a result of their predictable and measurable design, Ward 

(2017: 318) has described them as a space were the body is subjected to “rigid 

temporal and spatial disciplines”. These purpose-built facilities take away the need 

for concern regarding extreme temperatures, changing weather conditions and 

reduce the need for concern about personal security, whilst at the same time 

providing a more efficient environment for fast swimming and an ease of 

measurability that many prefer over more unpredictable open water swimming sites 

(Ward 2017). As Van Leeuwen summarises: 

the pool is the architectural outcome of man’s desire to become one with 

the element of water, privately and free of danger (1999: 2). 

Swimming pools are clearly an integral element of triathletes’ training regimes. In 

addition to being the most commonly used location, the use of such pools has 

become more regular as individuals have committed more time to triathlon. Those 

triathletes doing more sessions each week than others50, and respondents who 

participate in events more often than their counterparts, were significantly more likely 

 
50 X2 df(3) = 9.069; p = 0.000. 
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to use a swimming pool regularly for training51. 91% of triathletes who trained more 

than six times per week, and 94% of those doing more than five events per year used 

a swimming pool at least weekly. Swimming pool use, gym-use and leisure centre 

use were all correlated, emphasising the importance of their regular co-location as a 

convenient means of reducing travel time but maximising leisure time. The survey 

results demonstrate that triathletes in the lowest income bracket (less than £20,000 

per year) rated the provision of swimming pool facilities in their local area more 

favourably than all other income groups - those earning £60,000 or more were 

surprisingly the most dissatisfied group - which emphasises the importance of local 

swimming pools for low income triathletes because they are less flexible with 

travelling elsewhere for regular training practice. Of the triathletes earning less than 

£40,000 per year, 100% stated that they made use of a swimming pool. There was no 

influence of gender with regards to swimming pool use and regularity, with an 

identical divide (86% and 14%) using swimming pools weekly and less than weekly. 

Swimming pools also play an integral role in the operation of certain sports clubs, 

not just related to swimming, but notably acting as the base location of many triathlon 

clubs. The combination of physical and social functions enabled by swimming pools 

is arguably why these leisure spaces have the potential to be valuable to local 

individuals and communities (Middlestadt et al. 2015). As mentioned earlier, 

swimming is much more geographically restricted than running and cycling activity, 

and this consistency of usage has meant that these aquatic spaces were typically the 

organisational centre of many clubs. Accordingly, swimming pool use had a positive 

correlation increasing significantly with club membership52.  

By catering for participants with a range of abilities, local sport facilities and sports 

clubs have the potential to provide a place for social interaction and to develop social 

capital (Grieve and Sherry 2012; Jarvie 2003; Thomson et al. 2003). The social role 

of swimming pools was also evident from further survey analysis, which identified 

that regular swimming pool users were not only more likely to self-identify as a 

‘swimmer’53, but also as a ‘triathlete’54 (Figure 6.3). In fact 99.6% of self-proclaimed 

 
51 X2 df(2) = 16.076; p = 0.000. 
52 X2 df(1) = 9.640; p = 0.002. 

53 X2 df(1) = 11.477; p = 0.001. 
54 X2 df(1) = 21.897; p = 0.000. 
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‘triathletes’ used a swimming pool. In a study of triathletes’ motivations, the prospect 

of developing a unique sporting identity was one of the key social incentives for 

continued activity engagement (Lamont and Kennelly 2012). Additionally, as 

mentioned in Chapter 5, identity formation is a process that is integral to serious 

leisure engagement (Stebbins 1992). The social importance of swimming pools went 

beyond identity development because respondents who agreed that triathlon played 

an important part of their social life55, and those who engaged in volunteering, were 

also significantly more likely to use the facility regularly56. Therefore, swimming pools 

are arguably one of the core spaces making up the underlying fabric of the triathlon 

social world, an observation that will be explored further in Chapter 7. 

 

Figure 6.3 - Proportion of self-identified 'triathletes' who use different training 
locations compared to those who do not consider themselves as a 
‘triathlete’. Source: Own survey 2018 (n=591). 

 
55 X2 df(1) = 52.940; p = 0.000. 56 X2 df(4) = 13.034; p = 0.011. 
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6.2.2.2. Athletics tracks 

Another outdoor physical activity space that was utilised by a notable proportion of 

respondents were athletics tracks, facilities that Cook et al. (2017: 160) have 

described as: 

synthetic, technological and predictable. Designed to produce a near 

laboratory setting, offering controlled conditions and neutralization from 

some of the vagaries of nature. It is designed to be replicable anywhere in 

the world. The encounters had on the athletics track are also highly 

controlled. 

Despite being spaces that have been specifically designed and developed with the 

needs of runners in mind and presenting an opportunity for unimpeded mobility, the 

draw of other environments and the ‘desportification’ of running may have 

contributed to runners’ preference for types of running routes that are not 

specifically designed for running (Bale 2004). For triathletes, it became clear that 

convenience was the preferred benefit of athletics tracks as opposed to unimpeded 

mobility. Amongst respondents who stated that family and time were challenges to 

their everyday triathlon engagement, the athletics track was seen as an effective 

place to navigate these competing roles, with significant relationships between both 

of these attributes and their athletics track use (Appendix E.15). 

Over half of triathletes did utilise these specialised athletic spaces (53%), but only 

22% did so regularly, especially respondents that engaged in running regularly 

before starting their triathlon engagement (68%). Respondents living in urban 

areas57, who were members of a triathlon club58, training frequently59, and competing 

often60 were significantly more likely to utilise athletics tracks for training. 

Additionally, those motivated by competition, and competing in running-only and 

sprint-distance events – where running speed is of greater importance – used the 

track more regularly. Yet due to the community aspect of running track organisation, 

there was also a notable social element associated with the facility. Those motivated 

 
57 X2 df(1) = 12.143; p = 0.000. 
58 X2 df(1) = 20.999; p = 0.000. 

59 X2 df(2) = 10.922; p = 0.004. 
60 X2 df(2) = 22.914; p = 0.000. 
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by the social experience, and for respondents to whom triathlon was an important 

part of their social life, were substantially more likely to use athletics clubs than those 

who did not (Figure 6.4). Accordingly, individuals training on their own were 

significantly less likely to use an athletics track, and those who did train in groups 

were more likely to use an athletics track on a regular basis61. Triathletes who 

engaged in some form of volunteering were also significantly more likely to use 

athletics tracks62, reflecting the inherent importance of volunteering to the triathlon 

social world (see Chapter 7). 

 

Figure 6.4 - Bar charts demonstrating that socially-orientated respondents are more 
likely to use athletics tracks for training. Source: Own survey 2018 
(n=591). 

6.2.2.3. Gyms and leisure centres 

Gyms and leisure centres are two specialised indoor training facilities that are 

regularly co-located within the same complex, typically together with a swimming 

pool in what Parnell et al. (2015) describe as ‘showpiece’ sport centres. Accordingly, 

there was a significant relationship between leisure centre and gym use63, and leisure 

centre and swimming pool use64. The two facilities are specialised because, they 

have been designed for the purpose of physical activity, but among triathletes they 

 
61 X2 df(1) = 11.899; p = 0.001. 
62 X2 df(1) = 20.759; p = 0.000. 

63 X2 df(1) = 15.322; p = 0.000. 
64 X2 df(1) = 6.779; p = 0.009. 
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are typically used for supplemental training activities such as strength-work, recovery 

and cross-training. Leisure centres were typically utilised for their relevant activity 

classes, most notably ‘spinning’ classes (group stationary bicycle workouts typically 

ran by an assertive, enthusiastic class leader, with loud high-tempo music playing) 

that were referred to by several interviewees. Gyms were used regularly by more 

than half of the respondents, but leisure centres were used in total by less than half 

(Figure 6.1). In stark contrast to swimming pools, leisure centres were significantly 

more likely to be used regularly by triathletes who were not affiliated with a triathlon 

club65. Their lesser popularity, and their association with non-club members suggest 

that the wider leisure centre and gym facilities may not have the same degree of 

association with the triathlon social world as the swimming pool. Similarly, unlike 

swimming pools, gyms were also not considered as important social sites amongst 

triathletes. Andrews et al. (2005) highlight that the gym is typically a space for 

‘individual projects’ and is not necessarily an ideal place for socialising. Modern gym 

culture tends to create an environment that emphasises bodily work, maximisation of 

effort and seriousness over socialising (Andrews et al. 2005). 

Respondents who were motivated by weight-loss were significantly more likely to 

utilise gyms during their training66. Additionally, those who had had, or were currently 

facing, challenges with injuries were also more likely to use a gym67, reflecting their 

rehabilitative capacities (and perhaps the availability of fitness specialists). Gyms 

were preferred as a place for triathlon training among younger and lower income 

respondents and were more likely to be used in the morning, suggesting that 

respondents utilised these spaces before their typical working hours. Women were 

more likely to use gyms as part of their training, reflecting the gendered nature of 

gym use and fitness class attendance at a national level (Sport England 2017). 

 
65 X2 df(1) = 11.818; p = 0.001. 
66 X2 df(1) = 7.979; p = 0.005. 

67 X2 df(1) = 11.375; p = 0.001. 
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6.2.3. Semi-specialised training locations 

6.2.3.1. Public parks 

Of all the semi-specialised spaces that triathletes’ regularly implement into their 

training regimes, parks have received the most attention from multiple disciplines 

regarding their potential positive impact on physical and mental health of the local 

population (Dadvand et al. 2016; McCormack et al. 2010). More recently parks have 

been subject to further sport and leisure research regarding the massive success of 

weekly, free, 5km parkrun events that take place in public parks every Saturday 

morning across the whole of the United Kingdom (Hindley 2018). These events 

emphasise sociality over physicality and competition and create an inclusive 

atmosphere within the sensorially pleasing and health-enabling space of public 

parks. When combined with this volunteer-run community event, parks act as an 

important ‘shared social space’ within the running social world, offering opportunities 

for self-identification and contributions to the community, for example, not only by 

running in groups but also by volunteering as stewards (Stevinson et al. 2015; 

Wiltshire and Stevinson 2018).  

Although urban spaces have become increasingly popular sites for physical activity 

(Bahrami and Rigal 2017), green spaces continue to be very appealing spaces for 

practices of sport and leisure, evidenced by the 80% of respondents who used parks 

for training purposes (Figure 6.1). Deelen et al. (2019) found that environmental 

characteristics of space, especially positive aesthetic characteristics such as the 

presence of foliage and a lively atmosphere, acted to enhance runners’ appreciation 

of their surroundings, increasing the spaces’ restorative capacity. The 

psychologically beneficial elements of park-use were apparent from respondents, 

with those motivated by stress relief being significantly more likely to use these 

spaces on a regular basis68. Generally, utilisation of public parks tended not to be 

influenced by social difference, with the exception of income, with those earning 

more than £40,000 typically using these spaces more regularly, perhaps because 

they were living closer to areas with attractive parks. 

 
68 X2 df(1) = 8.368; p = 0.004. 
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Research by the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (2010) 

highlights that park provision in affluent areas was superior to more deprived areas, 

indicating an uneven geography of access to these important health-enabling 

spaces, which could potentially influence an individual’s ability, and the likelihood, to 

engage in certain forms of physical activity in particular types of spaces. 

Furthermore, Barnfield (2019: 8) in his study of recreational running in Bulgaria 

explains that “while there are parks that have the potential to be useful for running, 

they are not always convenient”. This statement highlights a trend throughout this 

research, that for these activity-facilitating environments to contribute to community 

leisure practices, they need to be convenient, functional, and designed appropriately 

in order to encourage different forms of physical activity (explored further in section 

6.3).  

6.2.3.2. Residential areas 

The broadness and complexity of the term ‘residential area’ means that it covers a 

wide range of diverse locations, but in the context of this research, the category 

refers to an area in which housing predominates, and is characterised by the 

presence of sidewalks, street lighting, and occasionally traffic regulating features. 

Residential areas were the most regularly used outdoor locations in this study, with 

80% of respondents performing elements of their training within them on a weekly or 

more regular basis (Figure 6.1). This tendency for triathletes to use these areas 

reflects findings by Giles (2016) that identified residential areas as the most 

commonly used location among recreational runners, and which is also supported by 

findings from Sport England (2012). The popularity of these areas for running is 

associated with their accessibility and abundance and their suitability for on-foot 

mobility for most runners. Pavements are intentionally well-lit for the safety of 

pedestrians and are typically ‘familiar areas’ that can aid navigation for those with 

less place knowledge. For cycling, despite only making up a minor segment of 

individuals’ activity, residential areas benefit from a reduced level of traffic alongside 

the above features that provide a general sense of comfort and safety for cyclists 

(Cyclenation 2014). 
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The commonality of using residential areas for training practices gives credence to 

the suggestion that both running and cycling can be considered ‘doorstep’ activities, 

with the majority of triathletes completing, or at least initiating, their practice in the 

densely populated residential areas where much of the population live. Respondents 

who indicated that a lack of facilities69 and work commitments70 were barriers to 

participation were significantly more likely to use residential areas for training. 

Clearly, residential areas are not only abundant within the urban and suburban areas 

of Great Britain, they are typically easily accessible and in close proximity to where 

individuals live, making them an effective place for training among those pressured 

for time (Giles-Corti and Donovan 2002). Those who devoted more time to training 

utilised residential areas more regularly, again reflecting the importance of these 

areas for fitting physical activity into increasingly time-pressed lifestyles. The strong 

tendency, particularly among survey respondents, to move to rural areas later in their 

life resulted in younger triathletes being significantly more likely to utilise residential 

areas in their training. 

6.2.3.3. Cycle lanes 

Over the past few decades, cycle lanes have increasingly been implemented into 

urban areas to encourage cycling (Department for Transport 2017; Laker 2019). 

Either positioned on the edges of major roads, or integrated into pedestrian space on 

wide pavements, cycle lanes offer a degree of detachment from motorised traffic 

that, in theory, contributes to a sense of safety among cyclists. Additionally, these 

lanes increase the fluidity and connectivity of often fragmented urban cycling 

practices (Simpson 2017). The primary motivation for the implementation of cycle 

lanes into the fabric of urban road networks is to support the 740,000 people who 

use cycling as a means of commuting to work, and only secondary as a means for 

promoting leisure cycling (Office for National Statistics 2011). Therefore, it is 

appropriate to consider cycle lanes as a semi-specialised space for cycling practice 

but without specifically catering for the unique needs of those engaging in cycling as 

a physical activity (rural bike paths would be considered specialised in this sense). 

 
69 X2 df(1) = 8.632; p = 0.003. 70 X2 df(1) = 10.653; p = 0.001. 
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Accordingly, cycle lanes were regularly used amongst respondents (76%), yet their 

purpose was primarily to act as a bridge between the home and more desirable 

training areas outside of the urban centre.  

A regular theme among respondents was that if the quality or provision of cycle 

lanes in their local area were better, then they would be more likely to utilise them. 

One respondent stated that one major improvement to their local area would be 

“safe cycle routes to [the] leisure centre and [the] athletics track [because this] would 

encourage me to cycle there…rather than travelling by car” (Qualitative survey 

response – F, 50-54). This dissatisfaction with a lack of suitable cycle lanes has also 

been referenced by Tironi and Valderrama who contend that: 

most cycling infrastructure falls short of basic requirements and 

standards, which means that cyclists do not use them, and more polluting 

forms of transportation continue to be preferred (2018: 2). 

These sentiments about cycle paths in Great Britain are regularly voiced through 

newspaper articles, blog posts, and a wealth of photos and videos demonstrating 

their unsuitability for cycling (Figure 6.5). An improvement in regard to the 

accessibility and quality of cycle lanes, in order to make them multi-functional places 

suitable for different types of cyclists, could have important impacts on cycling 

engagement whilst also contributing to positive environmental change, particularly at 

a time where local authorities are increasingly declaring ‘climate emergencies’. For 

example, as of 6th February 2020, 277 District, Country, Unitary and Metropolitan 

Councils in the United Kingdom have declared a Climate Emergency 

(www.climateemergency.uk). 
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Figure 6.5 - Examples of poorly implemented cycle lanes (Sources: a) Thorne 2015, 
b) Laker 2015, c) Brown 2012, d) Kenny 2016). 

Comparing the location of respondents with their interactions and opinions of cycle 

lanes reveals some notable geographical trends. The tendency for cycle lanes to be 

situated in urban areas due to the presence of cycle-commuters was echoed by the 

survey results because urban triathletes were significantly more likely to use them on 

a regular basis71. Urban triathletes also travelled significantly less in order to reach 

 
71 X2 df(4) = 11.840; p = 0.019. 
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these areas72, reinforcing the idea that cycle lanes were utilised as a connecting 

space, rather than being sought out specifically by triathletes for training. The South 

of England, especially the regions of London and the South West, emerged as the 

part of Great Britain where cycle path provision appeared to be most prevalent, with 

those living in these regions being significantly more likely to use cycle lanes 

regularly73. This finding reflects general imbalances of infrastructure between the 

south and the north of England and thus makes cycle training safer in the south of 

England. 

Cycle path use was not only impacted by the geographical location and type of 

cyclist using these spaces. Black and Street (2014: 73) suggest that “[t]he skill of the 

cyclist can determine the types of environment they will engage with, and the ways in 

which they will interact”. This sentiment was evident amongst respondents because, 

those who saw confidence as a barrier to triathlon engagement were more likely to 

utilise cycle lanes74, suggesting that the semi-specialised nature of these spaces 

makes them a preferable location for triathlon engagement in comparison to areas 

such as country roads that lack a defined barrier between non-motorised and 

motorised forms of mobility. Furthermore, cycle lane use was more regular among 

triathletes who saw money as a hinderance to their triathlon engagement, perhaps 

because these lanes were not restricted by any form of monetary expense, counter 

to the specialised cycling spaces of gyms and velodromes. In terms of social 

differences, the main impact on cycle path use was age, with younger respondents 

being significantly more likely to use cycle paths regularly75. Younger triathletes were 

more likely to live in urban areas76 and to describe money77 as a barrier to their 

overall participation, attributes that this section has emphasised have an important 

impact on cycle lane usage. 

 
72 X2 df(6) = 31.085; p = 0.000. 
73 X2 df(12) = 22.359; p = 0.034. 
74 X2 df(1) = 5.645; p = 0.018. 

75 X2 df(12) = 22.173; p = 0.036. 
76 X2 df(3) = 12.056; p = 0.007. 
77 X2 df(3) = 17.462; p = 0.001. 



238 

 

6.2.4. Unspecialised training locations 

6.2.4.1. Country roads 

As typically motor vehicle-dominated spaces with a lack of pedestrian-enabling 

infrastructure, country roads fit into the ‘unspecialised’ section of the conceptual 

continuum of triathlon training specialisation shown in Figure 6.2. Despite being less 

regularly used than residential areas, country roads – rurally situated single 

carriageway roads that typically lack pavements and have a relatively low traffic 

volume – were used in some degree by a greater percentage of respondents (96% 

vs. 94%). Country roads formed an element of more committed triathletes regular 

training practices, suggesting that those who trained more would often direct a 

significant proportion of this time to training on country roads78 in comparison to 

other locations such as public parks and gyms. In addition, country roads were 

significantly more likely to be used on a more regular basis by triathletes who had 

been involved with triathlon for longer79, reflecting ideas surrounding confidence that 

comes with experience, and a willingness to use less specialised, slightly higher-risk 

areas (Giles 2016). This suggestion is evidenced by the finding that those living a 

greater distance from country roads were significantly more likely to identify 

confidence as a barrier80 and use country roads on a less regular basis81. Older 

triathletes were significantly more likely to use country roads82 regularly for two 

reasons: older triathletes were more likely to live in rural areas and have easier 

access to these spaces; they were more likely to be experienced, and less likely to 

highlight confidence as a barrier. 

In terms of regional geography, the Midlands emerged as the region with the 

highest proportion of rural-based respondents, with 52% living in rural areas 

according to DEFRA’s (2016) urban-rural classification. As a result, respondents from 

the Midlands were more likely to use country roads (86%) in comparison to the 

South (76%) and North of England (71%). Country roads are inherently rural in terms 

of location, and it is important to consider the environmental characteristics that can 

 
78 X2 df(8) = 42.507; p = 0.000. 
79 X2 df(8) = 19.086; p = 0.014. 
80 X2 df(3) = 10.494; p = 0.015. 

81 X2 df(12) = 126.923; p = 0.000. 
82 X2 df(3) = 16.491; p = 0.001. 
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influence activity practices, in this case, the impact of rurality on everyday leisure 

practices.  

Whereas the popularity of residential areas was primarily attributed to runners, who 

capitalise on the well-lit and well-maintained concrete armatures of suburban areas, 

country roads were particularly important spaces of training among those who would 

describe themselves as ‘cyclists’ (Giles 2016). Respondents who self-identified as 

‘cyclists’ were significantly more likely to use country roads in comparison to non-

cyclists83, and although runners did make use of country roads, they did so less 

often. For cyclists, country roads offer the beneficial attributes of low traffic density 

and the potential for fluid mobility due to the lack of intersections and pedestrian 

crossings, which often interrupt cyclists’ mobility in urban areas. In comparison to 

specialised training locations, country roads are not subject to monetary restrictions 

and are therefore accessible to low-income participants, and thus were also more 

likely to be utilised by those who considered money a barrier to their ongoing 

triathlon engagement. 

Country roads emerged from the data analysis as another training location that had 

a notable link to triathletes’ sense of identity, with 81% of triathletes training on 

country roads identifying themselves as a ‘triathlete’, in comparison to 58% who did 

not utilise them. Contrastingly to previous locations, country road use appeared to 

contribute to respondents’ sense of identity, however, those using this type of 

training location were less likely to be motivated by socialising. Triathletes who used 

country roads on a weekly or more regular basis were significantly more likely to do 

so on their own84, in comparison to those who used them less than weekly, perhaps 

evidencing the expectation of individual training within collective conceptualisations 

of what being a ‘triathlete’ involves. However, this lack of immediate social motivation 

does reflect a growing trend in physical activity more generally, whereby the 

increasing interconnectivity and social features of health and fitness technology are 

decreasing the need and desire for unmediated face-to-face involvement within 

sporting social worlds (Carlén and Maivorsdotter 2017; Millington 2018). This 

 
83 X2 df(1) = 13.076; p = 0.000. 84 X2 df(3) = 9.228; p = 0.026. 
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relationship between solo physical activity and technology use is reflected by the 

number of country road users who also used Strava (75%), and the significant 

positive correlation between regularity of country road use and the use of Strava85. 

This increasingly influential role of technology and the digital within the triathlon 

community will form the focus of Chapter 8. 

6.2.4.2. Trails and off-road areas 

Used at some point by 91% of respondents, and regularly by 49%, trails and off-

road areas are another of the most widely used unspecialised locations among 

survey respondents. Trails and off-road areas are preferable areas among runners, 

providing the benefit of having a more forgiving terrain that reduces the impact that 

harder surfaces can place on joints and ligaments (Giles 2016; Lorimer 2012). 

In Giles’ (2016) study of running practices, he suggests that trails and off-road 

areas were significantly more likely to be utilised by more experienced runners, 

highlighting the important role of prowess for successfully navigating these often-

unpredictable spaces, and the confidence to reach these occasionally-distant areas. 

Similarly, Deelen et al. (2019) referring to recreational runners, suggest that 

experienced runners have greater capacity to run further, allowing them to escape 

more crowded urbanised areas and reach alternative training locations. Ettema 

(2016) contends that the perceived attractiveness of different environments for 

running, and the impact their aesthetic roles, are likely to vary between novice and 

experienced runners. Recent research by Deelen et al. (2019) alludes to this theory, 

finding that green spaces and an absence of cars were of greater importance to less 

experienced runners who are more reliant on aesthetic factors and the security of 

spaces, particularly those who identify confidence as a barrier. 

The online survey demonstrates that this finding is also relevant to triathlon, with 

those engaged in the sport for more than five years86 and competing in more than 

three events each year87 being significantly more likely to utilise trails regularly in 

their training. Much like with country roads, age also appeared to influence the 

 
85 X2 df(1) = 10.426; p = 0.001. 
86 X2 df(1) = 25.501; p = 0.001. 

87 X2 df(1) = 11.477; p = 0.001. 
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tendency to run on the off-road trails of their local area, with older respondents being 

significantly more likely to use trails88 (59% of over 40s used trails weekly or more, 

compared to only 47% of under 40s), again hinting at an increasing level of 

confidence throughout the life course. 

The rurality and remoteness of trails and off-road areas means that they lack the 

degree of convenience and accessibility that locations such as residential areas and 

swimming pools offer. Therefore, triathletes who did not struggle with balancing work 

commitments and their triathlon engagement were significantly more likely to use 

trails and off-road areas89. Less temporal restriction due to work allows these 

triathletes to utilise trails which tend to be further away, and offer a more aesthetically 

rewarding experience, thus contributing to improved mental and physical health 

(Mitchell 2013; Ward Thompson and Aspinall 2011). This sense of disconnection, and 

being at one with nature, often experienced when running alone, came through 

among survey respondents, with those motivated by social experiences being less 

likely to use trails, and trail use being correlated with solo activity. Off-road areas 

offer a variety of terrains and gradients that can be utilised as effective training aids, 

or alternatively, as key rehabilitative spaces during intense training periods, and 

therefore, triathletes motivated by competition were significantly more likely to use 

these areas (Lorimer 2012). 

6.2.4.3. Open water swimming locations 

With more than 5000 swimming pools, more than 120 lakes with open water 

swimming programmes, and countless ‘wild swimming’ locations in Great Britain 

(Rhodes 2016; own research), swimming, in both specialised and unspecialised 

places, can be described as a “potentially valuable health and wellbeing resource 

that can be more fully harnessed to inform wider public health policy” (Foley 2015: 

218). Compared to other countries, open water swimming opportunities are 

abundant along the British coast but rare anywhere else. Yet, a re-discovery of water 

within wider public health is evident in the recent promotion of coasts, rivers and 

lakes as spaces of leisure, exercise and recovery (see Andrews and Kearns 2005; 

 
88 X2 df(1) = 14.592; p = 0.006. 89 X2 df(1) = 10.372; p = 0.035. 
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Wylie 2009; Thompson Coon et al. 2011). Foley and Kistemann (2015: 161) argue 

that “[b]lue spaces offer versatile and popular places for physical activity”. Overall, 

the activity of swimming has seen a decline in popularity over the last few years, 

however, outdoor swimming has seen a recent rise in popularity (Sport England 

2015a). Rising water quality in Britain’s open waters and an increasing desire to 

become re-connected with the environment are two factors that help to explain the 

rising popularity of outdoor swimming in Great Britain (Ward 2017).  

With regards to triathlon activity, the two main types of open water swimming 

locations that emerged as popular sites for training activities were lakes and the sea 

surrounding the island of Great Britain. Just short of 85% of respondents indicated a 

tendency to train in lakes, although only 28% of them did so regularly. The sea was 

used by just over half of respondents, with only 3% doing so on a weekly or more 

regular basis. Lakes and other forms of open water swimming are typically seasonal 

in nature, with the majority of their use occurring during the warmer summer months 

that characterise the triathlon competition season, and therefore, the regularity of use 

of these locations was typically lower than those functioning as sites of running and 

cycling activity (Sport England 2015a). 

Use of open water locations for swimming, like a number of other unspecialised 

physical activity spaces, was significantly impacted by individuals’ level of 

confidence90. Unlike swimming pools, open water swimming necessitates an 

increased level of awareness and skill to cater for the degree of unpredictability and 

danger they inherently present. Both lakes and the sea have challenging conditions 

that may include colder water, a lack of visibility, the presence of flora and fauna, and 

additionally, the sea presents significant dangers in terms of strong tides and large 

waves. In this sense, for many, an indoor pool can be seen as a preferable safer 

space for swimming activity, although the more measurable, predictable and 

observed nature of these sporting spaces are considered by many to take away the 

visceral, natural experience associated with swimming in open water (see Ward 

2017).  

 
90 X2 df(1) = 11.880; p = 0.001. 
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In the survey, the important role of confidence for the choice of training locations 

was clear, with those indicating a lack of confidence, being significantly less likely to 

use a lake in their training practices regularly90 86% of triathletes who did not identify 

confidence as a barrier used a lake for training in comparison to 71% of those who 

did. In contrast, the coasts of Great Britain were significantly more popular among 

more experienced triathletes91 92, older triathletes, and those who would identify 

themselves as ‘triathletes’. These findings suggest a degree of confidence and skill in 

order to make use of the facility of these open water spaces. In an attempt to break 

down these confidence barriers, British Triathlon are working with the Royal Life 

Saving Society UK to offer a programme called SHϜOUT which aims to encourage 

safe swimming in open spaces, providing guidance, locations of safe swimming 

spaces and running quality events to improve access to swimming in the UK (British 

Triathlon 2017c). Many triathlon clubs and commercial open water swimming venues 

also offer introductory courses to guide individuals through their first open water 

experience, which can often be a daunting task. Yet surprisingly, despite the initial 

barriers associated with sea swimming, the stress-relieving qualities of this space 

was evident, with triathletes motivated by stress relief being significantly more likely 

to swim in the sea93. 

Those triathletes who completed more events annually were likely to use open 

water spaces more often, because this regularity of use rises substantially between 

those completing three to five events per year (26% weekly) and those doing more 

than five (50% weekly). In addition, respondents aged 40 or above used open water 

spaces significantly more often than those under 4094 95- 40% of over 40’s used open 

water for swimming weekly, compared to 21% of those under 40. This tendency 

demonstrates the rise in confidence gained with regular participation that results in 

the use of these inherently risky, intimidating spaces for swimming. The use of lakes 

were significantly more regular among those undertaking more events96 and those 

 
91 X2 df(2) = 18.014; p = 0.000 [Sea] 
92 X2 df(2) = 26.139; p = 0.000 [Lake] 

93 X2 df(1) = 5.207; p = 0.022. 

94 X2 df(1) = 34.832; p = 0.000 [Lake] 
95 X2 df(1) = 5.385; p = 0.020 [Sea] 
96 X2 df(8) = 33.948; p = 0.000 [Lake] 
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who were more confident97, but their use was also heavily influenced by the type of 

event that individuals were completing, displaying a degree of event determinism in 

individuals’ training practices. This trend is evidenced by a significant tendency 

among those completing full-distance or middle-distance triathlon events, to use 

these environments in their training regimes because these events almost always 

utilise open water spaces (Appendix E.14). Of those who completed middle- and full-

distance triathlon events, 96% and 97% respectively implemented open water 

spaces into their training practices.  

Open water swimming locations, in the majority of cases, are determined by 

physical geography, with the presence of lakes and the sea resulting from a variety of 

geomorphological and hydrological processes. Accordingly, there was a unique 

locational geography to respondents’ open water swimming practices with a 

significant correlation between use of the sea for training and regions with coastal 

boundaries98, and also a notable increase in likelihood for those living in the West of 

England to use lakes more regularly.  In some cases, human geography played a role 

in individuals’ open water swimming practices, with rural-respondents being 

significantly more likely to utilise lakes for training99, likely due to the heightened 

levels of pollution and greater number of competing interests which need to be 

accounted for in the management of water bodies in more populated areas. Survey 

analysis identified that triathletes from the South of England were more likely to use 

the sea for training, which may reflect a combination of physical (warmer 

temperature) and human (thriving beach culture) factors (Mansfield 2009). 

6.2.4.4. The home 

Since the 1980s, during the cultural ‘fitness boom’, there has been substantial 

investment in developing fitness technologies that allow certain physical activity 

practices to be performed within the confines of one’s home (Hay 2003). Triathletes 

are a group who exploit the convenience of home-based training, with 65% 

performing household exercise on a weekly basis, and a further 20% having done so 

 
97 X2 df(5) = 12.036; p = 0.034 [Lake] 
98 X2 df(10) = 46.441; p = 0.000. 

99 X2 df(1) = 7.532; p = 0.006. 
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at some point over the past year. This tendency to perform physical activity at home 

reflects the growing sense of self-responsibility for one’s own health in neoliberal 

Western culture, and simultaneously conveys the increasing accessibility and 

affordability of home-based fitness technologies and applications, which both allow 

and encourage individuals to perform certain physical activity practices in the space 

of their own home (Millington 2014). Using the home as a place for training was 

significantly more common among respondents who trained for a greater amount of 

time each week100. Training at home is an efficient means of fitting in training around 

other commitments and was utilised more regularly by respondents who were 

attempting to balance work and family commitments with their triathlon engagement. 

