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Abstract: Between 2011 and 2016, South Africa witnessed a threefold increase in the 
number of official trail running events. Given South Africa’s historical love affair with 
ultra-long-distance road running, and with health and physical activity becoming 
increasingly important, such growth is not surprising. This growth reflects international 
sports trends, with trail running one of the fastest growing segments of this industry. 
It is argued here that trail running tourism has major growth potential in South 
Africa, as trail runners are prepared to travel to ‘destination’ race events. Such events 
can boost the local tourism economy, attracting domestic and international tourists. 
Locations in South Africa that have natural physical beauty, are scenic, remote or off 
the usual tourism track could leverage their physical assets to attract participants to 
‘destination trail running events’. To that end, this study explores the local trail 
running market by firstly investigating some of South Africa’s iconic long-distance 
trail running events, and, secondly, profiling trail running tourists and investigating 
their spending behaviour. As research on the nature of active sports tourism and 
the characterisation of the South African market for iconic destination trail running 
events is limited, the study fills an important gap in the literature. 
 

Keywords: trail running, South Africa, destination marketing, sport tourism, local 
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*  *  *  *  *  *  
 

INTRODUCTION 
It has been argued by Nyikana and Tichaawa (2018, 1) that sport tourism can make 

a significant contribution to local economic development in Africa. In particular, they 
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maintain that “sport tourism events can be used to promote previously neglected and 
underdeveloped destinations”. In particular Hemmonsbey and Tichaawa (2019, 254) feel 
that non-mega events, of which running events would be one, hold particular 
opportunities for “establishing tighter social networks and connections” to the local 
community. Thus, such events should be encouraged by local governments as a way of 
stimulating the local economy. With respect to running, South Africa is home to two 
globally famous long-distance road-running events, namely: The Comrades Marathon 
and Two Oceans Marathon. Both these events attract tens of thousands of running 
tourists, including many international competitors, with positive economic impacts on 
the provinces of Kwa-Zulu Natal and the Western Cape respectively (Saayman & 
Saayman, 2012; Fairer-Wessels, 2013; Maharajh, 2015). However, the focus on these 
events has resulted in a neglect of other smaller, non-mega running events. Events that, 
we argue here, have the potential to grow local economies in precisely the way Nyikana 
and Tichaawa (2018) and Hemmonsbey and Tichaawa (2019) envisage. In particular, off-
road or trail running has grown enormously in popularity with a proliferation of trail 
running events across South Africa in recent years (Christie, 2016). Despite this, the size 
of the South African domestic tourism market for destination trail running events has not 
been reported on. Thus, the purpose of this study is to explore the South African long-
distance trail running community through the lens of sport tourism. In this regard, we 

deemed long distance running races as events which are 21km or more in length. 
 The study establishes who the typical trail runner is, and argues that it contributes 

to local economies as a type of niche sporting tourism. The paper posits that hosting long 
distance trail running events can help boost both domestic and international tourism in 
South Africa, thus assisting this key economic sector to grow (Visser & Rogerson, 2014; 
Alexandris, 2016). This is crucial as, currently, South Africa’s tourism sector is struggling. 
For example, decline in both international arrivals and domestic travellers. As a result, 
the total number of day trips in South Africa have decreased from 48 million in 2014 to 47 
million in 2017, and overnight trips from 47 million in 2014 to 44 million for the same 
period (StatsSA, 2017; 2018). Even worse is that StatsSA (2019) reports that foreign 
arrivals were lower for Quarter One 2019 than for the same quarter in 2017. Thus, being 
able to leverage the trail running market to generate local economic growth is a distinct 
possibility for South Africa, especially for small towns in remote areas.   

Sport Tourism 
Globally sport tourism is one of the fastest growing types of niche tourism; 

