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TASK DESCRIPTION


 
 
The Covid pandemic has highlighted the importance of sport, exercise, and physical activity. A number of factors influence the health of the nation, targeted activity projects and programmes have been designed to improve the health and wellbeing of the population.
 
Part 1:
 
Parkrun is a free running initiative that has inspired many to become healthy and active. Carry out research  and conduct an academic discussion introducing the project, explaining its aims and objectives and then analyse why it has been successful and provide recommendations for improvement based on evidence: (Approximately 1200 words)
    												Weighting = 60%
 
Part 2:
 
The government had a series of priorities linking to the the health and well-being of the population. Analyse the different forms of exercise that have been proven to support positive mental and physical well-being. Link the sports back to government priorities and evidence how they could impact the health and well-being of the nation. (Approximately 800 words)
 
Weighting = 40%
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PART 1-
Parkrun is a free weekly 5 km running  or walking event that takes places in parks across the UK and many other countries. It began in 2004 with only 13 runners, but it has now expanded to more than eight million registered participants (Parkrun, 2023). Parkrun has become one of the most successful public health initiatives in recent years this is due to the fact it removes common barriers to physical activity and creates a friendly community environment.  This section explains the aims and objectives  of Parkrun, why it has been successful and what improvements could be made to increase participation further.

Aims and objectives of parkrun
The main aim of parkrun is to encourage people of all ages and fitness levels to take part in a regular physical activity. Many people struggle to join gyms or sports clubs due to cost, people also struggle with a lack of confidence or a lack of time. Parkrun does well to remove these barriers by being free, local and open to everyone. The objectives are to increase physical activity levels within the community. To also provide a fun and supportive environment for all ages and abilities. They also aim to bring as many people together socially as possible and they try to encourage long term habits.
These aims match public health advice from bodies such as the World Health Organization (2020), which states that communities should provide low costs and accessible ways for people to be active. Parkrun also supports NHS guidelines that adults should complete at least 150 minutes of moderate activity each week  (NHS, 2023)  By providing a regular event every Saturday morning, Parkrun offers a routine that helps people meet these guidelines more easily.

Parkrun also aims to be inclusive of people who want to participate and can walk, jog, run, volunteer or even cheer others on. This makes it suitable for beginners, older adults, children, and even people with long term conditions. Research shows that people are more likely to maintain physical activity when the environment is welcoming and not judgmental (Sport England, 2021) . Parkrun meets this goal by removing time pressure and competition by allowing people to complete the course by their own pace. The “ tail walker” volunteer, who always finishes last, helps reassure nervous participants they will never be the final person across the line.
Another key objective of parkrun is to support mental wellbeing. Parkrun partnered with the royal college of general practitioners to form the “parkrun practice”  programme, where GP surgeries recommend parkrun to patients to help with mental health, long term conditions, loneliness and low confidence (RCGP, 2018). This shows that parkrun is not just a fitness incitive but also a social and mental health supports tool. The emotional benefits are often highlighted by participants who report feeling more motivated, more connected to others and more confident in their ability to make lifestyle changes. The simple act of getting outdoors, being active and talking to others contributes to improved psychological wellbeing.

Why parkrun has been successful
1. It is completely free 
Cost is one of the biggest barriers to sport and exercise, especially for low income communities. Gym memberships can be expensive and sports clubs often require equipment and fees. Since parkrun is free and open to everyone, it reduces inequality and gives people an easy way to access physical activity ( Sport England, 2022). People do not need to buy special equipment or clothing and there is no pressure to sign up for a contract.
2. It is local and easy to access 
Events take place in local parks which means people do not need to travel far. Convenience is important because people are more likely to stay active when physical activity is close to home (Public Health England, 2016) . For many participants, parkrun becomes a part of their weekly routine. With the same time each week on a Saturday morning at 9am it creates structure and helps people find consistent habits. The same routes and friendly volunteers make the environment comfortable, especially for beginners .
3. It builds a strong community 
Parkrun is known for its friendly atmosphere. People cheer each other on, volunteers support the event, and many participants form friendships. Research shows that people are more likely to continue physical activity when they feel socially connected ( T.Cruwys ., 2014). The community atmosphere also reduces anxiety for beginners. While many runners stay afterwards to chat, have coffee or even supports newcomers.
4. It improves mental wellbeing
Many participants join parkrun not only fitness but also for mental health reasons. Physical activity reduces symptoms of depression and anxiety, it also improves mood and increases self esteem (NHS, 2023). Studies also show that Parkrun helps people feel less lonely and more connected to others ( Grunseit, Richards and Merom,2018). This has been especially important after the COVID 19  pandemic, when many people experience isolation.
5. It supports long term behavior change.