Furthermore, the convenience of home-based training was evident among rural 

respondents, as due to the increased likelihood for rural-living respondents to 

sacrifice a greater amount of time travelling to more distant triathlon facilities, they 

were significantly more likely to perform some of their training in the space of their 

own home101. 

Home training demonstrates a clear association with technology use too.  Due to 

the stationary nature of most home-based training activities, there was a reduced use 

of GPS watches among those who trained regularly at home. But in contrast, there 

was a significant increase in likelihood that home-training triathletes would utilise 

technologies such as heart rate monitors102 and power meters103 to continue 

collecting fitness metrics during this activity. Those who trained from home were also 

more likely to make use of digital training applications such as Training Peaks and 

Zwift104, personalised training technologies that provide quantitative representations 

of bodily metrics to make individuals’ fitness measurable and trackable (Millington 

2016). Additionally, applications like Zwift and Strava also permit a degree of social 

interaction with others despite performing training activity alone (for more detail, see 

Chapter 8). Interestingly, Freudendal-Pedersen (2015) links the accessibility of 

outdoor cycling in Copenhagen to a societal sentiment that indoor trainers are often 

 
100 X2 df(2) = 24.907; p = 0.000. 
101 X2 df(1) = 4.612; p = 0.032. 
102 X2 df(1) = 23.631; p = 0.000. 

103 X2 df(1) = 13.965; p = 0.000. 
104 X2 df(1) = 15.114; p = 0.000. 
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perceived as ‘pointless’. Yet, among triathletes in this study, indoor training 

technologies offered a convenient opportunity to utilise a controlled environment that 

eliminates the need for travel and thus to harmonise leisure with other competing 

priorities in an effective way. One interviewee explained his reasoning, when saying:  

by doing the turbo session first thing in the morning before work, I’m free 

in the evenings, so I can go and see friends or do other things (Oliver, M, 

25-29). 

Another interviewee also gave reference to the controlled nature of home-based 

training when explaining the following:  

I find it easier to do it on the turbo. Rather than try to play with the traffic, 

or traffic lights and everything else. It’s just easier sometimes to say ‘right’, 

jump on the turbo, you can ride for quarter of an hour at a set pace, set 

power, and you’re done. And you don’t have to worry so much about what 

the weather is doing, and what I’m going to wear (Robert, M, 35-39). 

The importance of control and convenience was a reoccurring sentiment 

throughout the qualitative elements of the research project, and the online survey 

provided important context to these behaviours. Home training was a practice that 

was more popular among the triathletes investing the most time into training 

(typically full and middle-distance participants). These individuals were most likely to 

face challenges concerning their availability of time, due to the time-intensive nature 

of their sporting activities, and therefore, the home offered a perfect opportunity to 

be productive with their leisure time. Home-based training is clearly an important 

place in triathletes’ everyday taskscape because of its convenience and accessibility, 

and it also strongly correlates with the triathlete’s identity, suggesting that it may 

become an accepted practice within the triathlon social world, especially through 

interaction with others in the digital world (Chapter 8). The home as a training 

location is unique in that it’s degree of specialisation can vary significantly based on 

the investment of the resident. A traditionally ‘unspecialised’ home can be made 

increasingly specialised through the acquisition of home-based training aids, 

although this typically requires substantial financial investment. Due to its ability to be 
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unspecialised, semi-specialised, or even specialised, the home has been excluded 

from Figure 6.2. 

6.3.  Accessibility 

Access to sport and leisure activity is integral for allowing individuals to initiate and 

maintain participation in almost any sport or leisure activity (Andrade et al. 2018). 

Warn and Witherick (2003) refer to three forms of access in sport and leisure; 

physical, mobility and social access. Physical access refers to the availability and 

quality of facilities and locations for the activity to take place, mobility related access 

concerns travel time and the role of infrastructure and availability of transport types, 

and finally, social access includes the wider societal factors that can facilitate or 

restrict an individual’s ability to engage with particular forms of physical activity. Warn 

and Witherick (2003) highlight social class, ethnicity and gender as notable social 

barriers to sport access. The same three categories of access were evident during 

survey analysis, with a variety of physical (availability and quality of facilities), mobility 

(travel time, spatial distribution, respondents’ location), and social factors (gender, 

income and culture) impacting access to locations for triathlon engagement. Deelen 

et al. contend that: 

[i]ncreasing participation in sports and physical activity is an important 

health objective in developed countries…an important way for (local) 

governments to achieve this objective is to provide easily accessible 

facilities where sports can be practised (2018: 2). 

Previous research has highlighted that those with greater access to leisure and sport 

facilities were likely to be more active (Huston et al. 2003), although it is evident that 

access to and provision of these activity-enabling places within Great Britain is not 

equal with respect to geography and population groups (Panter et al. 2008). 

Yet, the components of urban and rural, indoor and outdoor, specialised and 

unspecialised spaces that contribute to improvements in physical and mental health 

by encouraging particular forms of physical activity are still poorly understood (Foley 

and Kistemann 2015). Therefore, a greater awareness of the impact of proximity, 

provision, quality, and the factors impacting social access in relation to physical 
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activity-enabling locations and facilities, can help to provide better understandings of 

the physical activity practices of triathletes. 

6.3.1. Provision 

In the context of this research, provision refers to the supply of facilities and 

locations that provide sufficient opportunities for individuals to engage in particular 

physical activity practices. Panter et al. (2008) highlight how the adequate provision 

of active spaces has the potential to positively impact the potential of physical activity 

occurrence. Additionally, Andrade et al. (2018: 9) contend that “access to public 

spaces for the practice of physical activity is an important factor to reduce 

environmental barriers related to physical inactivity”. Previous research has identified 

that despite efforts to provide adequate access to facilities and locations for leisure 

activities, there are notable geographical and demographical differences that impact 

individuals’ access to certain active spaces (Panter et al. 2008). Generally, a 

triathlete’s satisfaction with the provision of facilities in the area where they lived was 

high, with 85% agreeing that their local area was well suited to triathlon, and 89% 

implying that they had suitable access to the facilities they required for triathlon 

engagement. Yet, further analysis of survey data did highlight a variety of 

geographical and demographic factors, in addition to comments on facility quality, 

creating a more complex picture of provision. 

By cross-tabulating locational data provided by respondents with variables 

concerning access and provision it became clear that there were some key 

geographical variations in the provision of certain locations and facilities that are 

utilised by triathletes during their training practices. Provision of and access to 

several unspecialised outdoor training locations, including green spaces, open water 

swimming and public parks, were rated highest in Scotland and Wales, whereas 

respondents from the South were more likely to speak positively about the provision 

of cycle paths, triathlon clubs and triathlon events, reflecting the spatially distributed 

club and event network in Great Britain (Figure 3.4). In contrast, those from the 

Midlands appeared to rate most facility provision more negatively than elsewhere in 

Great Britain. Perhaps triathletes from the Midlands have greater expectations, or 
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instead, this may reflect a genuine regional geographical variability of facility 

provision.  

The primary geographical variable which contributed to divergent evaluations of 

facility provision for triathlon activity was whether respondents lived in rural or urban 

areas. Triathletes in urban areas were more likely to rate the provision of sports 

shops, public parks, athletics tracks and activity classes highly, whereas rural 

triathletes only rated open water swimming facilities more positively than urban 

respondents. The level of satisfaction with facility availability and access appeared in 

several cases to be significantly impacted by the proximity of these facilities from 

respondents, with public parks and athletics tracks being available at a shorter 

distance from urban triathletes, and open water swimming locations being closer to 

rural respondents. Triathletes living in urban areas tended to have a greater degree 

of satisfaction with numerous specialised facilities as they had convenient access to 

them. Rural triathletes in this sense are clearly more disconnected from a greater 

variety of specialised and semi-specialised locations but have the distinct advantage 

of being close to attractive natural unspecialised physical activity spaces. Despite a 

tendency for respondents to be more satisfied when facilities were in convenient 

proximate locations, some triathletes pointed out that this may not always be the 

case. One respondent noted how:  

[i]t would be great to have open-water swimming closer, but it’s not 

possible while also having the trails and cycling opportunities that I have 

on my doorstep (Qualitative survey response – M, 40-44). 

Clearly there is an understanding that a perfect provision scenario, where all the 

desired facilities for triathlon engagement are on your doorstep, is not realistic, and 

therefore access to facilities is a balancing act. The high degree of satisfaction with 

triathletes’ local area reflects this statement.  

Despite the tendency for triathletes to rate the provision of facilities in their local 

area highly, there were several recurring suggestions for improving this provision in 

their local area, including: having more facilities, better facilities, closer facilities, and 

improved access to facilities. One survey respondent identified their main 

improvement for their local area, stating that they desired more organised open 



250 

 

water swimming venues. “We are surrounded by reservoirs, but none are open for 

open water swimming” (Qualitative survey response – F, 50-54). This response 

draws attention to one of the key issues regarding unspecialised locations, in the 

sense that the ownership and management of these spaces can act either to 

promote or constrain physical activity practices (Foley and Kistemann 2015). This 

sentiment is particularly evident in regard to swimming, which normally takes place in 

private, restricted venues (DeLuca 2016). Another respondent referred to the impact 

of management on their perception of a local swimming pool, commenting that, 

“[o]urs is often closed to the public for school swimming and rarely has lanes 

available” (Qualitative survey response – F, 45-49). These two examples highlight 

how the physical provision of facilities alone is not necessarily conducive to physical 

activity engagement, but the degree and quality of access to these facilities is also 

essential, including the degree of overcrowding. 

This notion of effective provision was also highlighted in relation to the network of 

cycle lanes available in the urban areas of Great Britain. Freudendal-Pedersen 

(2015), in his study of cycling in Copenhagen, indicated how a combination of 

infrastructural and societal factors have created safe and accessible spaces which 

have led to an increased number of cyclists in the city. However, British triathletes in 

this survey did not seem to paint the same picture of cycle lane provision, suggesting 

that despite the presence of these infrastructural cycling lanes, their quality, and the 

societal position of cycling practice, reinforced over years through a profound lack of 

safe cycling infrastructure in most urban areas, meant that they were not as 

accessible as intended. One respondent voiced this lack of quality, claiming that: 

[t]he roads are ridiculously unsafe due to the surface conditions, and road 

widths are very narrow making cycling a problem (Qualitative survey 

response – M, 55-59). 

Despite efforts to improve cycling provision in Britain, Black and Street (2014: 68) 

highlight the need for experts from different industries to coalesce to “consider the 

role that design can play in encouraging cycle participation”. 

Respondents who were extremely satisfied with the provision of facilities in their 

local area were significantly more likely to live within close proximity of swimming 
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pools105, leisure centres106, athletics tracks107, cycle paths108, trails and off-road 

areas109, and residential areas110. They were also more likely to be club members and 

have better perceived access to triathlon events. Yet those who stated money111 and 

lack of opportunities112 as barriers to their triathlon participation were significantly 

more likely to be dissatisfied with the provision of events in their local areas. This 

could reflect a dissatisfaction with the affordability of events, rather than provision, 

although cost is a key factor when considering the accessibility of facilities and 

opportunities. Open water swimming locations, gyms, public parks and country roads 

were not as integral to a triathlete’s overall satisfaction. Clearly, proximity and related 

convenience contribute to a triathlete’s sense of satisfaction with their local area but 

placing new facilities next to all potential exercisers is not a feasible proposition, 

instead promoting the health-enabling properties of local facilities/locations could 

help to provide convenient, accessible opportunities for physical activity.  

6.3.2. Proximity 

In addition to the provision and quality of facilities, the proximity of facilities is 

another important element of accessibility which has a significant influence on a 

triathlete’s everyday spatial practices. Sport England (2015) highlight this 

relationship, indicating that 65% of people interested in participating outdoors, or just 

starting out, are more likely to participate less than 2 miles from home, and that 

activities such as running and cycling are more likely to be performed within five 

miles of the home. The nature of proximity means that it is highly dependent on the 

geographical location of respondents and is likely to vary considerably depending on 

whether respondents live in metropolitan centres, coastal towns, remote villages or 

elsewhere. Qviström et al. (2020) contend that the limitations in geographical reach 

for physical activity participants enhanced the importance of their everyday 

geography. The key themes that emerged from an investigation into the role of 

proximity as a means of access were: that proximity typically, but not always, resulted 

 
105 X2 df(4) = 13.027; p = 0.011. 
106 X2 df(1) = 4.665; p = 0.031. 
107 X2 df(3) = 16.677; p = 0.003. 
108 X2 df(1) = 6.791; p = 0.009. 

109 X2 df(1) = 5.812; p = 0.016. 
110 X2 df(3) = 10.884; p = 0.012. 
111 X2 df(4) = 6.074; p = 0.037. 
112 X2 df(1) = 9.848; p = 0.002. 
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in increasingly regular use of facilities; that there were clear variations between urban 

and rural spaces, in terms of proximity to specialised and unspecialised spaces; and 

that respondents’ proximity to facilities had a clear relationship with various 

indicators of social difference. 

As demonstrated more than once in this chapter, the importance of convenience in 

terms of encouraging individuals to pursue certain physical activity practices cannot 

be overstated. Hodgson and Hitchings (2018: 26) reference this connection arguing 

that the ability to perform running activity in a multitude of spaces, some of which are 

close to a participant’s doorstep: 

makes running an easily accessible form of exercise, particularly when 

finding the time to exercise in modern societies means working around 

what are often felt to be increasingly busy schedules. 

This general appreciation of proximity in terms of convenience was clear among 

respondents, in the sense that the regular use of different facilities closely reflected 

the amount of time taken to travel there, with closer facilities used more regularly 

(Figure 6.6). 
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Figure 6.6 - Regularity of training location use in relation to proximity. Source: Own survey 2018 (n=591).
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Unspecialised and semi-specialised spaces such as residential areas, country 

roads and cycle paths tended to be closest to respondents’ homes due to their 

ubiquity and the general lack of specificity in terms of their location, reflecting the 

typical characteristics of suburban areas where much of the population live. 

Accordingly, more regularly used facilities were almost always closer to triathletes’ 

homes. 

The importance of proximity also contributed to the importance of other variables, 

such as perception of safety and confidence. Barnfield (2019), in his study of running 

in Bulgaria, discusses how certain respondents were more likely to perform physical 

activity closer to home, indicating a sense of nervousness about exercising too far 

away from home, associated with perceived lack of safety, and confidence in ones’ 

ability to utilise areas away from the familiarity and security of the local 

neighbourhood. The importance of perceived safety on location use has also been 

discussed by Giles (2016), suggesting that less frequent, less experienced activity 

participants had a greater concern for safety when considering where to perform 

physical activity. Convenience is clearly important in many ways, but factors such as 

confidence, perceived safety and experience often mean that proximity alone is not 

integral for accessibility. Figure 6.6 highlights the earlier sentiment mentioned in 

Section 6.2.1.1 that the space of the swimming pool may be so integral to the social 

world that respondents were willing to travel to use them regularly, whereas open 

water locations were not important enough to encourage regular use. In contrast, 

cycle paths were on average the 3rd closest facility to respondents, but were only 

the 8th most regularly used facility, reflecting their reduced desirability, and again 

showing how proximity does not always result in increased use, especially when 

quality is poor, as discussed in Section 6.2.3.3. Generally, it appears that the most 

regularly used facilities tend to be the closest in terms of proximity, with the 

exception of swimming pools, which are used regularly considering their distance 

from respondents, and cycle paths which demonstrate the opposite trend. 

Easier access to facilities due to them being nearer also resulted in an increasing 

likelihood of certain locations to be used on a weekly or more regular basis (Figure 

6.6). The role of proximity was also evident in that those who used less common 
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training locations, like the sea113 and athletics tracks114, were significantly more likely 

to live within 10 minutes of these facilities. The exception to this concerned certain 

desirable or functionally specific spaces, whereby the experience or training benefits 

offered by these spaces outweighed the inconvenience of travelling. For example, 

one respondent noted: 

For some trail and off-road areas I do travel up to 30 minutes in order to 

find a suitable location if the one near me is not suitable for the set I’m 

undertaking (Qualitative survey response – M, 35-39). 

Some areas may not be as integral to triathlon participation to encourage 

substantial travel, but if they are close enough to triathletes then they are more likely 

to utilise them. Overall, proximity of facilities was an important factor encouraging 

triathletes to continue pursuing their leisure activity to the extent they desired, with a 

general sense that those who saw their local area as favourable for triathlon 

engagement, were those who lived closer to a variety of popular training spaces. In 

particular, living in close proximity to swimming pools, athletics tracks, cycle paths, 

trails and off-road areas and residential areas all drastically increased the likelihood 

of being content with their one’s local area (Table 6.1). 

 
113 X2 df(1) = 41.338; p = 0.000. 114 X2 df(1) = 70.790; p = 0.000. 
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Table 6.1 - Relationship between proximity to training locations and percentage of 

respondents who were completely satisfied with their local area for triathlon training. 

All values in percentages. Source: Own survey (n=591). 

 How long does it take to reach the 

following training locations? 

 
Less than 10 

minutes 

10 minutes or 

more 
Significance 

Trails and off-

road areas 
46.2 32.6 .006 

Swimming pool 45.6 33.6 .011 

Athletics track 54.6 36.4 .013 

The sea 61.7 37.9 .015 

Cycle path 44.0 35.5 .025 

Lake/reservoir 63.9 38.2 .031 

Residential areas 39.5 41.4 .041 

Leisure centre 46.7 36.7 .087 

Public Park 40.7 38.8 .106 

Gym 43.5 36.6 .250 

Country roads 41.3 36.3 .336 

 

One of the key geographical factors which influenced an individual’s proximity to 

different triathlon training locations were the spatial characteristics of urban or rural 

living, and the subsequent effect on access to indoor and outdoor, specialised, semi-

specialised and unspecialised spaces. Respondents living in urban areas lived 

significantly closer to several notionally specialised and semi-specialised training 

locations, namely swimming pools115, leisure centres116, athletics tracks117, cycle 

 
115 X2 df(3) = 11.126; p = 0.011. 
116 X2 df(3) = 9.460; p = 0.024. 

117 X2 df(3) = 29.077; p = 0.000. 
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paths118 and public parks119. These facilities are typically designed or developed with 

the means of catering for the local community and maximising their use from a 

commercial perspective, and therefore they tend to be situated in more densely 

populated urban areas. In contrast, unspecialised areas such as lakes, country roads 

and off-road areas are more natural spaces that are appropriated by leisure 

participants, rather than being specifically designed for them, and are typically nearer 

to rural respondents. Of those who used indoor facilities, the majority travelled 5 to 

20 minutes to reach them (64%), whereas the majority travelled less than 10 minutes 

for outdoor locations (56%). Additionally, the abundance of unspecialised triathlon 

spaces meant that they were predominantly within 10 minutes of respondents (56%), 

whereas the specificity of specialised spaces, which are situated to target certain 

catchment areas using available development land, meant that they were, on 

average, 16 minutes from respondents. Encouraging the use of unspecialised 

outdoor locations, and creating secure environments to do so, could be influential in 

promoting the sport to inactive, time-pressured individuals. This is particularly 

relevant as triathlon, specifically running and cycling, can be performed in a variety of 

semi-specialised and unspecialised spaces, making it an activity with clear potential 

to be integrated into hectic lifestyles. 

6.3.3. Social access 

In addition to physical and geographical factors, issues such as social difference 

and certain facets of modern society referred to by Warn and Witherick (2003) as 

elements of ‘social access’, had apparent influences on individuals use of different 

locations as part of their triathlon training. Panter et al. (2008) suggest that it is 

essential to consider how broader social forces may contribute to the inequitable 

provision of physical activity-enabling locations and facilities. The main social 

difference that appeared to impact triathletes’ practices in this research, and which 

has been referenced in a number of previous research studies, was social class and 

related income. Research by Panter et al. (2008) highlighted that individuals with a 

lower income were more likely to live further away from specialised sporting and 

 
118 X2 df(3) = 26.616; p = 0.000. 119 X2 df(3) = 30.153; p = 0.000. 
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recreational facilities, except for gyms, where this trend was reversed. Furthermore, 

in their report on outdoor activity in England, Sport England (2015) found that people 

in less affluent areas were significantly less likely to participate in an activity than 

those in affluent areas. Counter to previous findings, higher income triathletes, 

despite using lakes and country roads more than lower income participants, were not 

significantly more likely to use any of the main training locations. However, triathletes 

earning less than £40,000 per year were significantly more likely to use swimming 

pools120, leisure centres121 and gyms122, to more regularly use athletics tracks123 and 

cycle paths124, and to live closer to gyms125 and leisure centres126. Proximity to open 

water swimming locations did have a clear link to income, with those earning more 

than £40,000 per year significantly more likely to live within close proximity of open 

water spaces127. 

Despite being seen to have a significant impact on the spatial practices of runners 

(Giles 2016), it was refreshing to discover that gender had almost no significant 

impact on the spatial practices of triathletes in this survey. On the other hand, age 

did appear to have some sort of bearing, primarily reflecting the relationship between 

age and the tendency to live in urban or rural areas. Younger respondents lived 

closer to gyms128, public parks129 and cycle paths130, whereas older triathletes had a 

short distance to reach trails and country roads, reflecting the younger population 

that characterises urban areas, and the tendency to move to rural areas later in one’s 

life (Office for National Statistics 2017). This relationship between age and access to 

primarily rural, unspecialised training locations was evident in that more experienced 

triathletes – who were significantly more likely to be older131 – lived closer to lakes 

and trails132.  

 
120 X2 df(1) = 7.374; p = 0.007. 
121 X2 df(1) = 10.512; p = 0.001. 
122 X2 df(1) = 9.284; p = 0.002. 
123 X2 df(1) = 4.866; p = 0.027. 
124 X2 df(16) = 27.759; p = 0.034. 
125 X2 df(6) = 18.538; p = 0.005. 
126 X2 df(6) = 15.662; p = 0.016. 

127 X2 df(24) = 47.396; p = 0.003. 
128 X2 df(3) = 35.376; p = 0.000. 
129 X2 df(3) = 9.297; p = 0.026. 
130 X2 df(3) = 21.844; p = 0.009. 
131 X2 df(6) = 15.343; p = 0.018. 
132 X2 df(2) = 16.665; p = 0.000. 
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Proximity to and quality of certain locations occasionally had an influence on either 

amplifying or reducing the impact of barriers to triathlete’s leisure practices. For 

example, those living further from country roads were more likely to cite a lack of 

confidence as a barrier133, whereas work commitments were less prevalent among 

those living close to residential areas134. Section 6.2.4.1 demonstrates how 

confidence can be a barrier to country road use, and an increased amount of 

distance required to get to these areas contributes further to this restricting nature of 

confidence. In contrast, Section 6.2.3.2 also highlights the convenience of residential 

areas for maximising the efficiency of physical activity, which has a clear impact on 

reducing the degree to which work commitments are considered a barrier amongst 

participants.  

One of the most notable social barriers to access was the perception of safety 

attributed with certain spaces, which Winters et al. (2012) suggested can have a 

substantial impact on mobile behaviours. Survey respondents pointed towards the 

inherent sense of danger often attributed to cycle lanes, commenting on the dangers 

of busy roads and the lack of safe cycle infrastructure and general consideration for 

cyclists. The popularity of bicycle-based commuting has meant that cycling has been 

the focus of a greater number of policy interventions than other forms of active 

mobility (Department for Transport 2017; Golbuff and Aldred 2012), yet there have 

been limited examples of transportation institutions catering for the needs of leisure 

mobilities. Generally, Great Britain remains a society that is “socially and spatially 

dominated by motor vehicles to the detriment of other road users” and “likely to 

generate essentialised and stigmatised cyclist identities” (Aldred 2013: 253). Cycling 

facilities are often designed as an afterthought and ineffectively integrated into 

existing motor-dominant transport systems, hence why spaces such as cycle lanes 

and country roads are used as bridges to more appropriate locations. This cultural 

position of leisure cycling and dissatisfaction with cycle lanes among British 

triathletes reflects the outlying connection between cycle lane proximity and 

regularity of use apparent in Table 6.2. 

 
133 X2 df(3) = 10.494; p = 0.015. 134 X2 df(1) = 6.781; p = 0.009. 
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Table 6.2 - Comparison of regularity of use and proximity of training locations by 

rank. Source: Own survey 2018 (n=591).  

 Regularity of use 

(ranked by mean) 

Travel time 

(ranked by mean) 

Swimming pool 1 8 

Residential areas 2 1 

Country roads 3 2 

Gyms 4 4 

Public parks 5 5 

Trails/off-road areas 6 6 

Leisure centres 7 7 

Cycle paths 8 3 

Athletics tracks 9 9 

Lakes/reservoirs 10 10 

The sea 11 11 

In comparison to cycling, running mobility has rarely been considered in the design 

of everyday shared spaces, and therefore, with the exception of athletics tracks, 

takes place in a variety of semi- and unspecialised spaces (See Figure 6.2). To the 

casual observer, it could be suggested that runners are in essence ‘faster 

pedestrians’ and can therefore achieve fluid mobility using spaces specifically 

designed for typical pedestrians. However, what has become clear from work by 

Giles (2016) and Ettema (2016) is that the specificity of physical activity practices 

such as running, mean that pedestrian-designed spaces are not necessarily 

conducive to positive mobility experiences. For example, Ettema (2016: 1144) 

contends: 
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Mixed land use, presence of facilities, and high density stimulate walking 

but likely reduce attractiveness for running because they cause many 

interactions with other road users and do not allow runners to maintain 

their momentum. 

Simply, physical activity-related mobility cannot be easily grouped together with 

other forms of mobility when concerning design provision of health-enabling spaces 

(Giles 2016). Instead, approaches to create effective environments to encourage 

physical activity practices should integrate the knowledge and practices of cyclists, 

runners and other mobile groups during the planning process. 

6.4.  Conclusion 

To date, the spaces where physical activity takes place and the characteristics of 

these spaces that make them conducive to different activities have received limited 

attention (Das and Horton 2012). Unlike most forms of sport and physical activity, 

triathlon takes place in a range of different locations, for a variety of different reasons.  

Through the development of a conceptual continuum on the specialisation of 

triathlon training locations, this chapter has emphasised the importance of 

specialisation of training sites on triathletes’ temporal and spatial triathlon practices. 

Increasing degrees of specialisation bring with them increasing restrictions in terms 

of social access – specifically in relation to cost of access, time limitations and 

eligibility restrictions – and accordingly, triathletes were more likely to make use of 

the more easily accessible, yet less predictable, unspecialised and semi-specialised 

public spaces. In addition, triathletes’ utilisation of specialised, semi-specialised and 

unspecialised indoor and outdoor locations was significantly influenced by a range of 

factors, including level of experience, type of engagement, choice of triathlon event, 

different barriers to participation, and markers of social difference such as age, 

income and gender. In order to entice people to participate in triathlon, to ensure 

their involvement continues, and to encourage physical activity more generally, it is 

important to remain attentive to the characteristics of spaces that are preferential or 

disadvantageous for exercise practices (Deelen et al. 2019). 
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Drawing on the ideas of Warn and Witherick (2003), this chapter has also discussed 

issues regarding the accessibility of training locations, with a particular emphasis on 

provision, proximity and social access. The findings highlight the importance of 

provision and proximity for encouraging regular use of different training locations, 

whilst also emphasising the risks of over-restricting access to more specialised 

facilities. Social difference has a significant impact on triathletes’ tendency to utilise 

different training spaces, primarily concerning age and income. Confidence also 

emerged as a notable social factor influencing triathletes’ locational geographies, 

with less experienced triathletes avoiding more unpredictable, uncontrolled locations 

(such as country roads and lakes), whereas more experienced triathletes embrace 

them. 
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7. The Social World of Triathlon 

Triathlon, at first, can seem lonely, as the sport is a solitary endeavour 

most of the time - you swim alone, you run alone, and apart from a few 

exceptions you ride alone. However, there is a strong community within 

triathlon, one with particularly great camaraderie (Edwards 2001: 289). 

The previous two empirical chapters have begun to reveal the nuanced nature of 

triathlon engagement in Great Britain, highlighting the array of individuals who make 

up the triathlon community and their unique practices (Chapter 5), in addition to 

developing a better understanding of the locational geographies of triathletes’ 

everyday involvement, exploring the socioeconomical, cultural and physical 

characteristics of triathlon-enabling spaces and how accessibility is crucial for 

triathletes’ ability to utilise these spaces (Chapter 6). This third empirical chapter 

seeks to extend this understanding further by using the conceptual framework of 

‘social worlds’ proposed by Unruh (1980) and later specifically adapted to amateur 

sport by Shipway et al. (2012) to delve deeper into the intricacies of the social 

practices of the wider triathlon community and its many localised sub-worlds. Using a 

combination of quantitative and qualitative analysis, this chapter addresses a gap in 

the literature surrounding the social aspects of contemporary amateur sport, arguing 

that the activity of triathlon has an active, dynamic and meaningful social world 

operating closely together with an expanding and increasingly interconnected virtual 

world.  

Social worlds are highly dynamic ‘universes of discourse’ that emerge around 

shared cultures, activities and practices. These large units of social organisation 

consist of the actors, organisations, events and practices associated with a particular 

social field or personal network, and emerge as a result of the collective efforts of its 

members to create, distribute and evaluate said social object (Unruh, 1980). As a 

result of the changing nature of society in modern times, social worlds are 

constituted by diverse networks (Castells 2000) and emerge in relation to a variety of 

interests, experiences, technologies and lifestyles. This chapter builds upon previous 
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studies exploring the relationship between serious leisure activities and social life to 

develop a more detailed understanding of the sport of triathlon in Great Britain. 

The concept of the ‘social world’ has been applied to a wide variety of different 

contexts within the social sciences and beyond, yet there is a scarcity of work that 

explores the intricacies of the triathlon social world and its importance to the sport 

within the context of Great Britain. Previous work has also provided limited insight 

into the inherent geographies of social worlds, notably the physical and digital sites 

where actors coalesce, interact, and co-produce sporting social worlds. Responding 

to calls for a better understanding of the intricacies of leisure activities (Duncan, 

2017), this research builds on previous conceptualisations of endurance sport social 

worlds and considers triathlon as a similar, yet notably distinct, activity with its own 

unique social world. It is important to be attentive to the subtlety of how sociality now 

animates individuals’ exercise, particularly at a time when an increasing number of 

individuals perform their exercise alone (Hitchings and Latham 2017). Responding to 

calls from Shipway et al. (2012), this research focusses on the experiences of active 

triathletes within the East Midlands and across the UK to untangle the relationship 

between an individual activity like triathlon and its collective ‘social’ world.  

The following chapters draw upon quantitative and qualitative insights to investigate 

the unique constellation of actors, events, practices and organisations that coalesce 

to form the triathlon social world (Unruh 1980). The first section (7.1) introduces the 

concept of the triathlon social world, detailing how this research builds-upon and 

contributes to the academic literature surrounding the social geography of physical 

activity. Using a combination of observation and interview data, Section 7.2 analyses 

the importance of triathlon clubs as sites with the potential to support, expand and 

redefine the triathlon social world, specifically focusing on the benefits of club 

membership, knowledge sharing processes, the importance of volunteering (for both 

individuals and the social world as a whole), social networks and social relationships, 

and the various ‘places’ of the social world. Following this, Section 7.3 will focus on 

the unique ethos associated with triathlon involvement with an emphasis on 

respondents’ perceptions of the ‘triathlete identity’ and the associated importance of 

symbolic capital among triathlon participants.  
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7.1.  The multi-scalar social world concept 

Through a detailed analysis of the profiles and practices of British triathletes, 

Chapter 5 has made a strong case for the consideration of triathlon as a form of 

serious leisure. Participants demonstrate a significant degree of commitment, 

perseverance and effort and refer to several durable benefits of their triathlon 

engagement – all key characteristics of serious leisure activities (Stebbins, 1992). In 

addition to these individual characteristics, it would be reasonable to assume that 

triathlon as a serious leisure activity also possesses its own social world 

characterised by a unique ethos and social identity that are shared by its members: 

One of the characteristics of any serious leisure activity is the social world 

that develops over time as a consequence of sustained participation by 

enthusiasts in that activity (Shipway et al. 2012: 260). 