although the definition and scope of sport tourism is greatly debated (Deery et al., 2004; 
Gibson, 2004). A broad definition includes event tourism, along with competitive and 
recreational sporting activities. Gibson (2005, 134) defines sport tourism as “leisure-
based travel that takes individuals temporarily outside of their home communities to 
participate in physical activities, to watch physical activities, or to venerate attractions 
associated with physical activities”. This broad definition includes many different types of 
tourists, from those travelling to attend a Roland-Garros tennis match to those playing 
golf whilst on holiday. Thus, researchers have defined several subcategories of sport 
tourism. These include: (1) Event sport tourism, which is travel as a spectator to an 
organized sport event, such as include to attend a Soccer World Cup match; (2) Nostalgia 
sport tourism, which is travel for sport-related purposes such as to visit sports stadiums 
or museums; (3) Integral sport tourism, travel for activities where “sport and the tourism 
are part and parcel of the same experience” (Sugden, 2007, 236); and (4) Active sport 
tourism, travel to spectate or participate in leisure sporting activities; such as travel to 
undertake a mountain biking trail (Gibson, 2005). Many of these sub-categories do overlap, 
which makes the precise study of the phenomenon a challenging task (Jago et al., 2003). As 
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this research focuses on travelling to participate in a trail running event, it falls into the 
active sport tourism category. It is, then, to trail running that this paper will now turn.   

The rise of trail running  
Globally, the popularity of trail running is rising. In an effort to understand this 

phenomenon, researchers across the Global North and South have begun to investigate it 
(Navalta et al., 2018). Despite this, scholarly research into trail running remains in its 
infancy (Havlick et al., 2016; Urbaneja & Farias, 2018). One important theme that has 
emerged in the (sparse) literature are the environmental impacts of trail running. Havlick 
et al. (2016) argue that trail running (along with hiking and mountain biking) has a 
negative impact on the biophysical environment, despite the activity being promoted as 
‘sustainable’. As a result, Ng et al. (2017) argue that trail running in protected areas 
should be regulated. This includes limiting the number of events and participants. In 
addition, the growth in the sheer number of trails is such that they can become a threat to 
public recreational space (Newsome & Davies, 2009; Ballantyne et al., 2014; Barros & 
Pickering, 2015). Thus, there have been calls to conduct research on the ecological 
impacts of trail running, as well as into user conflicts between trail runners and those who 
use public recreational space for other activities such as walking, cycling, or dog walking 
(Moore, 2007; Newsome, 2014). Another research theme arising in relation to trail 
running is that of climate change. Importantly, some European skiing resorts are 
adopting trail running as a means to diversify their product offerings and pursue new 
markets as they can longer guarantee snowfall (Richard et al., 2010).  

Other emerging areas of research include the local economic impacts of trail 
running events and the demographic characteristics of participants (Hoffman & Wegelin, 
2009; Wicker & Hallman, 2013; Soler-Vayá & González, 2017; Navalta et al., 2018; 
Urbaneja & Farias, 2018). Some scholars focus on the intrinsic (push) and extrinsic (pull) 
factors to determine what drives participants to travel to participate in such running 
events (Lough et al., 2016; Aicher & Newland, 2017). Tourism researchers have also 
looked at the potential of promoting trail running as a niche sport tourism market 
(Perrin-Malterre & Chanteloup, 2018). In this regard Newland & Aicher (2018) argue that 
host communities seeking to attract new tourists to their destination should focus on 

identifying moderate-distance running events, as these seem to attract the most runners.  
Research has also been conducted on what factors are driving the growth of trail 

running, such as the adoption of a ‘fitness culture’ and the rise of social media - which 
together have created a reason and a means to promote trail running. A study by 
Boudreau & Giorgi (2010) found that trail running helps to reduce job stress and improve 
work-productivity. The study recorded important psychological benefits associated with 
trail running such as increased self-efficacy, greater discipline, more mental focus on 
career goals, a more positive attitude to life, enhanced work performance, increased 
problem-solving, improved time management, and better organization skills.  

A noticeable trend in trail running is an increasing rate of female participation 
(Hoffman & Wegelin, 2009; Navalta et al., 2018). For example, female participation in the 
100-mile North American Moab Trail race went from 12 percent of the field in 1986 to 22 
percent in 2007. Between 2012 and 2015 on the 21km route (of the same race) there was 
also an increase in the number of female participants. According to Running USA (2007), 
female runners increased from (on average) 11 percent of the field in 1980 to 40 percent 
in 2007. The increase is such, that a renowned roadrunner Grete Waitz, attributed the 
growing popularity of marathons as a whole to this increase in the number of female 
participants (Kislevitz, 1999). Navalta et al. (2018) suggest social changes, such as women 
gaining equal rights and a drive for female empowerment, may be encouraging woman to 
enter such events, as well as to make use of public spaces for recreational purposes 
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(Wesely & Gaarder, 2004). The social nature of participating in a trail race and increasing 
levels of personal safety may also be creating the conditions that, then, enable women to 
undertake such events in ever greater numbers. Choate (2008) asserts that female 
runners benefit from participation in terms of feeling increased self-confidence, being 
more outgoing (overcoming shyness), and gaining relief from depression. Despite such 

