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D O  Y O U  E V E R  F I N D  Y O U R S E L F  T H I N K I N G  Y O U  C A N ’ T  P O S S I B L Y 
R U N  A N Y  F U R T H E R ?  O R  F A S T E R ?  T H E N  I T ’ S  T I M E  T O  S T O P 
T H E  S E L F - S A B O T A G E !  R E M O V I N G  T H O S E  M E N T A L  B A R R I E R S , 
S A Y S  C L A I R E  C H A M B E R L A I N ,  C O U L D  B E  Y O U R  K E Y  T O 
A C H I E V I N G  G R E A T E R  R U N N I N G  F E A T S

DON’T 
LET YOUR 
MINDSET 
HOLD 
YOU 
BACK!

ithout even realising it, many 
of  us will have set out on our 
running journey with rigid 
beliefs in the backs of  our minds: 

beliefs such as, “I’m so slow”; “I’ll never get 
faster”; or “I could never run a marathon.” 
We believe these so completely that they 
become more than just thoughts – they 
become facts. 

However, the mind is a powerful tool, so 
by believing these negative statements, we 
really are limiting ourselves. What if, instead, 
we believed we could run further, faster, 
stronger? What would we go on to achieve?

“A limiting mindset can prevent you 
from achieving your optimal performance,” 
says Dr Rhonda Cohen, a registered sports 
and exercise psychologist, and head of  
the London Sport Institute at Middlesex 

University. “Beliefs 
can be unrealistic 

and based on previous 
experiences. For example, 

‘I can’t run a marathon as I was 
always useless at PE’, or ‘I’ll never 

lose weight as everyone in my family is 
overweight’. Distracting thoughts can then 

lead to emotional constraints, such as high 
anxiety, worry or fear . A limiting mindset 
can range from being uncomfortable 
to being a complete barrier to you ever 
achieving your goal.”

Bernadette Dancy PhD, a senior lecturer 
in health and physical activity at St Mary’s 
University, London, agrees that the right 
mindset is hugely important for running – or 
indeed any physical activity.

“As humans, we are predetermined to 
want to demonstrate our competence when 
performing any skill or task,” she says. “After 
all, who wants to look bad or incompetent? 
So if  you think you’re not going to be able 
to do something, you’re less likely to a) start 
or b) stick to it. Why would anyone start 
running if  they thought they were going to 
be bad at it, or thought it was going to injure 
them? I have a lot of  women say to me, ‘Oh, 
I can’t run.’ When I ask them why, they often 
reply, ‘I’m too big’; ‘My boobs will hurt’; or, 
‘I’m not fit enough – everyone will look at 
me.’ They have already decided the outcome 
before they start – that they won’t be 
competent and therefore won’t attempt it.”

Dancy also realises that mindset has a 
huge impact on more experienced runners. 

“I have known runners who have said, 
‘I can’t run a faster minute-mile pace’ or 
‘I need to stop’. If  they listen to this inner 
self-talk while running, it will become 
their reality, negatively affecting their 
performance.”

So, just how do you turn that negative 
mindset into a positive one?

Dancy 
believes that one 

of  the most effective 
ways to achieve a stronger 

mindset for running is to 
identify how you can demonstrate 

competence – and, for beginners, 
often the trick to this is to simply start 

really slowly.
“In my experience, people start running 

far too quickly and set themselves up for 
failure,” she says. “They believe they need 
to run fast. But after a few minutes, they 
have to stop and then they interpret this as 
not being competent – that they can’t run. 
But they did run, so they can run! Running 
is running – it doesn’t matter how long for. 
When working with a client, I get them to 
change their expectations of  how fast they 
need to run to be a ‘runner’, and how long 
they need to run for. Then I encourage slow 
progress – so slow that they don’t even 
notice it’s getting harder. But then one day, 
they look back at what they’ve achieve and 
think, ‘Wow, I’m running!’”

Dancy is quick to point out that, in 
order to not set yourself  up for a fall, your 
new-found positive mindset needs to be 
achievable – there’s no point repeating to 
yourself  that you’re going to run at eight-
minute-mile pace on your next training run 
if  this simply is not realistic.

“A positive mindset means having a 
gentle inner voice that’s both positive and 
realistic,” she says.

So, if  your goal is to be able to run at 
eight-minute-mile pace, but you’re currently 
at 10-minute-mile pace, you can absolutely 
tell yourself  you will get there – but that 
your achievement will come from devising 
(and sticking with) a comprehensive training 
plan, in order for your pace to increase 
gradually over a specified time period.

