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Ultra-endurance athletes and their use of fitness technologies:  
Filling a social void or fuelling an exercise addiction? 

 
 

Headline findings 
 

• Technologies are being tested as one of many ways to tackle obesity and research has found 
some technologies (fitness trackers and social media) can be helpful in increasing adherence to 
exercise.  

• The same technologies are also being used by endurance athletes already highly motivated to 
exercise. This research project found using these technologies may cause some endurance 
athletes to adhere to exercise so strongly they risk becoming addicted to exercise. 

• The risk of exercise addiction in ultra-endurance athletes (marathon runners, long distance 
cyclists, half / full ironman triathletes) was found to be 44.7%. 

• Those using a large number of technologies in their sport were found to have the highest risk of 
exercise addiction. The strength of the link was not large, however, it is important as fitness 
technologies, especially trackers and social media, are so pervasive in today’s society.  

• Athletes who use lots of technology and are at risk of exercise addiction are often using 
technology to seek out an online community to cope with the loneliness of their training. While 
this is positive, these online communities also allow athletes to extensively compare themselves 
with other athletes which can create stress, increase injury risk, lower potential performance 
and strip out some of the joy that these athletes take from their sport.  

 

Background to the study 
 
The quantified-self movement 
The quantified-self movement uses technology to; help people track their physical activity, to stay 
motivated and to engage with others also trying to improve their health. Early research on the 
impact of these connected health technologies and social media networks has found significant 
benefits particularly in affecting behavioural change for those new to exercise and struggling to 
maintain motivation and adherence.   
 
Many athletes are early adopters of technology and have been using connected health technologies 
to track their exercise, even though they are already completing far more hours of exercise than 
minimum guidelines suggest. Those who are especially competitive may enjoy the continual 
feedback they are able to get through quantified-self tools, expanding their opportunities for 
comparison beyond formal competitions or races. As these tools have been found to increase 
adherence to physical activity in those who are not already motivated to exercise, this research was 
looking to see the impact they may have on highly motivated athletes to see if the increased 
adherence was so strong it could put athletes at risk of exercise addiction. 
 
Exercise addiction 
A behavioural addiction, such as exercise addiction, where an individual tries to artificially change 
their physical or mental state, can often start out as beneficial but over time progresses to a state 
that is pathologically excessive. When the person uses exercise to modify their mood, requires 
increasingly higher doses, gets frustrated and angry at the thought of missing a session, sees 
physiological changes if they try to withdraw and can then relapse when stopping, they are at high 
risk losing self-control over their exercising. The tipping point for previously beneficial exercise to 
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become excessive and harmful appears to be when the compulsion is prioritised over other parts of 
the athlete’s lifestyle; harming their social relationships, work focus or family time and causing 
conflicts. Those suffering from this often continue to exercise, despite damaging effects such as 
injury, personal inconvenience, marital strain, interference with work or reduced time for other 
activities. 
 
Previous research has found an athlete’s addiction risk increases: 

• When race distances get longer   

• When training hours increase 

• When the level of competitiveness rises 

• As athletes get older 

• If an athlete has a higher BMI  

• If an athlete has an eating disorder 

• When certain personality traits (narcissism, extroversion, conscientiousness, excitement-
seeking, perfectionism and achievement striving) are strong 

 
In studies like this we tend to assess risk of exercise addiction rather than diagnosed exercise 
addiction as an addiction needs to be diagnosed in a one to one situation directly with a qualified 
psychologist or psychiatrist. It would be irresponsible to try to do this online. What we can do online 
however is identify if the indicators of exercise addiction are evident.  
 
Participants  
255 amateur endurance athletes completed an online survey. Participants ranged from 19 to 70 
years old with the mean age being 41. All participants took part in ultra-endurance sport (classified 
as: running marathon distance or over, swimming over 5k, cycling 100k or further or completing in 
triathlons of half Ironman distance or longer) and had competed in at least one of these sports in the 
last 12 months. A group of the athletes who had high levels of technology use and had a risk of 
addiction to exercise were then interviewed in-depth about the way they use technologies in their 
sport and the impact these technologies have upon them.  
 

