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Abstract

The concept of runcation, defined as the intentional integration of running and vacation, has gained
increasing relevance within global sports and active tourism. Within this broader trend, trail runcation has
emerged as a distinct and under-theorized phenomenon in which trail running constitutes the primary
motivation for travel and structures the overall tourism experience. Trail runcation combines endurance
sport, immersion in natural environments, cultural engagement, community interaction, and wellbeing-
oriented travel practices. This paper conceptualizes trail runcation as a standalone phenomenon within
sports tourism scholarship. Drawing on interdisciplinary literature from sports tourism, event tourism, trail
running studies, recreational trail economics, sustainability research, and runner motivation theory, the
study develops an exhaustive conceptual framework and proposes a multi-layered research agenda. The
paper contributes theoretically by defining trail runcation as a new category of sports tourism and practically
by providing destinations, policymakers, and event organizers with a structured foundation for sustainable
trail-based tourism development. In conclusion, trail runcation represents an emerging and distinctive form
of sports tourism that integrates trail running, nature immersion, cultural engagement, wellbeing, and
sustainable travel practices. By conceptualizing trail runcation as a standalone phenomenon, this study
provides a theoretical foundation for future research and offers practical insights for destinations and
stakeholders seeking to develop sustainable and experience-driven tourism opportunities.
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1. Introduction

Sports tourism is widely understood as tourism in which travel decisions are motivated by
participation in or observation of sporting activities. Over the last decade, the sector has expanded
significantly due to global interest in health, fitness, and experiential travel. Running tourism has
traditionally been dominated by urban marathons and road races; however, recent years have
witnessed a marked shift toward nature-based endurance experiences. Trail running, characterized by
off-road routes, elevation, and environmental immersion, has experienced rapid global growth and

diversification.

This evolution coincides with broader tourism trends emphasizing authenticity, sustainability,
wellbeing, and community engagement. Trail running uniquely satisfies these demands by offering
physical challenge alongside deep connection to landscapes and local cultures. As a result, a new
form of sport-motivated travel has emerged: trail runcation. In trail runcation, trail running is not a
supplementary holiday activity but rather the core element around which destinations are selected,

itineraries are designed, and travel meaning is constructed.

Despite its growing visibility among athletes, destination marketers, and content creators, trail
runcation remains largely absent from academic literature as a formally defined phenomenon.
Existing research addresses related domains such as sports tourism, event tourism, adventure tourism,
and recreational trail development, yet fails to capture the integrative nature of trail runcation. This
paper addresses this gap by conceptualizing trail runcation as a distinct form of sports and experiential

tourism and establishing a foundation for systematic scholarly investigation.

The purpose of this study is to conceptualize trail runcation as a distinct form of sports tourism
and to establish a comprehensive theoretical framework for understanding its characteristics,
motivations, and impacts. By integrating insights from sports tourism, trail running, sustainability,
and experiential travel literature, the study aims to define the phenomenon, identify its key
dimensions, and propose a research agenda that supports future academic investigation as well as

sustainable destination development and tourism planning.
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2. Literature Review

2.1 Sports Tourism and Active Travel

Sports tourism research has historically focused on the impacts of large-scale events, including
mega-events and city marathons, with emphasis on economic outcomes, destination image, and
legacy effects. While these studies provide valuable insights, they often prioritize urban contexts and
spectator-oriented models. In contrast, active tourism literature highlights the growing demand for
physically engaging travel experiences that promote personal wellbeing, self-development, and

meaningful interaction with destinations.

Trail runcation sits at the intersection of sports tourism and active tourism. It involves active
participation rather than spectatorship and emphasizes personal experience over mass attendance.
This positioning differentiates trail runcation from traditional event tourism and aligns it more closely

with experiential and transformative tourism paradigms.

2.2 Trail Running as a Tourism Driver

Trail running has developed into a global sport with diverse formats ranging from short-distance
trail races to multi-day ultra-endurance events. Unlike road running, trail running frequently occurs
in rural or peripheral regions, positioning it as a potential driver of decentralized tourism
development. Studies on trail events indicate that participants often travel internationally, stay longer
than average tourists, and engage with local services such as accommodation, guiding, food, and

transport.