research, the profile of the South African trail running participant remains unknown. 
Sports Tourism Research in South Africa 
Given South Africa’s natural beauty and the generally hospitable climate, outdoor 

sport is a popular pastime. But as a field of academic inquiry, sports tourism is still in its 
infancy in South Africa (Tassiopoulos & Haydam, 2008). Part of this is due to the role 
sport played in both fostering, and fighting, the apartheid regime. For example, on the 
one hand, the apartheid government segregated sport along racial lines; while on the 
other hand, the anti-apartheid movement harnessed sport as a platform for resistance 
against apartheid. This included imposing sporting sanctions on South Africa (Keech & 
Houlihan, 1999). Thus, for a long time sport was highly politicized in South Africa.  

Consequently, sport and sport tourism in South Africa has a unique narrative in 
comparison to the experiences of the Global North. In particular, a lack of critical 
research within the niche market of sport tourism was evident during the apartheid years. 
In line with changes in the political environment of South Africa post 1990, research on 
sport tourism strengthened once the sport boycott ended (Visser & Hoorgendoorn, 2011). 
Thus, sport tourism “has emerged as one of the fastest-growing spheres of the leisure 
travel market and has become a subject of interest at academic and governmental levels 
alike” (Kotze & Visser, 2008, 61). Crucially, the pace and trajectory of sport tourism 
research has been strongly influenced by post-apartheid policies. In 1995, the State 
identified sport tourism as a strategic tool to stimulate economic development and social 
regeneration (Swart & Bob, 2007). Subsequently, the 1996 Tourism White Paper 
highlighted sports tourism as a vehicle for development. In addition, a State initiated 
sport tourism campaign, known as ‘South African Sports Tourism’ (SAST), was launched 
in 1997 with the aim of developing the potential of this niche tourism sector (Ritchie & 
Adair, 2002). Thus, along with many other countries, South Africa highlighted sport 
tourism as a means to attract international tourists (Gibson, 2005). Unfortunately, 
research suggests a mismatch between policy and implementation. Swart (2005) asserts 
that since SAST’s launch, no tangible progress has been made, and to date, the initiative 
remains inactive. Worse is that the Tourism Growth Strategy (released in 2002) seems to 
have dropped sport tourism as a primary driver for development. This trend of neglect 
continued with the 2004-2007 Domestic Tourism Growth Strategy (DEAT, 2004). This 
decline in government support is reflected in the findings of the Global Competitiveness 
Project (Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism, 2004). Results of this Global 
Competitiveness Project reveal that demand for sports tourism, amongst both 
international and domestic tourists, is weak. Thus, this niche market needs much 
attention in terms of marketing (Tassiopoulos & Haydam, 2008).  

From a South African research perspective, prior to 2008, sport tourism studies 
focused on supply-side issues such as improvement of sport performance and the 
marketing of sports offerings (Tassiopoulos & Haydam, 2008). Another major focus of 
research was South Africa’s involvement in Sport-Mega Events (SME) (Cornelissen, 
2005; 2011). Thus, research into SMEs, such as the FIFA Soccer World Cup, Rugby and 
Cricket World Cups, has been extensive (Giampiccoli et al., 2015). Much attention has 
been paid to the economic and social impacts on host communities of SMEs, especially 
pertaining to employment creation, poverty reduction, local economic development, small 
enterprise creation, and post-event impacts (Swart et al., 2008; Rogerson, 2009; 
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Hemmonsbey and Tichaawa, 2018). In that regard, Bama and Tichaawa (2012) have 
taken this further by analysing the environmental citizenship and sustainability of major 
sporting events. Other studies in sports tourism in South Africa include mountain biking, 
road running, golf tourism, and cycling (Kotze, 2006; Kotze & Visser, 2008; Du Preez & 
Lee, 2015). Assessing the viability of recurring sporting events of a local nature has also 
become popular, with studies by Turco et al (2003) which focused on the socio-economic 
impact of sport tourism events such as the Comrades Marathon, the Investec Cycling 
Tour, and the Vodacom Beach Africa festival on the City of Durban. Others have followed 
suit, with Kotze (2006) assessing the economic impact of the Two Oceans Marathon; 
Saayman et al. (2008) investigating the economic impact of visitor spending during the 
Cape Argus Cycle Tour; and Saayman and Saayman (2012) examining determinates for 

