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S13 Optimising the inclusivity of mass participation
physical activity initiatives: lessons from 20 years
of parkrun
Steve Haake

Sheffield Hallam University, Sheffield, England

Over 20 years, parkrun has evolved from a small time trial in

London, to a global physical activity and volunteering initiative

with over 100 million instances of participation at a Saturday 5km

parkrun or Sunday 2km junior parkrun. Every week throughout the

year, parkrun takes place at more than 1,800 locations across 22

countries. parkrun welcomes people of all ages, backgrounds and

abilities, with the average finish time getting progressively slower.

Volunteering is considered an equal form of participation and walk-

ing is encouraged.

Yet certain groups face unique and complex barriers to mass-par-

ticipation physical activity initiatives and are often underrepre-

sented. As parkrun grows, inclusive strategies are needed to

optimise inclusivity.

This symposium will explore the experience of parkrun for three

priority, often underrepresented, groups; 1) people with common

mental health conditions; 2) those at risk of poor mental and social

wellbeing; and 3) those with vision impairment. The influence of the

‘parkwalk’ initiative will be discussed as a possible solution for opti-

mising the inclusivity of parkrun. Speakers will reflect on how the

learnings from parkrun research can be applied to other health-

enhancing physical activity initiatives.

Presentations:

1. The experience of parkrun by those with mental health con-

ditions: results from the parkrun UK Health and Wellbeing

Survey 2018

2. “I enjoyed the camaraderie, the atmosphere and the inclusive-

ness of parkrun”: A qualitative study to explore mental well-

being in middle-aged men at parkrun Ireland

3. “I’m just one of the runners, one of the walkers”. Exploring the

experiences of participants who are vision impaired at parkrun

in Ireland

4. Using the socio-ecological model of physical activity to test the

efficacy of a social intervention at an active leisure event: the

parkwalker initiative

Interactive Q&A:

Prof Steve Haake (Chair of the parkrun Research Board) will lead a

Q&A session with the audience and will start by asking the speakers

how inclusivity could be improved. The Chair will invite questions

from the audience and curate the discussion to ensure a lively debate

about ‘the lessons from parkrun’.

The symposium slides and a summary of discussion topics will be

made available online after the conference.

with mental
UK Health and

Physical activity can alleviate symptoms of mental health conditions

such as depression and anxiety and has been recognised as an ef-

fective treatment option, but suitable activities are often lacking.

parkrun is a free, weekly 5km walk/run and volunteer initiative.

The 2018 parkrun UK Health and Wellbeing Survey identified par-

ticipants who self-reported mental health conditions. The aim was to

understand motives for taking part, the impact of participation and

the characteristics of parkrun that influence their experience.

Methods:

Findings from 1,574 respondents were analysed using mixed meth-

ods. Quantitative data were analysed using chi square and logistic

regression to explore the reported motives and perceived impact of

parkrun. Open text responses about the impact of parkrun on health

and wellbeing were analysed using thematic analysis.

Results:

Health conditions included anxiety disorder (n¼ 902), depression

(n¼ 1,202), panic attacks (n¼ 225), and Post-Traumatic Stress

Disorder (n¼ 150). This group was significantly more likely than

those with no health conditions to choose mental health, condition

management and happiness as motives for participation in parkrun.

They were more likely to report that parkrun improved their mental

health and confidence compared to those with no health conditions.

Qualitative responses revealed that people benefitted from the regu-

lar, social, outdoors, and volunteering aspects of parkrun. For many

people, parkrun was deemed inclusive and catalysed other positive

experiences such as improved social connections, running ability

and health choices. It was praised for being accessible due to the

mixed abilities and option to walk or volunteer. However, parkrun

was “not all sunshine and roses” with some reports of social anxiety,

concerns about being too slow, coming last and not fitting in.

Conclusions:

Inclusive physical activity provision in the community is often lack-

ing for people with mental health conditions. This study has found a

wide range of benefits of parkrun, particularly for people who are

socially isolated and less active. For sustained participation, it is

crucial that new participants are supported to overcome anxieties

and feel included.

Funding:

None
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S13-2: ”I enjoyed the camaraderie, the atmosphere and

the inclusiveness of parkrun”: A qualitative study to

explore mental wellbeing in middle-aged men at

parkrun Ireland
Allison Dunne2, Helen Quirk1, Alice Bullas2, Steve Haake2

1University Of Sheffield, Sheffield, England
2Sheffield Hallam University, Sheffield, England

Purpose:

Middle-aged men in Ireland are a population who are known to be

at high risk of poor mental wellbeing and suicide. One health pro-

motion strategy for this population is to participate in community

initiatives which combine a purposeful activity with social contact to

support physical, mental and social wellbeing. Research on the

weekly running, walking, and volunteering initiative parkrun has

indicated that participation may have mental wellbeing benefits

but engagement by the population group of middle-aged men in

Ireland has not been explored in depth. This study asks How does

the parkrun model for community initiatives promote inclusion and

mental wellbeing for middle aged men in Ireland?