Beyond events, self-guided trail running has gained prominence as athletes seek flexible,
personalized experiences. Destinations with well-maintained trail networks increasingly attract
runners outside formal race calendars, reinforcing trail runcation as a year-round tourism activity

rather than a one-off event phenomenon.

2.3 Motivations of Trail Runner-Tourists

Research on runner-tourists identifies a combination of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations,
including fitness improvement, self-enrichment, social belonging, and exploration. Trail runners, in
particular, demonstrate strong preferences for nature immersion, authenticity, and identity-based
experiences. These motivations align with broader theories of serious leisure and lifestyle sport

participation, supporting the conceptualization of trail runcation as a lifestyle-oriented travel practice.
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2.4 Economic and Sustainability Dimensions

Recreational trail development literature suggests that trail-based tourism can generate meaningful
economic benefits for host communities, particularly in rural areas. However, outcomes depend on
destination maturity, governance structures, and local capacity to capture visitor spending. At the
same time, concerns regarding environmental impact, trail erosion, and community pressure have

intensified.

Trail runcation amplifies these dynamics by extending visitor presence beyond event days and
encouraging repeated visitation. As such, sustainability governance, trail stewardship, and

community inclusion are central to the long-term viability of trail runcation destinations.

3. Conceptualizing Trail Runcation

Trail runcation is defined in this study as a form of sports and experiential tourism in which travel
is primarily motivated by trail running and structured around trail-based activities. Unlike
conventional sports tourism, trail runcation integrates running performance with recovery practices,

cultural immersion, social interaction, and engagement with natural environments.

The concept emphasizes intentionality: travelers actively select destinations based on trail quality,
landscape diversity, safety, climate, and cultural context. Trail runcation therefore represents a
holistic travel experience rather than a single-purpose trip, blurring boundaries between sport, leisure,

and lifestyle.

4. Research Design and Methodology

An exhaustive examination of trail runcation requires a mixed-method research design.
Quantitative surveys can measure motivations, travel behavior, and perceived impacts among trail
runcation participants. Qualitative interviews with destination stakeholders, including community
members, event organizers, and tourism providers, can explore governance, benefit distribution, and

sustainability challenges.

In addition, digital ethnography of trail running content shared on social media platforms can
provide insights into how trail runcation narratives are constructed and disseminated. Combined,
these methods enable triangulation across behavioral, economic, social, and environmental

dimensions.
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5. Discussion

Trail runcation reflects a broader transformation in tourism toward experiential, values-driven
travel. It challenges destination managers to move beyond event-centric models and consider year-
round trail ecosystems. Properly managed, trail runcation can contribute to sustainable development,

women empowerment, youth participation, and cultural exchange.

The findings suggest that trail runcation extends beyond traditional sports tourism by combining
athletic participation with nature-based experiences, cultural interaction, wellbeing, and
sustainability-oriented travel behaviors. Unlike conventional event-focused tourism, trail runcation
places the running experience and destination environment at the center of travel decision-making.
This conceptualization highlights its potential to contribute to sustainable destination development
while addressing contemporary tourists’ demand for authentic and meaningful experiences.
Nevertheless, further empirical research is needed to examine participant motivations, economic
impacts, environmental implications, and destination management strategies associated with trail

runcation.

However, unmanaged growth risks environmental degradation and social exclusion. Academic

research is therefore essential to inform evidence-based policies and destination strategies.

6. Conclusion

Trail runcation represents a growing and innovative form of sports tourism that reflects
contemporary trends toward active, experience-based, and sustainable travel. By positioning trail
running as the primary motivation for travel, it creates a unique intersection between sport
participation, nature immersion, cultural discovery, and personal wellbeing. This study contributes to
the literature by defining trail runcation as a distinct tourism phenomenon and proposing a conceptual
framework for its understanding. As interest in trail running and sustainable tourism continues to
expand, trail runcation offers significant opportunities for destinations, event organizers, and
policymakers. Future research should focus on empirically examining its social, economic,
environmental, and behavioral dimensions to further strengthen theoretical and practical knowledge

in this emerging field.
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