Assessment 1

Parkrun
The Covid-19 pandemic had a significant impact on sport.  During the pandemic, several procedures were implemented to safeguard public safety. These measures included allowing one form of exercise per day, closing both indoor and outdoor leisure facilities and prohibiting public gatherings of more than two people. (GOV.UK, 2020) As a result, exercise levels declined nationwide, with physical activity decreasing across all age groups and genders. (Wunsch, Kienberger and Niessner, 2022) Despite the numerous online physical activity programmes, such as Joe Wicks’ workouts, available throughout the pandemic, their positive impact on adult physical activity rates could not replicate the same overall improvement in wellbeing provided by in-person programmes. (Kemel, Porter and Coombs, 2023) Therefore indicating a demand and preference for face-to-face physical activity opportunities. One initiative that successfully meets this need is Parkrun.
Founded by Paul Sinton-Hewitt, Parkrun is a free, inclusive, community event providing an opportunity for members to run or walk a timed 5km or 2km route every weekend (Parkrun, 2025). The charity aims to promote community engagement in health-promoting physical activity by organising running events and providing opportunities for community members to participate or volunteer (GOV.UK, 2023). The initial event was held at Bushy Park in 2004 as a time trial with 13 runners and 5 volunteers. It has since expanded internationally, now possessing over 9 million registered participants and providing events across 23 countries (Parkrun, 2025). In addition, 2000 GP surgeries in the UK have since formed links with Parkrun, creating pathways for staff members to volunteer and incorporating participation within social prescribing strategies for patients (RCGP, 2025). Individuals wishing to participate are required to register through the parkrun website and present a scannable barcode after crossing the event finish line, either in printed or digital form. (parkrun Support, 2024) As a result, participants may take part in any event, allowing them to engage in free regular physical activity that benefits their psychological and physical wellbeing (Mahindru, Patil and Agrawal, 2023) and, in turn, positively impacts community health. 
Parkrun has established itself as a successful event with numerous studies documenting its positive impact. A study conducted by Stevinson, Wiltshire and Hickson (2015) recruited 48 adult parkrun participants to complete semi-structured telephone interviews “exploring their motives, experiences, and perceptions regarding parkrun.” This study aimed to identify factors that contribute to initial and sustained engagement in parkrun in the UK. The findings revealed that the success factors fell into two central themes: freedom (accessibility and inclusivity) and reciprocity (personal benefits and helping others). Ease of access, lack of cost and an inclusive atmosphere were all factors that contributed to initial participation. Whereas the retention and sustained involvement of Parkrun participants were driven by achievement goals, social connections, enjoyment of nature, and opportunities to volunteer. A limitation of this study was the lack of negative feedback, indicating that the volunteer sample may not have included people for whom parkrun was de-motivating.

A key concern across all sports is retention (Eime, Charity and Westerbeek, 2022). Despite high weekly participation stats, several registrants don’t initiate or maintain participation at Parkrun. Reece et al. (2022) conducted research exploring the demographics of this group and the barriers affecting their participation. The research data was collected from two sources: mandatory demographic data collected at parkrun registration and an online survey. The survey was distributed to individuals in Australia, Ireland, and the UK who had not participated in Parkrun or had participated only once between 2017 and 2019 by running or walking; volunteers were excluded. Of these individuals, 3,094 registrants had never participated in a parkrun event, and 2,673 registrants had taken part once and not returned. The study concluded that despite the global success of parkrun, 43% of registrants do not participate, and 22% only participate once. The study identified that females, those aged between 16–34 years and the physically inactive were more likely not to participate or return to parkrun, citing the main barriers as inconvenient start times, feeling too unfit, injury/illness, having no time and childcare obligations. It is important to note that Parkrun registration requires technological access and skills, which could create a bias regarding population reach. 
Sharman, Nash and Cleland, (2018) carried out research that investigated the individual, social and environmental factors associated with parkrun's broad appeal in Australia. While their results revealed many positive findings, several limitations associated with parkrun were identified. A notable concern related to the charity’s name, Parkrun. Some individuals may interpret this as implying that the event is centred on competitive running. This association may discourage those who do not view themselves as fast or as runners from participating, despite walking being both welcomed and encouraged (Parkrun.org.uk, 2024). This suggests that the name may not adequately reflect the inclusive ethos of the event, particularly for individuals who are unfamiliar with Parkrun’s emphasis on accessibility for all abilities.
Research conducted by Quirk, (2024) examined Parkrun’s efforts to increase diversity and engagement among underrepresented groups. The results revealed that despite parkrun’s inclusive mission, participation remains higher among individuals of white ethnicity and those from more advantaged socioeconomic backgrounds. This imbalance is evident even though people living in more deprived neighbourhoods often reside closer to parkrun events than those in less deprived areas, suggesting that proximity alone does not guarantee participation. Insights from telephone interviews with ten parkrun Ambassadors working with underrepresented communities across the UK highlighted several barriers contributing to this pattern. They reported insufficient personal and organisational resources, time constraints, and difficulties scaling outreach efforts. Broader social inequalities that lie beyond Parkrun’s control, but hinder participation, were also emphasised, such as cultural barriers, a lack of transport and constraints within the Parkrun format. These challenges are furthered by inadequate tools for evaluation and progress tracking, impacting volunteers’ ability to understand which initiatives increase engagement within underrepresented communities. These issues indicate that while parkrun aspires to be inclusive, significant structural and social barriers continue to limit equal participation.