visitor spending at three major sport events in South Africa.  
A call to investigate the sustainability and socio-economic impacts of hosting a 

recurring local sport event was answered by Giampiccoli et al. (2015), who found that 
over a five-year period, hosting the Comrades Marathon, the Dusi Canoe Marathon and 
the Midmar Mile generated approximately the same economic impact for Kwa-Zulu Natal 
as the once off 2010 FIFA World Cup. Their study has been supported by the work of 
Saayman and Saayman (2012) who estimated that the 2011 Comrades Marathon 
generated a total direct spending of approximately R76 million for KwaZulu-Natal. While 
Maharajh (2015) similarly estimated that the 2010 Comrades Marathon race generated in 
excess of R130 million for the cities of Durban and Pietermaritzburg. This suggests that 
recurring local or regional events are more sustainable, less expensive, and have a 
significantly greater, positive, long-term local economic impact than SMEs (Daniels and 
Norman, 2003; Gibson et al., 2003, Gibson et al., 2012; Giampiccoli et al., 2015). In this 
regard, Kotze and Visser (2008) concluded that South Africa should work to promote 
one-day local sporting events. In line with Kotze and Visser (2008), Daniels and Norman 
(2003) suggest smaller-scale events generate revenue for the local economy, create a 
sense of comradery and pride amongst locals, as well as increasing awareness of the host 
as a tourist destination. Green and Chalip (1998) found that sport tourists use events as 

opportunities to socialise and celebrate the particular sporting subculture. 
 In this way, travel associated with sport has become a way to create personal 

identity and participate in authentic experiences (Moularde & Weaver, 2016). The 
greater the attachment to a particular sporting personal identity, the more likely the 
individual is to undertake sports related travel, creating a virtuous economic and social 
circle. This is especially true for long-distance runners, for example. McGehee et al. 
(2003) found that highly involved roadrunners made many overnight trips with the 
purpose of participating in running events. Accordingly, Ogles and Masters (2003) 
suggest that long-distance running tourism has particularly high tourism potential (due 
to the high levels of personal commitment required). From a social perspective, a number 
of studies have shown that long-distance runners find that the activity promotes a sense 
of personal achievement and heightens self-esteem (Bond & Batey, 2005). In terms of 
the Comrades Marathon, it was found that achievement, commitment, and social isation 
were the key motives for participation (Kruger & Saayman, 2013). If this is the case, 
then it is highly likely that long-distance trail running events may also have the same 
potential as a source of both ardent domestic and international tourists. However, 
Kruger and Saayman (2013) concluded that the motives for participation differ per 
sporting event. Therefore, participants should not be treated as a homogenous group for 
the purposes of event design and marketing. Thus, if local trail running dest ination 
events are to be promoted, a detailed knowledge of who the trail running tourist is, and 
what the potential economic size of the demand market is, is necessary. 
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MATERIALS AND METHODS 
An exploratory design, case study approach, and quantitative survey methodology 

was adopted for this study (Saunders & Lewis, 2012). The study focusses on six one day 
long-distance trail running events in South Africa that were designated as iconic events 
due to their long history or status within the trail running community. The six events 
were: (a) The SkyRun; (b) The Ultra Trail Cape Town; (c) The Rhodes Run; (d) The Otter 
African Trail Run; (e) The Peninsula Ultra fun run (PUFfer), and (f) The Hobbit trail run. 
The survey sought to profile the trail runners who had participated in these events, or 
wanted to, as well as determine their spending behaviour with respect to long-distance 
trail running destination events (and the sport in general). An online Facebook survey 
amongst trail runners was undertaken. In particular, two Facebook community groups 
dedicated to long-distance trail running in South Africa were targeted, namely: 
“#TeamTrail  #LoveTrail” and “South Africa Trail Running”1. Permission from the 
relevant Facebook group admins was granted. The Facebook survey was piloted with eight 
self-identified long-distance trail runners. The results were analysed using SPSS. In order 
to mitigate the risk of a homogenous sample of only active Facebook users, respondents 
were asked to share the online survey amongst their other long-distance trail running 
friends and networks. Thus, snowball sampling was used to increase the sample size. 

