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parkrun


“Such an interesting read, offering a real insight into the impact and benefits of parkrun. Not only does David Hindley understand parkrun from a parkrunner’s perspective, he also understands our organisational purpose and what drives our decision-making and our approach.”

Nick Pearson, parkrun CEO 2015 to 2022


This is the first book to take an in-depth look at parkrun – the free, weekly, timed 5 km run on a Saturday morning – and to examine why its participants love it so much and why it has been such an astonishing success.

Author David Hindley – a self-described ‘middle of the pack’ parkrunner – draws on new research, including interviews with other runners, volunteers, and organisers, to shine a light on the unique combination of ingredients in parkrun’s magic formula. Tracing the development of parkrun from its first event in the UK in 2004 to the global network of today, he takes a close look at themes like inclusion, volunteering, community, green space, health, and wellbeing, and unpacks the mantra of ‘it’s a run, not a race’ that has come to define the spirit of parkrun for so many of its participants. Partly a sporting event, partly a social movement, and partly a public health intervention, parkrun perhaps offers a model for sustainable public participation in other areas of social life.

This book is compulsory behind-the-scenes reading for all parkrunners and parkrun volunteers, and anybody working in sport development, events, recreation, public health, volunteering, or community organising.

David Hindley is Principal Lecturer at Nottingham Trent University’s Sport Science Department, UK. He is an enthusiastic middle-of-the-pack runner and has presented and published research related to recreational running, and parkrun specifically.
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Chapter 1


Introduction


The Rise of parkrun

DOI: 10.4324/9781003121961-1


parkrun (small p, one word) is a series of free, weekly, mass physical activity community events, delivered by a network of local volunteers and convened in public spaces, including municipal parks and green environments. That parkrun events are organised and orchestrated exclusively by volunteers is one of the components that differentiate parkrun from many other mass participation community events. Many of the volunteers are also parkrunners themselves, switching roles from week to week contingent on availability and local needs. I hesitate to label parkrun a running event as, although this may be how many participants associate the collective, timed 5 km (3.1 mile) activity, such a description belies its distinctiveness. In contrast to traditional running events, parkrun does not present itself as a race, nor would it be accurate to categorise all participants as runners. Indeed, there are no expectations that partakers are fast or slow, favouring an emphasis on individuals completing the distance in a time and at a pace that is comfortable for them. As such parkrun has a broad target audience, eager to encourage the participation of those who are sedentary and inactive, target cohorts for numerous public health interventions.

In some ways the name ‘parkrun’ could be construed as misleading. In an interview, parkrun’s Global Chief Executive Officer, Nick Pearson, preferred a more nuanced depiction of parkrun as ‘a social intervention masquerading as a running event.’1 The social side of parkrun can be recognised in the way aspects of each event provide affordances for social interactions, where even fleeting encounters with strangers – a greeting, smile, or very brief conversation – can help serve basic needs, such as feeling connected and appreciated (Van Lange & Columbus, 2021). As I have written elsewhere, ‘parkrun acts as a temporary public space that is conducive for incidental and casual social interaction’ (Hindley, 2020, p. 94). Such a portrayal underscores the sociality of parkrun, which operates as what the sociologist Ray Oldenburg (1999) described as ‘third places,’ spaces where people are welcome to congregate and socially interact. By their nature, third places have the potential to act as levellers, cultivating a space which is inclusive, free of any set formal criteria of membership and exclusion. It is asserted that third places provide an important function to the community in that they are accessible, convenient, and local, whereas the character of a third place is determined by its ‘regulars’ whose incidental interactions help to create a playful ambiance and foster a desire to return to recapture the experience (Oldenburg, 1999).