Social worlds are highly dynamic ‘universes of discourse’ that emerge around 

shared cultures, activities and practices. These large units of social organisation 

consist of the actors, organisations, events and practices associated with a particular 

social field, and emerge as a result of the collective efforts of its members to create, 

distribute and evaluate said social world (Unruh, 1980). As a result of the changing 

nature of society in modern times, social worlds emerge in relation to a variety of 

interests, experiences, technologies and lifestyles. The concept of the ‘social world’ 

has been applied to a wide variety of different contexts within the social sciences and 

beyond. Academics have drawn upon the concept of social worlds to better 

understand the communities associated with barbershop quartets (Stebbins, 1996), 

chess (Fine, 2015), white water kayaking (Whiting et al. 2011), serious yoga 

(Patterson et al. 2016) and distance running (Shipway et al. 2012), amongst other 

interests. Yet, triathlon – a sport with an active, thriving and distinct community – has 

received limited attention from a social worlds perspective, especially within the 

context of Great Britain, where it is estimated that more than 160,000 people take 

part in the sport (MultiSport Research 2019). 

This research builds on previous conceptualisations of sporting social worlds, 

particularly insights into the distance running social world (Shipway et al., 2012) and 
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considers triathlon as a similar, yet notably distinct, activity with its own social world. 

Like distance running, the degree of commitment, passion and self-motivation 

required in triathlon, in addition to the potential for significant achievement and 

sacrifice shared by its members, results in an associated social world that is often 

more important to its affiliates than other social groups, such as work colleagues or 

other hobbies (Shipway et al., 2012). As Robinson et al. (2014) argue, sporting social 

worlds provide important opportunities for interaction, socialising, and the creation of 

communities bound by a shared dedication and effort which characterise 

involvement in the sport. However, in contrast to social worlds associated with 

activities such as football or cheerleading, triathlon as an activity is a primarily 

individual activity, with the majority of one’s training being performed alone. 

However, as this chapter will demonstrate, triathlon is inherently about an identifiable 

wider group culture and the social connections it enables are often stronger than in 

many other activities (Hitchings and Latham 2017): 

Serious leisure, as a meaningful, committed and engaging form of leisure 

activity, leads to a greater immersion within the social world and produces 

a stronger and more valued social identity for these participants (Green 

and Jones 2005). 

Previous studies have identified that physical activities have become much more 

than just individual pursuits to improve an individual’s fitness levels. Instead, activities 

like running and cycling provide participants with the opportunity to develop a 

socially-important identity that positions them within a meaningful wider group 

culture (Hitchings and Latham 2017). The following chapter aims to shed light on the 

process of developing a meaningful identity through triathlon engagement, to 

highlight the importance of this identity within the context of the social world, and to 

emphasise how the development of this identity is an inherently social process 

closely tied to involvement, social ties and certain places, rather than based purely 

on athletic ability. 

Sport enables individuals to develop social capital in the forms of networks with 

like-minded individuals, build stronger social and community links, achieve a sense of 

belonging and increase their appreciation of the area in which they live (DCMS 
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2015). Accordingly, building on the discussions of Chapter 6, this chapter will explore 

the interconnections between place and social worlds within the context of triathlon, 

a sport which is inherently tied to, and manifests itself in mobility within various 

places. Triathlon is an inherently individual activity performed in a wide variety of 

geographical locations (see Chapter 6), but like many organised social worlds, has 

some form of geographical dimension with centres and peripheries (Unruh 1980). 

The triathlon social world is multi-scalar and is both spatially identifiable whilst at the 

same time spatially ambiguous (Strauss 1978). This chapter builds upon previous 

studies exploring the relationship between serious leisure activities and social worlds 

to develop a more detailed understanding of triathlon in Great Britain.  

Consisting of a traditional social element and an increasingly prevalent virtual 

component, the triathlon social world manifests at a range of scales, bound by a 

shared interest and involvement in the sport. Unruh (1980) refers to four scales of 

social world analysis (see Figure 7.1), ranging from an investigation into 

national/international social world systems to the intricacies of locally situated sub-

worlds.  

At its largest scale, the triathlon social world exists internationally, with triathlon 

events taking place on all seven continents, albeit disproportionately concentrated in 

the Global North. Subworlds and micro-scale social circles are seen to embody the 

same processes, characteristics and structures associated with larger social worlds:  

social worlds are ultimately reducible to amalgams of subworlds and social 

circles (Unruh 1980: 285).  

The focus of the quantitative phase of this research project has been on the triathlon 

social world within Great Britain, arguably an example of a dispersed social world 

which reflects a multitude of sub-worlds. Whereas the qualitative elements of this 

study focus predominantly on the intricacies of the triathlon sub-worlds surrounding 

two clubs in the East Midlands covering a level of analysis somewhere between 

regional and local social worlds. The interactions between these various scales of the 

social world system are relational in the sense that the expectations and ethoses 

associated with the wider social world have a direct impact on the practices and 

expectations of local sub-worlds, whilst simultaneously the sub-world has its own role 
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in (re)producing these norms and propagating them to regional social worlds and 

beyond. Lamont and Ross (2019) comment on his relationship between the various 

scales of the social world, stating that: 

Members of sub-worlds share an overarching interest with members of a 

broader social world, though they are identifiable by nuanced norms and 

values that distinguish a smaller group within the social world (Lamont and 

Ross 2019: 342). 

 

Figure 7.1 - Scales of social world analysis (Adapted from Unruh 1980: 287). 

Social worlds consist of actors, events, practices and organisations centred around 

a common sphere of interest. What makes each social world unique and clearly 

distinguishable from one another is the composition of these four groups and the 

interactions between them. Drawing on Unruh’s (1980) theoretical framework, the 

structure of the triathlon social world can be described as follows:  
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¶ Actors – Anyone who engages in, or is loosely connected to, the sport of 

triathlon: insiders, regulars, occasional participants, outsiders. 

¶ Practices – The acts of those involved within the social world (inclusive of 

training, competition, and socialising). 

¶ Events – The wide-variety of occurrences that bring together individuals from 

the social world: not limited to competitive events, can also include training 

sessions and social events. 

¶ Organisations – The series of institutional entities which enable the social 

world to function. 

Figure 7.2 provides a very basic overview of the entities and shared qualities which 

characterise the structure of the triathlon social world. Of course, the triathlon social 

world is a significantly more complex phenomenon. However, visualising key 

components in this way helps to emphasise how this constellation individuals, 

institutions, practices, and events come together to form this complex unit of social 

organisation (Unruh 1980). 

 

Figure 7.2 - The Triathlon Social World (Adapted from Unruh 1980). 

Drawing upon Unruh’s (1980) conceptualisation of social worlds, actors in the 

context of triathlon refer to the individuals engaged in, or connected with, the activity, 

inclusive of committed insiders, loosely-related outsiders and everyone in-between. 
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This broad definition encompasses professional athletes, casual participants, those 

responsible for the organisation of clubs, events and facilities, and even those 

spectating at events or producing the equipment or clothing used by triathletes. This 

array of actors involvement within sporting social worlds is aptly summarised by 

Shipway et al.’s (2012) typology that visualises actors’ varying degrees of 

engagement within the distance running social world (Figure 2.2). Lamont and Ross 

(2019) discuss how characteristics such as length of involvement, the extent to which 

actors express the community’s norms and ethos, and accrued cultural capital, all 

contribute to actors positioning on the hierarchy of social world involvement. 

Those in the heart of the triathlon social world – the experienced insiders – are 

characterised by total-life round involvement in the world, playing a crucial role in 

recruitment, event and club organisation, knowledge dissemination and the social 

functioning of the triathlon community. The regulars - habitual committed participants 

- encompass the majority of members of the social world, they identify with the world 

and integrate the world into their everyday lives (Shipway et al. 2012). ‘Occasional’ 

participants – or ‘strangers’ – are characterised by a lower degree of commitment 

and only remain invested in the world of triathlon until it no longer offers enjoyment, 

social status or diversion. The final group, the ‘sporting outsiders’, have a limited 

awareness of the culture, practices or collective experiences of the social world, and 

may not even participate (Unruh 1980). References to these categories of 

involvement will be made throughout the following chapter.  

The conceptual frameworks of social worlds (Unruh 1980) and serious leisure 

(Stebbins 1992) have previously been identified as useful analytical tools to explore 

the experiences of triathletes (McCarville 2007), yet there is a scarcity of work that 

explores the intricacies of the triathlon social world and its importance to the sport 

within the context of Great Britain. In addition, previous work has provided limited 

insight into the inherent geographies of triathletes’ social worlds, notably the physical 

and digital sites where actors coalesce, interact, and co-produce sporting social 

worlds. As discussed by Dawson and Jöns (2018), actor-network theory has brought 

an explicit emphasis on the constitutive role of the built environment and other 

materialities for human practices and social interactions to research across the social 
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sciences, which means that the important role of the material constitution of the 

triathlon sporting world and its multi-scalar geographies need to be added to Unruh’s 

(1980) earlier concept of the social world when aiming at a more comprehensive 

understanding of the nature of sports such as triathlon.  Moreover, there is the 

paradox to explore that the level of dedication and effort required to engage in such 

a serious pursuit as triathlon results in a social world that is characterised by a 

passionate community with a shared ethos, while at the same time a significant 

number of those aligned to the world perform the majority of their training alone. 

Accordingly, this chapter aims to address these shortcomings through an 

investigation into the actors, events, practices and organisations which form the 

triathlon social world, with a particular emphasis on identity development, the 

acquisition of social capital, and the spatialities of the triathlon social world, whereas 

Chapter 8 discusses the digital aspects of contemporary social worlds. Using the 

insights gained from participant observation with two triathlon clubs in the East 

Midlands and semi-structured interviews with their members, this research 

emphasises the continued importance of triathlon clubs for allowing access to the 

social world, acting as spatial and social ‘communication centres’ (Unruh 1980: 283) 

for the patchwork of subworlds that collectively form the wider social world. The 

chapter also discusses the importance and meaning of sporting-identities and how 

the process of developing and expressing these identities are integral to the 

operation of the triathlon social world. Finally, the following discussion touches on an 

integral dimension of sporting social worlds, volunteering.  

7.2.  The role of triathlon clubs 

I think it would be a pretty foolhardy person that doesn’t take the 

opportunity to join their local tri club and get the benefits of knowledge, 

help and support, as well as the opportunity for friends (Wes, M, 60-64). 

An organisation can be defined as “a group of people who work together in an 

organised way for a shared purpose” (Cambridge Dictionary 2019). In the context of 

a social world, these organisations play a vital role in facilitating the activities and 

experiences that shape and define the collective culture of the social world, acting as 
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a platform to contribute to the community. Organised sports clubs associated with a 

range of physical activities have become accepted and valued institutions within 

British sport participation, with an estimated 151,000 sports clubs across the UK 

(Sport and Recreation Alliance, 2013; see also Figure 3.4). Sports clubs bring 

together like-minded individuals around a common interest, provide less experienced 

participants with access to unique knowledges and practices associated with the 

activity, provide more experienced participants with a means of expressing their 

identity and contributing to the development of the social world, and give everyone 

the opportunity to create and maintain meaningful, lasting social relationships – 

something that should not be overlooked because of the historical significance of 

sports clubs for local communities (Baker 2017). According to a national survey in 

2018, 67% of people joining a sports club did so to benefit from the social 

opportunities available (Sport and Recreation Alliance 2018), yet this important social 

function of clubs within sporting social worlds has been largely underexplored. 

Much like within the world of distance-running, triathlon clubs are the primary 

organisational focus of the triathlon social world (Shipway et al. 2012). Governing 

bodies, event organisers and companies selling triathlon-related equipment, clothing, 

or other products can also be considered as important organisations within the wider 

social world, however, their immediate influence on the actors of the social world is 

less significant. Therefore, triathlon clubs are arguably the most important 

organisational entities within the triathlon social world. Triathlon clubs enable entry 

into the social world, facilitate meaningful social relationships and knowledge 

exchange amongst its members, they organise and provide volunteers to run 

triathlon events, and function as the key spatial and social centres of operation for 

the social world. For their members, regular and/or sustained engagement with a 

triathlon club can contribute to individuals’ sense of identity, providing them with a 

means through which to develop social and symbolic capital, and the opportunity to 

partake in a means of friendly competition, which appears to be a key attribute of the 

triathlon club dynamic. Much like communities of practice more generally, triathlon 

clubs have increasingly begun to utilise digital communication tools as a means of 

augmenting the experience of the club’s community – using digital platforms to 
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disseminate training sessions, managing administration and memberships, enabling 

socialisation and providing a virtual space for the community to thrive. 

The following section will focus on these vital organisations that form part of the 

underlying structure of the triathlon social world, concentrating on how triathlon 

clubs continue to function as key operational centres for the activities of the social 

world, despite an increasing number of triathletes performing their activity alone. 

7.2.1. Club membership 

The increasing accessibility of activities such as swimming, cycling and running, the 

decreasing barriers to entry of triathlon, the development of various technological 

aids that enable individuals to perform the training for these activities within the 

comfort of their own home, and the pervasiveness and social importance of online 

communication over the past decade have prompted a cultural shift that has meant 

that club membership is no longer a pre-requisite to social world involvement in 

triathlon. However, it would be a drastic oversight to suggest that the triathlon club is 

any less important as an organisation within the triathlon social world. Research by 

Ronkainen et al. (2014) on runners in China found that during marathon training, 

those who performed their training with a running club became progressively more 

immersed within the running social world in comparison to individual runners. The 

intense dedication and physical effort associated with triathlon involvement, and the 

ability to share this experience with others, enhances an individual’s immersion 

within the social world. This same sentiment is highlighted by Robinson et al. (2014) 

who suggest that distance runners who regularly trained in a club environment 

became increasingly intertwined with the practices and values of the social world. 

Sports clubs are one of the most immediately identifiable organisations within 

sporting social worlds according Shipway et al.’s (2012) reimagined sporting social 

world framework. These important organisations are recognised for their role in 

fostering social inclusion, facilitating community development and enabling the 

accumulation and expression of social capital (Waardenburg and Nagel 2019). Within 

triathlon, clubs are primarily volunteer-run community groups that focus on providing 

collective opportunities for training, competing, and socialising, in an effort to bring 
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together individuals with a range of abilities, motivations, and goals, but with a shared 

interest in triathlon participation. Shipway et al. (2012) argue that running clubs and 

events are key to fostering a sense of belonging, feelings of community and 

identifying locations for the sharing of experiences that are important for the creation 

of a sporting identity at an individual level and wider culture at a community scale. In 

this study 85% of survey respondents were club members, with the non-club 

members engaging significantly less regularly with training135 and competitions136. 

Club membership has the advantage of facilitating social interactions with like-

minded athletes. In this study, five key impacts of club-membership have been 

identified and will be discussed in this chapter: socialisation, identity formation, 

regularity of engagement, use of technological devices and competition. 

One characteristic of serious leisure engagement that is strongly associated with 

perceived level of association with the triathlon social world is the development of a 

meaningful sporting identity, and the aligning of oneself to the shared ethos of an 

activity. Appendix E.13 demonstrates this significant relationship between club 

membership and an individual’s tendency to identify with the sport. By providing 

structure and opportunities to learn from insiders and to share in the production and 

expression of cultural, bodily, symbolic, and social capital, triathlon clubs are an 

important site to establish or confirm such an identity: 

Following a structured training plan, participation in group training, 

immersion into the subculture language, and buying specialist equipment 

emerged as important practices linked to developing an identity narrative 

of a runner (Ronkainen et al. 2017: 6). 

Bringing together like-minded individuals around a unique shared culture 

associated with a challenging yet immensely rewarding activity creates a space for 

individuals to express themselves, and a social structure they can be a part of, 

strengthening the individual and the community in a virtuous circle (Fine 2015): 

 
135 X2 df(4) = 14.703; p = 0.005. 136 X2 df(2) = 7.670; p = 0.022. 
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The community at this club is brilliant. If people are feeling a bit negative 

or a bit down about anything or feel like they can’t do it then they might 

post something [online], and they will just get so much positive 

encouragement and reinforcement back from people. 50 people in the 

club will just say ‘you can do it’, and just give you that boost. I think here 

there’s a massive community spirit in the club, and everybody – whether 

you are an elite athlete or whether you are somebody who’s not, like me - 

you still get lots of positive reinforcement from everybody. Everyone will 

say good things about you and it’s just really encouraging (Nicole, F, 55-

59). 

Triathlon clubs enable socialisation and permit access to the triathlon community in 

a way that other organisations (e.g. Governing bodies or triathlon news websites) do 

not. Coakley (2003: 98) defines socialisation as “an active process of learning and 

social development, which occurs as we interact with one another and become 

acquainted with the social world in which we live”. The increasing pervasiveness of 

digital communication tools have increased individuals’ ability to remain in social 

contact with the triathlon community from a distance, although physical co-presence 

– achieved through attending group training, events or community events – 

continues to be an important condition for the development of meaningful social 

connections within the social world. Hitchings and Latham (2017) also argue that 

intermittent conversations during physical activity, which may have nothing to do with 

the activity in question, can form an important aspect of the exercise experience (see 

also Watson 2006; Iveson 2007). The ability to get together with like-minded 

individuals at organised club events or training sessions is an important social 

function of the triathlon club, often providing opportunities for community 

engagement that are not available to non-members. One respondent, Robert, 

summarises this social function, saying: 

If you essentially did everything by yourself, go to your own swim 

sessions, ride your own bike, and you might do a couple of triathlons, then 

you could call yourself a triathlete. But then, being involved in a club, that's 

more being part of the community (Robert, M, 35-39). 
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This sentiment aptly relates to my own experience of the triathlon social world during 

my time with the two clubs, whereby social engagement appeared to outweigh the 

importance of physical prowess or technical knowledge in the search for a sense of 

belonging in the sub-world of the triathlon club: 

Although increased triathlon skill and awareness of the norms and 

practices of triathletes did contribute to my sense of identity, it was the 

socialisation with other members and increasing familiarity with the sub-

world that had a notable impact on my sense of identity. Being engaged 

socially made it much easier to identify with the activity. This is most 

apparent now, writing this thesis at home and no longer being regularly 

socially involved with the case study clubs (Observation – 15th December 

2018). 

Another means through which the triathlon club environment can lead to a greater 

sense of involvement in the social world, is through allowing them to express physical 

and mental capital through the element of competition. One of the reoccurring 

themes during the qualitative phase of the research was the prevalence of the 

seemingly paradoxical notion of support and competition that became an expected 

and inseparable element of club engagement. Competition - primarily of a light-

hearted, friendly nature - appeared to be an important means of interaction and 

bonding amongst club members, and a way of expressing physical capital obtained 

through one’s triathlon involvement. The notion of competitiveness in the context of 

the triathlon club is generally considered as a positive influence on the community 

dynamic, encouraging members to get more out of themselves physically in training, 

whilst also creating an intimate atmosphere that was conducive to developing 

stronger connections between members: 

people work really hard and push each other, which I really like, so there’s 

a healthy competitiveness. But it’s all done in good spirit, which I think is 

fun as well (Grace, F, 40-44). 
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if you’re running with other people and you’re doing interval sessions and 

stuff, you can actually push yourself harder and maybe you shouldn’t. I 

know my husband has hurt himself before because he’s so competitive 

[laughs] (Jessica, F, 45-49) 

Attempting to integrate opportunities for positive experiences of competitiveness 

which are not counter-productive to the inclusivity and overall atmosphere of the 

group exercise dynamic can be a beneficial step to encourage members of the social 

world to form sustained and meaningful exercise practices. 

The prevalence of competitiveness was not limited to the triathlon club 

environment, or even to events where competitiveness would be expected, but in 

line with the ever-increasing virtual aspect of triathlon engagement, competitive 

tendencies regarding physical performances have become more commonplace 

across digital platforms (Westlake 2020). Connected devices and socially orientated 

activity logging platforms are increasingly playing a role in enabling the expression of 

individuals’ competitive tendencies even when training alone, because this is 

possible through the use of gamification functions and the ability to compare one’s 

activity with others in extensive detail (Barratt 2017). This clear and growing digital 

element to competition which has become an important practice amongst the 

population of the triathlon social world will be explored further in Chapter 8. 

One element that had a significant impact on individuals’ sense of involvement 

within the social world, and possibly the key factor determining whether an individual 

was more of an ‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ to the triathlon social world, was the regularity 

of their engagement with the triathlon club’s activities in combination with their level 

of experience in the sport. It was the regularity of my own engagement with the case 

study clubs, more than anything else, which contributed to my growing sense of 

belonging to the triathlon social world: 
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This, along with the encouragement from others during the running 

session were my first real experiences of encouragement and support 

from the triathlon community, and I believe this was partly influenced by 

my more regular presence and engagement with the group, and by being 

proactive in getting to know many of the regular members (Observation – 

19th June 2018) 

In addition to regularity, triathlon experience appeared to provide respondents with a 

sense of confidence and an increased likelihood of sharing knowledge with other 

members, which increased their tendency to identify with the activity and to signal 

themselves as more of an insider (Unruh 1980). Experience in this context was not 

necessarily associated with physical prowess or athletic experience, but instead 

would often relate to experience of the practices, politics and community of the club 

itself, enabling them to take on the role of a community insider, guiding and 

supporting less experienced members and playing a crucial role in the organisation 

of group activities. Margot, who was volunteering as the chair of TTC triathlon club 

during the interview stage, commented on how her wealth of experience and position 

within the triathlon community was central to her sense of belonging: 

Probably because I’ve been doing it so long that I’ve got a certain amount 

of experience and knowledge. I know lots of people in the triathlon 

community, and I suppose a key part of it as well is then now that I’m so 

heavily involved in the club, that makes me feel like a really integrated part 

of it (Margot, F, 40-44). 

Similarly, several members expressed their ‘insider’ status by sharing training tips 

and advice with myself and other members during training and even on the club’s 

Facebook page: 

The swimming session was another straight swimming session this week, 

hard work again. Both Edward and Oscar were coaching again this week. 

Between some of the swimming reps, Edward was giving me advice on 

how to improve my swimming stoke, after noticing some elements that 

were inefficient or slowing me down (Observation – 3rd July 2020). 
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A number of existing research studies have commented on the important role of 

event completion on individuals’ sense of identification with a particular serious 

leisure activity (Green and Jones 2005; Lamont et al. 2014; Shipway and Jones 

2008). Conversations with interviewees reinforced this point, but also emphasised 

how club membership underpinned this sense of identification with the triathlon 

community: 

you’d then probably have to do lots of races to feel like you’re part of a 

triathlon community, and start seeing the same people at events. I think it 

must be very hard to do it without, I don’t think I could do it without being 

a member of a club (Nicole, F, 55-59). 

Whereas events are important sites for the development and display of the 

triathlete identity, triathlon clubs offer a more regular means of communication and 

involvement with the same group of individuals. Social connections at events are 

typically more fleeting, formed through a shared appreciation of the commitment and 

challenge associated with triathlon and through temporary geographical proximity. 

One theme regarding event participation that was commonplace amongst 

respondents was their role as an occasion through which to obtain markers of 

subcultural capital – including finisher medals and t-shirts, other memorabilia and 

valuable experiences – which are a means of signifying membership to the triathlon 

social world (Shipway et al. 2012). Events took on an increasingly important role as a 

means of signalling members belonging to the sub-world and for cultivating their 

social connections when attendance at the event was as part of their triathlon club, 

particularly when involvement centred around performing a volunteering role (see 

Section 7.2.3). 

7.2.2. Sharing knowledge 

Like any serious leisure activity, gaining experience and developing competence 

involves the accumulation of activity-specific knowledge. In triathlon, information to 

enable individuals to increase their capability and understanding of the activity and 

its associated community can be obtained through a range of sources, including, but 

not limited to other triathletes, online forums, books, podcasts, through spectating at 
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events, and social media. Sharing knowledge primarily took place within the triathlon 

club environment (both via face-to-face interaction and on their social media 

platforms). Triathlon knowledge is also regularly disseminated by governing bodies 

(e.g British Triathlon, Triathlon England), triathlon magazines (e.g. 220 triathlon) and 

through media outlets (Global Triathlon Network on Youtube). Through the 

distribution of this triathlon relevant knowledge, these platforms become important 

organisations within the triathlon social world.  

72% of respondents agreed that other triathletes were an important source of 

triathlon-related knowledge, with club members being significantly more likely to 

agree with this statement than non-members137. Therefore, triathlon clubs are clearly 

an important site for the dissemination and sharing of triathlon-related behaviours 

and practices. Insiders to the triathlon social world are important actors in the 

process of disseminating their knowledge, experiences, tips, and guidance and on to 

other members of the community. This knowledge could be associated with training, 

competing, preparing, managing triathlon against other responsibilities, spatial 

knowledges of local training areas, and even advice that extends beyond triathlon. 

This knowledge transfer is a two-way process of learning and giving advice, which 

contributes to insiders’ and outsiders’ identity and sense of involvement with the 

triathlon social world. Through the organisation of the triathlon club, sharing 

knowledge takes place in two main ways: face-to-face exchanges and on digital 

platforms. 

Within triathlon clubs there are often people with varying levels of experience and 

involvement, combined with a supportive atmosphere, which in turn creates an 

effective atmosphere for the dispersal of triathlon-related knowledge. More 

experienced or involved members could be considered as ‘subject experts’ through 

the wealth of their achievements, experiences or longevity in the activity. The 

importance of knowledge sharing and guidance from other members facilitated by 

club membership should not be overlooked. Often this process involves an 

 
137 X2 df(1) = 29.432; p = 0.000. 
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experienced insider to the triathlon social world passing knowledge to less 

experienced members:  

[T]riathlon is quite complicated when you first start doing it. How do you 

put your trainers on when you’ve got wet feet? Getting all of the tips and 

turning up at events and knowing other people there is a really big thing. 

Having experts in the club, especially doing the longer events. You know, 

you could just ask Oscar [TTC Coach] anything, because he’s always 

done it. And just not being a big thing to ask anybody anything it the 

biggest thing I think (Sophie, F, 40-44) 

I think it’s the experience, learning, sharing. So in return I’ve helped 

people who, you can see it at the beginning, they might be nervous about 

the swim, or the water might be cold, and so I use my experience to help 

pass on some tips to help them overcome. You can learn, no matter what 

level, there is always some learning two-ways (Wes, M, 60-64). 

The importance of the triathlon club as a site for the distribution of triathlon-related 

knowledge was emphasised by Craig, who despite having been involved with 

triathlon for seven years, suggested that he had learned significantly more in the past 

12 months after making the decision to join Riderby Triathlon last year. Speaking to 

one of the swimming coaches during my brief time with Swimbourne Triathlon Club 

was my first experience of how freely this exchange of knowledge occurred in the 

club environment: 

Bella (swimming coach) then went on to say that coming along before 

sessions and speaking to other members was a really great way to learn 

more about the sport, including unique knowledges to help with training, 

events, and time management. One example she highlighted was putting 

talcum powder into cycling shoes during a race so that after finishing the 

swim and transitioning to the bike with wet feet, that it would help to dry 

them and prevent blistering (Observation – 14th June 2018).  

Face-to-face communication during regular training sessions was an effective 

mechanism for the dissemination of triathlon-related knowledges amongst members, 



282 

 

although this was not the only site for knowledge exchange. Another way in which 

this process took place was via social media platforms such as Facebook: 

If I’ve got a particular question then it’s a good way of getting hold of the 

club. Like the other week, I needed physio on my shoulder, so I put a post 

up saying, ‘any recommendations for local physios?’, and got about 20 

recommendations within about half an hour – so that stuff works really well 

(Oliver, M, 25-29). 

This process of knowledge sharing appeared to be the primary function of triathlon 

club’s Facebook pages, with training tips, race reports, motivational comments, 

inspirational content, event and equipment recommendations, alongside more 

generic guidance and support being uploaded to the club’s dashboard multiple times 

each day.  

Traditional exchange of knowledge within the social worlds of sport and physical 

activity were much more reliant on face-to-face interaction. Whereas in our modern 

digitised society, where up-to-date information is accessible at almost anytime, 

anywhere, on any digital device for anyone, physical presence is no longer a pre-

requisite for acquiring advice, guidance and support. Physical presence does 

continue to play an important role in relation to other aspects of social world 

operation (8.2.2). Figure 7.3 demonstrates the important role of these digital 

platforms as valuable knowledge exchange centres within the triathlon social world, 

highlighting the degree of engagement and support available from a club with only 

~80 active members. It is this level of interaction, flexibility, convenience, ease of 

disseminating knowledge and the ability to signal one’s membership to the subworld 

that have made socially-enabled digital platforms so central to the structure of 

contemporary social worlds.   
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Figure 7.3 - Example of knowledge exchange through triathlon club's Facebook 
group. 

The impact of these digital communication platforms within the triathlon social 

world was not limited to the role of triathlon clubs’ Facebook pages. In her study of 

the impact of technology within the sport of running, Little (2017) suggests that one 
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of the key benefits of social media usage was the support and information provided 

by the running community. The same is true for triathlon, whereby a wealth of other 

digital forums bound by a shared interest in the activity of triathlon - such as event-

specific or region-specific Facebook pages, training advice forums, and triathlon-

based Instagram accounts – enable dispersed individuals to benefit from the wealth 

of relevant knowledge associated with the wider social world without the need for 

physical presence. One interviewee commented on the importance of a particular 

speciality group which enabled access to advice that was not easily accessible 

through other channels. 

I’m also part of a ladies only Facebook group, triathlon group, which has 

been fantastic. Because there has been no question that you can’t ask, 

however embarrassing it may be, however personal it may be, you can 

ask it (Betty, 35-39, F) 

Betty’s comment highlights the important role of these digital speciality groups and 

how they could be considered as valuable digital organisations within the wider 

triathlon social world, bringing together a range of individuals based on certain 

characteristics and a shared interest in triathlon. Outside of the virtual world of 

triathlon, access to this potentially sensitive information could be significantly more 

challenging, and arguably could prevent certain individuals from becoming involved 

with the sport. Therefore, one could argue that the increasing prevalence of this 

digital element of the triathlon community has contributed to the increasing 

accessibility of the sport. 

7.2.3. Volunteering 

Volunteering has largely become an integral aspect of amateur sport operation in 

Great Britain, with estimates suggesting that more than 5 million people perform 

some form of sport-related volunteering each month (Sport England 2019). British 

sport is heavily reliant on volunteer activity, yet it is important to highlight the 

reciprocal benefits of volunteering, both for the health of British sport and the 

volunteer themselves. The Sport and Recreation Alliance (2018) identify a number of 

motivations behind undertaking these altruistic roles, including: a passion for the 

sport, the ability to give something back to the community, supporting a family 
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member, to remain involved without physically ‘taking part’, and as a valuable 

opportunity for social interaction.  

Triathlon in this sense is no different. The organisation and operation of clubs, 

events and coaching are built upon a significant base of active volunteers. The 

centrality of volunteering to triathlon was recognised by the majority of triathletes, 

with several interviewees sharing the opinion of Rachel: 

Interviewer: Do you think volunteering is important within triathlon? 

Rachel: Well it wouldn’t happen without it would it? I mean you wouldn’t 

have clubs. You wouldn’t have races. You wouldn’t have anything. 

Triathlon clubs are the organisations at the centre of this growing body of 

volunteers, offering members the opportunity to engage in a wide variety of voluntary 

roles, including but not limited to triathlon coaching, event stewarding, club finance 

and administration, and even providing transportation for family/friends who are 

members of the club (Figure 7.4).  

