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SWEAT SCIENCE
How Emotional Intelligence Boosts Your Endurance
New research finds that those who can identify and regulate their emotions keep pushing when the going

gets tough
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New research finds that those who can identify and regulate their emotions keep pushing when the going

gets tough

In tests of endurance, some people push harder than others. These aren’t necessarily the people who collapse at the finish,
who may simply have sprinted harder in the final straightaway. (Or have a flair for the dramatic.) During the long, lonely
middle miles of a race, you make a thousand microdecisions about whether to press on or ease up. These decisions are
mostly invisible to everyone else, but collectively they are the difference between a good race and a bad one.

We often talk about this ability to push with vague generalities—toughness, grit, focus, and so on—but we don’t have any
reliable way of quantifying the differences between those who push more and those who quit sooner. So I was interested to
see a recent paper (https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0191886918301004) from three psychologists in
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Italy, led by Enrico Rubaltelli of the University of Padova, exploring the links between emotional intelligence and half-
marathon performance. In a nutshell, those who were better at recognizing and regulating their emotions ran faster races.

The study involved 237 runners at a half-marathon in Verona who filled out a questionnaire called the Trait Emotional
Intelligence Short Form (http://www.psychometriclab.com/adminsdata/files/The%20TEIQue-SF%20v.%201.50.pdf) the
day before the race, which involves agreeing or disagreeing with statements like “Expressing my emotions with words is not
a problem for me” or “I often pause and think about my feelings.” Their scores on this test turned out to be the strongest
predictor of their race time the next day—even stronger than prior race experience or typical weekly training mileage. Pause
for a moment to let that sink in.

Before going any further, I should acknowledge that there is already plenty of hype—and controversy—about the concept of
emotional intelligence. Ever since Daniel Goleman published a book of that name (https://www.amazon.com/Emotional-
Intelligence-Matter-More-Than/dp/055338371X) in 1995 (with the subtitle “Why It Can Matter More Than IQ”), emotional
intelligence has been a popular buzzword in management and education circles. It’s pretty clear, from what I can tell, that
people who test highly on emotional intelligence tend to be successful in many walks of life. What’s less clear is if testing
someone’s emotional intelligence tells you something new about their prospects that you wouldn’t get from testing more
traditional things like their IQ and “Big Five” personality traits (openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion,
agreeableness, neuroticism).

This isn’t a controversy I can settle here. There are now various competing ways of defining emotional intelligence, as either
a skill or a trait (which is the approach used here). But leaving aside the question of whether emotional intelligence is a new
concept or a new name for old concepts, it’s fascinating either way that a simple questionnaire could make such powerful
predictions about half-marathon performance.

Of course, the links between personality and race performance are more complicated than what happens in the race itself.
The researchers used a multi-factor model to explore how various contributors like training, previous race experience, and
goal setting interact with emotional intelligence to influence race performance. When all these factors were combined,
higher emotional intelligence was still directly correlated with better race time, presumably because you’re better at
managing the inevitable negative mid-race emotions without slowing down. But there were some indirect links, too: those
with higher emotional intelligence tended to be more optimistic and confident in their abilities, so they set higher pre-race
goals (which led to better times) but also tended to do less training in the months leading up to the race (which led to worse
times). It was a bit of a double-edged sword, in other words.

When I exchanged emails with Enrico Rubaltelli, the lead author, he mentioned that they’ve already followed up with a
series of further experiments on emotional intelligence and endurance. They replicated the initial results in another half-
marathon, and also tried it in a marathon (where training had a much bigger impact on finish time) and a 3,200-meter time
trial on the track (where half the participants weren’t told the length of the race in advance, to test their response to
uncertainty).

Even more intriguingly, they’ve started testing a mental training protocol to improve emotional intelligence. Previous
research (https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0191886909000567) has shown that this is possible. The
protocol that Rubaltelli and his colleagues are using involves sessions on mindfulness (there’s that buzzword
(https://www.outsideonline.com/2328656/mindfulness-study-athletic-performance) again), breathing techniques, goals,
and motivation. So far they’ve tested it on soccer players and shooting athletes, with positive results on their ability to
maintain focus in a computer task called the Stroop test; the researchers are now hoping to test it on runners.
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I should say very clearly here that I take some of these results with a very big grain of salt. Emotional intelligence is a better
predictor of half-marathon time than training?! That may be true in this particular sample of runners, who trained on
average 3.4 times per week for a total of 24.4 miles (though I’ll certainly look forward to seeing it replicated). But I’m pretty
confident it’s not true at the Olympics, or even at any reasonable high-school competition.