Indeed, there is growing evidence that non-elite mass participation sport events are recognised as having the potential to foster a sense of belonging and ‘togetherness’ in host communities (Meir & Fletcher, 2019). At the participant level, sport events are similarly acknowledged to provide opportunities for the development of social capital through the building of trust, reciprocity, and networks and, thus, may contribute to individual and community wellbeing (Son et al., 2010; Zhou & Kaplanidou, 2018). On the surface, the notion of social capital encourages us to consider the social connectedness of individuals within a wider community, and as Nicholson and Hoye (2008, p. 3) contend, ‘there is an inherent logic in the idea that the more connections individuals make within their communities the better off they will be emotionally, socially, physically, and economically.’ Event research is also beginning to recognise their potential for promoting temporary social connections, conviviality, and camaraderie within the event space, creating meaningful social impact for participants (Hindley, 2020; Lee et al., 2016). In a paper exploring the social capital potential of open water swimming events, authors Greenwood and Fletcher (2020) argue that such events can facilitate casual social interactions, however evidence of bridging capital was less convincing. The testimonies in their study reinforced a common finding that participants preferred to interact with people from within their already-established groups, who invariably were similar to themselves in many ways and thus were not necessarily inclusive of newcomers. Furthermore, it has been noted that sport events can act to divide and exclude those who do not possess the necessary capital to participate (Richardson & Fletcher, 2018; Spaaij & Westerbeek, 2010).

Nevertheless, parkrun originated as a running event for runners. Charting its modest inauguration to a 5 km time trial around Bushy Park in South West London in October 2004 represents well-trodden ground (see Bourne, 2014). The introductory event was remarkably low key, lo-fi (the timing tokens were hand-punched steel washers), and unofficial. There was no permission from the park and no insurance. There were 18 participants in total – 13 runners and five volunteers drawn from nearby running club, Ranelagh Harriers, as well as other local clubs. Saturday was chosen because most organised races were on a Sunday, whilst 9 a.m. was the preferred time so that the runners would be out of the way and would minimise disruption to other park users later in the day. And 5 km was the elected distance because (at the time) most participants could be finished within 30 minutes. As has been widely documented, its founder, Paul Sinton-Hewitt, was facing a number of challenges in his life, having been made redundant from his marketing job, and side-lined with a long-term injury that prohibited him from training for a marathon, and (crucially) potential isolation from the running community. Paul grew up in South Africa where in his native Johannesburg several running clubs regularly arranged time trials for participants to appraise their progress and then to socialise afterwards. The emphasis on human interaction – in effect relegating the run to secondary importance – was the precondition for the original Bushy Park time trial, that runners and volunteers would assemble later to have a coffee and converse with one another. Thus, whilst the antecedents to parkrun are often labelled as altruistic, by the founder’s own admission there was also a hint of selfishness in seeking to remain connected.

The maiden event in Bushy Park brought together white, middle-class, middle-aged runners, but as Nick Pearson is keen to emphasise, the initial design was founded on egalitarian principles, where everyone taking part was valued equally. To illustrate this, back then, there was a prize for both first and last places. This desire to be inclusive is manifest in later adaptations, for example, the designated tail-walker role. This ensures that at every parkrun event a self-nominated volunteer takes on the responsibility of running or walking with the last participant to provide encouragement, as well as guaranteeing to take on the mantle of last place. Consequently, no parkrun participant need fear any perceived stigma or judgement of being the final finisher. Another characteristic feature which is indicative of parkrun’s claim to be inclusive is the briefing which marks the beginning of each parkrun event. The briefing sets the scene, welcoming first-timers and visitors, and explains the course, the conditions, and points of safety. The familiar recital notably includes accolades for the team of volunteers, as well as congratulations for any milestone achievements.