One of the most impressive aspects of parkrun that I  found was how many inactive people it attracted. Research found 44% of participants were inactive before joining Parkrun but increased their activity afterwards ( C. Stevinson, 2019). The weekly routine helps people build healthy habits, and the personal timings keep people motivated to improve
6. It is inclusive and accessible
People can walk or run at any speed. There is no pressure to finish in a certain time. Children can take part , and many people attend with prams, dogs, or mobility aids. This makes it more inclusive than many sports, which often require a certain skill level (Sport England, 2021)

Recommendations for improvement
Although parkrun is very successful, there are ways it could become even more effective in improving public health.
Research shows that participation is lower in more deprived communities (Sport England, 2022). Parkrun could work with local councils and charities to promote events in these areas, increase awareness, and support new events.
2. Expand Parkrun practice 
More GP surgeries could be encouraged to take part in a scheme. This would help more people with mental health conditions, long term illnesses or social isolation to access physical activity (RCGP, 2018).
3. Improve accessibility for disabled participants.
Some Parkrun courses are not fully accesible for wheelchair users. More effort could be made to adapt the routes, share accessibility information and provide volunteers trained in disability support. 
4. Offer beginner friendly introductions 
Some people find the idea of joining an organized event intimidating. Parkrun could offer; beginner warm up sessions, first time welcome groups and walking only groups. This would help people feel more comfortable attending their first event.
5. Collect more data
More data on the health outcomes of participants could help Parkrun demonstrate its impact to government and health partners, this could lead to more funding and support.
Conclusion 
Overall parkrun is a highly effective community initiative that supports physical and mental wellbeing. Its free, inclusive and social approach makes it accessible to people who may struggle with traditional forms of exercise. With further improvements, Parkrun could continue to play and important role in public health promotion while also bringing more people involved from more deprived areas.


Part 2 

The UK government has developed several priorities aimed at improving the health and wellbeing of the population. These priorities focus on reducing obesity, increasing physical activity levels, supporting better mental health, and addressing inequalities between different communities. Exercise can play a big role in achieving these aims. Different forms of exercise such as walking, running, team sports, resistance training and active travel have been proven to help both physical and mental wellbeing. Within this section it analyses a range of exercise types while linking them to government priorities and explains how they positively impact national health.
Government health strategies such as the childhood obesity plan 2016-2019, Better health campaign and Sport England uniting the movement strategy which was in 2021 all these highlight the importance of increasing activty levels. Furthermore the NHS promotes prevention by encouraging physical activity to reduce long term illnesses.  Another key priority is tackling health inequalities as people in deprived areas are significantly  less active than those in wealthier areas (ONS, 2022) 

Exercise based programs that I found that address these national challenges.
1. Walking
Walking is one of the most accesible forms of exercise. It requires no equipment can be done at any pace and is suitable for all ages and fitness levels. Walking improves cardiovascular health, strengthens muscles, reduces the risk of chronic diseases and supports mental wellbeing by lowering stress and anxiety (NHS, 2023)
Link to government  priorities 
The NHS promotes brisk walking through the Active 10 campaign which supports the governments aim to increase population wide activity. Walking groups are also widely used in social prescribing, helping to reduce loneliness and improve mental health.
Impact on national health 
Increasing walking rates reduces obesity, improves heart health, lower NHS costs, and helps inactive individuals begin exercising safely it also helps the people that are less confident get involved as they can do this by themselves when they feel right and not feel in any competition or have any stress.
2.Running and jogging 
Running is a moderate to vigorous activity that significantly enhances physical fitness, weight management and mental wellbeing. It also improves sleep quality and reduces symptoms of anxiety (Public health England,2016)

Link to Government priorities 
Running aligns strongly with NHS activity guidelines. Programs such as couch to 5k and community events like Parkrun support government goals to reduce inactivity.  Parkrun is also part of the Parkrun practice scheme, linking GP surgeries with regular exercise opportunities (RCGP,2018) 
Impact on national health 
Higher participation in running could reduce rates of type 2 diabetes, obesity, mental issues and cardiovascular diseases. This saves the NHS money as less medicines need to be bought and used and also helps give time to the more serious appoitments.
3 Team sports
Team sports such as football, basketball, netball and rugby combine physical activity with social connectedness. They improve cardiovascular health, coordination, muscle strength and teamwork just to name a few of the improvements from team sports range from physical, mental and social.
Link to Government 
Sport England uniting the movement strategy focusses on increasing participation among underrepresented groups which include women, disable, and minority ethnic communities (Sport England, 2021).  Schools are also encouraged to promote team sports through government funding.
Impact on National Health
Increased involvement in team sports would improve physical fitness, reduce social isolation and support mental health across communities.
4. Resistance training 
Resistance training includes weightlifting , body weight exercises and gym based strength training. It improves bone density, muscle strength, metabolism and reduces the risk of falls in older adults.

Link to government priorities 
NHS guidelines recommend muscle strengthening activities at least twice a week. Strength training supports healthy ageing and obesity reduction this contributes to the government priorities around prevention and independence.
Impact on national health 
Widespread participation in resistance training could reduce NHS costs related to fractures, frailty and chronic disease.
5. Swimming 
Swimming is a full body exercise that improves cardiovascular fitness, muscle strength and endurance with minimal impact on joints. It is particularity beneficial for individuals with arthritis, mobility issues or people recovering from injury.

Link to Government priorities 
Swimming supports the governments agenda to promote lifelong physical activity, especially among older adults and those with disabilities. Initiatives like Swim England aim to increase participation and provide accessible swimming programs for all ages and abilities.
Impact on National health
Increased swimming rates reduce joint pain, improves cardiovascular health and supports rehabilitation this leads to lower healthcare costs and improved quality of life. A good thing within swimming everyone can do it and it has benefits for every single person that takes part it is super beneficial for older people.
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