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Managing Midnight Miles: A Qualitative Descriptive Single-Case Study 
on Sleep Strategies Among United States Ultra-Marathon Runners

Professor Bailey Lancaster, PhD, LPC-S, LADC/MH-S

Sleep is vital to performance, yet ultra-marathon runners 
often obtain inadequate sleep. This qualitative descriptive 
single-case study explored how U.S. ultra-marathon runners 
perceive sleepʼs role in their physical, psychological, and 
social functioning during endurance events. Using a 
biopsychosocial lens, 15 runners completed 
semi-structured virtual interviews. Reflexive thematic 
analysis produced nine themes. Core findings included 
strategic sleep optimization; bidirectional sleep negotiation 
across training and life demands; psychological disruption 
and adaptation; identity and community belonging; and 
consequences and contexts of sleep disruption. Athletes 
reported intentional practices (sleep-tracking, behavioral 
sleep hygiene, recovery strategies) but noted constraints 
from work and family. Sleep loss was linked to emotional 
instability, reduced motivation, and cognitive difficulties 
during key race moments. Recommendations emphasize 
targeted, athlete-centered interventions combining 
technology, behavioral approaches, and social support. 
Future work should evaluate specific sleep strategies in 
larger, more diverse samples to guide coaches and sports 
health professionals.

Abstract

● Sleep is critical for athletic performance; 
ultra-endurance athletes frequently experience sleep 
insufficiency. 1–4,11

● Ultra-marathons impose extreme physiological and 
psychological strain; disrupted sleep impairs recovery, 
cognition, and performance. 3,7–10

● Most sport–sleep research focuses on shorter-duration 
sports; ultra-marathons have unique demands 
(environment, travel, time zones) and rising 
participation, requiring tailored management. 2,4,5,8,11

● Inadequate sleep is common in adults (~27.7%) and 
carries substantial health and economic costs—stakes are 
higher for ultra-runners. 6–7

● There is a documented gap in sleep interventions 
specifically tailored to ultra-marathon runners; targeted 
strategies are needed. 2,4,5,12

● The biopsychosocial model offers a useful lens to 
integrate biological, psychological, and social factors 
influencing sleep management in this group. 13–14

Background

Purpose
The purpose  of this qualitative descriptive single-case study 
was to explore how U.S. ultra-marathon runners perceive the 
role of sleep (and sleep insufficiency) in their physical 
health, psychological health, and social factors during 
endurance events, to inform targeted sleep-management 
practices. 2,5,12–14

● The sample included 15 U.S. ultra-marathon runners; 8 
female (53%), 7 male (47%); age 25–59 (M≈39.5).

● Experience ranged 8 months–10 years (M≈4.2); Novice 
n=4 (27%), Intermediate n=3 (20%), Seasoned n=8 (53%).

● One-time, remote, semi-structured Zoom interviews 
(60–90 min); data saturation at n=15. ²³

Nine major themes were identified across the sample:

1. Strategic Sleep Optimization for Physical &  Mental 
Recovery

2. Bidirectional Sleep Negotiation Across Training &  
Life Demands

3. Psychological Disruption &  Adaptation Across the 
Ultra-Endurance Journey

4. Identity, Values, &  Belonging in the Ultra-Endurance 
Community

5. Lifestyle Trade-Offs &  Internal Conflicts in 
Endurance Commitment

6. Navigating Physical Limits &  Health Behaviors in 
Endurance Training

7. Navigating Social Expectations &  Sleep Boundaries
8. Physiological Consequences &  Adaptations Related to 

Sleep
9. Consequences and Contexts of Sleep Disruption

There was no consistent chronological ordering of themes 
across narratives; themes frequently overlapped across 
biological, psychological, and social domains of the 
Biopsychosocial Model. ¹³
Cross-cutting theme: Theme 9 (Consequences and Contexts 
of Sleep Disruption) intersected with each domain and all 
three research questions. ¹³

Results

This was a qualitative descriptive single-case study. ¹⁵-¹⁷
Purposive sampling recruited U.S. ultra-marathon runners 
(18–62; ≥1 ultra in past year) via running clubs, forums, and 
social media; n = 15 (data saturation achieved). ¹⁸–¹⁹
Participants completed a one-time, remote, audio-recorded, 
semi-structured interview via Zoom (60–90 min); verbal 
informed consent obtained; IRB approved. ²⁰–²²
Data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis. ²³

Design & Methods

RQ1 (Physical): How do ultra-marathon runners perceive 
the role of sleep in their physical health during endurance 
events?
RQ2 (Psychological): How do they perceive the role of sleep 
in their psychological health?
RQ3 (Social): How do they perceive the role of sleep in their 
social well-being?

Research Questions

Participant Quotes

● Across 15 runners, sleep was treated as an intentional 
performance tool, not passive rest.

● Athletes continually negotiate sleep with training, 
work, and family; these life demands cut across all 
themes.

● Nine themes mapped to the Biopsychosocial Model; 
several (e.g., Strategic Optimization, Bidirectional 
Negotiation, and Consequences of Disruption) 
spanned domains.

● Physiological consequences (elevated HR, fatigue, 
slower paces) and psychological consequences 
(emotional reactivity, reduced focus) were common, 
even when injuries were not.

● Community identity and norms supported persistence 
but sometimes normalized sleep sacrifice.

● No consistent chronology of themes across narratives; 
experiences were context-dependent and cyclical 
(training → race → recovery).

● Further study: evaluate multi-component 
interventions, track critical windows (race-week 
“sleep banking,” race night(s), post-race), and examine 
gender and role (parent/crew) differences.

Conclusions & Future Study

● Provides foundational, athlete-derived components for 
sleep management in ultra-endurance sport.

● Supports mixed-methods and longitudinal designs (e.g., 
actigraphy + interviews) to map changes across training 
cycles.

● Test multi-component interventions (sleep education + 
CBT-I elements + tech-guided pacing/nap prompts + 
family/partner support).

● Study crewing/pacing as a distinct sleep-deprivation 
context influencing both runner and crew outcomes.

● Investigate technologyʼs dual role (reassurance vs. 
over-reliance) and define dose–response thresholds 
between sleep loss and performance.

● Examine gender-specific patterns and social-norms (e.g., 
“toxic positivity”) as barriers/facilitators of restorative 
sleep.

Implications for Research
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