 The total number of respondents to the survey was 118. Due to the purposive 
convenience sampling method and the online nature of the surveys used, the findings may 
not be statistically representative of the population. In order to strengthen the validity of 
the data, the online survey data was compared to that of runners who participated in the 
2017 Ultra Trail Cape Town event, using data provided by the event organisers2. It was 
found that much of the demographic findings between the online Facebook survey and 
the data provided by Ultra Trail Cape Town are in alignment. It should also be noted that 
the study did not include multi-day stage trail running events in order to limit the scope. 
 

RESULTS  
South Africa is home several iconic long-distance trail runs, namely: (a) The 52km 

Rhodes Run (established 1989); (b) The SkyRun (established 1991/2); (c) The 80km 
Peninsula Ultra fun run (PUFfer) (established 1995) (d) The Hobbit trail run (established 
2006) and (e) The 44km Otter African Trail Run (established 2008). Most, however, have 
a small field. For example, in 2017, the SkyRun had only 339 participants across all three 
events (100km, 65km and 42km), the Rhodes Run had only 228 participants, while the 
Otter African Trail Run is always capped at 250 entrants per year. Similarly small is the 
Hobbit trail run with two categories, a 90km and a 38km, with an approximate total field 
of 200. New long-distance trail running destination events are also small, such as the 
Karkloof100 and the 53km Whale of Trail in the Western Cape. The Karkloof100 has two 
categories: a 100-mile (160km) and a 50 mile (80 km) category. It is a very small event 
with less than 100 people. Similarly, the Whale of Trail event comprises under 120 
participants. This makes the new Ultra Trail Cape Town (established 2013) very different 
as it attracted over 1000 participants in 2017. Figure 1 presents the geographical 
distribution of these iconic events, with all of them hosted in just three provinces, namely 
the Western Cape, The Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. Notable is the dominance of 
coastal provinces in the provision of these races, as well as their geographical relationship 
with significant transport routes. Thus, access to locations is an important consideration 
that race event organisers have to take into account when considering hosting such an event. 
                                                           
1    #TeamTrail #LoveTrail with 918 members as of 12 July 2017, found at https://www.facebook.com/groups/ 
teamtrail.lovetrail/ and  South Africa Trail Running with 1720 members as of 12 July 2017, found at https:// 
www.facebook.com/groups/SATrailRunning /  
2  See https://www.ultratrailcapetown.com/  [Accessed 3 May 2018]. 
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Figure 1. Distribution of iconic long-distance trail races across South Africa  
 

Compared to most iconic long-distance trail running events, the Ultra Trail Cape 
Town, which takes place over and near Table Mountain, is a ‘mega’ event in trail running 
terms, attracting 1019 runners in 2017 from over 40 countries. There were 176 
participants on the 100km route, 324 on the 65km route and 519 participating in the 
35km event. The event formed part of the Ultra Trail World Tour. Of the participants in 
the 100km event, only 2% were Black African , 15% were female. The bulk (60%) were 
aged between 30 and 39 (average age 37 years). Thus, the vast majority of participants 
were young white men. Half (50%) were South African. Half (50%) were international 
tourists and 30% were domestic tourists. The remaining 20% were from Cape Town itself.  

Only 70 percent of starters completed the 100km event. Of the participants in the 
65km event, only 2% were Black African, 21% were female and the bulk (40%) were aged 
between 30 and 39 (average age 38 years). Thus, although white men still dominated, this 
distance category attracted more females. Most participants (62%) were South African, with 
38% international tourists. Of the South African’s 22% had travelled to Cape Town for the 
event. Almost all (91%) starters completed the event. Of the participants in the 35km event, 
only 3% were Black African, 39% were female and 42% were aged between 30 and 39 
(average age 37 years). Most participants (82%) were South African, 18% were international 
tourists. As for the 65km event, some 22% of the South Africans had travelled to Cape Town 
to participate in the event. Completion rates for the 35km event were high, with 94 percent 
of starters finishing the event. Thus, a typical participant was white, male, a domestic 
tourist and 37 years of age. Race completion and female participation rates increase as 
distance decreases. However, participation by groups other than white men was extremely 
low. In terms of the online Facebook survey of trail runners, the largest proportion (42%) of 
the respondents were between 30 and 39 years of age. In terms of race, the overwhelming 
majority (95%) were white. In terms of highest level of education, 54% of respondents held 
a postgraduate degree. These high education levels were consistent with the high-income 
profile in which: 26% fell in the highest income bracket, with a household income of over R1 
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000 000 per annum3; however, the largest portion of respondents (28%) had a pre-tax 
annual household income of R201 000 - R400 000. Regarding job description, 54% of the 
respondents worked as professionals, and 32% worked in managerial or technical roles. The 
findings indicate that the activity is a typically high-income domain. 