Sinton-Hewitt encapsulates the philosophy of parkrun in stressing its malle-ability and informality:



[P]eople do what they want to do. All we are doing here is building a playground, and if you want to come and take part, you can. People have recognised that it’s free in every sense of the word – it’s not just that you don’t have to pay, but you’re not signing your life away either, there are no terms and conditions, just the same obligations you’d have as a citizen walking down the street.’2




In this sense parkrun is about creating an ‘ecosystem’ that encourages movement, in the company of others, in the outdoors (Wellington, 2021). The events are regular, predictable, and (pandemic aside) permanent but without any requirement or compulsion to participate each week. There is an onus on people being able to take part in whatever manner suits them, whether that be through walking, jogging, running, volunteering (in a range of roles), or simply coming along to watch and socialise. Furthermore, by taking place in local parks and open spaces, this increases accessibility (McIntosh, 2021). There is also a growing body of research which has shown that carrying out physical activity in a natural environment, so-called green exercise, confers greater health and wellbeing benefits in comparison to undertaking the same exercise indoors or in a built-up environment (e.g. Donnelly & Macintyre, 2019; Shanahan et al., 2016).

It is commendable that whilst parkrun has expanded and evolved over time, at its core the democratic values of the founder endure, namely, to create opportunities for participation that are accessible, socially oriented, and welcoming to all, regardless of motivation or competence. There are competitive runners whose primary motivation may be ranking and records, but these are by no means the defining quality of the events. Joggers, walkers, pushchair pushers, those trying to keep pace with their canines, children, and grandparents comingle alongside the committed diehards, and seasoned runners bedecked in athletic club attire. Put simply, no perceptible hierarchy exists between the hares and the tortoises. Moreover, there is a resolve to minimise potential barriers to participation. There is no upper age limit, whilst at the other end, accompanied children as young as four are allowed to participate. No special clothing or equipment is necessary, no restrictions of a time-limited programme, and there are no direct costs. Furthermore, as stated framing parkrun as ‘a run, not a race’ invites the participation of groups who do not identify with the traditional stereotypical views of running.

Parkrun events are reliant upon a significant number of volunteers, instantly identifiable by their high-vis-jackets, who are responsible for their organisation and delivery. Volunteering opportunities at parkrun is also a means of increasing inclusivity, as people who do not wish to or are physically unable can participate by volunteering. Roles are varied and include run director, course marshals, tail runner, timekeepers, and barcode scanners. There are also volunteers who mark the route, manage the finish funnel, and lead the first-timers’ briefing. Additionally, there are occasional roles such as guiding blind or partially sighted runners. And afterwards results are processed, tokens sorted, and volunteers recruited for subsequent weeks. Arguably less well known is the parkrun Ambassador Programme, a support network of volunteers who have applied for a number of different volunteer roles through a formal recruitment process. They are described as an ‘essential and valuable resource to parkrun’ in supporting events and assisting the small, central parkrun staff team. Their roles, including outreach and translation ambassadors, typically sit outside of the volunteering that takes place at a weekend parkrun event. It has been widely reported that volunteering at parkrun helps foster a sense of involvement, although the reciprocity of volunteering is also evident in the support and encouragement given by parkrunners to each other (Stevinson et al., 2015). The parkrun Health and Wellbeing Survey in 2018 identified that a large proportion of respondents reported that volunteering at parkrun had a positive impact on their health and wellbeing, greater than the potential benefits for parkrunners. The following top five outcomes were rated better or much better due to volunteering at parkrun: feeling part of a community (84.4 per cent), meeting new people (79 per cent), ability to help people (72.4 per cent), happiness (68.7 per cent), and an ability to fulfil moral duties (65 per cent).

That parkrun entails running, jogging, or walking a 5 km course is noteworthy, not least because it is integrally a physical challenge which requires moderate-to-vigorous effort (Wiltshire & Merchant, 2021). The distance is important in respect that it provides an accessible entry point for individuals to take part in regular physical activity. This is borne out by the earliest academic research published on parkrun by Stevinson and Hickson (2014), who report its appeal to groups that are statistically less likely to exercise. Their study of 7,308 parkrunners found that most participants were men and aged between 35 and 54 years. They also found that more than a quarter of those on registration described themselves as ‘non-runners,’ and a further 26 per cent categorised themselves as ‘occasional runners.’ Almost half of those ‘non-runners’ were overweight or obese, more than half were female, and 61 per cent were middle-aged or older. This led the authors to conclude that this form of physical activity was inclusive and effective at reaching historically excluded populations.