 

Figure 7.4 - Average number of volunteers per club in various roles (Adapted from 
British Triathlon 2020b: 7). 
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Despite a wealth of research that explores the importance of volunteering within a 

variety of sporting contexts including international mega-events such as the 

Olympics (Wilks 2014) and the Football World Cup (Baum and Lockstone 2007) but 

also small-scale community events such as parkrun (Hindley 2018; Wiltshire and 

Stevinson 2018) and local sport clubs events (Coleman 2002), there is a notable lack 

of insight into the vital role of volunteers to sustain the social world of triathlon. It is 

widely accepted that volunteering is essential for reducing the financial demands of 

physical activity engagement (Nichols and Ojala 2009; Wiltshire and Stevinson 2018), 

however, the potential of volunteering opportunities to aid the development of 

sporting identities, particularly within the heavily volunteer-reliant sport of triathlon, is 

currently absent from academic discussion.  

At its base, the sport of triathlon is inherently community-driven, with the majority of 

administrative and coaching positions at triathlon clubs being occupied by 

volunteers. The presence of numerous vital volunteer-based roles at both triathlon 

events and triathlon clubs cement them as important spaces for identity development 

and subcultural expression within the triathlon social world. Through the provision of 

opportunities to actively contribute to the smooth running and success of both clubs 

and events, triathletes benefit from the ability to express altruistic tendencies and 

demonstrate their active role in supporting the wider social world of triathlon. 

Stevinson et al. (2015) argue that these opportunities to contribute to community 

events is a key contributor to the incredible success of the parkrun movement, 

providing an opportunity for participants to ‘give back’ to the running community. In 

this sense, the provision of volunteering opportunities offers reciprocal benefits: a 

low-cost form of labour to keep down the cost for participants, whilst at the same 

time, contributing prospects for identity development and social world engagement 

(Stevinson et al. 2015). Stebbins (1996) refers to these two motives as ‘volunteering 

as altruism’ and ‘volunteering as self-interestedness’. Analysis of survey data 

indicated a strong relationship between engaging in volunteer roles, and 

respondents’ tendency to identify with the activity, emphasising the importance of 

these roles for developing a sense of belonging in the triathlon community by 

emphasising individuals’ desire to contribute to the running of the sport. Volunteering 
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in sport is largely recognised as a valuable opportunity for social interaction (Morris 

and Scott 2018; Sharman et al. 2018) and many of these available roles involve being 

a point of contact (event marshal, membership secretary), or a source of information 

(coach, event organiser), increasing the likelihood of interacting with individuals from 

the triathlon community, thus expanding one’s social network of triathletes within the 

social world. Speaking to triathletes during the qualitative interview phase reinforced 

these findings: 

being a triathlete is one thing, being part of the community is helping out 

in a club, helping to coach the kids, supporting at races, getting to know 

the different people (George, M, 40-44). 

Clearly there are a substantial array of benefits that encourage triathletes to invest 

their time into volunteering roles in addition to, or in place of, training and events. 

However, what became apparent during the qualitative phase of the research was 

the complex relationship between deciding to volunteer and an inherent obligation to 

take on these responsibilities.  

One of the most regular opportunities for volunteering identified by triathletes are 

the public parkrun events, where organisers and marshals are needed on a weekly 

basis. In parkrun, feeling a sense of debt to volunteers and other runners, and the 

unwritten sense of a need for reciprocation is an important aspect of why parkrun 

can run as a volunteer-managed event (Wiltshire and Stevinson 2018). This feeling of 

obligation was evident among interviewees, with George – an insider to the triathlon 

social world – stating “I think that for triathlon as it is, if you really enjoy it, and you 

get a lot out of it, then you should give back” (George, M, 40-44). The role of 

volunteering within serious leisure activities is significant, for it allows actors to 

simultaneously continue engaging in a serious leisure activity whilst making valuable 

contributions to the functioning of the wider community (Stebbins 1996). 

Volunteering also offers triathletes the opportunity to get involved without the need 

for physical engagement, allowing those who are not able to participate – for 

example those who are currently injured, without sufficient fitness or lacking 
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confidence - to be active members of the triathlon community, contributing to the 

operation of the social world (e.g. administrative roles, event marshalling): 

The past couple of years I’ve had a few hospital trips and had various 

operations and stuff, so my training has been really stop-start… It also 

means that sometimes I can’t. So then it’s nice to get involved in other 

ways, so marshalling is a really good way of getting involved (Victoria, F, 

35-39). 

I really enjoy doing volunteering, it does make me feel good, and it gives 

me a sense of purpose. And yeah, it’s a healthy way to spend your 

Saturday morning, rather than just lying in, you can go and help, and it’s 

nice to know that you’re helping to put the events together that you enjoy 

so much. Because without that then the events wouldn’t run (Mary, F, 30-

34). 

This sentiment was particularly relevant to triathletes who had children who also took 

part in the sport – like a substantial proportion of TTC’s members – who took 

advantage of their presence as a spectator at their children’s triathlon events to take 

on volunteering roles associated with the event. This strategy enabled individuals to 

continue to develop their sense of involvement within the triathlon social world whilst 

still being able to take on the role of being a supportive parent. 

For some, volunteering roles acted as a suitable opportunity to learn about the 

unique knowledges and norms associated with triathlon engagement and provided a 

means of entry into the triathlon social world. This sentiment was expressed by Sally, 

who stated that: 

I probably didn’t do anything for a while, because I think it was that fear 

that everyone is these super fit people, and you’re like ‘oh no I’m rubbish’ 

sort of thing. But then I volunteered at a couple of sprints first, and I 

realised actually, everyone comes in all different shapes, sizes, speeds. 

And then I think I did actually do a super sprint (Sally, F, 40-44). 

During my time conducting participant observation at TTC, I jumped on the 

opportunity to participate in a marshalling role at a children’s triathlon event 
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organised by the club. Since this was during the early stages of my community 

engagement, the experience was an integral means of signifying my intention to 

invest my own time in support of the club and triathlon community, to improve my 

awareness of the practices and ethos of triathlon engagement, and to get to know 

other active members of the club outside of the potential judgement based on my 

triathlon ability. Undertaking voluntary roles was identified by a number of 

participants as an important opportunity for social engagement, and as a means of 

developing one’s position on the continuum of involvement within the social world, 

and TTC in particular utilised a number of opportunities throughout the year to foster 

community spirit and team bonding through group volunteering events. One annual 

event that was renowned amongst the group as being a valuable social opportunity 

was the TTC feed station at the local half and full Ironman events held in the summer: 

at the Outlaw Half and the Outlaw Full we run a feed station, and it sounds 

a bit crazy but that’s a really social event for us (Margot, F, 40-44). 

But now that I’m definitely not (doing the event), we will probably do a stint 

on there. I love it because there are quite a few people from the club 

doing the race, and I know the boost it gave me going around the top of 

the lake and having all your club cheering you on (Grace, F, 40-44) 

Amongst the core members of the club, this particular event was collectively 

identified as a key part of the triathlon calendar, with a significant proportion of the 

club taking on shifts to dispense drinks, food, gels, and encouragement to 

competitors during the running portion of their race. The number of people involved, 

the length of time spent at the feed station, and the overwhelmingly positive 

atmosphere at the event created an important space for bonding around the unique 

ethos of triathlon, the ability to develop meaningful relationships with others and to 

share the visceral experiences of the competitors in the final leg of their monumental 

achievement.  

7.2.4. Social networks and friendship 

The shared interests and values, similar lifestyles and general similarities that 

characterise actors within the triathlon social world lead to the development of social 
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connections that are often stronger than those formed in the worlds associated with 

work or less committed hobbies (Nicholson and Hoye 2008). The triathlon club offers 

a supportive environment of regular community members, which are conducive to 

the development of more than temporary social connections. These ‘more than 

temporary’ connections refer to voluntary relationships that develop to something 

meaningful over time, akin to friendship or even family. These connections are 

characterised by regularity, respect, shared interests and experiences, collective 

knowledge, encouragement and emotional support, in contrast to fleeting 

relationships with other triathletes at events or interactions with other triathletes on 

online forums. Making new friends and opportunities for socialising are two of the 

most common motivations for individuals joining a sports club (Sport England 2020), 

as was evident from Nicole, who joined Transitions Tri Club in part to form new social 

connections after moving to the area: 

When I moved back to Runnington I didn’t know anybody, so from a social 

point of view, it was good to join a club and meet people. Some of the 

people I met when I joined in 2008, I’m still really good friends with now 

(Nicole, F, 55-59). 

During my time with TTC and RT, it was clear that the clubs capitalised on members’ 

desire to form and maintain social connections by providing ample opportunities for 

interaction during training sessions, organising social events, and using digital 

communication tools.  

The shared appreciation of the effort required for participation, a mutual awareness 

of the ‘journey’ of becoming a triathlete and common grounding amongst members 

who represented a wide range of degrees of involvement resulted in an inherently 

supportive atmosphere that characterised both clubs: 

I think here there’s a massive community spirit in the club, and everybody 

– whether you are an elite athlete or whether you are somebody who’s 

not, like me - you still get lots of positive reinforcement from everybody 

(Nicole, F, 55-59). 

This support that the subworld of the triathlon club can offer comprises the sharing of 

knowledge, encouragement and motivation, and can also refer to pastoral support 
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that extends far beyond the technicalities of triathlon engagement. One pertinent 

example was shared by Sarah, a full-time mother of two children who was struggling 

with her confidence and finding it challenging to balance the competing roles of 

family, work and leisure: 

This year I’ve had a challenging year in that I had a breakdown in 

February and I just wasn’t coping with anything, and it meant that I was 

struggling to do any events, because I just couldn’t cope with the stress 

and pressure of it. I reached out to the club, and the support that I got, and 

the people that had a coffee with me and told me their experiences and 

picked me back up, was incredible, absolutely incredible, and I could not 

have carried on if I hadn’t had that level of support (Sarah, F, 45-49). 

Triathlon clubs bring together a variety of individuals into a social unit where its 

importance extends beyond that of simply a group of individuals participating in 

triathlon during specific periods of time. From interviewee accounts and personal 

experiences of the triathlon club dynamic, it is clear that members, initially drawn 

together by a shared appreciation of the unique ethos of triathlon, can become a 

meaningful community unit within the triathlon social world, characterised by 

camaraderie, community spirit, support and encouragement, and friendship: 

It is more than just a group of people that train together, it is actually a 

friendship group. We will meet up outside of training and go out for food 

once every couple of weeks, on someone’s birthday we will go out for 

food. We will finish a ride, come here have coffee and cake, ride home. It’s 

so much more than just turn up doing your session. It is actually an actual 

friendship group (Louise, F, 20-24). 

For some insiders to the triathlon social world, those who dedicate a significant 

proportion of their lives to the activity and its community, the local triathlon 

community can become so integral to their social lives that they consider other 

members of the club as family.  
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When you’ve trained together, competed together, you travel together, 

you’ve gone through all these trials and tribulations. Yeah, it [the social 

connection] gets deeper, and it does become your own little triathlon 

community/family thing (Lily, F, 45-49). 

Existing research and even governing bodies have emphasised the importance of 

club membership for developing new social connections, and for enabling social 

interaction which can be paramount to individuals’ mental and social well-being 

(Shipway et al. 2012). Yet, the potential for sporting communities, particularly those 

centred around sports clubs, to enable lasting social connections whose impact 

extends far beyond the realm of the activity itself could have the potential to 

significantly boost the appeal of physical activities for those who are currently less 

physically active or seeking meaningful social interaction. 

7.2.5. The spatial centre of the social world? 

Unruh’s (1980) theory of social worlds refers to the concept of ‘communication 

centres’, which are places that can be considered as crucial to the activities and 

operation of the social world. Unruh uses the example of the world of retail liquor to 

emphasise the role of communication centres at different scales within the social 

world framework, referring to the government agencies, distribution wholesalers, and 

local bars who play an instrumental role in facilitating communication throughout the 

retail liquor community. 

Social worlds at their most abstract level are amorphous social units which are not 

subject to clear geographical boundaries. However, investigating how the triathlon 

social world manifests at a more local level, one could argue that triathlon clubs 

could be considered as geographically located communication centres that are 

central to the structure of the social world: 

 All social worlds have geographical centres of some sort, which may 

coincide with communication centres…spatial sites and components 

remain vital to understanding the structure of social worlds (Unruh 1980: 

284). 
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Whilst Unruh (1980) emphasises that the extent of a social world cannot be simply 

geographically defined, geographic space is integral to the formation and structure of 

social worlds. As suggested by Fine (2015: 135), “(s)ocial worlds also depend on 

common places”, or according to Castells’ (2000) notion of the network society, 

these are constituted by the space of places and the space of flows. 

As highlighted in Chapter 6, swimming sites often function as the key organisational 

and social foci of triathlon clubs. Swimming as an activity is significantly more 

spatially restricted than triathlon’s two other key constituent activities, and 

accordingly swimming often becomes the activity that brings together a significant 

proportion of members. Swimming, in comparison to running and cycling, also 

requires more inter-linked facilities (such as showers or a changing room), and 

managers of these sites typically capitalise on the increased length of time users 

spend in these facilities through the provision of socially enabling facilities (e.g. 

waiting rooms and cafés). These social amenities contribute to a “supportive 

infrastructure” (Fine 2015: 135) that make facilities such as leisure centres and open-

water swimming venues conducive to interaction, which is essential for the operation 

of the triathlon social world: 

The community-based sports club is often recognised as a key site for the 

development of social capital. Intergenerational ties and connections to 

place can generate a strong sense of identity and can foster practices of 

psychological and material support (Forsdike et al. 2017: 1). 

The ways in which members refer to this social centre of the triathlon club clearly 

indicates their importance, both as a meaningful site for the individuals themselves, 

but also as a common place amongst the wider triathlon community: 

The thing I liked about Riderby Triathlon was, because it’s got the Tri Base 

facility, it’s kind of got a heart to it, so there’s somewhere you go and you 

have a coffee there and you meet other club members… I think every club 

needs a base. A place where people go (Sarah, F, 45-49). 

This sentiment was particularly relevant to spaces with attributes that enabled social 

engagement (café, seating area, grassy area), and therefore emerged as key spaces 
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where the social world operates. Cafés have largely become synonymous with 

socialising, particularly in the sport of cycling, where cafés have become engrained 

within the culture of the activity (Seaton 2010). From my experience within the 

triathlon social world, the same appeared to be true, something which became very 

apparent when I sat on a bench outside of Tri Base waiting to meet an interviewee: 

The café in particular acted as a social gathering place between members 

and non-members (the triathlon community more generally), whether they 

had been swimming, indoor training, out riding, or just visiting on that day. 

(Observations – 19th August 2018) 

The café acting as a social space before, during and after various elements of 

triathletes’, swimmers’ and cyclists’ everyday training activities. In contrast, venues 

which lacked this ‘supportive infrastructure’ significantly reduced individuals’ 

tendencies to socialise with other members:  

I think Runnington leisure centre, just as a venue, isn’t brilliant for sitting 

down afterwards for coffee and that sort of thing. Here is a lot better (Tri 

Base), so Sunday’s and Wednesday’s and Monday’s you do get those 

conversations going off (Oscar, M, 50-54). 

Swimbourne didn’t really have a base like that, their base if you like was 

Mylton Leisure Centre, but then you came out the swim session and the 

café/bar was closed. There was no real motivation to sit down and get 

coke, coffee a beer, whatever. You couldn’t really sit down and have a bit 

to eat, so all of a sudden people would float off (Brian, M, 35-39). 

Beyond the spatial centre of the triathlon clubs’ activities there are a network of 

routes, training locations and other spaces which, over time, develop collective 

meaning for the members of a club through regular usage. Howe and Morris (2009) 

highlight that for members of a running club, certain routes or spaces may become 

well-established within the sub-world of the club, even to the extent where they are 

given names recognised by the community. Within the social world of distance 

running, Magnolia Road in Boulder, Colorado – affectionately referred to as ‘Mags’ – 

is internationally recognised as a sacred space within distance running culture 

(Meltzer 2010). Crouch (2000) suggests that friendships, identities and behaviours 
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are linked to particular kinds of spaces that take on distinctive features through 

practise. 

Physical spaces have always been central to the activities of communities of 

various interests, but less is understood about the increasingly important role of 

digital spaces in this regard. The improved capability and accessibility of digital 

communication tools over the last decade has transformed the underlying 

communication structure of social worlds. As these social platforms have become 

more user-friendly, readily available and ever-present means of mediated 

communication within everyday lives, digital spaces have achieved a level of social 

importance parallel to that of physical spaces. Digital platforms such as Facebook, 

Instagram, and Strava enable regular interaction and bonding between local and 

dispersed actors in the triathlon social world, also providing the ability to construct 

and nurture a sporting identity around a shared ethos, and can even lead to new 

collective understandings of and commitment to physical places (Horton and Kraftl 

2013). 

Through an in-depth exploration into the spatiality of the triathlon social world at a 

local scale, it is clear that swimming sites are key organisational and social foci of 

triathlon clubs in Great Britain, with online social platforms playing an increasingly 

integral role as a means of extending this capacity for interaction far beyond the 

spatial limitations of the physical spaces of social worlds. The extent to which certain 

sites act as spatial centres to social worlds associated with other interests, and the 

extent to which the worlds’ digital counterpart contributes to the operation of the 

social world, provide valuable insight into the workings of contemporary social 

worlds. The digital aspects of the social world will be explored further in Chapter 8. 

7.3.  Identity 

Identity refers to socially distinguishing features that a person takes pride in or 

views as unchangeable, however socially consequential (Fearon, 1999). Identity has 

become a key focus within the field of human geography, with cultural geographers 

in particular regularly engaging with questions surrounding the process of identity 

formation and the intersections between individuals’ multiple social identities 
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(Atkinson et al. 2005; Hall 1995; Katz 2008). Social studies of sport have experienced 

a similar turn towards a consideration of individuals’ identities. As studies of sport 

have shifted from an explicit focus on the physical body to the consideration of the 

social features and functions of sport, identity has emerged as an important focus 

area. MacClancey (1996) suggests that sports are recognised as “vehicles of identity 

providing people with a sense of difference and a way of classifying themselves and 

others, whether latitudinally or hierarchically”. Sport can be considered as a means 

of either solidifying an established social identity or developing a new identity, and for 

serious leisure participants, this sporting identity often intersects with other life roles, 

resulting in a tendency to shift between multiple identities (Shipway et al. 2016). 

The relative intensity of sport participation enables a realisation of achievement, 

strength and power beyond that attainable through other pursuits (Granskog 2003). 

This notion of sport participation as a means of identity development is especially 

relevant in the context of serious leisure engagement. One of the six key 

distinguishing features of any serious leisure activity is the distinctive social identity 

that has become an accepted and desired feature of the activity’s associated 

community, both personally and collectively (Getz and Andersson 2010; Stebbins 

1992): 

Serious leisure often extends into the everyday lives of participants and 

becomes part of each other’s social world. Characteristics of this 

phenomenon include a strong sense of commitment and identification with 

the leisure activity, and a sense of belonging to a social group that 

recognizes and rewards efforts of its participants (Robinson et al. 2014: 

377). 

Serious leisure can become so integral to participants’ lives that it can form the 

basis for their personal and collective identity (Getz and Andersson 2010). The 

identity obtained from a serious leisure career is of importance to participants, and 

this identity in many ways can only be sustained through continuous involvement in 

the activity’s social world (Lamont et al. 2014). The social world is typically 

meaningful to its members, providing them with a sense of communal identity that 

may not be available in less organised social groupings (Fine 2015). Lamont and 
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Ross (2019) contend that emotional attachment that can be formed through 

membership to a group can result in the development of an identity which reflects 

the unique cultural values and norms embraced by the group. Involvement in social 

worlds is voluntary, although often informally governed by the rubrics and 

expectations of the collective actors that constitute the community of the world 

(Unruh 1980). It is this set of unique norms, standards, beliefs, practices and shared 

ethos underlying the distinct identity of sporting social worlds that make them highly 

identifiable, such as in the case of marathon runners (Robinson et al. 2014). 

As suggested by Green and Jones (2005), the process of developing a sporting 

identity is not necessarily tied to a single event, rather it is an ongoing process which 

continues throughout one’s leisure career - although certain places and certain 

situations are often identified as significant steps in the identity development process 

(see Section 7.3.2). Counter to common assumptions, the fulfilment of a sporting 

identity is not necessarily associated with prowess or capability. Robinson et al. 

(2014) found that it was regularity of participation, not performance at training 

sessions, that gained runners access to the social world. 

This following section builds upon the quantitative understanding of the relationship 

between triathlon engagement and identity development highlighted in Chapter 5. 

Section 5.4.2 makes reference to the importance of the triathlon identity amongst 

participants, linking this to triathlon as a form of serious leisure. 80% of online survey 

respondents described themselves as ‘triathletes’, with membership to a triathlon 

club, regularity of engagement, and a tendency to volunteer all contributing to this 

sense of identity. Participant observation and semi-structured interviews provide 

detailed insights into the process of identity development in triathlon, the role of 

social and subcultural capital, the importance of events’ and sporting identities’ 

inherent connection to place, all of which will be discussed in the following section. 

7.3.1. The ‘triathlete’ identity 

As a physically and mentally challenging but intensely rewarding form of physical 

activity, Atkinson (2008: 177) argues that “triathlon provides an exciting set of 

corporeal and identity-affirming experiences for many participants”. This identity is 
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likely to be highly individualised and expressed in a number of unique ways 

(Granskog and Bolin 2003). Donnelly and Young (1988) suggest that sporting 

identities are both flexible and fragile, requiring constant maintenance. However, as 

demonstrated in Section 5.4.2, in practice the ‘triathlete’ identity is complex and 

individual perceptions of this identity are highly dependent on personal experiences, 

yet collectively there are several characteristics which are recognised as markers of 

the triathlon identity by a wider social collective. These characteristics (complied 

from existing research, magazine articles, blog posts, empirical research and 

conversations with triathletes and non-triathletes) include: 

¶ Dedication 

¶ Commitment 

¶ Challenge 

¶ Achievement 

¶ Determination 

¶ Perseverance 

¶ Passion 

¶ Regularity 

¶ Organisation 

¶ Competitiveness 

¶ Supportiveness 

¶ Community 

¶ Suffering 

¶ Inclusivity 

¶ Camaraderie 

Expressing this large number of defining features is not a pre-requisite for inhibiting 

the triathlon identity, but collectively these features provide an effective overview of 

the unique ethos that makes the triathlon social world distinct. The way in which the 

triathlon identity was expressed by members of the social world varied depending on 

their level of involvement. Brian and Craig, well-connected, regularly participating 

individuals, and active members of RT, associated their ability to identify as a 

triathlete with the extent to which triathlon formed an integral part of their lives: 

Everything that I do kind of focusses around triathlon. And that’s why I 

would say I’m a triathlete (Brian, M, 35-39).  

It’s quite a big part of my life in that respect. There isn’t a day that goes by 

where it isn’t on the agenda somewhere (Craig, M, 45-49). 

This life-round involvement in triathlon reflects Unruh’s (1980) conceptualisation of 

social world ‘insiders’, participants who make important contributions to the activities 

of the social world through their engagement, and who have the most to gain or lose 

based on the operation of the social world. ‘Regulars’ on Unruh’s spectrum of 

involvement also possess the capacity to develop an identity tied to the social world, 
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though this identity may be less central to their lives than insiders (Shipway et al. 

2012). In contrast, the more fleeting and disconnected involvement of ‘occasional’ 

participants and ‘outsiders’ lack the level of community involvement and social 

connection which enable them to obtain the relevant subcultural capital conducive to 

identity development (see Section 7.3.2). 

Beyond possessing some of the distinctive characteristics that define the triathlon 

identity, a number of experiences emerged as central for realising the triathlon 

identity. One respondent, Wes, suggested that the completion of a triathlon event 

signifies a significant accumulation of knowledge and understanding of triathlon 

practice that enables an individual to class themselves as a triathlete. 

You can’t call yourself a triathlete until you’ve done an event. Whether it’s 

a super sprint, or the shortest of the shortest. But at least do an event so 

you’ve got all of the learning associated with the transition, the mechanics, 

as well as all of the training that goes into getting you ready for that start 

line (Wes, M, 60-64). 

When talking to other triathletes, it became clear that triathlon events acted as a 

significant site where individuals brought together their training, skills and community 

involvement in order to realise their degree of identification with the sport. Survey 

results also reflected this sentiment, with those completing more events significantly 

more likely to identity as a triathlete138. The importance of triathlon events within the 

social world will be explored in depth in Section 7.3.3. 

Previous research on the social world of triathlon by Atkinson (2008) has identified 

that triathletes are a group of: 

mutually orientated and cohesive agents who share common subcultural 

perspectives, activities, ideologies, relationships and commitments 

towards endurance sport rituals (Atkinson 2008: 171). 

These individuals are bound together by a common lifestyle and collective interests 

in a particular activity, which Lamont and Kennelly (2012) suggest is a shared 

 
138 X2 df(2) = 59.057; p = 0.000. 
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knowledge that can be difficult for ‘outsiders’ to comprehend. During my time 

participating in triathlon and discussing my involvement with friends, family and 

colleagues, it became clear that for those outside and unfamiliar with the triathlon 

social world, the intensity of triathlon engagement was observed as being slightly 

obsessive, and often involved the terms ‘crazy’ or ‘mad’. This perception regarding 

the triathlon identity is also perpetuated in the media (Graham 2017; Fry 2014), 

further distinguishing triathletes as a unique group of individuals – which to some 

comes as a welcome sight - but at the same time can create an air of exclusivity 

regarding access to the social world, which potentially negatively impacts individuals’ 

willingness to engage with the activity and its community.  

For a long time I actually was very embarrassed with the label. I would say 

I ‘did’ triathlons, but I wasn’t a triathlete, because a triathlete is somebody 

who is fit and toned and did all this amazing stuff, and I felt quite 

intimidated by it (Margot, F, 40-44). 

To a certain extent this understanding of triathlon engagement as an obsessive, 

slightly crazy endeavour by outsiders was accepted and embraced by some 

respondents who considered their considerable dedication to their physical activity 

as a marker of pride. Margot, the TTC chairperson, who trained more than 10 hours 

per week commented: 

We’re all a bit obsessive, and a little bit mental, and we all probably take 

things to the extreme a little bit, and you attract to other people like that 

(Margot, F, 40-44). 

Arguably this attitude suggests that triathlon can offer a social space for participants 

to fit in and feel included, where feats of endurance are considered the norm, and 

not extraordinary acts of madness. Triathlon becomes a social space to normalise 

these characteristics, practices, and experiences. It is this shared understanding and 

appreciation of the characteristics required to maintain regular participation and the 

ability to experience physical and mental challenge that led Atkinson (2008) to 

discuss the unique ‘pain community’ associated with triathlon.  

On top of this perception of excessive dedication and commitment, respondents 

who were outsiders to the triathlon social world also had expectations regarding the 
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level of ability needed to take part and engage with the community. This expectation 

led to a sense of anxiety in a number of cases. Although almost always this anxiety 

regarding group training and club membership was unjustified, as also evidenced by 

Robinson et al. (2014) in their study of Marathon runners. Fortunately, as clubs, 

events and organisations within the triathlon social world have made significant steps 

to increase the accessibility of the sport in recent years, it appears that this stigma 

around triathlon participation create a more inclusive perception of triathlon 

engagement.  

I think there’s a lot of snobbery that’s gone, there’s people doing triathlons 

on mountain bikes and hybrid bikes, there’s people doing it with even the 

rental bikes from Nottingham City Council, just for fun. The snobbery 

about having the top-quality equipment has, I think it’s more frowned 

upon, people don’t do that anymore. There is clearly a lot of very 

expensive kit around. Equally there’s some very accessible stuff as well. 

And I applaud that, I think that’s fantastic (George, M, 40-44). 

Another of these outsider assumptions, which is also being eroded are perceptions 

regarding the triathlete body. Crouch (2000) argues that bodies are sources and 

signifiers of identity and bearers of lifestyle. They are both the focus and the content 

of cultural representation and can powerfully shape what leisure means (Crouch 

2000; Evans and Allen-Collinson 2014). Expectations regarding the athletic body 

perpetuate a wide range of sports and physical activity (Sabiston et al. 2019), and as 

a sport where the body is central to performance, and where a combination of 

swimming costumes, wetsuits and lycra mean participants’ body shapes are often on 

display, triathlon is no exception. Of course, triathletes should, and do, come in many 

shapes and sizes, yet the body continues to be a signifier of identity for triathletes. In 

triathlon, the clear association between being a triathlete and having an athletic body 

can be a barrier to initial identification with the sport, although the following quote 

from Margot suggests that experience over time can help to erode this association: 
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I don’t know whether it’s been related to having some success in events, 

or whether it’s a time thing, or whatever. But there has definitely been a 

point in which I felt that I wasn’t entitled to use that label, whereas now I 

am entitled to (Margot, F, 40-44). 

The development of the triathlon identity over time can also be attributed to 

continued social involvement within the community. 

Green and Jones (2005) suggest that it is during the socialisation phase, which 

follows initial entry into the social world (e.g. joining a triathlon club), where members 

learn about the ethos, practices, norms and behaviours that come to characterise the 

community in order to signal their degree of involvement to other members through 

the acquisition of skills, knowledge and other forms of cultural capital. Individuals 

who share triathlon as a common interest are more likely to bond and form 

meaningful relationships, as there is a greater degree of understanding and 

synchronicity between their everyday practices. Accordingly, identification amongst 

triathletes is very closely tied to social involvement, regularity, ability and specifically, 

club membership. This sentiment was clearly evident from my own experience 

during participant observation. Although my physical ability and technical experience 

as a runner were likely to be immediately obvious to other members of the group at 

my first training session, their role was trivial in comparison to the importance of 

regular attendance for developing my sense of belonging to and identification with 

the club’s community. This sentiment was shared by Victoria, a talented runner and 

swimmer who had recently decided to try triathlon: 

At first I really did feel like I was on the outside, but once I started doing 

some of their training and speaking to other members, that’s when I 

started to feel more inside the community (Victoria, F, 35-39). 

It has already been suggested that the development of a sporting identity is a 

continuous process (Donnelly and Young 1988), characterised by periods of growth 

and decline resulting from both positive and negative moments in one’s leisure 

career. Integration into the triathlon social world does not happen in an instance, but 

instead occurs over time, as the individual becomes increasingly familiar with the 
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unique ethos, rules, norms and behaviours of the world, and through regular 

interaction becomes increasingly accepted as a member of the social world.  

7.3.2. Subcultural capital 

The development of any social identity does not happen instantaneously, rather it is 

an ongoing complex process that can involve ‘social training’ to learn the unique 

rules, norms and characteristics of the identity associated with the social world 

(Green and Jones 2005) and additionally, the acquisition and exhibition of 

‘subcultural capital’ - currency that measures the “value of individuals’ knowledge, 

credibility, and identification with a subculture” (Shipway and Jones 2008: 64). As 

suggested by Wiltshire and Stevinson (2018), it is not only the possession of this 

capital but also the process of acquiring it that is important. Accordingly, the 

following section will explore the role of subcultural capital within the triathlon social 

world, especially its importance in the process of developing a meaningful sporting 

identity. 

As the focus of this section is to explore perceptions of the triathlon identity from 

actors who are predominantly active members of the social world, it will draw upon 

the concept of ‘subcultural capital’: 

Subcultural capital confers status on its owner in the eyes of the relevant 

beholder (Thornton 1995: 11). 

Subcultural capital encompasses the embodied and objectified cultural commodities 

associated with a subculture, enabling members to gain recognition within a 

subculture, whilst simultaneously differentiating themselves from members of other 

cultural groups (Thornton 1995). Shipway and Jones (2008) describe subcultural 

capital as a form of currency that reflects the relative value of an individual’s 

knowledge, involvement and level of identification with a particular subculture. 

Subcultural capital varies from cultural capital in that it refers specifically to the 

cultural knowledge and commodities associated with a particular sub-world (what 

Bourdieu called a ‘field’), rather than society as a whole (Bourdieu 1986; Thornton 

1995). Figure 7.5 provides a very simple comparison between social, cultural and 

subcultural capital, although a more comprehensive discussion of the various types 
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of capital and their academic grounding can be found in the literature review 

(Section 2.4.3). 