 
Table 1. Long-distance trail running profile of respondents (Data source: Facebook survey, 2017) 

 

Level of experience as a trail runner? 
Beginner 14 (12%)  Intermediate 55 (47%) 
Experienced 39 (33%) Advanced 10 (8%) 

Years of involvement in trail running? 
Less than one year 10 (9%) One to two years 26 (22%) 
Three to four years 36 (31%) Five to six years 24 (20%) 
Seven to eight years 10 (9%) More than nine years 12 (10%) 

How many trail running events do you take part in (average per year)? 
None 1 (1%) One or two 12 (10%) 
Three or four 30 (25%) Five or six 29 (25%) 
Seven or eight 14 (12%) Nine or more 32 (27%) 

Number of times you travel more than 100km to a trail running event per year 
Zero 11 (9%) Once or twice 54 (46%) 
Three or four times 32 (27%) Five or six times 13 (11%) 

More than seven 8 (7%) 
Estimated trail running mileage in the last 12 months? 

Under 100km 16 (14%) 100 – 299km 28 (24%) 
300 – 499km 27 (23%) 500 – 699km 14 (12%) 

More than 700km 33 (28%) 
 
Table 1 details the long-distance trail running behaviour of the respondents. Most 

respondents rated their level of trail running experience as intermediate (47%) or 
experienced (33%); while many have been involved in the sport for three to four years 
(31%). Respondents spend a large amount of time engaging in the activity, with some 28% 
estimating their trail running mileage for the last year to be greater than 700km. In terms of 
event behaviour, the respondents are active in events: 27% took part in more than nine race 
events per year. Additionally, a large majority (73%) have taken part in an event longer than 
21km in the past year. Regarding travel to destination events, 46% have travelled further 
than 100km on one or two occasions to take part in an event in the last year, while only 9% 
of respondents have not travelled to do so. When it came to iconic events, most respondents 
had taken part in at least one of the six designated iconic events, while 15% had taken part 
in two or more of the different events. As illustrated in Figure 2, the most popular event for 
the respondents was the Otter African Trail Run, followed by the SkyRun and then the new 
Ultra Trail Cape Town. Spending patterns of respondents on their long-distance trail 
running activities are given in Table 2. The largest contributors to the total spend were 
shoes (average of R2 513) and event entries (average of R2 424) (Table 2). Followed by 
transport to events (average of R2 322) and accommodation (R2 165). That said, the bulk 
of respondents spent less than R2 999 per annum on event entries and less than R1999 on 
shoes (38%). Such a low average spend on shoes means that most are likely only buying 
one pair a year, as they are costly specialist items. Respondents typically spent less on 
apparel, with the majority of 37% spending between R1 000 and R1 999 annually. In 
terms of total spend; the average was R11 373 per person per year. The study did not ask 
participants to quantify what they spend on food and race related items, however, as 
depicted in Figure 3, race related items such as drinks and snacks are costly.  

                                                           
3  In November 2017 the ZAR to USD exchange rate was R13 to one USD.  
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Figure 2. Respondent participation in iconic events 
 

Table 2. Spending patterns of respondents on their long-distance trail running activities  
(Data source: Facebook survey, 2017) 

 

Spend 
 Category 

Less than 
R1000 

R1000 - 
R1999 

R2000 - 
R2999 

R3000 - 
R3999 

R4000 - 
R4999 

More than 
R5000 

Avg 

Event Entries 22% 19% 32% 9% 8% 12% R2 424 (21%) 

Shoes 3% 38% 32% 10% 9% 8% R2 513 (22%) 

Apparel 25% 37% 18% 9% 3% 7% R1 949 (17%) 

Transport 14% 34% 30% 7% 8% 9% R2 322 20%) 

Accommodation 26% 19% 31% 13% 5% 6% R2 165 (19%) 

 
Events, and accommodation at events, tended to be, on average, the costliest for 

many respondents. Figure 4 indicates what respondents said would be the maximum 
amount of money they are willing to spend on an event (if it included tented 
accommodation). The largest portion of respondents (36%) were willing to spend a 
maximum of R3 000, while 23% would spend R5 000 and 10% indicated they would 
spend R10 000 or more. This is a substantial amount of money. Thus, their engagement 
with sport tourism made up a substantial portion of the total annual average spend. 