These findings were echoed in parkrun’s first annual review in 2016, where it was reported that 38,038 previously inactive individuals were now running, that there were 178,812 female first-timers and that 14 per cent of parkruns were by those aged 55 and over (parkrun, 2016). In 2019, nearly 20 per cent of parkruns in the UK were completed by people who did one bout or less of exercise per week when they registered for parkrun. Meanwhile evidence suggested that individuals who are ‘inactive’ (less than once per week) and ‘just active’ (about once per week) increased their physical activity by around 75 per cent as a result of parkrun participation (Wellington, 2021). In seeking to explore potential factors which encouraged initial participation and subsequently helped to sustain attendance, Stevinson et al. (2015) identified the overarching themes of freedom and reciprocity from parkrunners’ individual accounts. Their qualitative study highlighted the accessible, inclusive ethos of parkrun, the provision of achievement opportunities, and a supportive social environment, along with natural outdoor settings and an integrated volunteer system. As a potential point of departure, whilst the aforementioned studies emphasised inclusion, such claims need to be tempered by the observation made by some that the numbers of ethnic minorities and individuals from lower socio-economic groups are disproportionately low (Stevinson & Hickson, 2014; Fullagar, 2016).

*

There is a prevailing discourse of healthism associated with physical activity. The positive outcomes linked to physical activity are manifold with substantial evidence underlining the universal acceptance that being physically active is a major contributor to one’s overall physical and mental wellbeing. The promotion and provision of physical activity opportunities are linked with a range of personal and societal benefits. For many, though, the reality is that we are sedentary beings, our lives characterised by inactivity. In 2018, Public Health England (PHE) analysed previously unpublished data from Sport England’s Active Lives survey, reporting that 41 per cent of adults aged 40–60 walk less than 10 minutes continuously each month at a brisk pace.3 The same study revealed that one in five (19.7 per cent) of 40–60-year olds are physically inactive, totalling 3 million adults. This meant participating in less than 30 minutes of moderate-intensity physical activity per week.

Interest in physical inactivity has intensified in recent times such that it has been pronounced as ‘pandemic,’ with estimates that 6–10 per cent of all deaths from non-communicable diseases worldwide can be attributed to inactive living (Lee, I.-M. et al., 2012). Piggin (2019) identifies one of the consequences, in the context of physical activity policy and promotion, is the articulation of a ‘deficit’ narrative – that more people should be doing more activity more often. He goes on to contend that the ‘deficit’ narrative poses a problem in making claims and reflections on the past, as well as endless comparison of physical activity rates with those of a previous era. This positioning of inactivity as a modern crisis underscores The Miracle Pill, which laments the disappearance of everyday physical activity from the world. ‘Regular, informal, unplanned exertion’ author Peter Walker (2021) writes, ‘an integral part of virtually every human life since the first Homo sapiens hunted and foraged, was designed out of existence, and with astonishing rapidity’ (p. 2). The trope that we were born to exercise – that partaking in physical activity for hours each day is a basic aspect of the human condition – is debunked as a myth by evolutionary biologist Daniel Lieberman (2020). He asserts,



[F]or me, it’s clear we’re asking people to choose to do something that’s inherently abnormal in the sense that we evolved not to do it. Humans evolved to move. We evolved to be physically active. But exercise is a special kind of physical activity.4




And therein lies a crucial distinction. Exercise is commonly understood as discretionary, planned physical activity for the sake of health and fitness. In other words, when we go for a run, we set aside time to exercise and do so for reasons often, but not exclusively, for health and fitness. Liberman continues:



[U]ntil recently, nobody did that. In fact, it would be a kind of a crazy thing to do because if you’re a very active hunter-gatherer, for example, or a subsistence farmer, it wouldn’t make sense to spend any extra energy going for a needless five-mile jog in the morning. It doesn’t help you. In fact, it actually takes away precious calories from other priorities.5