 

Figure 7.5 - Differences between cultural, subcultural and social capital. 

Within the context of triathlon, subcultural capital holds significance as a means of 

developing and exhibiting the triathlete identity, being both embodied (knowledge, 

skills, specific vocabulary, expression of the sports unique ethos, physical capital) 

and objectified (clothing, tattoos, medals and trophies, digital manifestations of 

physical performances, symbolic capital) (Thornton 1995). Individuals exercise a 

range of triathlon-related practices to attain subcultural capital and exercise these to 

develop a meaningful identity associated with the activity. Attainment and expression 

of subcultural capital through actions such as using an established understanding of 

training and competing to inform others, sharing experiences from triathlon events, 

and displaying visible markers of the triathlon culture, such as clothing, tattoos and 

even tan lines, represented a sense of membership to the distinctive culture 

associated with the triathlon social world. Markers of distinction within the triathlon 

community draw from the worlds of swimming, cycling, and running, in addition to 

unique norms, behaviours and practices which amalgamate from the combination of 

these three activities into a single activity (e.g. pain community). 
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Social interactions have already been established as integral to the triathlete 

identity, with those motivated by friendship and socialising being significantly more 

likely to identity as a triathlete139. The expression, reception and exchange of 

subcultural capital is almost entirely enabled by these social interactions, which 

further emphasises the importance of social spaces for the operation of the triathlon 

social world. 

The association between triathlon, place and subcultural capital manifests 

considerably in the case of events, evidenced by Andrew’s detailed re-telling of his 

experience of Ironman Malaysia: 

You fly into Kuala Lumpur and then get on another plane to Langkawi, a 

little island off the side of Malaysia, it’s like a holiday island. Half of it is a 

nature reserve, so it was a very scenic place. But it was incredibly hot, it 

was like 90% humidity as well, so it was an absolute beast of a race. But 

there was a crocodile farm on the route, and there were monkeys on the 

bike course, and certain zones within the race where you’re not allowed to 

eat food and they were called ‘monkey zones’. And if you eat there the 

monkeys will charge you and steal your food… they say you’re not 

allowed to eat in those zones or you’ll get kicked out. But that was cool…it 

was an experience, and you get a story to tell from it (Andrew, M, 35-39) 

These tales of experiences from past performances or events, especially if they 

relate to events of significance to the wider social world, were regularly observed as 

a means of expressing subcultural capital amongst triathletes. The importance of 

these exceptional experiences has been emphasised in terms of individuals’ pursuit 

of a serious leisure career (Hoye and Parent 2016). These experiences, which are 

strongly tied to the act of performing triathlon, and are only enabled through 

participants’ dedication and effort to develop the physical and mental capacity to 

complete the challenge of the event, hold special significance for participants, and 

hold increased recognition amongst others in the community. Participation in 

triathlon events is often a valuable opportunity to combine a physical challenge with a 

 
139 X2 df(1) = 8.483; p = 0.004. 
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unique travel experience. The role of travel in serious leisure can offer a context to 

construct or confirm a leisure identity, to provide a time and place to interact with 

others within the social world, and a place to parade a valued social identity and to 

signal one’s career stage to others (Green and Jones 2005). Shipway et al. (2016) 

highlight that over time certain places, particularly those associated with sporting 

events, become ‘sacred spaces’ to the communities of social worlds. Examples 

include the Californian West Coast for surfing, the Nou Camp in Barcelona for 

Football, Wimbledon for Tennis, Yosemite amongst rock climbers, and Kona in 

Hawaii amongst triathletes.  

This shared appreciation of space also manifests within the social world at a more 

local level, evidenced by the collection of training venues, training areas and local 

events which are well known amongst the local sub-world. Travel to participate in an 

event, particularly to a space which holds significance to the wider triathlon 

community, exacerbates the process of identity development amongst triathletes. 

Participation and completion of such events can be considered a form of symbolic 

capital because:  

the symbolic effects of one’s physical, economic, cultural or social 

capital… what every kind of capital becomes when it obtains explicit or 

practical recognition (Bourdieu 2000: 242). 

Through the collective awareness of the challenging nature of these events, or their 

meaning as prestigious event spaces within the social world, expression of these 

achievements can lead to recognition and social importance, it also serves as a value 

that one can hold within a subculture, which inevitably contributes to a sense of self-

worth and identity development (Pedersen and Tjørnhøj-Thomsen 2017). This 

relationship between the completion of a challenging event and subcultural capital is 

also reflected by Lombard (2015) in her work on skateboarders, who suggests that 

the ability to successfully ride a half-pipe was an important marker of distinction 

within the skateboarding community. 

Another marker of distinction which is tied to event completion and the notion of 

achievement within triathlon is the prevalence of event-finisher tattoos which act as a 

symbol of the triathlon identity, representing the dedication, commitment and 
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perseverance required to complete the longer triathlon events – primarily half and 

full-distance triathlons.  These tattoos are an easily recognisable marker of 

involvement, reflecting an established journey to event completion that is recognised 

and respected amongst the community, and as a marker of one’s dedication to the 

triathlon subculture for outsiders. For Margot, who had completed multiple full-

distance triathlon events, this tattoo was clearly an outward signifier of her identity as 

a triathlete: 

Interviewer: Do you consider yourself a triathlete?  

Margot: This is my tattoo [points down towards tattoo around her ankle 

portraying a wave, a chain and footsteps circling her entire left ankle in 

three bands]. Yes. 

Similarly, Grace regarded her tattoo as a clear marker of her identity, whilst also 

highlighting the prevalence of this practice within the social world and perhaps 

acknowledging how it may be perceived to those outside of the community: 

Well I've got a tattoo of a triathlon thing, so I must think I’m a triathlete 

[laughs]. That's like the mandatory thing to do right? (Grace, F, 40-44). 

Although the majority of triathletes whom I spoke to during my research who had a 

tattoo seemed to be content with clarifying their sense of identification with the sport, 

Betty – who had been participating in triathlons for just over a year – demonstrated 

that the possession of markers of subcultural capital does not necessarily result in a 

clear sense of identity: 

I mean I still don’t kind of see myself as a triathlete now, it’s crazy. I’ve 

even got a tattoo to prove it now, I’ve done a half Ironman, but then it’s 

like, ‘is that enough, do I need to do more to prove it to myself to prove 

that I am’ (Betty, F, 35-39).  

Betty’s comment reflected assumptions regarding the high expectations attributed to 

the triathlon identity (see Section 5.4.2). Despite having success in a number of 

challenging events, the connotations surrounding the triathlon identity can continue 

to prevent participants from declaring themselves as a ‘triathlete’ despite possessing 

a considerable amount of subcultural capital. 
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Previous research on sport and physical activity has emphasised the role of 

activity-specific clothing and attire as a means of expressing membership to, or at 

least an interest in, a particular social collective. Kane and Zink’s (2004) focus on the 

serious leisure of extreme sports identified that clothing, either related to kayaking or 

kayaking locations, was a primary strategy for displaying a kayaking identity. Like 

runners, triathletes are not necessarily immediately identifiable from their physical 

appearance, and accordingly clothing choice, both during and outside of triathlon 

engagement, becomes a key signifier of triathletes’ association with this distinct 

social world (Shipway et al. 2012). During the early stages of my participant 

observation, it was this expression of subcultural capital which helped me to identify 

members of the social world prior to physically approaching them: 

I spent around 30 minutes watching the swimmers and walking around the 

lake – which is about 1km in circumference – and saw two other members 

sat at various points of the lake (identifiable by their triathlon event 

hoodies/t-shirts) (Observation – 20th June 2018). 

Occasionally the concept of adorning triathlon-related clothing, in this case, triathlon 

club racing kit, resulted in a sense of expectation from others that was off-putting to 

more casual members: 

Initially it was what put me off a bit. Because I was a bit like ‘ooh I don’t 

want to be putting on this Riderby Triathlon stuff and everyone thinking I 

was really good’, you know. Yeah initially that actually put me off a bit 

(Victoria, F, 35-39). 

Another way in which subcultural capital was utilised was to add a sense of 

character to the café at Tri Base which signified the space as an important feature 

within the local subworld: 
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The café itself was small, but full of character. There were a number of 

triathlon jerseys on the wall signed by the athlete who had worn them. 

Some I recognised, including a few athletes who were well known at 

Loughborough University, in addition to a World Champion Cycling jersey 

from British track cyclist Jo Rowsell Shand, and a vest of Olympic 

triathlete Will Clarke. The tables all had race numbers from a variety of 

different events scattered across them with a layer of clear glass on top. 

On the wall there was a black chalk board which had the name of some 

local Strava segments, and below was a club leaderboard of the fastest 

times over these segments (Observation – 7th April 2018). 

The notion of subcultural capital can even be extended to triathletes’ trained bodies. 

Bodies are recognised by Bourdieu (1984) as the bearer of status and worth. The 

physical appearance and capabilities of the body constitute an important resource 

which can be converted into other forms of capital, in this case subcultural capital 

(Pedersen and Tjørnhøj-Thomsen 2017). In particular, the athletic body has been 

conceptualised as a vital tool for constructing sporting identities (Sparkes 1998). 

Triathletes can be described as ‘entrepreneurs’ of bodily capital - surplus value 

beyond purely physical ability – acquired through consistent and regular endurance 

training which can allow them to gain recognition within the social world (Wacquant 

1995). 

For triathletes, bodily capital can represent both embodied and objectified 

subcultural capital. Subcultural capital can be objectified in relation to the body in 

terms of associations between the endurance athlete’s body and the triathlon 

identity, and additionally, through its use to display triathlon-related clothing, to 

brandish triathlon-related equipment, and as a canvas for identity confirming tattoos. 

In terms of embodied subcultural capital, triathletes express this through the 

capabilities of their bodies, as opposed to the attributes, in terms of their 

performance, their ability to endure physical and mental suffering and as a result of 

their achievements. The following observation from an early training session with 

TTC, before other members were aware that I was a relatively good runner, 
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emphasises how embodied bodily capital has the potential to signify membership to 

a particular culture: 

It was at this point that I decided to really push myself, and I think that this 

may have had an impact on what the other members of the group thought 

of me. In some ways I think that they started to see me as more of an 

‘insider’ into the triathlon culture, but at the same time I did worry that they 

may think I was trying to show-off, or perhaps that they may feel 

intimidated (Observation – 8th May 2018). 

The development and expression of bodily capital is an inseparable aspect of 

triathlon engagement, particularly as the entire body becomes part of the process of 

triathlon performance, and as a result of the general attire associated with triathlon, 

the body is often on display more than it would be in sports such as fishing, 

badminton or hockey. Within triathlon, like in boxing, the process of developing 

bodily capital is a social process, whereby individuals gained a sense of connectivity 

through the shared pursuit of increasing the body’s physical capabilities, something 

that was observed both physically and digitally (Pedersen and Tjørnhøj-Thomsen’s 

2017: 437). Digital platforms have become a space through which subcultural capital 

can be accumulated and exhibited. Members of the triathlon social world regularly 

learn about others’ achievements through the lens of social media, and individuals 

profile pages on Facebook, Instagram and Strava act as a means of outwardly 

extending their sense of identity. 

7.3.3. Events and identity 

Elkington and Gammon (2016) argue that leisure identities are discovered, affirmed 

and framed within specific places. Similarly, Valentine (2007) highlights how attention 

to the lived experiences of individuals can help to explore the important role that 

space plays in processes of identification and (dis)identification. Sporting events are 

considered to be important cultural settings for the development of a social identity 

(Lee et al. 2016). Stevinson et al. (2015) suggest that both the social and physical 

environments associated with sport events contribute to individuals’ experiences, 

and that the nature of these experiences informs whether individuals will remain 
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invested in an activity. As demonstrated in Section 7.3.3 event participation had a 

significant influence on individuals’ tendency to consider themselves as triathletes140 

and 76% of survey respondents agreed that completing a triathlon event made their 

sense of identity stronger. Training for, and competing in, events was found to be a 

key motivation for sustained triathlon participation and central to a triathlete’s sense 

of social identity (see also Lamont et al. 2014: 154). 

This finding also reflected in research on runners (Shipway and Jones 2008) and 

cyclists (Shipway et al. 2016). Previous examples have demonstrated the strong ties 

between identity development and certain spatial sites. Examples include Shipways’ 

(2010: 62) description of the “transformative potential” of the Ironman finish line and 

Hinch and Kono’s (2017) contention that ultra-runners’ goals, accomplishments and 

experiences all culminate in a strong association between place and identity. 

Accordingly, triathletes also refer to a variety of spatial settings that act to produce 

and reinforce their sense of identification with the activity. One pertinent example of 

this strong link between space and identity was demonstrated by Brian who 

commented that: 

what I would class as my first big race if you like, as in doing a really well 

organised event, was the Dambuster. It was my third race, and that was 

the first one I had ever booked…when I finished that, I kind of thought at 

that point, I feel like a triathlete now (Brian, M, 35-39). 

The character of triathlon events tends to create an environment in which to share 

the emotive experiences of success, physical suffering, camaraderie and exhaustion, 

producing a space that is conducive to the development of the triathlon identity for its 

participants (Miller 2012). They also present participants, volunteers and spectators 

with the ability to collect and display symbolic markers of triathlon experience 

through physical memorabilia and identity-affirming experiences. Shipway et al. 

(2016) suggest that purchasing triathlon event merchandise has the dual effect of 

increasingly signifying individuals as insiders to the social world through the 

 
140 X2 df(1) = 56.911; p = 0.000. 
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attainment of markers of social capital, whilst simultaneously further emphasising 

differences between members and non-members (Shipway et al. 2016).  

As alluded to by Best (2011: 909) when discussing youth identities, “identity 

becomes meaningful through activities and interactions”, materialising and attaining 

meaning through ritual enactments, symbols and spaces. This relationship between 

sporting events and shared habitus – the collectively ingrained practices and 

perceptions of similarly inclined individuals - has been highlighted in relation to 

distance runners (Shipway et al. 2012). Shipway et al. (2012), similarly to Atkinson 

(2008), suggest that the shared cultural acceptance of discomfort and pain 

associated with challenging endurance practices’ provided participants with a shared 

habitus that was influenced by their social location. Typically, this suffering was 

experienced during events, but also occurred during training sessions, and had a 

notable impact on participants’ sense of identity, both in the moment, and when 

looking back on their experience.  

Events are one of the four pillars of the social world structure, and within triathlon 

events are an important site for the development of a triathlon identity (Green and 

Jones 2005). Through the ability to acquire and express subcultural capital, to bring 

together physical performance and technical ability through the completion of an 

event, and by being able to interact with other members of the triathlon social world, 

events are key sites for the development, maintenance and expression of sporting 

identities. As alluded to in Section 7.2.3 events also provide valuable opportunities to 

give back to the triathlon community through volunteering, with roles such as 

marshalling, registration and time keeping enabling triathletes to contribute to the 

continued operation of the triathlon world whilst simultaneously signifying their level 

of involvement and accumulating subcultural capital, thereby increasing their sense 

of identification with the activity. 

Social worlds are inherently tied to place. Events, as one of the key elements of the 

social world, provide clear examples of how meaning, identity, experiences and 

community can manifest in a physical location. Often these same places are integral 

to the development of a meaningful sporting identity. As digital technology has 

become increasingly ubiquitous within triathlon practice and triathlon culture, it would 
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not be inappropriate to suggest that expressions of subcultural capital now frequently 

occur on online forums and social media sites, and that these online spaces provide 

extensibility for triathletes’ identity (Gaffney 2014). 

7.4.  Summary 

Overall, the social world is a useful theoretical lens through which to explore the 

sport/activity of triathlon. The triathlon community is one that has its own distinct 

‘social world’ which operates at local, regional, national and even international scales. 

This chapter has emphasised that, like the distance running social world, the social 

world of triathlon provides a platform for individuals who share a similar ethos with 

the opportunity to display their valued sporting social identity (Shipway et al. 2012). 

The individuals within this social world are both distinctive in terms of their level of 

engagement and their level of interaction with the social world, but collective in the 

sense that they share a sense of attachment to the unique ethos of triathlon. Triathlon 

clubs are an integral part of the triathlon social world, even in times where physical 

presence is less of a pre-requisite for social engagement. Clubs support practices 

such as sharing knowledge, provide opportunities to engage in volunteering roles, 

and offer individuals access to social networks where meaningful social relationships 

can be developed. All of these aspects are conducive to identity development, 

contributing to the importance of triathlon clubs as organisations within the social 

world. Identity is a key cornerstone of social world involvement, associated with the 

acquisition and presentation of subcultural capital, a process that occurs in specific 

places and at a range of scales. The following chapter considers the extent to which 

the pervasiveness of digital technologies has acted to transform and support the 

social world of triathlon. 
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8. The Virtual World of Triathlon 

Digital technologies have become increasingly pervasive and ubiquitous amongst 

citizens of developed societies. Technologies continue to connect individuals across 

a range of spatio-temporal contexts (Holton 2019). The proliferation of social 

networking sites and the portable, connected and accessible nature of mobile 

technologies permit an almost constant potential for digital presence in existing and 

emerging social networks, which has completely transformed the geographies of 

everyday life (Duggan 2017). Technological advancements have redefined the 

existing spatialities of interaction and communication, in turn directing an increasing 

amount of attention towards understanding the intricacies of how these technologies 

have come to shape contemporary life. 

Due to the growing popularity of wearable fitness activities, technology-inflected 

exercise practices have become a staple of modern fitness engagement (Holton 

2019). Digital platforms are simultaneously creating new meaningful spaces for 

fitness communities, as social media increasingly becomes a means of mediated 

communication within social worlds, and as exercise applications such as Strava and 

Zwift allow users to explore and understand and interact with physical and virtual 

spaces in new meaningful ways. As Graham (2014) suggests, it is becoming 

increasingly difficult to separate physical and virtual worlds, which have become ever 

more intertwined. It is clear that the continued pervasiveness of digitally-enabled 

fitness technologies is having a profound impact on the social worlds of physical 

activities such as triathlon, but the extent to which the virtual is becoming 

increasingly intertwined with the physical, and the influence each realm has on each 

other in relation to such activities is less well understood.  

Within geography there has been a recognition of the many ways that the digital is 

“reshaping the production and experience of space, place, nature, landscape, 

mobility and environment” (Ash et al. 2018b: 35), although currently this recognition 

has not been extended to the study of everyday sporting practices. The social world 

of triathlon is supported by an extensive array of online platforms, however, the 

impacts that these digital tools have on the individual and collective practices and 
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experiences of triathletes’ individual and collective practices is currently not well 

understood. Responding to calls for exploring the impact of wearable fitness 

technologies and the extent to which socially-orientated digital platforms have 

transformed modern exercise practices (Gilmore 2016), this research seeks to 

investigate the role of digital technology in the everyday operation of a unique social 

world, that of the 'triathlon social world', and to explore the growing importance of the 

world’s digital counterpart, namely the virtual world of triathlon. The discussion is 

divided into three key focus areas; the first providing insight into the increasingly 

fundamental role of technology within contemporary sporting worlds, the second 

commenting on the essential role of socially-enabled digital platforms as a form of 

mediated communication within the triathlon social world, and finally, exploring how 

GPS-enabled technologies and their associated applications have manifested in a 

range of unique and fascinating training practices which bridge physical and virtual 

worlds.  

This chapter will discuss the increasingly complex entanglement of the social and 

the digital, as community communication becomes ever-more mediated by 

connected mobile digital technologies (Chayko 2014; Lupton 2014). Through an 

examination into the practices of activity tracking and associated social comparison 

in triathlon this research aims to contribute to our understanding of the importance of 

socially-enabled activity tracking applications within contemporary exercise 

experiences, and their influence on exercisers interaction with and understanding of 

space both physically and digitally. The insights of this chapter have the potential to 

make useful contributions to the existing literature and can help to improve 

understanding of the role and interconnection between the social and virtual worlds 

of communities associated with an array of other interests. 

Following from Chapter 7, this chapter shifts the focus from the social world to the 

integrated and inseparable virtual realm of triathlon. Section 8.1 begins by 

commenting on the fundamental role of technology and online social networks within 

the sport of triathlon. This section also introduces the notion of online extensibility 

and questions the extent to which the digital world of triathlon offers opportunities for 

involvement and identification with the social world without the need for face-to-face 
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interaction. Subsequently, the discussion investigates the integral role of social 

media platforms as a channel of communication between local, regional and national 

sub-worlds within the triathlon social world (Section 8.2). Section 8.3 then delves into 

triathletes’ use of GPS-enabled tracking devices and their associated online activity 

logging applications using online survey results to contextualise digital practices 

amongst British triathletes. Focusing on Strava, the most common and socially 

orientated of these applications, the discussion provides insight into the positive and 

negative aspects of social comparison and questions the application’s potential to 

impact individuals’ perceptions and interactions with physical space. 

8.1.  The fundamental role of technology 

8.1.1. An increasingly digital world… 

“We now live in a digital society” (Lupton 2014: 2). Over the past decade, our 

society has been going through a phase of digitalisation which has reshaped aspects 

of our society and culture, with digital technologies becoming increasingly ubiquitous 

and profoundly embedded in the practices and experiences that constitute our 

everyday lives (Dufva and Dufva 2019). Being ‘connected’ is an almost integral 

aspect of our increasingly technology engrained lifestyles (Sport England 2015). 

Digital technologies have become increasingly pervasive amongst citizens of 

developed societies. Estimates suggest that approximately 94% of the population of 

Great Britain use a mobile phone (Statista 2018b), 90% have access to the internet 

(Office for National Statistics 2018a), 65% are considered active social media users 

(We Are Social and Hootsuite 2019), 78% use some form of health- or exercise-

orientated application (Statista 2015), and 82% of recreational athletes use some 

form of fitness tracking technology (Tata Consultancy Services 2016).  

The realm of mobility is one that appears to have fully embraced the rapidly 

evolving culture of technological advancement and integration, whereby 

technologies have become a central element of modern mobility practices (Holton 

2019). Technologies are progressively connecting individuals across a range of 

spatio-temporal contexts, in what Holton (2019: 435) describes as a “mobility-

technology assemblage” (Holton 2019: 435). Pedestrians and drivers have become 
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increasingly reliant on satellite-orientated systems for navigation and commuters use 

their mobile phone to get live updates on public transportation timetables, whereas 

exercisers utilise a range of wearable smart devices to track and analyse various 

aspects of their physical activity (Holton 2019). At the same time, the proliferation of 

social networking sites and the portable, connected and accessible nature of mobile 

technologies permits an almost constant potential for digital presence in existing and 

emerging social networks which has completely transformed the geographies of 

everyday life (Duggan 2017). Technological advancements have redefined the 

existing spatialities of interaction and communication, and in turn directed an 

increasing amount of attention towards understanding the intricacies of how these 

technologies have come to shape contemporary life.  

One of the most culturally significant changes linked to endurance activities such as 

swimming, cycling, running, and triathlon, are the growing popularity of applications 

that allow users to record, analyse and share physical and spatial indicators from 

their physical activity onto a social platform populated by other athletes who also 

share digital representations of their activity. This visualisation of metrics related to 

health and fitness, the body and physical activity has become a key element of the 

latest fitness boom (Figure 8.1; Figure 8.2). Such applications (Strava, MapMyRun, 

TrainingPeaks, RunKeeper, Endomondo, etc.) have been the subject of a swathe of 

recent research in sport science and the social sciences more generally, under a 

variety of names, including; ‘sports tracking applications’ (Bauer 2013; Šileryte 

2015), ‘mobile sports tracking applications (Klauser and Albrechtslund 2014; 

Oksanen et al. 2015), ‘GPS-enabled mobile technologies’ (Barratt 2017), ‘fitness 

social networking communities’ (Martinez 2018), and ‘mobile fitness applications’ 

(Stragier et al. 2013). Although much of the outward focus of these applications is 

the ability to perform in-depth analysis of physical activity, these applications are 

effectively fitness-specific social networking sites with an array of functions aimed at 

increasing interactivity and encouraging regular usage through the support of an 

active social network (Strava 2016). 

For the purpose of this research, these applications which enable individuals to 

upload GPS traces and performance data associated with physical activity to a 
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platform that provides functions for performance analysis, social comparison and 

social interaction with other users will be referred to by the term, ‘socially-enabled 

activity tracking applications’. Due to their pervasiveness these applications are 

becoming important digital communication centres within the social worlds of leisure 

participants (Lamont and Ross 2019; Stebbins 2018), especially in the realm of sport 

(Lamont and Ross 2019). Socially-enabled activity tracking applications and more 

generic social media outlets (e.g. Facebook, Instagram, Twitter) have been 

recognised as potent vehicles for the sharing of experiences and knowledges, for the 

construction and maintenance of identity, and for community interaction, and for 

knowledge production about performance, especially in comparison to other athletes 

(Lamont and Ross 2019; Thorpe 2017). 

Wearable technology which encourages people to be more physically 

active through quantifying their activity or competition and websites that 

enable simpler access to facilities have already transformed how people 

engage in sport and physical activity (DCMS 2015: 25). 

As a result of the rapid growth in popularity amongst socially-enabled activity 

tracking applications, the physical, spatial and social practices of endurance activities 

have become increasingly mediated by technology, whilst their participants have 

become embedded within the networked digital world (Barratt 2017). Due to the 

growing popularity of wearable fitness activities (Figure 8.3), technology-inflected 

exercise practices have become a staple of modern fitness engagement (Holton 

2019). The plethora of location-aware devices that allow users to record and quantify 

spatial and bodily aspects of their physical activity are enabling more intense 

relationships between people, places and localities (Larsen 2014). Similarly, Barratt 

(2017: 329), who has explored the gamified elements of these applications contends 

that: 

a new layer has for some been added […] a digital connectivity to the 

landscape and wider social communities through the use of GPS trackers 

and partner applications. 

These digital technologies are redefining individual and collective understandings 

of material spaces, leading to a more complex association and integration between 
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the realms of the physical and the virtual, what Holton (2019: 435) refers to as 

“hybridised physical/digital spaces”. According to Dawson and Jöns (2018: 54), who 

differentiate between different types of dynamic and non-dynamic hybridity when 

conceptualising the nature and outcomes of sports practices and events, much of 

sport-related social interaction “is mediated by technologies that share core features 

of humans’ dynamic hybridity, thus supporting [people’s] agency as informants, 

interpreters and translators and extending their lived experience in time and space”. 

Furthermore, digital platforms are simultaneously creating new meaningful and social 

spaces for fitness communities, as social media increasingly become a means of 

mediated communication within social worlds, especially as exercise applications 

such as Strava and Zwift allow users to explore and understand physical and virtual 

spaces of their own performance in new meaningful ways, and in relation to that of 

other athletes. 
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Figure 8.1 - Strava activity example. Callum Hawkins’ IAAF World Championship 
Marathon performance (Source: Strava 2018). 
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Figure 8.2 - Strava segment examples. Roman Bardet’s Milan San Remo 
performance (Source: Strava 2019). 
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Figure 8.3 - Regularity of GPS device usage amongst respondents. 

This technology-dominated culture has primarily raised questions regarding the 

changing practices and experiences of users, yet the implications of ‘big data’, the 

monetisation of user health data, and general privacy concerns have also been the 

focus of increasing attention within academic research (Cilliers 2020; Graham and 

Shelton 2013; Klauser and Albrechslund 2014; Millington 2017). Within geography, 

there has been a recognition of the many ways that the digital is “reshaping the 

production and experience of space, place, nature, landscape, mobility and 

environment” (Ash et al. 2018b: 35), although currently, this recognition has not been 

extended to the study of everyday sporting practices.  

8.1.2. Focus of the research 

The extent to which these emergent digital social platforms have come to support, 

enable and transform sporting social worlds, providing the opportunity for online 

extensibility that potentially decreases the importance of face-to-face interaction for 

social world involvement, will be one of the key foci of this chapter. The social world 

of triathlon is supported by an extensive array of online platforms and analysing the 

various intricacies and functional differences that characterise triathletes’ 

engagement with these applications would be rather time consuming. Therefore, for 

the purpose of this research, the focus will be on two of the most popular 
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applications utilised by triathletes according to existing and empirical data: Strava 

(exercise-specific) and Facebook (generic social networking). 

One function of these mediated communication platforms is their ability to support 

the process of identity development within a subculture. As a form of serious leisure 

with an active social world, triathlon is an activity that enables participants to develop 

and express a meaningful social identity in the shared ethos and knowledges 

associated with the activity (see Section 7.3): 

Social identity theory proposes that when an individual attaches significant 

emotional value to their membership of a group they can construct and 

project an identity reflective of the culturally-prescribed values and norms 

embraced by that group (Lamont and Ross 2019: 4). 

Lamont and Ross (2019) argue that there is a suitable opportunity to explore how 

and why sports participants develop and express social identities through digital 

platforms. This is especially the case as the role of social media and fitness-

orientated networking applications for identity construction, maintenance and 

projection, particularly within the realm of sport and physical activity, has received 

limited attention to date. 

Technologies are said to shape the norms, standards and expectations of 

consumers reciprocally (Eden and Barratt 2010). However, the impacts of wearable 

technologies and socially-enabled activity tracking applications on participants’ 

practices and experiences are currently not well understood (Barratt 2017):  

there are few studies…that explicitly aim at ‘getting behind’ these spatial 

metaphors, to begin describing how digital communication technologies 

actually do their ‘work’ at the level of the individual, everyday 

performances of space (Zook et al. 2004: 158). 

Gilmore (2016) contends that it is essential that attention is directed towards 

continuing to explore the impact of wearable fitness technologies that are becoming 

increasingly pervasive in our everyday lives. Widely available and increasingly 

affordable GPS technologies, alongside the ubiquitous use of social media 

applications, have become more-and-more inseparable from individuals’ 
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engagement in a range of physical activity practices, and have arguably had a 

substantial impact on how these activities are performed, how their communities 

operate and interact, and how the relationship between physical and virtual spaces 

are understood. However, limited attention has been given to the integral role, 

influence and implications of these mobile connected technologies in popular leisure 

activities, including triathlon. The following section aims to contribute to our 

understanding of the importance of socially-enabled activity tracking applications - 

both at an individual and community - scale through a focus on the practices of 

activity tracking and related digital social interaction in relation to the virtual world of 

triathlon. 

As Graham (2014) suggests, it is becoming increasingly difficult to separate 

physical and virtual worlds that have become ever more intertwined. It is clear that 

the continued pervasiveness of digitally-enabled fitness technologies is having a 

profound impact on the virtual worlds of physical activities such as triathlon, but the 

extent to which the virtual is becoming increasingly interlinked with the physical, and 

the influence each realm has on each other in relation to such activities is less well 

understood.  Molnár (2014, quoted in Woods 2018: 2) emphasises this contention, 

suggesting that: 

the ways in which the digital realm has become a co-constitutive part of 

urban environments (and the social realities therein) remains 

underexplored by research, as the ‘virtual and the physical, cyberspace 

and urban space, have been posited as dichotomous and even 

oppositional categories. 

One of the foci of the proceeding chapter will therefore be the complex ways in 

which digital representations of physical space created by GPS devices and their 

associated analysis platforms are influencing triathletes’ understanding of and 

interaction with physical places in unique and interesting ways. Features such as 

user segments in Strava are enabling digital experiences of physical space, whereas 

applications such as Zwift are enabling physical experiences of virtual spaces, 

imbuing these spaces with a social significance which has resulted in new and 

exciting geographies of triathlon engagement. 
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A quote from a recent paper published by Lamont and Ross (2019) on cycling - 

despite only coming to my attention towards the end of the writing process of this 

thesis - appropriately encapsulates some of the objectives of this section and 

demonstrates the timely nature of this research: 

[e]xamining [cyclists’] discursive practices through emerging modes of 

social media tailored to endurance sport participants such as Strava, 

which enables interactive sharing of technical activity data to an 

individual’s networks, would inject further innovation into this area of 

research (Lamont and Ross 2019: 22).  