Methods:

Semi-structured interviews were conducted online in 2022/23 with

39 men, aged 45-64 years, who run, walk or volunteer at parkrun.

Men from rural and urban communities across Ireland gave inter-

views lasting a mean of 32minutes. Reflexive thematic analysis was

used to explore the experiences of the men during parkrun partici-

pation. Here we report the findings from one theme relating to

inclusivity at parkrun; parkrun offers a supportive environment

for health.
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Results:

Many men in the study positively described the operational character-

istics of parkrun such as free access, regular, weekly events, global

locations, and a mix of ages and genders. Attendance with friends

and family members, familiar location, a non-judgemental environ-

ment and the opportunity for socialising were all included as reasons

for the welcoming atmosphere. The men described the social connec-

tions made at parkrun as being supportive for their mental wellbeing.

Conclusions:

The physical activity initiative parkrun can offer a supportive envir-

onment to promote mental wellbeing. As parkrun is a global initia-

tive the benefits to other population groups at risk of poor mental

wellbeing should be explored. The parkrun operational model can

be applied to other physical activity initiatives to encourage inclu-

sion and reduce barriers to participation.

Funding:

AD is supported by a fees-only PhD scholarship from Sheffield

Hallam University
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S13-3: ”I’m just one of the runners, one of the walkers”.

Exploring the experiences of participants who are vision
impaired at parkrun in Ireland
Joan Ryan

Technological University Dublin, Dublin, Ireland

Purpose:

The benefits of physical activity are well established but people who

are vision impaired are known to have low levels of participation.

This qualitative research explores the experiences of nine people

who are vision impaired at parkrun, a free, weekly 5km, mainstream

community running and walking event.

Method:

Semi structured interviews were conducted with nine parkrun par-

ticipants who were vision impaired who had each participated in a

minimum of 10 events. The results were analysed using the thematic

analysis process of Braun and Clarke.

Results:

Three main themes were identified from the data. The

felt they were welcomed, in terms which they felt

They felt that their wellbeing and health were enhanced

pation. They felt a sense of belonging within a

nity. Their successful participation enabled them to feel

of physical activity from not just a biomechanical

spective, but they also felt benefits to their psychosocial

which reached beyond the 5km weekly event.

Conclusion:

This data gives valuable insight into the perspective of people with

disability within a mainstream physical activity event. It contributes

to new insights on how inclusion is defined and achieved using the

voice of people with vision impairment. It also provides an important

contribution to the growing body of academic research on parkrun.

Funding:

The author is supported by a fees only PhD scholarship funded by

Topcon and Vision Sports Ireland. This research is conducted as

part of a PhD studentship at TU Dublin.
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S13-4: Using the socio-ecological model of physical

activity to test the efficacy of a social intervention at an

active leisure event: the parkwalker initiative
Andre Gilburn

University of Stirling, Stirling, Scotland

Purpose:

The socio-ecological model of participation in physical exercise

assumes that individual and environmental components interact

to shape patterns of activity. The model proposes that the environ-

mental component can be broadly separated into the physical, social

and political environments. The active leisure event organiser park-

run recently introduced a new volunteer role, the parkwalker, to

manipulate the social environment at their events to encourage

more walkers to attend. The aim of this study was to determine

the success of the parkwalker initiative.

Methods:

This study builds a socio-ecological model of the finishing times of

new parkrun participants in Scotland for a year before and after the

introduction of the parkwalker initiative to determine if the inter-

vention has worked. Event locations in Scotland were separated into

those that fully adopted, partially adopted and did not adopt the

parkwalker role into their events.

Results:

The model of finishing times revealed they have slowed after the

introduction of parkwalkers and the level of slowing is associated

with the level of adoption of the role by events. The parkwalker

initiative was particularly effective on the impact of finishing times

of older new participants and at larger events. The initiative was also

associated with an increase in the proportion of female new partic-

ipants and a reverse in the recent decline in the age of new

participants.

Conclusions:

This suggests that parkrun have introduced a successful intervention

to their events that has manipulated the social environment to in-

crease both engagement and inclusivity. This has management

implications for both parkrun and other active leisure events as

the study reveals it is possible to successfully manipulate the social

environment of events to increase engagement. The study also high-

lights how the socio-ecological model can be used to test the efficacy

of an intervention and quantify and understand its impact.

Funding:

None

Purpose:

This symposium will share findings, expertise and experiences from

different countries on the design and implementation of physical

activity referral schemes (PARS).

Description:

Physical activity promotion by healthcare professionals is a key

strategy to increase population physical activity levels. This strategy

has been outlined in the World Health Organisation’s (WHO)

‘Global Action Plan on Physical Activity’ (GAPPA) and the

‘Physical activity strategy for the WHO European Region 2016-

2025‘. PARS are a promising intervention that allow healthcare pro-

fessionals to advocate for physical activity and integrate its promo-

tion into routine clinical care.

PARS are a heterogeneous group of interventions. Simpler PARS,

for example, may consist only of a written description, while more

complex PARS might include different healthcare professionals

working together systematically, applying several behaviour change

techniques in combination with physical activity practice, to connect
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