Here are Dancy’s five top tips on how to 
create a positive mindset…

TRY ‘THOUGHT STOPPING’
Use this technique to replace any negative 
thoughts that come into your head as you 
run – because running won’t always go 
to plan or feel easy, however much we’d 
like it to! Most of  us will experience a 
point in every run when we think, “This is 
horrible – I want to stop.” As soon as you 
catch yourself  thinking this, try replacing 
the negative thought with a more positively 
phrased one. For example, “OK, this feels a 

bit hard, but hard means I’m pushing myself, 
which means I’m progressing, and I will feel 
awesome when I get home knowing I stuck 
it out.” 

CHALLENGE YOUR BELIEFS 
Think you can’t run further or faster? 
Where’s your evidence for this? There is 
unlikely to be any. The body is designed to 
adapt to training. So, if  you place it under 
appropriate demands and train energy 
systems in the right way, then you will and 
can run further or faster. 

Why not consult a running coach or 
personal trainer? If  they find evidence to 
support your mindset that you’re already 
running as fast or far as you can, then you’re 
a rare breed! Most coaches will be able to 
adapt your training to allow for progression. 
Your body will follow your mind’s lead – you 
just need to allow it to be pushed.

KEEP A TRAINING DIARY 
By writing down times, distance and heart 
rates, you will be able to look back and see 
progress. No matter how small this progress 
is, it will improve your confidence and 
perceived competence.

BE PATIENT AND REALISTIC 
It can take at least six weeks to get the 
physiological adaptations needed that will 
allow you to run faster, and this might be 
translated as just a second or two off  a 
route PB or a training pace. But progress is 
progress. Train sensibly, and set realistic yet 
challenging goals.

GET A RUNNING BUDDY OR COACH
Running with a friend or enlisting the help 
of  a coach means you will have someone 
on hand to encourage you and keep you 
accountable. If  you run with a friend, you 
will be less likely to miss a training session, 
meaning you will start seeing positive 
changes, and develop a more positive, 
confident mindset on the back of  this. And 
a coach will create a training plan especially 
for you that you can trust, helping to give 
you the self-belief  that you can push yourself  
that bit harder.

So, stop that self-sabotage and banish your 
negative frame of  mind. Put this advice into 
practice… and who knows what you might 
achieve with your running in 2017?   

Turn over to be inspired by five women who 
beat their inner critics to start running…
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MAGS COOK STARTED RUNNING 
AFTER LOSING HER HUSBAND, LEN, 
10 YEARS AGO
“One year ago, I thought about doing a 
marathon. I’m 65 in January – I didn’t want 
to get to 70 and wish I’d tried one. Once I 
had decided to do it, I went for it! Everyone 
at my club, Roundhay Runners, was 
encouraging, as was my daughter Rachel. 
My club-mates would run parts of  my long 
runs with me. I wanted to run for a cause, so 
I raised money for a local hospice. 

“I was worried it might not be good for 
my body but, through training, I learnt to 
stop thinking I couldn’t do it. I’ve just run the 
Yorkshire Marathon and Rachel ran with me. 
I totally trusted her pacing. I couldn’t have 
done it without her. I never once thought I 
wouldn’t finish the race, but I hit the wall! 
Once we finished, my body felt broken, but 
I was so proud. It was something I never 
thought I’d achieve. Many older people say 
they couldn’t do a marathon, but I say if  
you wanted to, you could. I was so nervous 
about joining my club but they have been 
so encouraging and inclusive. Running has 
stretched my horizons – now I’d like to learn 
to swim so I can do a triathlon.”

“I NEVER 
THOUGHT  
I COULD 
RUN…”

S O U N D  F A M I L I A R ?  T I N A 
C H A N T R E Y  M E E T S  F I V E 
W O M E N  W H O  B E A T  T H I S 
S T A T E M E N T  O F  S E L F - D O U B T 
A N D  U S E D  R U N N I N G  T O 
C H A N G E  T H E I R  L I V E S

A YEAR AGO SUSAN BONNAR 
COULDN’T RUN FOR THE BUS 
“I never thought I could run... ever! Last 
year, I decided to try and started by running 
and walking between lampposts. I ran when 
it was dark so nobody would see me. When 
I went out at the weekend, my children 
thought I had lost the plot! Eventually 
running [between] two lampposts became 
five, then 10, and before I knew it I was 
running for 20 minutes. I had lost four stone 
through dieting but needed to lose one more; 
running helped me. Suddenly, at five-and-
a-half  stone lighter, I could aspire to run 

further and faster 
than I ever had. 

“A 5K goal 
was smashed 
and replaced by 
a 10K goal. My 
next target is a 
half-marathon. I 
now run in shorts 

and a vest top, at any time of  the day, and 
have even joined a club! My eldest teenager 
watched me change as I got fitter and started 
running with me. We now cycle every week 
to do parkrun together. I have charted my 
‘journey’ on Instagram and it has inspired 
other ladies who thought that they couldn’t 
to give running a try. They are all doing 
incredibly well and it feels very empowering 
to have been part of  their journey too.”