8.1.3. Overview 

The following section contributes to our understanding of the virtual world existing 

alongside and augmenting the triathlon social world through a focus on three key 

themes. The first of these themes, which has been a reoccurring theme throughout 

this thesis, is the increasingly prominent role of digital technologies in the operation 

and development of social worlds, specifically the triathlon social world. Unlike the 

proceeding two themes, the role of digital technologies is not analysed in a separate 

section but permeates the remaining discussion in this thesis. Digital technologies 

that foster community engagement and shape individual and collective practices are 

becoming increasingly important to the social worlds of a plethora of activities (Lizzo 

and Liechty 2020). However, to date, few studies appear to probe the vital role that 

these co-existing virtual communities have in the operation of contemporary sporting 

communities. Therefore, developing an understanding of the role that these 

technologies play within contemporary social worlds, how they augment social 

interactions between existing and new connections and how this digital aspect of the 

triathlon world interacts with the traditional material exercise spaces will provide a 

valuable contribution to the literature. Using the example of triathlon, the following 

section explores how the increasing ubiquity and pervasiveness of digital 

technologies have altered the geographies of existing communities and have led to 

the emergence of a myriad of everyday practices that in some way are dependent on 

digital platforms.   
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Secondly, the following Section (8.2) discusses the extent to which the digital forms 

of mediated communication have become synonymous with social world interaction, 

questioning the extent to which the digital world of triathlon offers a means of online 

extensibility that challenges the importance of face-to-face interaction for 

engagement with the social world. Additionally, it explores how these increasingly 

prevalent means of digital communication and the growing simplicity to view, 

compare and scrutinise elements of individuals’ physical activity have transformed 

practices of identity development within the realms of sporting social worlds. The 

growing popularity of digital applications that add a social element to home-based 

individual physical activity and their role within the digital world of triathlon, are also 

explored within this chapter. 

The final section of this chapter will concentrate on the ‘socially-enabled activity 

tracking applications’ that have added a new layer to the practices of participants in 

endurance sports such as triathlon (Barratt 2017). At a time where the majority of 

exercisers use some form of activity tracking device, and with over 95% of survey 

respondents using some form of GPS device, comprehending the ways in which 

digital technology can shape the individual and collective practices of triathletes will 

make a valuable contribution to our understanding of contemporary social worlds. 

Touching on aspects such as route choice, intensity, duration, frequency and 

spatiality, Section 8.3.3 will discuss the extent to which ‘socially-enabled activity 

tracking applications’ enable triathletes to explore and understand physical and 

virtual spaces in new meaningful ways. In doing so it highlights the increasingly co-

constitutive nature of physical and virtual worlds within the realm of everyday leisure 

engagement (Molnár 2014). 
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Figure 8.4 - The Virtual World of Triathlon. 

Figure 8.4 uses the underlying framework of the triathlon social world to 

demonstrate the multitude of entities which have a digital presence and that are 

mediated through digital communication channels to a certain extent and also the 

practices which are increasingly facilitated by digital communication technologies. 

‘Digital presence’ reflects the actors and organisations that make use of online 

communication channels to signify their presence within the triathlon social world, 

and ‘mediated through the digital’ signifies the practices, events and other elements 

that are increasingly organised or take place on online social platforms. Figure 8.4 

emphasises that within triathlon, as in many other sporting subcultures, the virtual 

realm has become an increasingly intertwined and inseparable aspect of the social 

world’s operation. Accordingly, the following section aims to investigate the impact of 

digital technologies on triathletes’ activities and social practices through a focus on 

the virtual world of triathlon.  
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8.2.  Mediated communication 

While certainly not characteristic of all interaction in social worlds, when 

compared with important and meaningful interaction in face-to-face 

groups of formal organizations, social worlds typically employ a great deal 

of mediated interaction in the conduct of everyday affairs and activities. 

Reliance on channels of communication rather than spatial, kindship, or 

‘formal’ ties necessarily implies the importance of mediated interaction 

informing and maintaining social organization in social worlds (Unruh 

1980: 279). 

Social worlds are built upon communication. The development of appropriate norms, 

practices, and behaviours that determine subcultural membership take place within 

social interactions (Bourdieu 1984), which have become increasingly digital over the 

past decade. With the continued improvements to communication technology, the 

increasing levels of connectivity experienced over the past decade, and the rising 

affordability and pervasiveness of mobile devices connected to the internet, have 

drastically transformed the ways in which this communication takes place. It is widely 

recognised that online communication is becoming an integral means of 

communication amongst members of social worlds, with social media applications 

such as Facebook, What’s App and Twitter providing a platform for members to 

share knowledge, organise events, and develop social relationships, whilst 

simultaneously enabling members to maintain a digital presence in the social world 

beyond the temporally restricted opportunities of co-presence (Patterson et al. 2016; 

Stebbins 2018). The growing ease through which current and potential members can 

access the communities associated with various forms of physical activity also 

enables access to and involvement within the social world for those who cannot, or 

who choose not to socially interact with the community in a traditional physical 

sense. 

Social media is now a central communication centre within social worlds 

bound by particular leisure interests (Lamont and Ross 2019: 339). 
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Shipway et al. (2012) suggest mediated interaction, including that enabled by digital 

platforms, has a crucial role in the construction and operation of social worlds 

surrounding physical activity. These virtual communication centres have the 

capability of bringing together a global community of individuals centred around an 

interest or passion for a particular activity in a fluid and dynamic way (Lamont and 

Ross 2019). 

Recent estimates suggest that 78% of the British population have a Facebook 

account, and accordingly, the majority of amateur sports clubs have begun to utilise 

the platform as a digital communication hub (Challenge Trophies 2017; Sport 

England 2015b). With regards to triathlon specifically, the Triathlon Industry 

Association (Triradar 2016) found that 73% of triathletes were regularly active on 

Facebook, a finding that was reinforced by preliminary research for the online survey 

detailed in Chapter 3 that identified 155 British-based triathlon-related Facebook 

pages with a combined total of almost 240,000 members. However, despite the 

apparent importance of these recently emerging digital spaces, their significance to 

the social worlds of sporting activities has yet to receive sufficient attention, although 

studies of this kind are beginning to emerge (Lamont and Ross 2019). 

8.2.1. The role of mediated communication 

In our increasingly digital age, leisure participants are becoming more reliant on 

digital communication centres which enable the (re)production of norms, values and 

identities associated with social worlds to signify their membership to the 

subculture’s community (Lamont and Ross 2019). A number of existing research 

studies have expressed this sentiment: Carlén and Maivorsdotter’s (2017) research 

on recreational runners and Lamont and Ross’s (2019) study on leisure cyclists being 

two pertinent examples. Carlén and Maivorsdotter (2017) identify that runners utilise 

‘digital sporting social networks’ for several purposes, including the sharing of details 

about running performances, the planning of running events; and the indication of 

presence among the virtual community of runners. Similarly, Lamont and Ross 

(2019) discuss how cyclists are using social media platforms as a means of both 

visually and textually expressing their affiliation to the social world of leisure cycling. 

The ’virtual worlds’ of activities such as running and cycling have also become 
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valuable spaces for the dissemination and learning of subcultural knowledge and for 

facilitating social connections between likeminded actors (Barratt 2017; Little 2017). 

Triathletes’ use of digital communication tools reflects what Harmon and Scott 

(2017) conceptualise as ‘extended leisure experiences’ – activities following a 

primary leisure activity which continue and augment the leisure experience. These 

extended leisure experiences are recognised as valuable for building community 

connections amongst members of a social world and emphasise the importance of 

considering practices of individuals beyond the temporal boundaries of physical 

activity itself (Lamont and Ross 2019). As a result of the pervasiveness of digital 

communication tools, and the popularity of self-tracking technologies, social media 

platforms and socially-orientated activity tracking applications have become fertile 

spaces for the manifestation of extended leisure activities: 

social media is a potent vehicle through which leisure participants may 

share digital content generated during their primary leisure experiences 

and engage in interactive, asynchronous ‘postmortems’ of their 

experiences with fellow attendees and non-attendees devoid of 

geographic and temporal constraints (Lamont and Ross 2019: 340). 

Both socially-orientated activity tracking applications and social media platforms 

provide users with access to digital information about themselves and other social 

world members, which has been recognised as an important stage in identity 

development or reinforcement (Carlén and Maivorsdotter 2017).The ability to 

continue engagement with the triathlon community in digital spaces before and after 

the physical activity itself, by breaking down, analysing, and discussing such 

information, was recognised as a valuable practice for developing a sense of 

belonging to and identification with the triathlon social world: 

Through building on an initial experience in the company of likeminded 

others, there exists the potential for growing the communal bonds and 

connection to the leisure activity in tandem, thus facilitating aspects of 

personal and social identity (Harmon and Scott 2017: 592). 
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As has been emphasised throughout this chapter, the digital has become an 

essential and inseparable medium of communication within the triathlon social world. 

As triathletes attempt to balance their commitment to triathlon with a series of other 

responsibilities in their everyday lives, time becomes a premium, which often 

necessitates highly individualised training practices. These individualised practices, 

tied to the increasing availability of home-based training technologies, often correlate 

with a reduction in physical involvement with others, and accordingly, the digital has 

assumed a key role in enabling and continuing communication between actors in the 

triathlon social world. Nevertheless, triathlon involvement continues to be an 

inherently social affair despite the tendency to perform the majority of one’s training 

alone, perhaps even more so now that the virtual world enables around-the-clock 

access to the triathlon community. 

These online social platforms have become the default medium of communication 

amongst the various organisations that represent the triathlon social world, including 

governing bodies, race organisers, triathlon-equipment retailers and relevant media 

outlets. Triathlon clubs have increasingly adopted digital communication platforms as 

management and organisational tools, with the added benefit that they enable 

regular communication between their members, contributing to a greater sense of 

community. Both case study clubs (TTC and RT) had active Facebook pages which 

were used by coaches to disseminate information about training sessions and 

coaching advice, and by members to discuss triathlon-related and even unrelated 

topics, to exchange knowledge, to organise informal activities, and to offer support 

and guidance to each other. Actors within the triathlon social world themselves 

access the virtual world in order to learn, share, communicate, develop a sense of 

belonging and to express their identity within the social world of triathlon. 

At its largest scale, the wider triathlon social world is international in scope, and 

therefore, mediated communication tools are essential to enable contact between 

distant actors within the world, as already suggested by Unruh (1980) before the age 

of the internet. However, what is particularly interesting is how reliant locally-

clustered sub-worlds are on the same forms of mediated communication, suggesting 

that these tools are not only a means of bringing spatially distant individuals together 
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and that there are clearly other functions that make them so integral to the social 

interactions of the triathlon social world. 

8.2.2. Online extensibility 

Unruh’s (1980) conceptualisation of social worlds primarily emphasised the 

importance of mediated communication for connecting dispersed actors, 

organisations, events and practices across significant geographical space. Whilst 

remaining true, mediated communication has also become increasingly important for 

augmenting connectivity between individuals located within close proximity to each 

other, for example, in the case of local triathlon communities. Socially-orientated 

activity tracking applications and social media platforms enable individuals to remain 

present and active within the triathlon social world at times when they are not 

physically present. Access and contributions to conversations on social media pages 

and discussion forums act as a means of signalling one’s presence within the 

triathlon community, which can contribute to individuals’ sense of identification or 

membership in the world of triathlon (Carlén and Maivorsdotter 2017). In the same 

way that clothing acts as an extension of the self and a signifier of identity, social 

sites such as Facebook, Instagram and Strava give runners extensibility within the 

realms of the digital (Gaffney 2014). 

Social interaction through digital platforms also has the capacity to augment 

physical interactions between actors within the triathlon social world, as highlighted 

by Nicole: 

My partner belongs to an online club. He doesn’t train with a club, but he 

does it all, all his social side of triathlon, is all through Facebook. And then 

he meets people at events from the same club, because they all wear the 

same kit, so they are instantly recognisable, so they will just introduce 

themselves to each other at weekends. But he has made friends through 

that, people from all over the country (Nicole, F, 55-59). 

The same trend has been identified by Harmon and Scott (2017) who suggest that 

individuals, who are unable to be physically present at a particular leisure event or 

within a certain community, can continue to nurture social relationships through 
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digital platforms, which provide them with access to knowledge and awareness 

which they can then build upon when they get the opportunity for social interaction in 

a shared physical space. Effectively, social media and digital tracking applications 

provide a means of extending the triathlon social world into the virtual realm, 

meaning that individuals do not physically need to train together, but instead can 

remain part of the world by training, competing or socialising together virtually. This 

tendency reflects research by Barratt (2017) who found that, even for club cyclists 

who were not reliant on such applications to maintaining contact with other cyclists, 

these socially-enabled digital applications had become an important aspect of their 

everyday activities. Discussions with triathletes clearly emphasised that online 

extensibility was one of the notable benefits of the pervasiveness of social media 

usage amongst actors and organisations within the triathlon social world: 

Social media, going back to that side of it, helps, because you can 

immerse yourself and feel like you’re quite involved, even just sat on the 

sofa and keeping track with someone […] I don’t see them as much as I 

can see them on Strava, so it’s just a way of keeping up I guess, keeping 

up to date with what they’re doing (Craig, M, 45-49). 

When they [TTC] got the Facebook page it made a big difference, it feels 

like more of a community through Facebook actually, because people 

have a bit of a laugh with each other on there, share race reports, and 

random other stuff (Grace, F, 40-44). 

Both Craig and Grace’s comments reflect Harmon and Scott’s (2017) suggestion that 

these discussion forums can act as a surrogate for ‘being there’, and also exemplify 

how the unbounded temporal nature of the virtual world of triathlon can actually 

make it a more productive and dynamic space for community interaction (Harmon 

and Scott 2017).  

Clearly these digital tools are important means for triathletes to forge and express 

their membership to the wider triathlon community (Carlén and Maivorsdotter 2017), 

often enabling a more regular and deeper sense of involvement than permitted 

through co-presence. However, it is imperative to highlight that mediated 

communication through online platforms has not completely negated the importance 
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of physical presence. Despite their clear importance, mediated forms of 

communication have not made in-person socialising obsolete. Taking part in club 

training, attending social events and participating at events all offer unique and 

valuable means of social interaction, self-gratification and identity development which 

are arguably more intimate than virtual connections. Hitchings and Latham (2017) 

argue that intermittent conversations during physical activity, which may have 

nothing to do with the activity in question, can form an important aspect of the 

exercise experience (see also Watson 2006; Iveson 2007). This sentiment was 

expressed by several interviewees, who generally agreed that due to other 

restrictions placed on triathletes’ social lives given their level of commitment to their 

activity, conversations during physical activity were a valuable means of social 

interaction: 

If you’re a triathlete you can’t always go out and get wasted with people, 

because that’s the next day gone. Your social life actually tends to be – if 

you’re doing a 100-mile sportif and you’re cycling next to somebody for 6 

hours, just talking, just the 2 or 3 of you, that’s a real bonding experience 

(Margot, F, 40-44). 

Everyone has got something new to offer when you talk to people about it, 

and I think the social person-to-person side of the club, you can’t beat that 

really, even social media can’t beat that really. Chatting directly to 

someone (Craig, M, 45-49). 

In addition to the perceived social importance of face-to-face social interaction, 

physical presence was also highlighted as an essential practice through which to 

benefit from the camaraderie and supportive atmosphere at triathlon events, and as a 

valuable means of building confidence through the confirmation of ability or technical 

skill from other members, both of which cannot be replicated in the same way 

virtually. 

8.2.3. Socially-enabled indoor training applications 

Many sports are innately social, and we need to understand how to make 

sports technologies more social (Woźniak et al. 2019: 20). 
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In addition to the growing use of activity tracking applications for logging, analysing 

and comparing physical activity, another way in which application developers have 

capitalised on the needs of a growing population of ‘connected’ amateur participants 

of individual sports through the development of indoor training applications such as 

Zwift, Trainer Road, The Sufferfest and many others (Arthurs-Brennan 2020a): 

Systems like Zwift integrate sports equipment, such as bikes or a 

treadmill, to give the illusion of cycling or running in a beautiful landscape 

and competitive scenarios, instead of exercising in your cellar (Woźniak et 

al. 2019: 20). 

The rising importance of these applications within the endurance-sport community is 

evident, with an estimated 18% having an online training subscription to one of these 

platforms (Roethenbaugh 2019). This rising utilisation of interactive digital training 

technologies was also evident amongst survey respondents, with 16% indicating a 

regular use of Zwift, and a swathe of other applications receiving mention among 

survey responses and during participant observation. 

Zwift is a socially-enabled indoor training application that links up with a smart turbo 

trainer, exercise bike or treadmill and allows the athlete to power a virtual avatar 

around a mix of famous and fantasy landscapes populated with other virtual Zwift 

athletes. The application has experienced considerable growth in users over the past 

few years, growing from approximately 200,000 users in 2016 to more than 1 million 

by 2018 (Lunden 2018). These numbers have undoubtedly grown as a result of the 

COVID-19 lockdown in Great Britain. Zwift has effectively capitalised on the easing 

accessibility of home-based training equipment, the increasing tendency of 

triathletes (and cyclists) to perform their physical activity from the convenience of 

their home, and a desire of individuals that their sporting practices involve some form 

of social interaction. Through the ability to ride with “virtual representations of remote 

peers” within the triathlon community in a virtual reality setting, and due to an array 

of social functions including challenges, segments, competitions, ‘meetups’, forums 

and live chat, Zwift creates a social experience out of individual exercise (Woźniak et 

al. 2019: 20). Zwift also offers opportunities for the development and presentation of 

subcultural capital. The ability to earn achievements, work your way on to public 
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leaderboards, unlock clothing or equipment for your virtual avatar to use which act as 

a symbolic representation of your ability/regularity of using the game, which has the 

potential to contribute to an individual’s sense of identity. 

The increasing prevalence of interactive indoor training applications which seek to 

‘jazz-up’ home-based exercise has only been exacerbated during the recent COVID-

19 pandemic. With millions of people confined to their homes for months, and with 

significant restrictions on their ability to perform physical activity with others, the 

number of exercisers who have turned to alternative virtual means of social 

engagement during their exercise has been significant (Figure 8.5). This trend has 

demonstrated the power of these platforms for enabling individuals to remain 

connected to the social worlds of their respective sports when physical co-presence 

is not possible. Assessing the cultural changes to exercise practices as a result of the 

COVID-19 pandemic will be a fascinating but complex area for study, but on the 

whole, witnessing the important role that these technologies can play in the function 

of sporting social worlds is a valuable lesson moving into an increasingly digital 

future. 

 

Figure 8.5 - Impact of Coronavirus on the number of global Zwift users (Source: 
Schlange 2020). 
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The technological improvements and cultural changes surrounding sport and 

leisure activities have significantly transformed how sporting social worlds operate. 

On the whole, mediated communication plays a valuable role within the operation of 

the triathlon virtual world, particularly for enabling social interaction for those who are 

unable or unwilling to be physically present within the triathlon community and for 

extending individuals’ triathlon engagement beyond the temporal boundaries of 

physical activity alone. Social media platforms and socially-enabled activity tracking 

applications provide the opportunity for online extensibility of individuals’ triathlon 

identity and membership of the triathlon social world, providing a public platform 

through which to develop and express subcultural capital and to signify their 

commitment to the collective community of triathletes. Despite reducing the need for 

physical presence, the virtual world of triathlon, which has continued to expand and 

become increasingly accessible over the last decade, is not reducing the importance 

of face-to-face interaction for community involvement, rather it is actively extending 

and enhancing the operation of the social world. Understanding the extent to which 

this virtual world extends and enhances existing social worlds is valuable in that it 

begins to unearth the role of virtual communication centres within the operation of 

leisure-orientated social worlds.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

8.3.  Practices of activity tracking in triathlon 

Hand et al. (2007: 680) advise that “technologies and practices coevolve”. The 

complexities of developments within fitness technology are well documented 

(Cardinale and Varley 2017; Chambers et al. 2015; Wang 2015), but how users’ 

practices have evolved, developed and adapted in association with these 

technological advances is less well understood. Exploring how the assemblages of 

people, place, and technology come together to represent triathlon activity, can 

make a contribution to understandings of social interaction, experiences of place and 

hybrid physical/digital worlds (Holton 2019). Gilmore (2016) has developed the 

concept of ‘everywear’, an adaptation of Greenfield’s (2006) concept of ‘everyware’ 

which encapsulates the incessant penetration of technology into various aspects of 

everyday life, in an attempt to discuss how fitness-specific technologies - GPS 

devices, mobile phones and analysis applications - are becoming an integral element 
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of everyday fitness experiences and function to mediate and transform the ways in 

which leisure participants understand space.  

One transformative aspect of the various socially-orientated activity tracking 

applications that has been the subject of academic attention over the past few years 

has been their striking potential to influence the everyday practices of their users. 

Existing research has demonstrated how health applications have implemented 

gamifying mechanics – such as progress, feedback, rewards, challenges and 

competitions - in an effort to motivate users to form habitual exercise practices and 

encourage sustained application use (Boulos and Yang 2013). The most persuasive 

of these functions are those that are inherently social, making users health data 

public and exposing them to the comparison and judgement of other users. Hamari 

and Koivisto (2015) argue that positive recognition, social influence and reciprocity 

all contribute to the likeliness of sustained use and consequently, regular physical 

activity. However, this digital visibility can also have several negative consequences 

for users (Barratt 2017). Nevertheless, these socially-orientated activity tracking 

applications are having a notable impact on contemporary exercise practices in 

sports like triathlon, whilst at the same time emerging as important communication 

centres within the triathlon social world. In research by Little (2017) the utilisation of 

tracking and analysis technologies was found to be important for those who were 

newer to the activity, but as experience was gained there was a tendency to detach 

oneself from technology (Little 2017). However, the opposite appears to be true 

within triathlon, with a clear reliance on technology which appears to only grow 

stronger as individuals understanding of training metrics increased. Additionally, the 

allure of sharing and comparing training and race activity on online platforms such as 

Strava only appeared to amplify this engagement with technology. 

Despite a lack of public data on user numbers, it would be difficult to argue against 

Strava being one of the most popular and culturally significant socially-orientated 

activity tracking applications on the market (Arthurs-Brennan 2020b; TIA 2017; 

Tucker 2017). 74% of survey respondents highlighted that they used the application, 

and additionally, Strava was a reoccurring topic of discussion throughout my time 

training with TTC and RT. Accordingly, the following section will focus on Strava to 
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discuss how activity tracking practices manifest within the virtual world of triathlon. 

The nature of Strava means that use of the application primarily occurs after the 

performance of exercise, with users analysing aspects of their activity and browsing 

activities uploaded by their social connections on Strava. This practice can be 

considered as an ‘extended leisure experience’ and has become an increasingly 

important identity-confirming and community-enhancing practice within the triathlon 

social world (Harmon and Scott 2017). However, the public exposure of personal 

fitness habits is not always a positive experience for triathletes, and an attentiveness 

to the issues surrounding this emerging social comparison is a necessary 

consideration for this research.  

A number of existing research studies have explored Strava’s impact on users’ 

leisure practices. Barratt (2017) has discussed how competitive elements of Strava 

encourage some members of the cycling community to perform more regular, higher 

intensity and longer duration cycling activity (Barratt 2017). Fuller (2017) has 

commented on how Strava’s social comparison functions create opportunities for the 

expression of masculine identity, and Poulsen (2016) focused on the positive and 

negative aspects of surveillance embedded within Strava. However, insight into how 

Strava contributes to the changing spatial and social practices of triathletes are 

lacking but would provide a valuable contribution to the understandings of 

increasingly digital contemporary exercise practices. Developing an understanding of 

practices of activity tracking in triathlon will contribute to the growing field of 

research on wearable technologies and the datafication of everyday life (Gilmore 

2016). 

8.3.1. “If it’s not on Strava it didn’t happen”: 

Strava, the self-proclaimed ‘social network for athletes’, is a socially-enabled 

activity tracking application that allows users to upload running, cycling and 

swimming activity recorded on GPS-enabled devices to a platform for logging 

training, in-depth analysis and social comparison. Since the applications’ creation, it 

has had over one billion activities uploaded to its database, and more than nine 

activities are uploaded to the platform every second (Strava 2016). Founded in 2009, 
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Strava was designed to provide the social camaraderie of group exercise whilst 

training alone (Wallace 2012): 

The impetus for the idea was thinking how do we recreate this when we 

aren't connected to people anymore through our daily existence, when we 

are busy with work and family and everything is pulling us and taking us 

away from our life as an athlete (Michael Horvath, Strava’s Co-Founder 

quoted in Kelion 2013). 

Strava has emerged as a unique cultural entity within the endurance sport 

community, with social features such as online leaderboards, segments and a 

Facebook style dashboard creating opportunities for communication, comparison 

and competition that act to enhance the experience for individuals exercising alone 

(Barratt 2017; Tulle et al. 2018). Previous research has emphasised how the 

presence of this online social community is integral for user engagement and the 

inherently individual nature of triathlon practices perhaps explains triathletes’ 

preference for Strava over other activity logging applications (Chen et al. 2017). 

As a social application, Strava is widely commended for acting as a source of 

motivation, providing individuals with opportunities for social engagement, 

investment and reward despite training alone, and supporting an online social 

community of swimmers, cyclists, runners and triathletes. Through the 

implementation of gamifying features such as leaderboards, segments, challenges 

and rewards, Strava “taps into the basic desires and needs of the users which 

revolve around the idea of status and achievement” (Barratt 2017: 330). These 

gamified features have made competition an everyday element of physical activity 

engagement for a significant number of participants, whilst simultaneously increasing 

the pervasiveness of wearable fitness technologies amongst endurance sport 

communities (Gilmore 2016). 

The possibility of comparing oneself to others – friends, strangers and even 

professionals – has been identified as one of the key motivations for Strava-use (Tulle 

et al. 2018). However, the public visibility of Strava, placing digital artefacts of 

physical performances online and often also for others to see, and thus creating an 

opportunity for judgement and scrutiny, can produce a sense of anxiety through 
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surveillance that can be damaging for certain individuals (Poulsen 2017). Although 

the majority of gamifying features are typically justified as networking features, social 

pressure can also be regarded as a deliberate mechanism to encourage 

engagement (Millington 2018). My own Garmin running watch buzzes at me every 

three hours telling me to ‘get up and move’! This culture of online social comparison 

and surveillance that exists within Strava and the extent to which it has influenced the 

triathlon community can be most aptly summarised by the widely-used saying, “if it’s 

not on Strava, it didn’t happen”, which reflects the pervasiveness of activity tracking 

and the importance of social visibility within the context of triathlon, whilst also 

evidencing Strava’s embeddedness within the unique ethos of the community. 

Lamont and Ross (2019) suggest that the pre-emption and preparation for the post-

exercise ‘post-mortem’ of physical activity can cause users to adjust and alter their 

primary exercise practices, highlighting how cyclists would schedule planned pauses 

in their rides in order to take photos of impressive or attractive scenes in order to 

upload to their Instagram account. Strava had a similar effect on individuals due to its 

role as a publicly visible marker of users’ exercise habits, physical ability and a 

means of projecting subcultural capital within the digital world of triathlon. As a result, 

users would apply a range of strategies to tailor their physical activity in response to 

the assumed comparison and judgement of other users, including increasing their 

intensity on particular geographic ‘segments’ which had wider digital importance to 

the community. An example of the influence of Strava segments on user’s physical 

performance, a practice informally known as ‘segment hunting’, is demonstrated in 

Figure 8.6, and also in the following quote from Andrew: 

I would say more cyclists talk about Strava than triathletes do, and some 

people I know just don’t partake in it at all because they think you should 

just [keep your] head-down. Whereas I just go stalking Strava segments 

on my TT bike with my disc [wheel] on the back (Andrew, 35-39, M). 
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Figure 8.6 - Example of Strava-segment influenced activity (Source: TTC club 
member). 

Lamont and Ross (2019) also suggest that a focus on emerging digital platforms, 

that enable the sharing and scrutinisation of physical activity within individuals’ 

sporting networks, could make innovative contributions to understandings of digital 

social platforms as communication centres offering extensibility within leisure-

orientated social worlds. Similarly, a focus on the social features of applications such 

as Strava presents a valuable opportunity to develop a greater awareness of the 

“social dimension of health-orientated behaviours” (Zeng et al. 2017: 2).  

8.3.2. Social comparison and surveillance 

The visualisation of metrics associated with health and fitness and the overall 

datafication of amateur physical activity over the past decade has become a key 

element of the latest fitness boom (Millington 2016; Tironi and Valderrama 2018). 

Gilmore (2016) has proposed that the social capacity of socially-enabled activity 

tracking applications, which enable individuals to publicly share digital artefacts of 

physical activity performances with the ‘connected’ online community, distinguish 

GPS devices and applications like Strava from existing technologies such as 

pedometers. The effects of this transformational change have impacted individuals in 
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a variety of ways – including access to knowledge, advice and encouragement from 

others, helping individuals to identify appropriate sites for physical activity, and 

positive forms of competition. Yet at the same time this technological change has 

burdened some with a perception of peer pressure, resulted in unhealthy 

competition, and created a sense of having one’s bodily performances being under 

surveillance from known and unknown others. The role of public online social 

platforms and the sense of social comparison and scrutiny have been explored within 

the realms of social media sites such as Facebook and Instagram (Fardouly et al. 

2015), but the effect of increasingly placing everyday sporting performances in the 

public spotlight has only been the focus of a handful of leisure orientated studies. 

As an application with a core function of allowing users to upload digital traces of 

physical activity in order to initiate social engagement, Strava – the ‘social network 

for athletes’ – creates an atmosphere that can positively or negatively impact on its 

users. Once uploaded to the platform, Strava activites effectively become 

“personalized and datafied representations of the self that are the subjects of 

scrutiny” (Millington 2018: 72). Lamont and Ross (2019) have emphasised how 

digital platforms have become a space for what Harmon and Scott (2017: 586) have 

termed ‘extended leisure experiences’ – “activities that participants engage in 

following a primary leisure activity” which may occur “without temporal or 

geographical connection to the primary activity”, both individually and collectively. 

The notion of social comparison is a central aspect of these experiences on Strava. 

As a platform, Strava provides users with the opportunity to keep up to date with the 

physical activity of friends, club members, or even strangers, and use this as a 

context through which to assess their own triathlon activity: 

I also think most people like to have a snoop at what other people have 

done, it's a bit like Facebook isn't it. Even if you don't post something 

yourself, you like to see what people are doing (Grace, F, 40-44). 

In his study of cyclists’ use of Strava, Barratt (2017) identified that the digital 

visibility of the application contributed to the obligation to cycle. At the same time, 

this digital imperative has become an embedded element of individual practice for 

some, with individuals in Toner’s (2018) study highlighting that the absence of a GPS 
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tracking device, and the associated digital artefact of the activity, resulted in a sense 

that the physical activity had little purpose. This thinking points towards the 

motivational properties of these socially-enabled digital tools, demonstrating a 

preference for immediate social validation through digital visibility over the physical 

capital obtained from the activity itself. The importance of this digital recognition 

within the triathlon social world is again most aptly reflected by the mantra “if it’s not 

on Strava it didn’t happen” which has become ingrained within the triathlon culture. 

Feedback from friends, club members, or just other online users on uploaded 

triathlon activity or race reports through comments and ‘kudos’ or ‘likes’ on social 

media platforms, or even purely the knowledge that one’s activity was now present 

within the digital world of triathlon, acted to increase individuals’ sense of self-worth, 

as well as identification with the activity and self-confidence. The same trend has 

been illuminated by Pedersen and Tjørnhøj-Thomsen (2017) regarding bodywork at 

the gym.  