Average number of years competing in current sport 
 

9 years 3 months 

Average number of hours per week spent training 
 

10 hours 16 minutes 

Average tech score - 9 types of technology scored between 0 
(never use) and 5 (use daily) 
 

19.96 

Average exercise addiction score - scores between 6-30 
(scoring 24 or over indicates a risk of exercise addiction) 
 

22.74 

Percentage of athletes using each technology type at least 
once per week 

GPS watch or tracker (92.16%) 
Online tracker (84.31%) 
Facebook (70.20%) 
Twitter (39.61%) 
Posting on a forum (35.29%) 
Using an online training diary (34.51%) 
Being in WhatsApp group (27.84%)  
Listening to sports podcasts (18.43%) 
Blogging or updating website (6.67%) 
 

Risk of exercise addiction 
 
 

All ultra-endurance athletes: 44.7%: 

• Triathletes: 46.07% 

• Runners: 44.26% 

• Cyclists: 39.58% 
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Findings 
 
The risk of exercise addiction in ultra-endurance athletes is high 
 
44.7% of ultra-endurance athletes within the study were shown to be at risk of exercise addiction. 
Based on their current chosen sports this broke down into: Cycling: 39.58%, Triathlon: 46.07%, 
Running: 44.26%. There were too few swimmers (5) in the study to separate out this group. This is 
much higher than has been found in studies around other sports however it is not particularly 
surprising as, simply to complete an ultra-endurance race, athletes need to meet some of the 
previously found indicators of exercise addiction such as entering longer races and training for a high 
number of hours. Additionally, the average age of the athlete in this study was 41 (most studies have 
used athletes in their early 20s) with over nine years of training behind them so they will have had a 
long period for their training and competing to have become ingrained into their lives and to feel 
uncomfortable and irritable if they have to stop for any reason.  
 
High use of fitness technologies can increase the risk of exercise addiction 
 
We found that high use of fitness technology does increase the risk of exercise addiction. There was 
a significant positive correlation between the level of use of fitness technology and risk of exercise 
addition. 4.6% of the variance in risk of exercise addiction could be explained by the level of use of 
fitness technology. 
 
There is no dominant way in which athletes are choosing how to use technology  
 
The athletes interviewed were using different types of technology for different purposes. The one 
technology all were using were GPS watches which they upload to sites like Garmin Connect or 
Strava to understand how they are performing and whether they are improving. For those who use 
the data to benchmark themselves against others it can sometimes be positive (one athlete looked 
through her data to pull out something positive from every session) but more often is negative as 
athletes self-judge each session purely based on numbers, ignoring wider exercise benefits such as 
enjoyment, feel or flow.  
 
Technologies are consumed differently depending on the self-identity of the athlete 
 
It seems that the ways athletes are making their choices about which ways to use and ‘consume’ 
their technologies may relate to their self-identity as an athlete. Those athletes who don’t ‘feel’ like 
they are athletes are not really engaging beyond the data tracking. They are using social media but 
mainly to passively consume; to gather information, take advice and learn more about their sport. 
Those self-identifying as an athlete were more proactive; often sharing their data over twitter, 
starting Facebook discussions or writing a blog. Beyond this some are also keen not just to consume, 
track, compare and broadcast their data but additionally to participate with other athletes. They will 
be engaging with data feeds or social media to chat training, offer feedback on races or training 
sessions, comment on tracking data and engage with other members of their sports clubs.  
 
The online community is helping endurance athletes override the loneliness of their sport 
 
The athletes interviewed all said they would like to be able to train with others but, if they are to 
perform at their best, they have to train on their own so they can train at the right level of intensity. 
This need to be anti-social within their training can make their sport quite a lonely experience. With 
training and racing taking up time previously spent in work or having a social life, the athletes were 
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finding newer, encouraging and more accommodating relationships on social media platforms and 
these were sometimes replacing real world engagement. 
 