And yet we endure a paradoxical relationship when it comes to physical activity: it is universally understood that exercise is good for physical and mental health but prescribing and selling it rarely works. This is borne out by an abundance of data which shows that the majority of adults in high-income countries don’t reach the minimum of 150 minutes per week of moderately intensive physical activity recommended by health professionals. This metric has become the standard, employed by World Health Organisation (WHO), PHE, and the US Department of Health, among others. And yet many millions of people are failing to meet the minimum recommendations. This is compounded by the way we demonise sedentary behaviours, labelling those who avoid exertion as lazy. For many, voluntary physical activity has negative connotations, afflicted by misconceptions, finger-pointing, and anxiety. Exercise simply isn’t enjoyable and/or a cause of discomfort, guilt, and embarrassment.

Writing in The Lancet, Das and Horton (2012) opined that ‘for too long the focus has been on advising individuals to take an active approach to life’ (p. 189) with insufficient consideration given of social and environmental factors affecting physical activity behaviours. In recent years there has been a mounting sense of urgency around the promotion and development of physical activity interventions designed to entice non-exercisers to be more active. Comprehensive reviews of physical activity interventions testify that many interventions fail, and those that do make a difference tended to report only modest effects (Hillsdon et al., 2005; Muller-Riemenschneider et al., 2008). Discovering new strategies to encourage and enable exercise therefore necessitates a reframing of a lot of what we’ve got wrong about physical activity promotion, as well as overriding deep, natural instincts. Instead of shaming those who routinely fail to achieve recommended targets or feeling bad about ourselves when we struggle to maintain a new fitness regime, Lieberman advises we should find ways to make exercise both necessary and rewarding. ‘Of the many ways to accomplish this, I think the best is to make exercise social,’ he writes. ‘If you agree to meet friends to exercise regularly, you’ll be obliged to show up, you’ll have fun and you’ll keep other going.’6

To a large extent the parkrun ethos encapsulates the approaches that Liberman is advocating: that physical activity needs to be enjoyable, social, emotionally worthwhile, and something that we willingly commit ourselves to do. This is neatly summarised by Abel and Clarke (2020):



We are continuously told we should exercise more but if the motivation is not there to do it, we will not go. However, if going for a run means spending time with friends, maybe even meeting some strangers for a chat, then getting out and doing it becomes a lot easier. Creating the right environment for these important components is the essential feature of its success.

(p. 64)




The malleability of parkrun to its participants – it is whatever you want it to be – invites a broad church of runners, joggers, walkers, and volunteers, and the freedom to ascribe their own meanings. This echoes Zanker and Gard’s (2008) observation that physical activity can ‘mean different things to one person at the same time’ (p. 50). As Paul Sinton-Hewitt put it in his RSA address, park-run may well be the most successful public health initiative of the twenty-first century, but it is successful precisely because it isn’t a public health initiative. In contrast to some physical activity interventions, it is not an imposition. There is an inbuilt informality so that you can attend or choose not to without judgement or consequence. Parkrun attendance is therefore somewhat transient with potentially weaker social bonds than at a traditional sports club (Wiltshire & Stevinson, 2018). Similarly, parkrun strives to challenge and disrupt the traditional running model which establishes a competitive hierarchy based on performance so that those who finish first are described as first finishers rather than winners, whilst language emphasising events as runs and not races is integral to the inclusive ethos.

