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Abstract citation ID: ckae114.254
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

efficacy of a social intervention at an active

parkwalker initiative

Interactive Q&A:

Prof Steve Haake (Chair of the parkrun Research

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

how inclusivity could be improved. The Chair will

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.
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Purpose:

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

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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