The prevalence of social comparison on Strava first became clear during survey 

analysis, with 74% of survey respondents regularly using Strava to look at other 

users’ training activities, and 52% comparing their own performances with other local 

triathletes. The same sentiment was also apparent during the qualitative phase of the 

research. In the majority of circumstances, it was clear that this function of social 

comparison was largely positive, having a genuine impact on individuals’ ability to 

extend the community engagement aspect of their practice. As a regular Strava user 

myself, it became clear early into my time with the two triathlon clubs that my own 

sense of involvement and belonging within the triathlon social world was somewhat 

mediated through this social comparison on Strava: 
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Running over to the field where the session would be held, I was speaking 

to Oliver about my most recent PB’s – which he had seen on Strava – one 

over 3000m at Loughborough and another at a local parkrun event – legs 

still tired from the latter. Although it is something I am familiar with from 

my running community involvement, it was interesting to see how some 

members of the club had already started using Strava as a means of 

observing my physical activity, and in this case providing me with 

encouragement and acknowledging my successes, which was a positive 

(Observation – 12th June 2018) 

This observation evidences how digital interaction through Strava can augment 

face-to-face communication, acting as a talking point to aid the development of social 

connections through a deeper understanding of individuals’ activity and a context 

through which to view that activity. For example, Oliver could see when and where I 

raced, and with whom. He could also identify that these performances were personal 

bests for me due to the title given to the activity, and he could interpret my ability as 

a runner through the visualisation of my performance metrics, and this provided him 

with a topic for discussion during our training session. Amongst interviewees, Strava 

was identified as an opportune platform through which to develop an awareness of 

the activities of other club members, both as a means of generating talking points but 

also for reassuring themselves about their own triathlon training: 

It’s a lot more useful than a website because it updates itself, because 

people put stuff on there, and you get more of a feel for the people in the 

club and what they’re up to (Andrew, M, 35-39). 

At the same time, the visualisation of geospatial data collected during users’ 

swimming, cycling and running activity creates an easily-accessible record of 

suitable and tested physical activity spaces within a certain area, which other users 

can then integrate into their own spatial practices: 

I often look on Strava and think, ‘oh they’ve ridden that route, let’s steal 

that one and let’s go and ride that ourselves shall we?’ (Betty, F, 35-39). 
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You can easily see visually where people have been cycling a lot. There 

have been times where I’ve thought ‘oh, I’d have never have thought of 

going along there, but clearly people do, so let’s have a look (Wes, M, 60-

64). 

Amongst triathletes, there appeared to be a general sense that Strava was more 

likely to have a positive influence on their sense of involvement, self-confidence and 

connectedness during periods of regular training. However, at times when users 

were unable to train as much as they desired due to injury, a general lack of 

motivation or other commitments, the negative side-effects attributed with the social 

visibility of Strava came to the fore: 

It's one of those things, when I'm training lots I love going on there, 

because I know that I'm doing a lot. If I'm not doing as much, like at the 

moment, I don't go on there as much because it makes me feel like, ‘oh 

god I’m not doing enough’ (Grace, F, 40-44). 

Much like in Barratt’s (2017) study exploring the gamification of physical activity 

through applications such as Strava, the ever-present nature of technology had the 

potential to impact triathletes’ practices in similar ways. One of the key negative 

aspects of Strava use identified by participants was how the sense of monitoring and 

surveillance, and the ability to see what other people are doing (although perhaps 

only what people selectively chose to upload) had the potential to lead to a feeling of 

anxiety through not doing enough, or jealousy/disappointment that others are 

performing better. The following two quotes demonstrate this: 

Like with any social media, that there are negatives, because I do think 

some people - including myself - sometimes it can make you feel a bit 

anxious, or like you're not doing enough, or that other people are better 

than you (Grace, F, 40-44). 
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I’ve found, when I was doing the full, people that were training to do the 

full as well, I found I had to block them, because it just really started – it 

wasn’t upsetting me that they were doing better, it was more that it made 

me doubt constantly whether I was doing enough. I couldn’t do anymore, 

and there was nothing I could do about it, but I just found, I’d think ‘I’ve 

had a really good week, I’ve done loads this week’, and I’d look at my total, 

look at my plan, and be like ‘yeah! I’m within an hour of what I should have 

done this week’, and it was a lot I should have done. I’d think that’s really 

good, and then someone else’s would come up and I would be like ‘but 

they’ve done like eight hours more than me, how is that even possible. I 

can’t have done enough. I need to do more, I need to do more. And in 

reality I didn’t need to do any more at all, but it just started to mess with 

my mind a bit (Sophie, F, 40-44). 

Although Strava provides access to a substantial amount of in-depth data about 

performance, training and spatialities, it does not provide insight into the personal 

circumstances of the uploader, for example, how much free time they have, how 

supportive their family are of their pursuit, the level of accessibility they have to 

facilities, etc., which all potentially increase the ease of engagement. A lack of time 

was a barrier to participation identified by 18% of triathletes in the online survey, and 

Strava appears to exacerbate individuals’ perception of time available for triathlon 

activity by enabling them to view the training practices of those who may have 

significantly more flexibility in their lives. In the case of Sophie, a part-time teacher 

who was married with young children remained dissatisfied with her level of 

engagement when comparing her training to others on Strava, although she used 

almost every available moment of leisure time for triathlon. This sense of detachment 

of practices from the individuals themselves is arguably an artefact of online 

extensibility within the triathlon social world, whereas the nature of face-to-face 

interaction means that questioning others on how their personal situation may 

facilitate or impede their triathlon activity is potentially an easier topic to broach. 

The large segment of the triathlon community that is fixated with ensuring that 

physical activity is made visible through applications like Strava, combined with the 
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ingrained sense that users’ triathlon practices may be subject to the judgement of the 

local and wider community, ties into existing geographical understandings of 

surveillance (Foucault 1991) and contemporary reflections of digital forms of 

surveillance (Barns 2019). It became clear that it was not only the notion of social 

comparison afforded by the Strava community that had the potential to negatively 

impact the experiences of users. Built-in aspects of surveillance within the devices 

and applications themselves added a degree of expectation regarding regularity and 

intensity of training practices which caused frustration or anxiety amongst 

participants and instilled a sense of ‘being a slave to technology’ for some: 

Sometimes you think to yourself ‘I should have a rest day’, but my watch is 

telling me ‘your move goal was normally further along by now, why don’t 

you get a workout in today’. ‘Leave me alone!’. So it can become a little bit 

of a slave to tech, and this is why I try and use it, but not get too obsessed 

with it (Brian, M, 35-39). 

As an increasing number of people turn to digital applications like Strava to 

measure, analyse, log and compare aspects of their physical activity, the extent to 

which they impact individuals’ physical and social practices, in addition to their 

physical, social and mental health, is significant. Surveillance is engrained within the 

underlying technologies and programming that generate exercise data, and also 

within the social features of these socially-orientated activity tracking applications. 

This surveillance can have both positive and negative impacts on users from the 

triathlon community, acting to reinforce self-confidence, identity and community 

membership for those who are able to train regularly, but having conflicting effects 

for those who cannot. 

Much like the discussion on social media platforms in Section 8.2.1, Strava acts as 

a means of mediated communication that extends the operation of the triathlon social 

world beyond the spatial and temporal restrictions of face-to-face interaction. As a 

digital space which brings together a variety of actors connected by the unique ethos 

of endurance sport, Strava in this sense can also be considered as a digital 

communication centre within the triathlon social world. Social comparison manifests 

itself in users’ interactions with ‘segments’ and their leaderboards on Strava, features 
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which attempt to gamify the exercise experience. Millington (2018) suggests that 

they are effectively social networking features, but in this case tied to an actual 

physical location. This unique and complex relationship between the digital meaning 

ascribed to these places within the community, and the way individuals interact with 

these places in the physical world, form the focus of the following section. 

8.3.3. A digital sense of physical space? 

While digital technologies cannot replace conventional interactions with 

landscapes, the intersections of people, places and technologies can 

converge in exciting and surprising ways to produce new forms of 

interrelating with(in) spaces (Holton 2019: 435). 

Digital interfaces are increasingly transforming our experiences of space and place 

(Adey et al. 2014; Sutko and De Souza e Silva 2010). Having a lasting physical trace 

of your physical activity visualised in the form of an interactive map enables 

individuals to inspect and dissect the more intricate aspects of their mobility, which in 

turn can lead to a greater understanding of the spaces that they have traversed, and 

through the use of digital means, a better post-activity understanding of their bodily 

performance in relation to the physical environment. At the same time, through the 

assemblage of a mass of existing traces of physical activity, applications like Strava, 

Garmin Connect and MapMyRide have the functionality to enable users to identify, 

piece together, experience and then disseminate suitable routes for physical activity. 

From my own experience, investigation into the spatial activity profiles of others 

within the local running sub-world have been invaluable for assessing the viability of 

potential routes, and for adding new routes into my spatial portfolio. 

The impacts of the social functions of Strava are not limited to previously 

unconnected individuals, they can also enhance and/or transform the social dynamic 

of existing social connections. Individuals can view the activities of other athletes 

within their club or local community, allowing them to identify areas for physical 

activity, to observe and learn from others’ training practices, and to improve their 

awareness of the goings-on of other members in their social circles. Modern socially-

enabled activity tracking applications amalgamate a huge amount of geospatial user 
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data in order to help suggest routes based on their popularity amongst the 

endurance sport community. This can lead to the regular use of certain spaces 

because they have emerged as important sites amongst tracking triathletes but may 

also contribute to the avoidance of certain spaces purely because they are 

‘unpopular’. The result of all these digital engagements within triathlon practice are a 

topic with much scope for future research. 

Through the recommendation of ‘community-tested’ geographies of triathlon, and a 

vast library of other users’ spatial exploration data during physical activity, 

applications like Strava can increase users’ awareness of their local exercise 

environment. Strava segments encourage competition between users based on 

specific geographic locations, which in turn increases their attentiveness to terrain, 

elevation and weather in order to optimise their performance. Little (2017) argues 

that the performance-driven nature of GPS tracking devices can subtract from 

individuals’ environmental immersion, however, the use of cartographical features 

which utilise this GPS data, clearly have a notable effect on users’ understanding of 

their local environment, ascribing these spaces with meaning associated with their 

triathlon engagement and influencing how they interact with these spaces in the 

physical world (Lane 2012). 

Strava provides the opportunity to develop users’ understanding and awareness of 

space, to alter and augment experiences of space, and to act as a tool for 

placemaking that connects the physical and digital realms. This process occurs both 

pre-exercise; allowing users to plan routes based on existing activities, or to explore 

segments and trawl local leaderboards to uncover community meanings associated 

with specific places, and post-activity; to determine how users’ physical performance 

within certain spaces compares with the community, and to provide geographical 

context to physical performance through the use of visualisation tools. 

Segments are a feature of Strava which allow users to define sections of a route 

and then compare their effort against their own and users’ previous performances. 

Through the combination of enabling social comparison, encouraging competition 

and adding digitally-grounded meaning to physical spaces, segments have had a 

transformational effect on the relationship between the physical and virtual worlds of 
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triathlon in our new digital climate. Despite the seemingly arbitrary nature of these 

spatial sections of individuals’ physical activity, the behavioural changes associated 

with them are evident. This interaction between the physical and digital realms in 

relation to certain spaces, a phenomenon that Holton (2019: 435) refers to as 

“hybridised physical/digital spaces” is a process that occurs bi-laterally in relation to 

Strava. Through features such as segments and in-depth performance analysis, and 

the huge quantity of existing geospatial physical activity data, Strava users’ physical 

activity becomes imbued with virtual meaning, whilst at the same time, the 

knowledge that training will be publicly visible, and inevitably will be subject to social 

comparison, has an impact on individuals’ physical performance in order to obtain a 

social reaction within the virtual world of Strava. This two-way process became 

evident through discussions with triathletes, with virtual understandings of place 

becoming enmeshed in users’ existing knowledge and perceptions of place:  

 There is one that I ride quite often which is called ‘Riding to the Tower’. It 

starts on the corner just before the steam train bridge near Tidship 

Reservoir, and then it goes across that road that goes through the 

Reservoir so there’s water either side of you, and then it goes round some 

curvy bits, round some little towers where Tidship Spring water is there, 

and then ends in the middle of Tidship next to some of those turret things 

that are by the side of the road. I remember my Gran used to tell me that 

that was where they put the naughty boys, in those towers. And my Mum 

and Dad only live in Clacombe, so I’ve driven that route nearly all of my 

life, and it’s on my ride home, so I go that way. And I like Tidship 

Reservoir, and the look of the water there, so that’s one that I go to and do 

all of the time. If someone beat me on that I would be like ‘No, I own that! 

(Andrew, M, 35-39). 

At the same time, users are also highlighting how this new virtual meaning of place 

manifested itself in an alteration of users’ physical interactions with space in order to 

project their triathlon identity onto the digital triathlon community: 
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I like running up hills. That’s my favourite thing to do, and if somebody has 

just taken my King of the Mountain, I will be there every day until I have 

got it back (George, M, 40-44).  

One segment, a hill on my commute over to Runnington, which is about 

1km in length, which Harry had logged a top 5 performance on, he 

explained how the only reason he did so well is that he was ‘led out’ (used 

the drag effect from another rider to get a temporary speed advantage), 

and had a tailwind. His attempt was ‘premeditated’ in that he had 

organised the other rider to take the lead for the start of the climb. He had 

taken the wind into account and decided to give the segment a go 

(Observations 13th July 2018). 

Understanding the relevance of the concept of “hybridised physical/digital spaces” 

(Holton 2019: 435) in relation to socially-enabled activity tracking applications is 

clearly an immensely complex task, and this research only begins to touch on the 

ways in which the digital is complementing and/or transforming physical 

understandings of space. Despite this, highlighting the interconnectedness of the 

physical and the digital in relation to contemporary leisure experiences is a valuable 

starting point for further research to build upon. 

8.4.  Conclusion 

The digital has become a fundamental and inseparable aspect of social worlds. 

Mediated forms of communication have become inseparable from the operation of 

the triathlon social world, a situation that is likely to reflect the changing nature of 

social worlds more broadly. The pervasiveness of digital communication tools, and 

the ever-increasing degree of accessibility to these online social platforms, have 

enabled triathletes (and those in other communities) to develop social connections 

that extend far beyond the co-performance of activities. 

The previous chapter has also demonstrated that digital spaces are becoming 

increasingly important to the operation of social worlds, providing platforms for the 

extensibility of identities and for the creation and augmentation of social 

relationships, decreasing the requirement for physical co-presence, but not entirely. 
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In this sense, the virtual spaces of triathlon provide an opportunity for online 

extensibility for those who are not able or willing to maintain regular physical 

presence within the triathlon community.  

Digital tracking applications have also become an important part of the unique 

ethos and accepted practices of triathlon participation, at the same time as being an 

integral platform for the expression of social identity. Accordingly, digital tracking 

applications have become an important aspect of triathlon as a form of serious 

leisure. These socially-enabled tracking applications also play an important role in 

both physical and digital placemaking processes, with spaces being ascribed 

subcultural importance and meaning by local triathlon communities, whilst 

simultaneously enabling individuals to extend their knowledge of their local area 

based on the activities of the wider Strava community. 
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9. Conclusion 

The health and well-being of the British population is high on the agenda of 

institutions such as Sport England, the main public body that analyses national sports 

participation at regular intervals with the aim of helping “everyone in England 

regardless of age, background or level of ability to feel able to engage in sport and 

physical activity” (Sport England 2016a: 7). This is because a healthier population 

with active rather than sedentary lifestyles would help to ensure more economic and 

social sustainability due to a reduction in health issues with long-term consequences 

such as obesity, coronary heart disease, common cancers, type 2 diabetes, and 

mental health conditions (Sport England 2016a). Knowledge about leisure practices 

in different sports can therefore provide topical insights into the aspects that 

encourage or hinder sporting participation and healthy lifestyles. 

Research about sporting cultures in Great Britain has emerged in different social 

scientific disciplines since the 1970s to generate a more theoretical understanding of 

people’s motivations, opportunities, and needs of practicing sport as a leisure 

activity, and provide policy-relevant recommendations on how the public and private 

sectors, as well as public-private partnerships, can support, enhance, and capitalise 

on sport as a multi-million pound sector of the British economy. Whereas most 

academic attention has been devoted to long-established sports, such as football, 

cricket, and running, triathlon has most recently attracted researchers’ attention in 

regard to its participant base and their sport expenditures (Wicker et al., 2012; 2013), 

There is a conspicuous lack of research on the geographies of sports (for exceptions, 

see Bale 2003; Koch 2017), and especially about triathletes’ training practices, 

favourite training environments, social interactions, and digital engagement via 

tracking devices, performance analysis software, and social media, including the 

important social geographical question how these practices vary along different axes 

of social difference. 

Triathlon is a relatively young but extremely fascinating sport because it combines 

three disciplines in one event, namely swimming, cycling, and running. First 

conducted in 1974, the sport experienced a rise in popularity in parallel with the 
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growth in mass recreational sport participation occurring in Europe and North 

America. Triathlon first featured in the summer Olympic Games in 2000 in Athens, at 

a time where participation continued to increase worldwide. In Great Britain, triathlon 

became a popular leisure activity after British triathletes excelled at the Olympic 

Games in London 2012 and later in Rio de Janeiro in 2016. By 2018, there were an 

estimated 160,000 active triathletes in Great Britiain (TriRadar 2018a). The three 

constitutive sports of triathlon are inherently individual sports in which individual 

performances determine performance in competitions, however, over the network of 

over 600 clubs and 500 events per year in Great Britain alone enable triathletes to 

train together and compete at events, thereby providing opportunities for social 

interaction and networking.  

In this wider context, this thesis has identified the geographies of triathlon an 

important research desideratum and subsequently explored the spatial, social and 

digital worlds of committed and recreational triathletes in Great Britain, with an 

emphasis on athletes’ profiles, training practices, community characteristics and 

activity tracking. This research aim was addressed through four research objectives, 

namely: (1) ‘to examine the profiles and practices of triathletes in Great Britain’, (2) 

‘to explore the geographies and spatialities of triathletes’ training, competition and 

social practices’, (3) ‘to analyse the actors, events, practices and organisations which 

constitute the triathlon social world’, and (4) ‘to investigate the impact of digital 

technologies on triathletes’ activity and social practices’.  

Using a sequential exploratory mixed method approach in the form of a national-

scale online survey (n=591) and more localised participant observation and semi-

structured interviews in two triathlon clubs in the East Midlands, this thesis has 

performed an in-depth investigation into the spatial, social and digital worlds that 

characterise triathlon participation in Great Britain, thereby adding in various ways to 

a burgeoning academic literature on the geographies of sport and cultures of 

triathlon, drawing upon debates from geography, sociology and studies of sport. This 

final chapter will demonstrate how this research project has achieved the 

overarching aim of better understanding the spatial, social and digital worlds of 

triathlon, outlining original contributions to academic knowledge in relation to the four 
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research objectives of this thesis. Further, the chapter summarises the ways in which 

these contributions develop our understandings of contemporary sport and leisure 

engagement in the context of an increasingly connected technological world. 

9.1.  Contributions to knowledge 

This research makes four main contributions to research in geography and sports 

science through novel empirical findings and conceptual arguments on the themes of 

triathlon as serious leisure, the geographies of triathlon, as well as the increasingly 

intertwined social and virtual worlds of triathlon, which are summed up in the 

subsequent paragraphs before outlining avenues for future study. 

9.1.1. Triathlon as serious leisure 

First, drawing upon Stebbins’ (1992) conceptualisation of ‘serious leisure’, this 

thesis has provided an overview on the profiles, motivations, practices and 

performances that characterise the diverse participants of the sport of triathlon within 

Great Britain. Chapter 5 confirms the suitability of the serious leisure concept for 

understanding triathlon engagement as reflected in a handful of existing studies 

(Atkinson 2008; Lamont et al. 2014; Simmons et al. 2016). Understanding triathlon as 

serious leisure, acknowledges triathletes’ intense commitment to the activity, their 

desire to develop a meaningful sport-related social identity, the array of durable 

benefits associated with participation, and the unique ethos that has come to define 

the triathlon community. 

This research has contributed to the growing literature on the motivations of 

athletes engaged in recreational sport, giving attention to the facilitators and barriers 

to participation in triathlon for individuals across a range of abilities and levels of 

engagement. The results of the online survey have confirmed the key motivations 

and barriers for triathletes discussed in existing studies of triathlon (Simmons et al. 

2016). However, the analysis presented within this thesis has elaborated upon 

previous research on triathlon as an under researched sport by considering 

variations in the importance of these facilitating and hindering factors based on social 

difference and type of engagement. Previous research has demonstrated that 

participants in one of the most challenging branded triathlon events, the Ironman, are 
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required to delicately balance the conflicting demands of work, family and leisure 

(Simmons et al. 2016). The findings of this research have revealed that this 

negotiation of multiple challenges associated with triathlon participation is evident 

among respondents of all orientations towards the sport but, to varying extents. This 

constant effort to harmonise work, familial and leisure responsibilities reflects 

triathlon’s position as a form of serious leisure. 

Previous research has emphasised that social difference can have a decisive 

impact on an individual’s fitness practices (Hitchings and Latham 2018). The findings 

of this study confirm that triathlon is no exception, recognising clear variation in 

motivations and training practices in relation to age, income, and gender. Chapter 5 

has identified significant gender differences in terms of participation in different 

triathlon event variations, with men significantly more likely to participate in longer 

triathlon events, which require a greater investment of time, effort and money, than 

women. This reflects not only the greater number of women starting in the sport 

preferring more accessible short distance events but also wider issues concerning 

gender disparity in sport more generally. In addition, analysis of survey data 

confirmed that income had a significant influence on triathletes’ participation in 

events, with higher income respondents being more likely to participate in more 

expensive middle- and long-distance triathlon events. Clearly social difference has an 

influence on the degree to which certain groups can engage in different sporting 

activities, and therefore, a better understanding of the differences that perpetuate 

these sports, and the impact they have on different groups, is an important step for 

attempting to prevent these differences from reinforcing unequal access to physical 

activity and healthy lifestyles, for example, through public funding and subsides for 

sporting facilities. 

A comprehensive analysis of the responses to the original large-scale online survey 

of triathletes prompted the development of a seven-classification typology of 

triathletes based on the criteria of club membership, intensity of engagement and 

competitiveness as differentiating variables that had a considerable influence on 

triathletes’ practices. Classifying triathletes based on a two-step cluster analysis into 

the seven groups of ‘devoted competitors’, ‘devoted hobbyists’, ‘regular 
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competitors’, ‘regular hobbyists’, ‘casual competitors’, ‘casual hobbyists’, and ‘non-

members’ enabled further analysis into the other themes of the chapter, including 

facilitators and barriers to engagement, training and competition practices, and social 

activities. In comparison to existing typologies of triathletes (Harada et al. 2010; 

Myburgh et al. 2014; Wicker et al. 2012), this new sevenfold typology emphasises the 

variations in training, competition and social interaction of triathletes based on their 

degree of immersion within the unique ethos of triathlon.  

9.1.2. Geographies of triathlon 

Second, echoing recent interest in better understanding the role of the physical 

environment in relation to physical activity (Das and Horton 2012), Chapter 6 has 

highlighted how environmental and social factors contribute to the unique locational 

geography of triathlon. The areas that are utilised by different individuals pursuing 

their leisure practices can also hold different meanings and functions, resulting in a 

multiplicity of practices, making the investigation of these seemingly ‘mundane’ 

leisure spaces an important avenue of research (Eden and Barratt 2010). Where it 

has generally been assumed that activities such as cycling and running can take 

place almost anywhere (Cidell 2014), this thesis has demonstrated the complexity of 

triathletes’ training taskscapes, identifying a number of facilitating and restricting 

factors to triathlon participation afforded by different locations. The elements of the 

urban environment that are conducive to various forms of physical activity, especially 

those that take place in a variety of unspecialised spaces, have been largely 

overlooked to date.  

Through the development of a specialisation continuum for triathlon training 

locations, this research has clearly demonstrated the importance of semi-specialised 

and unspecialised spaces within the sport of triathlon. These training locations range 

from specialised training spaces, such as swimming pools and athletics tracks, via 

semi-specialised training sites, including managed swimming lakes, public parks and 

cycle paths, to unspecialised locations such as the sea, trails and country roads. A 

lower degree of specialisation means that the training locations are in easier reach, 

more accessible, and cheaper to access, and thus allow for more flexible training 

units during days filled with work and social obligations. Yet, semi-specialised and 
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especially unspecialised training locations compromise on safety, surveillance, and 

provision of help in the case of accidents and injuries.  

Through an in-depth analysis of the multitude of sites in which everyday triathlon 

participation takes place, this thesis makes an original contribution to geographical 

and interdisciplinary understandings of the enabling characteristics of environments 

beyond those constructed specifically for physical activity. Triathletes utilise a 

plethora of varyingly specialised spaces within their training, with social difference, 

experience, confidence and intensity of engagement having a material impact on the 

spatialities of their triathlon engagement. The findings of this thesis demonstrate that 

the spatiality of sporting practices is inherently activity-specific (and the sporting 

activity inherently place-specific), in the sense that certain activities – such as motor 

racing, or surfing, but also open water swimming in triathlon - cannot be performed 

‘anywhere’. 

Collectively, the triathletes in this study helped to paint a picture of the complex 

spatiality of training practices within triathlon, highlighting the extensive variety of 

factors and attributes that influenced their sport-specific geographies. Triathletes’ 

utilisation of specialised, semi-specialised and unspecialised locations was 

significantly influenced by a range of factors, including level of experience, type of 

engagement, choice of triathlon event, different barriers to participation, and markers 

of social difference such as age, income and gender. Insights from the large-scale 

online survey demonstrated that those who spent more time training were 

significantly more likely to use a greater number of training locations and facilities, 

thus demonstrating a desire to vary one’s training to keep it interesting, having a 

greater level of confidence to explore, and being in search of developing an 

extended skill-set through the use of varied training locations. Respondents 

completing a greater number of events, who had been in the sport for longer and 

self-identified as ‘triathletes’, were also significantly more likely to utilise a greater 

variety of training locations and more unspecialised ones. 

Chapter 6 has demonstrated that when considering the locational geographies of 

triathletes’ training practices, the degree of location specialisation matters. Generally, 

as the specialisation of a training location increases, so do the limitations of social 
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access, for example: cost of access (cost of equipment, facility running costs, staff 

costs, etc), the degree of regulation (timed sessions, rules) and the eligibility 

requirements (club membership, age restrictions, type of user). Accordingly, 

triathletes were significantly more likely to make use of more easily accessible, 

plentiful semi-specialised and unspecialised training locations in comparison to more 

sparse, restricted activity-specific specialised locations. This thesis has therefore 

emphasised the importance of understanding the variety of spaces that act to 

support physical activity engagement, particularly those which are not explicitly 

designed for sport but, play a crucial role in making activities such as triathlon 

accessible to the British population. 

Responding to calls to remain attentive to the spaces that are conducive to physical 

activity (Deelen et al. 2019), this thesis has also demonstrated that everyday sporting 

spaces must be physically and socially accessible, convenient, functional and 

attractive in order for them to become regular features of individuals’ physical activity 

taskscape. For triathletes, who often attempt to dedicate a substantial proportion of 

their time to the activity, the proximity and convenience of access to sporting spaces 

are particularly vital for encouraging regular participation in a safe and controlled 

environment. This is why swimming pools and residential areas were identified as the 

two most commonly used training locations by respondents. Implementing the ideas 

of Warn and Witherick (2003) on accessibility in sport and leisure activities, Chapter 

6 has considered how issues of accessibility contributed to triathletes’ locational 

geographies, in particular focussing on provision, proximity and social access. The 

findings highlight the importance of provision and proximity for encouraging regular 

use of different training locations, whilst also emphasising the risks of over-restricting 

access to more specialised facilities in terms of cost, time, and eligibility restrictions. 

Social difference had a significant impact on triathletes’ tendency to utilise different 

training spaces, primarily concerning age and income but not gender. 

Geographers who have explored running as a mobility practice have identified the 

need for runners to develop specific negotiational skills to navigate confidently the 

‘myriad of obstacles and dangers’ that characterise the areas where they perform 

their activity (Barnfield 2019; Cook et al. 2016). Confidence had a similar impact on 
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the triathletes’ practices in this study, with those who described confidence as a 

barrier to their participation being more likely to use specialised places such as 

swimming pools, gyms and leisure centres frequently. In contrast, respondents not 

restricted by confidence used locations such as lakes, country roads and off-road 

trails much more often because these spaces required a higher level of skill and 

concentration to negotiate, both in terms of the natural environment and other mobile 

subjects. Notably these spaces that were less accessible for less confident 

respondents were those that were not necessarily designed with physical activity in 

mind. This contradiction of less specialised spaces being central to everyday 

triathlon engagement, yet at the same time acting as a barrier to the participation for 

less confident triathletes due to their lack of specialisation highlights the potential 

benefit from planners, local authorities and governing bodies to consider physical 

activity participants during the design of public spaces. In contrast, those who utilised 

a greater variety of training locations were more likely to be club members and train 

with larger groups, evidencing the social role of sports groups to instil a sense of 

confidence among participants.  

9.1.3. The social world of triathlon 

Third, drawing upon Shipway et al.’s (2012) re-appropriation of Unruh’s (1980) 

concept of the ‘social world’ for the purpose of understanding the distance running 

community, this thesis further re-imagines the concept of the social world to develop 

an awareness of the organisation and social nature of the triathlon community. This 

research goes beyond existing conceptualisations of the social world that focus on 

the actors, events, organisations and practices which define a social world by 

discussing the locations and facilities that are central to the operation of 

contemporary social worlds. Social worlds themselves are not bound by 

geographical space but constituted by nodes and networks (Castells 2000), yet the 

spaces where the world operates through people’s practices and interactions often 

are, a contention that is rarely considered within the academic literature. In 

particular, this research contributes to understandings of the spatialities of social 

worlds by exploring the networks that underlie the amorphous phenomenon of the 

triathlon social world. 
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It is rewarding to use different conceptual resources for interpreting empirical 

findings on the triathlon world because concepts help to structure the research focus 

and analysis and thus enhance understanding. Hence, there is a need to bring 

together different conceptual resources in order to account for multi-dimensional and 

multi-scalar practices and processes. The notion of the social world and its different 

sub-worlds (Unruh 1980, Shipway et al. 2012) has been useful for examining social 

interaction and identity formation among triathletes but combining such a world 

perspective with more individualistic understandings of social, economic, cultural and 

symbolical capital accumulation and exchange in the sense of Bourdieu (1984), as 

well as network perspectives that account for the role of nodes and networks in 

social and digital worlds (Castells 2000), and the importance of a diverse range of 

material and immaterial entities creating such sporting worlds (Preuss 2007; Dawson 

and Jöns 2018) accounts for a diversity of epistemological developments and 

therefore provides more comprehensive insights.  

With reference to two case study triathlon clubs in the East Midlands, the 

discussion in Chapter 7 has drawn upon qualitative insights to highlight the role of 

triathlon clubs as spatial and social centres of the triathlon social world. Previous 

research has emphasised the significance of sports clubs for the community, 

however, there is an absence of research which considers the processes which 

characterise their social function among triathletes. This research has shown that 

triathlon clubs are important organisations in the social world, helping to formulate 

communities and develop collective and individual sports-based identities. 

The triathlon club, operating in both physical and digital spaces, is an important site 

for the learning and dissemination of relevant knowledge enabling individuals to 

develop competency, confidence and immerse themselves within the triathlon social 

world. For insiders – with their “intimate knowledge of social world activities” (Unruh 

1980: 282) – this process of knowledge exchange enables them to express their 

accumulated subcultural capital through the demonstration of knowledge and 

proficiency. For outsiders, access to knowledge, facilitated by triathlon clubs, was 

essential to help them navigate the multitude of practices and skills that characterise 
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triathlon engagement, whilst also developing their understanding of the unique 

values and norms characterising the triathlon social world. 

Existing research and even governing bodies have emphasised the importance of 

club membership for developing new social connections, and for enabling social 

interaction which can be paramount to individuals’ mental and social well-being 

(Shipway et al. 2012). Yet, the potential for sporting communities, particularly those 

centred around sports clubs, to enable lasting social connections whose impact 

extends far beyond the realm of the activity itself could have the potential to 

significantly boost the appeal of physical activities for those who are currently less 

physically active or seeking meaningful social interaction. Conversations with 

triathletes identified that relationships formed through club membership, initially 

centred around a shared interest in triathlon, had the potential to transform into 

meaningful social connections characterised by camaraderie, support, 

encouragement, and friendship. For some, the combination of establishing important 

relationships and investing the majority of one’s leisure time towards triathlon meant 

that their social life revolved almost entirely around the triathlon community.  