In a thought-provoking essay Professor of Economics Theodore Turocy suggested that we can understand parkrun’s success by combining economic theory with behavioural science. He proposed that strategies designed at encouraging behaviour change are more likely to be successful if four simple principles – make it Easy, Attractive, Social, and Timely – are applied (Behavioural Insights Team, 2014). ‘The design of parkrun comes straight from this playbook’ (Turocy, 2016) – a framework developed by the ‘The Nudge Unit,’ which was set up by the UK government to investigate ways in which to use such insights to effect public policy, often at a low upfront cost. First, parkrun’s one-off online registration, providing a scannable barcode that can be used at any parkrun event, alongside no participation fees, means involvement is relatively simple and hassle-free (Easy). Second is the notion that we are more likely to do something that our attention is drawn towards and where there are incentives or rewards (Attractive). In the case of parkrun, events take place in local, familiar natural environments with recognition given to participants in the form of milestone T-shirts who have completed 50, 100, 250, or 500 runs, giving a target to aspire to. Third, parkrun is explicitly social, providing opportunities for informal interaction, and the possibility of strong group bonds developing. Most events have a local cafe where participants are encouraged to socialise afterwards (Social). Fourth, parkruns are regular, held on Saturday mornings at the same time every week, so can be inbuilt into people’s busy routines (Timely). Similarly, in a short opinion piece published in Perspectives in Public Health, authors Baber et al. (2021) consider which approaches to encouraging physical activity have achieved measurable increases in exercise and lessons we can learn from them. Parkrun is cited as one of the case study examples, providing an illustration of what they describe as ‘ExercisePLUS,’ where, in addition to the health benefits of physical activity, at least one additional motivator (‘a sense of belonging’) is provided. Furthermore, ‘being accessible, welcoming and inclusive’ is another factor, noting parkrun’s ‘ability to empower people and help them overcome perceived obstacles to physical activity.’ In addition, it is observed that partnership working, a whole systems approach, personal support, and activity that is simple and doable are important factors.

*

From the humble beginnings in Bushy Park, parkrun has evolved into a global phenomenon with more than 7 million people signed up to parkrun across 23 countries. By the end of 2019, parkrun had surpassed 50 million completed runs in its then 15-year history. What is sometimes overlooked is the way park-run has grown organically and that during the formative years the introduction of new events was a gradual process. It wasn’t until January 2007 when the second venue, Wimbledon Common Time Trial (about five miles from Bushy Park), was launched, over 2 years since the inaugural running event. By that point Bushy Park had reached 155 runners after the first year and 378 by the second anniversary. During the remainder of 2007 Sinton-Hewitt obtained the first external income, £5,000 from Adidas, which was invested into developing the fledgling organisation and helped the expansion to four new venues: Banstead Woods, Leeds Hyde Park, Richmond Park, and Brighton and Hove. By the time the Mayor of London provided £130,000 to fund another 20 park-runs across the capital in 2010, the initiative was already building momentum. By 2011 for the first time there were 100 parkrun events on a single weekend; on the last weekend before lockdown, on 14 March 2020 there were 675 park-runs with a total 139,823 parkrunners and 15,097 volunteers (Jones, 2021).

The weekend reference earlier is deliberate; from April 2010 junior parkrun was conceived, a 2 km spin-off event for children aged between 4 and 14 and their families, on a Sunday morning. It was the brainchild of occupational therapist, Paul Graham. In an article for Occupational Therapy News, he explained: ‘I felt that something new was needed for children, including those with health conditions who may not be able to complete the five-kilometre events.’7 Mirroring its predecessor, junior parkrun also originated at Bushy Park in South West London with just nine young runners one Sunday morning. Since then, junior parkrun has spread to more than 300 locations throughout the UK. The junior offshoot is closely aligned to parkrun’s existing operational model, providing a series of free, weekly, collective, timed events that are organised solely by volunteers. The 2 km distance was deemed to be sufficiently challenging to present speed work for older children, whilst representing a manageable distance for younger ones. In contrast to many school-led or club-led activities where performances are judged, the junior parkrun ethos places an emphasis on inclusion and taking part with others rather than the actual task of running. For those who do not wish to, or who are unable to do physical exercise, there are a host of volunteering opportunities. ‘Kids who can’t run or walk can still add meaning or value to their community and have fun,’ observes Paul.8 Like the adult version, junior parkrunners are rewarded for achieving participation milestones with wristbands available to participants who complete 11, 21, and 50 events. A certificate is awarded to those juniors who complete 100 events.