AFTER A LIFETIME OF NOT BEING 
SPORTY, JANE BOZON TRIED 
RUNNING TWO YEARS AGO
“I was 53 and had never aspired to taking 
part in sport before. I felt that I’d never been 
good at anything I’ve tried. My parents used 
to joke that I was all the gear and no idea, 
which was true as I’m a very competitive 
person and always bought the designer 
sports gear!

“I first ran with a friend from my gym; 
it was a mistake as she was so much faster! 
I was gasping for breath. A man who was 
walking even asked me if  I was OK. That 
was it for me. I’d never run again.

“Then I ran a few times with my 
daughter, Jenny. We took it easy and I felt 
much more confident. I started to run on my 
own, which I loved, as there was no pressure. 
I started to enjoy the freedom of  running.

“I keep a record of  my times on the 
calendar. It might sound sad, but that’s my 
competitive streak! I really enjoyed the 5K 
at the WR10K Race Series at Wythenshawe 
Park this year. Even though I find running 
hard, I managed to overtake a few people. 
Running has really boosted my confidence.”

CLAIRE LOMAS TOOK UP RUNNING 
AFTER BEING PARALYSED FROM THE 
WAIST DOWN
“I was a top event rider but a fall left me 
paralysed from the waist down. Before the 
accident, horses took up my life. Then my 
life changed completely. It was hard to come 
to terms with this. But in hospital, I realised 
there were people much worse [off] than 
me. I still had strong arms. I needed a new 
challenge and wanted to keep fit, so in 2012 
I walked the London Marathon route in a 
robotic suit. It took me 17 days.

“Walking in the suit is mentally tough. 
I can’t feel the ground. Every bump that 
catches my feet jars on my arms. The suit 
has a tilt sensor near my pelvis. I have 
to get the tilt of  my pelvis right for every 
step, in order for the suit to move. It’s very 
technical and exhausting, as well as mentally 
frustrating. Just keeping my balance is hard, 
and when I first started using the suit, I fell 
over. Now I always have someone walking 
behind me, usually my husband Dan. 

“This year I wanted to do the 
Great North Run. Then, during 
training, I found out I was pregnant. 
The race took me five days, walking 
three miles a day. I’ve never 
struggled so much. Every step was 
a huge effort. I was always on edge, 
mentally and physically. On day 
three, I had to go to A&E to have my 
sores dressed.

“I’ve never struggled so much, 
but I still achieved my challenge. 
It doesn’t matter what speed you 
do, it’s that you keep going that 
really matters. I’m a speaker and 
love talking to children in schools 
about trying new things. It doesn’t 
matter that you may not be good at 
something; you can still do it and feel a sense 
of  achievement. You’ve got to try. 

“We all have bad days in training, but I 
always feel better when I’m done. After my 
accident my confidence was low, but training 
and racing helps increase my self-esteem. 

The mental and physical benefits of  sports 
always make the hard work feel worthwhile.”

Sign up to Claire’s second Road2Recovery half-
marathon, to raise money for the Nicholls Spinal 
Injury Foundation, at claireschallenge.co.uk

LINDSAY PRATT TOOK UP RUNNING TO KEEP FIT WHEN SHE RETIRED
“When I was younger I didn’t think running was for me. Then, last April, I gave it a go, as 
I wanted to get out and meet people. Unfortunately, last September, I was diagnosed with 
colon cancer and, even though I tried to keep running through my treatment, I found it hard. 

“My first target was the Great South Run. Due to the cancer, I had to cancel last year’s 
race, but I was determined to do it, to show I can. In March I stopped my chemotherapy. My 
energy levels were severely depleted but by June I made my local parkrun in Lee-on-Solent. 
I did the London 10,000 as my first race, so I went in at the top end! The goody bag was 
incredible! I’ve also just done the Southsea Pirates Pieces of  8 race where I tagged on to a 
few groups and had a great time. 

“I was always positive throughout my cancer treatment and found running was an 
excellent coping strategy. My running friends came out on walks with me when I was too ill 
to run. People call me the motivator – I’ve got lots of  friends who say they can’t run, but I tell 
them I will go out for a walk/jog with them to help them get started. From thinking I couldn’t 
run, I’ve enjoyed a huge progression. If  you’ve got the right people behind you I believe you 
can do anything. It doesn’t matter how slow you are. 

“Running can be a great coping mechanism, even if  you are just jogging round the block 
to keep positive. If  you can do it with friends it’s even more rewarding.” 

Mags with her daughter Rachel, who ran 
the Yorkshire Marathon with her

Jane (left) has gone from non-runner to 
proud Women’s Running 5K finisher!