Reflecting arguments by Crouch (2000) that social relationships, identities and 

behaviours are associated with particular spaces, this thesis has argued that the 

spaces in which triathlon clubs operate can be considered as key ‘communication 

centres’ within the triathlon social world (Unruh 1980). Responding to calls to 

investigate the places which form the social infrastructure of sport and physical 

activity, this thesis has demonstrated that the social spaces of triathlon clubs (such as 

the café at Tri Base) are central to the operation of local triathlon subworlds. With 

cycling and running both being significantly less geographically restricted than 

swimming, swimming locations by virtue often function as key organisational and 

social foci for triathlon clubs and the wider triathlon community. Due to the relative 

sparsity of swimming locations, they bring together a significant proportion of a club’s 

members into a single site, making them conducive to community interaction, 

especially when combined with ‘supportive infrastructure’ such as seating areas and 

cafes. Tri Base offers a particularly effective example of how certain attributes of 

place (e.g. café, triathlon shop, bike workshop, outdoor seating) make them 
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important operational and social spaces within social worlds.  Further, beyond the 

spatial centre of the triathlon clubs’ activities there are a network of routes, training 

locations and other spaces which, over time, develop collective meaning for the 

members of a club through regular usage. 

Volunteering is also a foundational element of the triathlon social world, enabling its 

clubs and events to continue functioning, whilst also providing a sense of belonging 

and involvement for the volunteers themselves. The organisation and management of 

volunteering activities in triathlon was largely a function performed by triathlon clubs. 

With the exception of recent work concerning parkrun (Hindley et al. 2018; Stevinson 

et al. 2015; Wiltshire et al. 2018), the weekly recreational competitions across Great 

Britain, the importance of volunteering as a social activity within sporting social 

worlds has largely been overlooked. Empirical insights from this study demonstrate 

that volunteering roles (marshalling, coaching, club administration, etc.) provide a 

valuable opportunity for developing meaningful relationships whilst simultaneously 

signifying one’s intention to contribute to the ongoing operation of the social world. 

Additionally, volunteering provides an opportunity for involvement without the need 

for physical participation, acting as an alternative means of social world involvement. 

Using the social world as a conceptual framework, this research has also 

contributed to geographical debates surrounding social identity and placemaking, in 

addition to multidisciplinary discussions regarding social interaction, social networks 

and social worlds. As studies of sport have shifted from an explicit focus on the 

physical body to the consideration of the economic, social and cultural features and 

functions of sport, identity has emerged as an important focus area. An attractive 

personal and social identity is recognised as one of the six distinguishing features of 

a serious leisure activity (Stebbins 1992). Consequently, this thesis has confirmed 

that the relative intensity of sport participation enables a realisation of achievement, 

strength and power beyond that attainable through other pursuits, prompting the 

materialisation of meaningful sporting identities (Granskog 2003). Previous research 

on endurance sport has almost entirely focussed on competitions as key spaces for 

identity development (Lee et al. 2016), whereas the everyday spaces of physical 

activity have largely been neglected. This thesis suggests that the development of 
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the triathlon identity is inherently tied to place, with certain events and spaces, often 

associated with club activities and particular events, being central to the realisation of 

the triathlete identity. Such spaces include training venues, event spaces (inclusive 

of competitors and volunteers), club social events, and increasingly, digital platforms.  

Triathlon acts as a social platform to normalise characteristics such as dedication, 

physical effort and suffering which are more challenging for outsiders to relate to. 

Triathlon clubs act as a mediator between insiders and outsiders, breaking down the 

barriers of expectation regarding triathlon involvement. The findings of this thesis 

echo existing research which suggests sporting identities are fluid and characterised 

by periods of growth and decline (Donnelly and Young 1989), with phenomena such 

as competitions, injuries, personal achievements, and personal challenges all acting 

to increase or decrease individuals’ sense of identity. Subcultural capital is a 

fundamental aspect of identity development and expression within triathlon, with 

identity formation processes largely taking place through social interactions enabled 

by triathlon clubs. Within the triathlon social world, subcultural capital is both 

personified – through achievements, behaviours, vocabulary, knowledge, and 

practices – and objectified – through clothing, equipment, tattoos, body shape, and 

even digital manifestations of performance. Qualitative insights confirmed that 

triathlon events and triathlon club training are two of the key sites where subcultural 

capital acquisition and exhibition take place. 

9.1.4. The virtual world of triathlon 

Fourth, Chapter 8 has emphasised the extent to which the increasing 

pervasiveness of digital technologies within contemporary triathlon participation has 

transformed various aspects of physical activity and social interaction. Social media 

provides a convenient and ever-present connectivity to the triathlon community, 

offering a platform for the production and exchange of relevant knowledge, for giving 

and receiving support, for accumulating and expressing social capital, and for 

developing one’s sense of social identity. Socially-orientated activity tracking 

applications such as Strava also act as vital centres for the social activities of the 

triathlon community, particularly in terms of enabling comparison and competition 

between both known and unknown individuals, whilst at the same time contributing to 
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virtual understandings of material interactions with place. The temporal demands of 

such activities and the desire to balance leisure pursuits with family and work 

responsibilities, in combination with the rapid development of communication 

technology, means that a consideration of the increasingly important role of the 

digital for supporting and fostering contemporary social worlds is essential. However, 

there is currently an absence of studies that have considered the importance of the 

digital from a social worlds’ perspective. Drawing upon Hitchings and Latham (2017), 

it is important to be attentive to the subtlety of how sociality now animates individuals 

exercise, particularly at a time when an increasing number of individuals perform 

their exercise alone in physical space but not in virtual space. 

This thesis has argued that the digital has become an essential and inseparable 

medium of communication within the triathlon social world. Social media is now a 

vital communication centre within social worlds bound by particular leisure interests 

(Lamont and Ross 2019: 339). Triathletes, a group who frequently attempt to balance 

their leisure engagement with several other responsibilities in their everyday lives, 

typically exhibit highly individualised training practices which therefore necessitate 

the utilisation of digital communication tools to remain connected to the triathlon 

social world. Yet despite the apparent importance of these recently emerging digital 

spaces, their significance to the social worlds of sporting activities has yet to receive 

sufficient attention, although studies of this kind are beginning to emerge (Lamont 

and Ross 2019). 

Online social platforms have become a default medium of communication amongst 

actors and organisations within the social world. Qualitative insights have 

demonstrated that triathlon clubs were reliant on mediated forms of communication, 

especially Facebook, for disseminating information to current and potential members 

to learn and share relevant knowledge, to communicate with other local and distant 

actors, to develop a sense of belonging and to express their identity within the social 

world of triathlon. This research has revealed that notwithstanding the capacity of 

digital platforms to connect geographically dispersed individuals, in contemporary 

sporting communities, they also play an important role in augmenting existing local 

social connections. 
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These digital platforms which complement the social world of triathlon in novel 

ways provide a platform for the extensibility of triathletes’ identities, to a certain 

extent facilitating involvement in the social world without the need for physical 

presence. The discussions presented in Chapter 8 raise important questions 

regarding the importance of face-to-face physical interaction at a time when 

involvement in social worlds is becoming increasingly mediated through virtual 

platforms. Ultimately, this thesis argues that within the context of triathlon within 

Great Britain, online extensibility has become an accepted and often expected 

aspect of community involvement, however, physical presence within the world of 

triathlon remains essential. Empirical insights have revealed that, in the context of the 

triathlon club, involvement in the digital world of triathlon allows members to nurture 

social relationships and accumulate knowledge which ultimately enhances 

interactions in physical space, for example, because athletes’ have more aspects of 

their performances to talk about. 

One transformative aspect of the various socially-enabled activity tracking 

applications that has been the subject of academic attention over the past few years 

has been their striking potential to influence the everyday practices of their users. 

This tendency reflects research by Barratt (2017) who found that, even for club 

cyclists who were not reliant on such applications to maintaining contact with other 

cyclists, these socially-enabled digital applications had become an important aspect 

of their everyday activities. However, the degree to which users’ practices have 

evolved, developed and adapted in association with these technological changes has 

been somewhat underexplored. Drawing upon Harmon and Scott’s (2017) concept of 

‘extended leisure experiences’, this discussion within Chapter 8 suggests that social 

media platforms and socially-enabled activity tracking applications are increasingly 

becoming important sites for the manifestation of extended leisure activities. Strava, 

as the most culturally significant and widely used of these socially-enabled activity 

tracking applications, was selected as application which would form the focus of this 

research (Arthurs-Brennan 2020b; TIA 2017).  

Expanding on the work of academics such as Barratt (2017) and Tulle et al. (2018), 

this thesis has considered the role of surveillance in relation to activity tracking 



 

368 

 

applications, recognising that Strava’s digital visibility results in both positive and 

negative impacts on users (Barratt 2017). Positive impacts including social 

comparison with other users, route discovery, community bonding, and the ability to 

express subcultural capital, with pressure, judgement and scrutiny, and privacy 

concerns encompassing some of the negative aspects of Strava surveillance. 

Mirroring Barratt’s (2017) insights into cyclists use of Strava, triathletes similarly 

adapted their physical activity in response to perceived social comparison on Strava, 

increasing their intensity, regularity and duration, even engaging in Strava-specific 

practices such as ‘segment-hunting’. Effectively, the digital has transformed 

triathletes’ interactions with physical space. 

Strava provides the opportunity to develop users’ understanding and awareness of 

space, to alter and augment experiences of space, and to act as a tool for 

placemaking that connects the physical and digital realms. This thesis has 

contributed to understandings of how socially-enabled activity tracking applications 

produce new and transformed understandings of physical space. Exploring how the 

assemblages of people, place, and technology come together to represent triathlon 

activity, makes a contribution to understandings of social interaction, experiences of 

place, and the workings of hybrid physical/digital worlds (Holton 2019). Counter to 

the assumption that GPS tracking devices can subtract from individual environmental 

immersion, this thesis argues that applications like Strava can actually increase 

users’ awareness of their local exercise environment. Competitive functions such as 

segments and visualisation of data such as speed and elevation result in more in-

depth appreciation of exercise spaces, whilst the ability to inspect other users’ 

physical activity can help triathletes to identify suitable spaces within their local 

environment for swimming, running, and cycling. Through the utilisation of Strava, 

triathletes’ activity becomes imbued with virtual meaning whilst simultaneously 

impacting individuals’ practices in physical and social space. Ultimately, interactions 

in the digital world make triathlon more rather than less social. 
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9.2.  Future research directions 

9.2.1. Academic study 

This thesis has drawn upon a number of existing conceptual and theoretical 

arguments from a variety of research areas and attempted to re-appropriate them to 

gain a better understanding of the contemporary triathlon landscape. The notions of 

serious leisure and social worlds, both stemming from authors’ sociological 

background in the late 20th century, and refined in the context of physical activity in 

the 21st century, have been further re-imagined to make them valuable means of 

assessing the increasing pervasiveness of the digital in modern physical activity, and 

the ways in which social and digital interactions relate to the locational geographies 

of triathletes’ training practices. Future work into other forms of physical activity 

could benefit from utilising these re-imagined notions of serious leisure and social 

worlds that consider the inseparable digital counterpart of much modern leisure 

engagement for gaining a deeper understanding of the multi-dimensional nature and 

geographies of sporting activity. In addition, given the ability of a geographical 

approach to develop comprehensive understandings of the intricacies of a multitude 

of communities, including their spatial training practices, social and digital networks, 

processes of identity development, as well as acquisition and expression of 

subcultural capital and identity, future work aiming to interrogate such lines of 

enquiry would greatly benefit from utilising the conceptual, theoretical, and 

methodological tools that a geographical approach has to offer. An investigation into 

the various sub-identifications and cultures within triathlon itself - on its constituent 

activities and different types of events - could shed further light on the intricacies of 

identity development within the sport. 

The findings of Chapter 6 regarding the locational geography of triathlon practice, 

emphasise the need to consider physical activity in relation to the design and 

management of certain spaces beyond specialised sporting facilities to increase the 

accessibility of sport, and to tackle concerning levels of inactivity amongst the British 

population. Future research that performs an in-depth quantitative and/or qualitative 

look at the features of the built and natural environments, which are conducive to 

different forms of physical activity with the specialisation continuum developed in this 
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research could inform strategies to increase levels of physical activity and to work 

towards providing more leisure-enabling spaces. Moreover, future work that 

develops a more comprehensive understanding of the social functions of different 

spaces in relation to a broader range of training activities, event performances, and 

supportive work, and investigates how these contribute to people’s work-life balance, 

community interaction, and identity development would be valuable lines of enquiry. 

As the digital has become an increasingly inseparable aspect of everyday life in 

developed societies, there is a growing need to enhance our understandings of the 

ways in which the digital has become embedded within the practices and behaviours 

of different communities of interest. In the world of endurance sport, one approach 

for developing this knowledge is to draw upon the continuously expanding library of 

user GPS data stored on activity tracking platforms to assess more accurately the 

different physical, social, and psychological factors that facilitate or impede physical 

activity on a much larger, and more detailed, scale. Furthermore, the contributions of 

this thesis regarding the relationship between physical and digital worlds could be 

utilised to consider how these two worlds interact in other aspects of everyday life. 

9.2.2. Covid-19 

Despite the unprecedented challenges the world has had to face in relation to the 

ongoing Covid-19 global health pandemic, in Great Britain it has demonstrated how 

for the large number of people who are inclined to engage in regular physical activity 

their local conditions are conducive to sport participation. In this sense, the 

discussions of this thesis are timely because a shortening of the working day due to 

home-working or due to the Government’s furlough scheme has significantly 

increased opportunities for physical activity, emphasising the critical role of time as 

both a facilitator and barrier to physical activity engagement. Social distancing 

measures and a reduction in vehicular traffic has meant that semi-specialised and 

unspecialised spaces have increasingly become a central aspect of triathletes’ 

locational geographies and restrictions around gatherings and the associated impact 

on social interactions have transformed the way in which the triathlon social world 

operates. Linked to this changing way of life, these new regulations and requirements 

have prompted the rapid development of home-based exercise technologies, virtual 



 

371 

 

competitions, and online training/coaching services that have collectively amplified 

the importance of the social world’s virtual counterpart. The rapidly increasing 

number of Zwift users as a result of the changing locational geographies of physical 

activity during the Covid-19 pandemic demonstrates triathlon’s adaptability to 

changing social conditions, further emphasising the importance of understanding the 

spatial, social, and digital worlds of different sporting communities to ensure physical 

activity remains accessible. 

Overall, we can learn from the significant cultural changes associated with the 

lockdown and social distancing measures, taking the positive elements of this 

change to make sport participation a more attractive and convenient option in the 

future, whilst continuing to emphasise the importance of physical presence from a 

pre-lockdown perspective. Better understanding the impact of such significant social 

and cultural changes on the various worlds associated with physical activity, and 

their underlying material, social, and immaterial networks, engagement would 

provide valuable contributions to wider understandings of contemporary sport and 

physical activity engagement in light of unprecedented social change. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A – Online Survey Example
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Appendix B – Online Survey Dispersal Strategy 

Name Members Created 
Search 

term 

Group 

Type 
Contacted? 

Permission 

granted? 

2017/18 University of Warwick Triathlon & Road 

Cycling 
141 

6 months 

ago 
triathlon Club page YES YES 

Aberdeen University Triathletes 284 10 years ago triathletes Club page YES YES 

AGC Triathlon 141 8 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Bolton Tri Club 448 6 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Boston Triathlon Club UK  377 2 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Buy and Sell Time Trial and Triathlon 

Bikes/Parts/Kit 
31467 1 year ago triathlon Buy and Sell YES YES 

Cambridge Triathlon club 1092 6 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Cambridge University Triathlon Club 259 4 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Cardiff University Triathlon Club 314 4 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Charnwood Triathlon Club 128 10 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Chester Triathlon Club 688 2 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Chippenham Triathlon 269 8 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Coalville Triathlon Club 289 4 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

COLT - City of Lancaster Triathlon 809 9 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Coventry Triathletes Group 411 7 years ago triathletes Club page YES YES 
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Craven Energy Tri Club 167 6 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Deal Tri Club 421 2 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Derby Triathlon Club 230 2 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

DMU Swim & Tri Club 474 11 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Doncaster Triathlon 279 4 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Donkey Tri Club 72 4 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Duathlon Hub 830 2 years ago duathlon Forum YES YES 

East London Triathletes 137 5 years ago triathletes Club page YES YES 

Ely Tri Club 264 8 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Evesham Vale Triathletes 77 6 years ago triathletes Club page YES YES 

Fleet-Feet Triathletes 958 6 years ago triathletes Club page YES YES 

Flying Monk Triathlon Club 65 6 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Ful-On Tri Club Group 266 3 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Glasgow Triathlon Club 1067 7 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

GOG Triathlon 851 3 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Hillingdon Triathletes 896 8 years ago triathletes Club page YES YES 

Imperial Triathlon 451 6 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

JBR Run & Tri Club 99 3 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Kendal Tri Club 277 7 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

King's Lynn Triathlon Club 292 5 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 
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Kingswood Triathlon 564 10 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Leeds and Bradford Tri Club Members Group 479 6 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Leicester Triathlon Club 902 10 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Lincoln Tri Club - Members Only 273 4 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Lincolnshire Triathletes 386 9 years ago triathletes Club page YES YES 

Loughborough Students Triathlon 2017/2018 107 
6 months 

ago 
triathlon Club page YES YES 

Louth Triathlon Club 397 5 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Malvern Triathlon Club 429 6 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Montrose Triathlon Club 182 2 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

MVH Triathlon Club 118 9 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

NE31 Triathlon Club 298 8 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Nuneaton Triathlon Club 394 6 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

PACTRAC Triathlon Club 366 8 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Rhondda Tri Club 327 10 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Rugby Triathlon Club 363 9 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Salisbury Tri Club 308 8 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Sheffield Triathlon Club 954 9 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Skegness Triathlon Club 337 5 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Southampton Tri Club 164 5 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 
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Southwest Triathlon 164 4 years ago triathlon Forum YES YES 

St Austell Triathletes 143 7 years ago triathletes Club page YES YES 

Stamford Tri Club 148 4 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Stirling Tri Club Group 249 4 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Stonehenge Triathlon and Road Club 82 3 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Strathclyde University Triathlon/Duathlon Club 129 2 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Stroud Valleys Triathletes 148 3 years ago triathletes Forum YES YES 

Sun City Tri Club 649 7 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

SUTRI Southampton University Triathlon 460 7 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Team Hallam Triathlon 2017/18 70 2 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Teme Leisure Triathlon Club 144 1 year ago duathlon Club page YES YES 

Tri3 Sleaford Triathlon Club, General Page 352 2 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

Triathletes @ Box End Park 1079 9 years ago triathletes Forum YES YES 

Triathlon Coaching Network 2886 4 years ago triathlon Forum YES YES 

UEA TRIATHLON 388 10 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Ulverston Tri Club 615 5 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

University of Nottingham Triathlon Club 17/18 193 
6 months 

ago 
triathlon Club page YES YES 

University of Warwick Triathlon & Road Cycling 

Club 
582 9 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 

Wakefield Triathlon 1366 9 years ago triathlon Club page YES YES 
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Weald Tri Club 280 4 years ago tri club Club page YES YES 

4Life Triathlon Club 201 3 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Ashford Tri Club 481 8 years ago tri club Club page YES NO 

Bingham Triathlon Club 111 3 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Brighton Tri Club Members 148 1 year ago tri club Club page YES NO 

Calderdale Tri Club - 

www.calderdaletriclub.co.uk 
292 7 years ago tri club Club page YES NO 

Ealing Eagles Triathlon/Duathlon Training Group 156 5 years ago duathlon Club page YES NO 

East Essex Triathlon Club 298 11 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Edinburgh Triathletes 333 7 years ago triathletes Club page YES NO 

Evo Triathlon Club 817 9 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Frome Tri Club Members Group 92 6 years ago tri club Club page YES NO 

Grimsby Tri Club 483 4 years ago tri club Club page YES NO 

High Peak Triathlon 205 7 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Hoddesdon Tri Club 91 4 years ago tri club Club page YES NO 

Knutsford Tri Club - Members Only Forum 168 1 year ago tri club Club page YES NO 

Mansfield Triathlon Club 126 4 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

MerseyTri Triathlon Club (Unofficial) 1166 8 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Newmarket Cycling & Triathlon Club 978 9 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

NiceTri Club - St Neots Triathlon Club 142 7 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 
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Outlaw Triathlon group - Unofficial 3831 8 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Plymouth Triathlon Club 783 8 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Racing TNT 530 10 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Rochdale Triathlon Club Members 425 4 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Scarab Tri Club 105 10 years ago tri club Club page YES NO 

Stockport Tri Club (Members Group) 129 2 years ago duathlon Club page YES NO 

Swansea University Triathlon Club 236 7 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Team Surrey Triathlon Club! 133 4 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

TFN Tri Club 403 10 years ago tri club Club page YES NO 

Triathlon & Pentathlon University Of Bristol 473 6 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

University of Birmingham Triathlon Team 396 5 years ago triathlon Club page YES NO 

Wrecsam Tri Club 416 5 years ago tri club Club page YES NO 
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Appendix C – List of Participants 

Pseudonym Age Club Gender Employment Marital Status 

Lily 45-49 Transitions Tri Club Female Self-employed Married 

Nicole 55-59 Riderby Triathlon Female Self-employed Single 

Jessica 45-49 Transitions Tri Club Female Other Married 

George 40-44 Transitions Tri Club Male Full-time Employment Married 

Oscar 50-54 Transitions Tri Club Male Full-time Employment Married 

Margot 40-44 Transitions Tri Club Female Student Married 

Grace 40-44 Transitions Tri Club Female Part-time Employment Divorced 

Oliver 25-29 Transitions Tri Club Male Full-time Employment Single 

Louise 20-24 Transitions Tri Club Female Self-employed Single 

Rachel 50-54 Transitions Tri Club Female Full-time Employment Single 

Mary 30-34 Riderby Triathlon Female Unemployed Single 

Andrew 35-39 Riderby Triathlon Male Full-time Employment Married 

Wes 60-64 Riderby Triathlon Male Retired Married 

Brian 35-39 Riderby Triathlon Male Full-time Employment Separated 

Sally 40-44 Riderby Triathlon Female Full-time Employment Single 

Victoria 35-39 Riderby Triathlon Female Full-time Employment Cohabiting 
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Sarah 45-49 Riderby Triathlon Female Full-time Employment Married 

Betty 35-39 Riderby Triathlon Female Full-time Employment Married 

Craig 45-49 Riderby Triathlon Male Full-time Employment Cohabiting 

Sophie 40-44 Transitions Tri Club Female Part-time Employment Married 

Robert 35-39 Riderby Triathlon Male Full-time Employment Married 

Luke 40-44 Riderby Triathlon Male Full-time Employment Married 
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Appendix D – Semi-structured Interview Guide
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Appendix E – Detailed Statistical Tables 

Appendix E.1 - Regional overview of triathlon participation in Great Britain. Sources: 
British Triathlon 2017a, 2017b; Own survey 2018, TIA 2017. 

Region  Share of 

TIA survey 

respondents 

Share of 

British 

Clubs 

Ratio of clubs 

to regional 

population 

Share of 

British 

Events 

Ratio of events 

to regional 

population 

  % Rank % Rank 
People 

per club 
Rank % Rank 

People 

per event 
Rank 

South East 19 1 18 1 81460 5 25 1 66421 1 

North West 12 2 9 5 138278 9 11 4 123722 6 

London 11 3 6 10 227054 11 4 10 389235 11 

Yorkshire 11 4 7 8 74197 1 6 7 170443 8 

East 

Midlands 
9 5 9 5 88887 6 7 5 122520 5 

South West 8 6 12 2 76651 4 12 3 83951 3 

East 8 7 11 3 89953 7 15 2 76934 2 

West 

Midlands 
7 8 7 8 140046 10 6 6 175058 9 

Wales 5 9 7 7 74718 3 6 8 102115 4 

Scotland 5 10 10 4 94554 8 4 9 230217 10 

North East 4 11 6 11 74197 1 3 11 152758 7 
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Appendix E.2 - Results from Q4 (Are you a currently a member of a triathlon club?), 

Q18.10 (What are your motivations for participating in triathlon? – Friendship and 

socialising), Q29 (To what extent do you agree with the following statements? – 

Triathlon forms an important part of my social life) vs Q30 (Who do you perform 

triathlon-based activity with?). All values in percentages. 

  Who do you predominantly train 

with? 

  
Alone Group 

Club membership Yes 75.8 91.8 

 No 24.2 8.2 

p = .000    

Motivation – 

Friendship and 

socialising 

Yes 36.3 69.6 

 No 63.7 30.4 

p = .000    

Triathlon forms 

important element 

of social life. 

Agree 50.8 78.9 

 Neutral or disagree 49.2 21.1 

p = .000 
   

 



 

409 

 

Appendix E.3 - Results from Q18.2 (What are your main motivations for participating 

in triathlon? – To challenge myself) vs Q3 (How long have you been involved in the 

sport?). All values in percentages. 

  
Length of triathlon involvement 

  
<3 years 3 to 5 years >5 years 

Motivation – To 

challenge myself 

Yes 88.6 83.5 74.0 

No 11.4 16.5 26.0 

p = .001     

 

Appendix E.4 - Results from Q18.1 (What are your motivations for participating in 

triathlon? – General fitness and health) vs. Q17 (On how many separate occasions 

do you engage in triathlon-based activity during an average week?). All values in 

percentages. 

  
Number of training sessions per week 

  
5 or less 6 to 10 More than 10 

Motivation – General 

fitness and health 

Yes 61.3 80.9 87.0 

No 38.7 19.1 13.0 

p = .000     
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Appendix E.5 - Results from Q18.1 (What are your motivations for participating in 

triathlon? – General fitness and health) vs. Q34 (How old are you?). All values in 

percentages. 

  
Age 

  
Less than 40 40 or more 

Motivation – General 

fitness and health 

Yes 75.7 83.1 

No 24.3 16.9 

p = .027    
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Appendix E.6 - Results from Q4 (Are you a currently a member of a triathlon club?), 

Q35 (What is your gender?), and Q37 (What is your annual income?) vs. Q18.10 

(What are your motivations for participating in triathlon? – Friendship and socialising). 

All values are in percentages. 

  Motivation – Friendship and 

socialising 

  
Yes No 

Club membership Yes 60.7 39.3 

 No 24.4 75.6 

p = .000    

Gender Male 48.7 51.3 

 Female 64.4 35.6 

p = .000    

Income Less than £20,000 67.7 32.3 

 £20,000 to £29,999 51.1 48.9 

 £30,000 to £39,999 53.8 46.2 

 £40,000 to £59,999 56.4 43.6 

 £60,000 or more 44.1 55.9 

p = .008 
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Appendix E.7 - Results from Q37 (What is your annual income? vs. Q19.2 (What are 

the main barriers associated with your triathlon participation? – Work commitments). 

All values in percentages. 

  
Barrier – Work commitments 

 
 Yes No 

Income Less than £20,000 54.8 45.2 

 £20,000 to £29,999 65.2 34.8 

 £30,000 to £39,999 72.1 27.9 

 £40,000 to £59,999 78.6 21.4 

 £60,000 or more 77.5 22.5 

p = .000  
  

 

Appendix E.8 - Results from Q16 (How many hours do you spend doing triathlon-

based activity in an average week?) vs. Q19.1 (What are the main barriers associated 

with your triathlon participation? – Family commitments). 

  
Hours of triathlon training per week 

  
0 to 6 hours 7 to 9 hours 10+ hours 

Barriers – Family 

commitments 

Yes 56.3 53.9 42.8 

No 43.7 46.1 57.2 

p = .016     
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Appendix E.9 - Results from Q4 (Are you currently a member of a triathlon club?) vs. 

Q19.1 (What are the main barriers associated with your triathlon participation? – 

Family commitments). 

  Barrier – Family commitments 

  Yes No 

Club membership 

Yes 49.1 50.9 

No 38.9 61.1 

p = .036    
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Appendix E.10 - Results of Q7.5 (Which of these sporting events have you 

completed in the past year? – Middle-distance triathlon) and Q7.6 (Which of these 

sporting events have you completed in the past year? – Full-distance triathlon) vs. 

Results of Q37 (What is your annual income?). All values in percentages. 
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Appendix E.11 - Results of Q6 (How many triathlon or multi-sport events have you 

completed in the past year?) vs. Q19.8 (What are the main barriers associated with 

your triathlon participation? – Confidence). All values in percentages. 

  
Events in previous year 

  0 to 2 3 to 5 More than 5 

Barrier - Confidence 

Yes 44.7 39.5 15.8 

No 31.5 39.6 28.9 

p = .021     

 

Appendix E.12 – Results of Q18.8 (What are your motivations for participating in 
triathlon? – Competition) vs. Q35 (What is your gender?), Q34 (How old 
are you?), and Q37 (What is your annual income?). All values in 
percentages. 
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Motivation - Competition 

  
Yes No 

Gender 

Male 45.5 54.5 

Female 68.0 32.0 

p = .001    

Age 

18 to 29 59.2 40.8 

30 to 39 42.5 57.5 

40 to 49 32.5 67.5 

50 + 34.2 65.8 

p = .000    

Income 

Less than £20,000 53.2 46.8 

£20,000 to £29,999 32.6 67.4 

£30,000 to £39,000 34.6 65.4 

£40,000 to £59,999 35.0 65.0 

More than £60,000 39.2 60.8 

p = .009 
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Appendix E.13 - Results of Q29.1 (To what extent do you agree with the following 

statements? – I would describe myself as a triathlete) vs. Q18.10 (What are your 

motivations for participating in triathlon? – Friendship and socialising) and Q29.5 (To 

what extent do you agree with the following statements? – Triathlon forms an 

important part of my social life). All values in percentages. 

  I would describe myself as a 

triathlete 

  
Agree 

Neutral or  

disagree 

Motivation – Friendship 

and socialising 

Yes 58.1 43.1 

No 41.9 56.9 

p = .004    

Triathlon forms 

important element of 

social life. 

Agree 72.3 42.1 

Neutral or 

disagree 
27.7 57.9 

p = .000    

Club membership 

Yes 86.7 76.7 

No 13.3 23.3 

p = .007 
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Appendix E.14 - Q7 (Which of these events have you completed in the past year? - 

Middle-distance & full-distance) vs. Q8 (How regularly do you use the following 

training locations – Lake/reservoir). All values in percentages. 

  
Event participation 

  Middle-distance 

triathlon 

Full-distance 

triathlon 

Regularity of 

lake/reservoir use 

Weekly or 

more 
44.2 55.8 

Less than 

weekly 
47.7 52.3 

p = .005    

Lake use 

Yes 95.9 96.7 

No 4.1 3.3 

p = .000    
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Appendix E.15 - Q8 (Do you use the following locations/facilities for your triathlon 

training?) vs. Q19.1 (What are the main barriers to your triathlon engagement - 

Family commitments) and Q19 (What are the main barriers to your triathlon 

engagement - Time commitments). All values in percentages. 

  
Athletics Track 

  
Use Do not use 

Barrier – Family 

commitments 

Yes 53.7 43.8 

No 46.3 56.2 

p = .009    

Barrier – Time 

commitments 

Yes 45.1 55.8 

No 54.9 44.2 

p = .017    

 

Appendix E.16 - Results from Q31 (During the past 12 months, have you given any 

of your time to do any of the following triathlon-based volunteering opportunities? – 

Respondents who did not select ‘None of the above’ vs. Q29.1 (To what extent do 

you agree with the following statements? – I would describe myself as a triathlete). 

All values in percentages. 

  
I would identify myself as a triathlete 

  
Agree Disagree 

Triathlon-based 

volunteering is past 12 

months? 

Yes 84.2 15.8 

No 71.1 28.9 

p = .001    
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Appendix F – Two-Step Cluster Analysis Methodology 

 

The remaining 90 respondents who were excluded from the cluster analysis by 

SPSS all had the shared characteristic of not being a member of a triathlon club. 
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Based on this shared characteristic, the decision was made to create a 7th cluster, 

‘non-members’, to ensure all respondents were recognised in the typology. 
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