The importance of establishing robust policies and procedures has become increasingly apparent in the ‘cookie cutter’ approach to parkrun’s upscaling. These have ensured a level of quality and standardisation, which reflects the uniqueness of parkrun, whilst permitting local events a degree of flexibility to respond to local needs (Cutforth, 2017). They cover aspects such as the timing and length of events, minimum age for participants, child supervision, volunteering, safeguarding, and risk assessment. Arguably the most significant policy decision was a commitment to maintain parkrun as ‘free for everyone forever.’ The free at the point of use model is possible through diversified funding streams, including commercial partnerships, public funding, donations, a clothing line (CONTRA), and the sale of parkrun-branded merchandise. Back in April 2016 the issue of cost emerged as a thorny issue when Stoke Gifford parish council in South Gloucestershire voted to charge parkrun for providing a free running event, citing the runners’ impact on the park, as well as other park users such as the local football team already paying fees. The growth in parkrun’s popularity meant that on some weekends 300 runners would attend and ‘monopolise’ the park for 2 hours, blocking paths and parking their cars. The parish council said that it would be unfair to expect local residents to pay, via their Council Tax, for the additional maintenance needed, citing a bill of £55,000 to resurface the car park and £60,000 for the upkeep of paths. The case attracted extensive media coverage both nationally and internationally, as well as garnering political attention, including support for parkrun from the then Sports Minister, Tracey Crouch. Following lengthy discussions over a period of months, a decision was finally arrived in May 2016 for Little Stoke parkrun to cease. Parkrun’s global chief operating officer Tom Williams stated Stoke Gifford parish council’s decision to charge for the use of the park ‘went completely against our most fundamental principles,’ adding that the council’s revised request for parkrun to financially contribute to maintaining the park was also not possible. Williams emphasised one of the founding principles of parkrun was that the events were free and if one paid an ‘unsustainable precedent’ would be established.

Whilst charging fees threatens to undermine the efforts of parkrun to be accessible to all, it is worth taking a step back to question whether making an event free by implication makes it inclusive? I am by nature and profession sceptical, and whilst unarguably parkrun can be seen to represent a virtuous community that attracts individuals who are driven by different motives and forces, when scrutinised, there needs to be some caution to not overstate the assumed friendliness and accessible nature of parkrun. An illustration of this can be found in the study by Bowness et al. (2020) which used qualitative data from 7,271 parkrunners to explore what attracts and binds participants to the parkrun movement and to better understand the parkrun community. The authors observed that as parkrun has expanded, many participants have struggled to maintain their attachment to their local parkrun community with some suggesting that the rising popularity of parkrun had diminished their sense of belonging to the group. They also reported that several respondents suggested that cliques prevailed at their local parkrun, making it less likely for them to feel part of its community. Others suggested that in being a slower runner, they often felt ignored by other parkrunners who had departed before they had finished or, in some cases, had thought they were a burden, particularly in those parkrun events that involved multiple laps of the same course.

Over the years, the parkrun social mission has prompted a subtle but noteworthy change of strategy and approach (Cutforth, 2017). As well as continuing to support existing events and the ongoing demand for new events, a more targeted approach has been developed which involves working with partners and identifying new cohorts, in particular encouraging the participation of those traditionally that are inactive and to target socially marginalised populations. As such parkrun follows the guiding principle of proportionate universalism in that a balance is sought between providing events which are universally open to all, whilst also targeting those most in need (Wellington, 2021). For example, in December 2018 parkrun received £3 million investment from Sport England, which explicitly aimed to establish 200 new parkrun events in areas of social deprivation and to increase the physical activity levels of women and girls, especially from low socio-economic backgrounds. Another development of note has been the introduction of parkrun events within prison environments, providing unique physical activity and volunteering opportunities for those that are incarcerated, as well as staff. This is a collaboration between parkrun and Her Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS), with the latter facilitating access to sites, providing guidance and expertise, and contributing the start-up cost for all events activated on HMPPS sites in England and Wales. There are now 24 parkruns in custodial settings across the UK, Ireland, and Australia, each inspired by HMP Haverigg, which in November 2017 became the first prison to host a weekly parkrun event. Black Combe park-run, as the event is known, is named after a prominent hill that can be seen from the outdoor sports field where parkrun takes place. And whilst physical activity programmes are not a new phenomenon within a custodial estate, anecdotally prison parkruns have contributed towards a decrease in anti-social behaviour in prison communities, as good behaviour is a key component of being allowed to take part, whilst mental health has also improved (Horton, 2018). These findings add to the growing evidence base regarding gains associated with sport and physical activity for incarcerated populations, as well as recognition of sport’s potential as a vehicle for promoting rehabilitation among young offenders (Buckaloo et al., 2009; Lewis & Meek, 2012; Meek, 2013). The prominence of volunteering at parkrun – prisoners are involved in all aspects of parkrun, including marshalling, timekeeping, and processing results – and the variety of volunteer roles available presents an added dimension. This in turn provides inmates when leaving prison with a local community they are familiar with and which is a safe and positive environment to be a part of to discourage reoffending.