 
DISCUSSION 
The study has demonstrated that there has been a rise in the number of high profile 

long-distance trail running destination events in South Africa in recent years. What is also 
clear is that there is demand for such events, with many ‘repeat clients’ (the same runners 
entering the same race every year) as some 27% of online respondents said they take part 
in more than nine events in any single calendar year. As the iconic trail events are both 
small in number and (most) have a small field, it is likely that demand for this kind of 
sports tourism remains unmet. The popularity of the new Ultra Trail Cape Town is also an 
indication thereof. In addition, while participation levels for black people and women are 
currently low, it is also highly likely that this will change over time, such that eventually 
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the demographics of trail running will come to resemble that of long-distance road 
running in South Africa. Thus, demand for these kind of events is likely to grow, in line 
with the general growth trajectory seen in road running in South Africa (Mandla Radebe, 
pers comm, 2018). Furthermore, the study has shown that trail runners have high levels 
of disposable income, which enables them to spend money on their sport.  

 

 
 

Figure 3. Race day supplies, photograph taken a few days ahead of the 2018  
Karkloof 100 event. Estimated cost R500 (Source: Hanno Langenhoven, 2018) 

 

 
Figure 4. Maximum willing to spend on an event including tented accommodation 

 
For example, respondents to the online survey reported spending substantial sums 

of money on trail running related equipment and events. While trail running events and 
equipment are costly, which may explain the high spend, it is also highly likely that people 
are willing to make sacrifices in other areas of their life to re-direct funds to this particular 
sports activity. For example, many are willing to travel to participate in such events and 
are not shy to purchase shoes, apparel and race-related foodstuffs. It is also highly 
possible that their actual spend was underreported (such as for shoes and race related 
foodstuffs) and so these spending estimates are conservative. Taking event entries, travel 
and accommodation purchases as an indication, it is highly likely that hosting such events 



Tracey McKAY, Lynsey McEWAN, Melissa BAKER 
 

 940 

can boost local economies, in the same way other recurring sports events have, and South 
African tourism in general. Taking into account international trends and findings with 
respect to trail running, it is argued here that the rural, ‘rugged’ nature of the Eastern 
Cape Province, for example, is an ideal location to grow such tourism in South Africa. 
Thus, small Eastern Cape towns that have the necessary physical resources such as 
mountains, rivers, a coastline or open veld could, in conjunction with the trail running 
community (and event organisers), opt to host such an event (McKay, 2017).  

However, as there are concerns about the possible negative impacts of trail running 
on the biophysical environment, it is recommended that the number of events should be 
increased, rather than increasing the number of participants per event. Trail events also 
need to have a range of distances to attract the best overall mix of participants in terms of 
domestic and international tourists and in terms of male and female runners. In 
particular, international tourists will only travel for seriously long distances (over 65km) 
but having exclusively long distances (more than 21kms) will preclude female runners. 
Thus, a combination of longer and shorter distances within one event is recommended. In 
this way, this form of sport tourism may be able to grow in a sustainable manner. 
 

CONCLUSION 
The recent increase in the number of long-distance trail running events and 

participants is an indication that trail running has major growth potential in South 
Africa. Importantly, the willingness of trail runners to spend money on event entries, 
transport and accommodation is an indication that if South Africa were to leverage its 
physical potential to host such events, the tourist economy as a whole may benefit . As 
the trail running community is attracted to destination events, both domestic and 
international tourists can be attracted to localities, especially the neglected or ‘off the 
beaten track’ ones, such as the Eastern Cape province of South Africa.  Crucially, small 
towns located in areas with natural physical beauty should consider developing, 
marketing, and hosting such events as hosting such a recurring local sport event could 
have significant long-term benefits for local communities.  
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