Still, even if it only ends up making a very minor contribution in more serious and better-trained athletes, that would be very
interesting. It would reinforce the idea that your limits in any endurance test aren’t simply a mathematical product of your
heart rate, lactate levels, and so on. Instead, it’s how you choose to respond to all these signals that matters. And better yet, if
you can improve your emotional intelligence, this might be the first endurance training intervention that also improves your
performance as a spouse or parent, rather than the other way around. Here’s hoping.

My new book, Endure: Mind, Body, and the Curiously Elastic Limits of Human Performance (https://amzn.to/2GMlFWo),
with a foreword by Malcolm Gladwell, is now available. For more, join me on Twitter (https://twitter.com/sweatscience)
and Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/sweatscience1), and sign up for the Sweat Science email newsletter
(http://alexhutchinson.us10.list-manage1.com/subscribe?u=16b257be614b5f18187d3b50a&id=4111e620a3).
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Incorporating a few simple practices can lead to a more meaningful, enjoyable run

Running has so much to offer beyond the readout on your watch. Lower stress levels, better self-esteem, and all-around
improved health are just a few of the reasons why hitting the roads or trails is worthwhile. In the video below, former
professional skier, mountain bike racer, and lifelong runner Jen Hudak serves up five tips to get the most out of every step
you take. 

More Mindful Running Tips with Jen Hudak

Jul 23, 2018
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1) Find focus
Before beginning any run, take a few minutes to center yourself and focus on your intent for the day’s outing. “When I work
with runners, we always take the time to determine the goal for the day,” says Mark Plaatjes, former marathon world-record
holder, coach, trainer, and running-shoe store owner. “Often, this has nothing to do with speed.”

An example of an intent might be to use the run to quiet the mind, says Elinor Fish, CEO and founder of Run Wild Retreats
and Wellness (https://runwildretreats.com/). “Make quieting your mind and focusing on the present the goal of your run,”
she says, “and you’ll find it that much more rejuvenating.”

2) Pay attention to posture
One specific area worth dedicating your focus to is your posture, says Fish. “You want your body upright, an expansion
through your upper chest, your shoulders ‘hanging,’ and your arms moving front and back, not sideways,” she explains.
“This helps you run more relaxed and efficiently.” Finding this position won’t come overnight, but with practice, it can
become second nature. Once you’ve mastered the posture, it brings running's de-stressing effects to the forefront.

3) Breathe rhythmically
If you can establish a rhythm to your breathing while running, your run will flow, freeing up your mind. Fish recommends
finding a breathing pattern that matches the cadence of your footsteps. “A good pattern is three steps to inhale and two to
exhale,” she says.

4) Let gravity do the work
Truly relaxed running allows gravity to shoulder the workload. To accomplish this, practice leaning forward at the ankles—
not the waist—and “falling” into your run. “Then you don’t have to muscle your way through the run,” says Fish, “and gravity
takes over.”

5) Practice makes perfect
Like any sort of practice—yoga, meditation, and the like—mindful running takes time and patience. “You don’t need to
practice mindfulness for the duration of a run,” says Fish. “Try the first five minutes of a run, or focus on one item at a time,
like posture. Then revisit throughout the run.”
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29/08/18, 14*45How Emotional Intelligence Boosts Your Endurance | Outside Online

Pagina 7 di 7https://www.outsideonline.com/2332416/how-emotional-intelligence-boosts-your-endurance

�  S E E  M O R E  ( / F I T N E S S / B O D Y W O R K / S W E A T- S C I E N C E ? P A G E = 1 )

A stable and responsive shoe like the ASICS GEL-KAYANO (https://www.asics.com/us/en-us/gel-kayano?
utm_source=Outside&utm_medium=affiliate&utm_campaign=2018-
GELKayano25&utm_term=K25&utm_content=K25_Collection)  (https://www.asics.com/us/en-us/gel-kayano-
25/p/0020000374.020)25 (https://www.asics.com/us/en-us/gel-kayano?
utm_source=Outside&utm_medium=affiliate&utm_campaign=2018-
GELKayano25&utm_term=K25&utm_content=K25_Collection) ensures that every step is seamless, allowing you to have a
more mindful and rewarding run. Learn more at asics.com (https://www.asics.com/us/en-us/gel-kayano).
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