For some, parkrun has altered the fabric and dynamic of weekends, as well as transforming the running landscape, drawing in people from far beyond what could be construed as ‘traditional’ athletic groups. Parkrun’s exponential growth has undoubtedly contributed to the increase in ‘athletics’ participation – a catch-all term for a diverse array of pursuits including track and field, cross-country running, and ultra-marathon running. Over the past decade, participation has increased with close to 7 million adults taking part in some form of the sport at least twice per month (Sport England, 2020). There are two aspects that are particularly striking about the growth in running’s popularity. The first is the unstructured and informal nature of the activity with the majority of participants not being affiliated to an organised running club (England Athletics, 2013). This is evidenced by the development of initiatives such as informal running networks and emergent running groups (Spiers et al., 2015). As Jennie Price, then Chief Executive of Sport England, remarked, ‘running has continued to be a powerful driving force, with welcoming, low-cost and easy-to-access options like parkrun making a big impact in the last decade’ (Sport England, 2016). Parkrun represents a new kind of hybrid organisation that is distinct from traditional sports organisations in a number of ways: it is a not-for-profit that relies on diversified funding streams including donations and commercial partnerships with a small, diverse global team of paid staff given the level of impact that parkrun delivers; there are no membership fees; and growth is driven by volunteers across the country who manage weekly events. The organisation structure facilitates agility, is resource-effective, and builds on the agency of local people and communities as architects of their own health (Wellington, 2021). The expansion of parkrun can, arguably, be situated against a rising interest in registered running events (Shipway & Holloway, 2010) as well as a wider change in such events, moving away from serious competition and towards sociality, camaraderie, and experience, for example, the proliferation of themed and obstacle races such as Colour Run and Tough Mudder (Weedon, 2015), as well as an identifiable increase in charitable fundraising through mass participation events (King, 2003; Nettleton & Hardey, 2006). Debatably one of the most important features of such events is, from a public health perspective, that they are encouraging previously inactive people to exercise.

The second is that despite the ‘boom’ in recreational running, limited data exist on the behaviours and motivations of the people involved. Of particular note, Bell and Stephenson (2014) contend that we know relatively little about the motivations of participants in 5 km events despite their prevalence, whilst Murphy and Bauman (2007) argue that the impact of mass participation events on subsequent physical activity among participants is underexplored. Relatedly, research on the motivation of runners has primarily explored the marathon distance, examining the motivations to travel to and participate in races (e.g. Masters et al., 1993; Axelsen & Robinson, 2009). Existing scholarly literature has tended to concentrate on groups of highly committed runners (Hitchings & Latham, 2017) or what Bale (2004) labels ‘serious’ or competitive running. As a result, key questions, particularly with regard to the experiences of comparatively casual runners, remain largely under the radar (Cook et al., 2015).

The popularity of parkrun has, in part, been attributed to its compellingly simple, standardised, and scalable operational model. As stated, parkrun does not charge those who wish to take part and maintains that free access is ‘fundamental’ to engaging the least active9
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