The reliance on online friendships can have a negative impact if an athlete becomes injured 
 
A major risk with the reliance for support on the online sports community comes when an athlete 
gets injured. It can increase the isolation they feel and prompt feelings of jealousy or despondency 
about what they cannot do. If, as a result, they avoid social media, they lose their community and 
the support network they have built around them. They feel the loss of their community strongly 
and it amplifies the negativity they are feeling towards their injury. If they are training as a coping 
mechanism for other things (often stress or mental health issues) then not being able to train, and 
losing all support mechanisms at the same time, could exacerbate the original issues.  
 
The technologies are so sticky they can harm athletes  
 
The gamification of some of these technologies, alongside personality traits which see athletes work 
incredibly diligently towards their sporting goals, means that they can get fixated by the data and 
have a strong adherence to using the tool. This can sometimes push them to deviate from their own 
‘real life’ goals and not only reduces their chances of achieving them but also increases their risk of 
injury. 
 
Technology adds pressure to athletes who already have high expectations of themselves 
 
It was clear from all the athletes that, in using technologies in their training, they were adding in 
additional pressures. Some of these pressures they found helpful to their performances. The brutal 
honesty of the data and the means to compare it to your own previous data and to others’ data, 
means that athletes cannot gloss over how they are doing. They have been forced to become more 
objective about how they are performing are using it to help them self-reflect. This objectivity can be 
beneficial from a training perspective but can also create some unintended issues such as athletes 
feeling they need to post regularly to keep up their image, worrying about how their data would be 
interpreted by others or putting out false goals to protect their reputation if their real goal is missed. 
Most worryingly some athletes were finding the data comparison element was pushing them to 
question themselves or second guess their coaches or training plans. In some cases this had caused 
injury and overtraining or a general feeling of disappointment with themselves. 
 
 

Is your use of technology fuelling an increased risk of exercise addiction? 
 
Look through this list and consider how many of these you match: 
 

• My exercise is incredibly important to me 

• I have increased the amount of training I do  

• I use exercise to improve my mood.  

• I struggle when I can’t exercise 

• I feel guilty when I can’t exercise  

• When I stop exercising for a while I always go back to it and often with more intensity 

• My sport gives my life a focus and I can feel aimless without it 

• Competing in my sport has caused conflict with friends, family or work 
If you recognise yourself in a significant number of these (particularly the point about causing 
conflict) then it would be beneficial for you to seek treatment. Currently CBT and motivational 
interviewing are the suggested routes to try.  
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Assess your attitude towards the ‘badge of honour’ that comes with excessive training 
 
Spend some time reflecting on whether you may be guilty of associating some of the negative traits 
found in exercise addiction as a ‘badge of honour’ for endurance athletes. The ‘badge of honour’ 
theme is widely spread over social media with regular memes and tweets focusing on being tough 
enough, training through injury and sport being more important than anything else. Yet the darker 
side of these comments is that those suffering from an exercise addiction are often trying to cope 
with conflicts in their personal life, are more at risk of eating disorder symptoms and report more 
physical pain and injuries. Proactively changing your language in this area and reflecting on your 
attitude towards letting your sport override other areas of your life can help you to assess whether 
you need more balance in your life. This language change and increased awareness is not just 
important for your own wellbeing. Consider if any of your online actions or statements may push 
others towards exercise addiction. Before encouraging others to do ‘just a bit more’ or to hit an 
arbitrary target think about if that encouragement is prompting them to do something healthy or 
risky.  

 
Audit the technologies you use in your sport and consider the benefits and risks of each one.  
 

Technology type 
 

The benefits it gives me The potential risks it causes 

 
GPS watch or tracker  
 

  

 
Online tracker 

 

  

 
Facebook 

 

  

 
Twitter 
 

  

 
Posting on a forum 
 

  

 
Using an online training diary 
 

  

 
Being in WhatsApp group 
 

  

 
Listening to sports podcasts 
 

  

 
Blogging or updating website  
 

  

 
 