To conclude, the overall success of the event is prevalent. This is demonstrated through its effective promotion of physical activity, high social engagement, an inclusive community atmosphere and its positive influence on both physical and mental health.  Despite this, some factors impact Parkrun’s ability to fulfil its inclusive aims. While the event is free, accessible and widely available, participation patterns indicate that certain groups remain underrepresented, including females, individuals aged 16–35, those who are less physically active and people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds. The name ‘Parkrun’ may also initially discourage potential participants, as it implies a focus on running and competitiveness. Therefore, although Parkrun promotes inclusivity and diversity, the research highlights a need for more targeted and personalised initiatives to ensure that the participant demographics accurately reflect its inclusive values and intended reach across all events. 























Impact of physical activity on health 
The Covid-19 pandemic caused widespread societal disruption and change, resulting in significant negative impacts on the nation’s mental and physical health. Qi et al. (2021) identified that the general population have experienced increased rates of depressive and anxiety symptoms linked to chronic stress from the pandemic. Whilst Ramirez Varela et al. (2021) note that Covid-19 impacted physical health by significantly reducing physical activity levels and increasing sedentary behaviour across the population. The combination of these growing issues presents a public health concern that affects the overall health and well-being of the nation. 
Spending time in green spaces can improve health. Any physical activity undertaken in a natural environment, such as walking, gardening and cycling, is defined as green exercise. Following the Covid-19 pandemic, the government invested £5.7 million into a two-year programme to integrate green social prescribing within mental health services and care systems. The initiative uses green exercise as a tool to improve mental health, reduce health inequalities, and decrease pressure on the health and social care system (NHS, 2021). Engaging in green exercise offers considerable mental health benefits (Pretty et al., 2007). Their study found that participation in green exercise, measured across 10 case studies with 263 participants, led to improved self-esteem and reduced mood disturbance, regardless of the activity type, intensity, or duration. In addition to its psychological benefits, green exercise also contributes significantly to physical health. Stangierska et al. (2023) surveyed 271 participants, finding that green spaces promote active lifestyles, enhance quality of life, and lower chronic disease risk. Exposure to natural environments was also associated with lower blood pressure and better immune function.  Overall, green spaces were identified as important locations for physical activity, contributing to improved health and overall physical well-being. Together, these findings reinforce the importance of green exercise in supporting preventative healthcare goals, improving mental and physical health, and reducing pressure on health services. 
Given evidence that regular physical activity produces substantial health benefits (NHS, 2024), particularly within the context of post-COVID-19 inactivity trends, participation in recreational exercise and sport is widely encouraged. A government priority is tackling the nation’s high inactivity levels through initiatives such as the Get Active campaign, which promotes inclusive and accessible physical activity. The campaign encourages participation in exercise to improve physical health and mental well-being across the population (DCMS, 2023). Using a structured questionnaire, Severino et al. (2011) examined the perceptions of 20 males aged 23–29 regarding the effects on physical and psychological health of participating in 5-a-side football. The results revealed that participants experienced a range of physical benefits. Improved physical endurance was reported by 65% of participants, while 45% observed a decrease in body fat. Additionally, 55% of individuals noted an increase in lean muscle mass, demonstrating positive physical changes. The mental well-being findings demonstrated equally positive results. A sense of relaxation was experienced by 80% of participants, while 60% reported psychological fulfilment. Furthermore, 95% identified a strong sense of social inclusion and belonging, emphasising the social and emotional benefits of participation. These results demonstrate that football offers significant physical and psychological benefits, making it a valuable activity for promoting overall wellness and social connection. Participation aligns with government priorities through its role in reducing inactivity, whilst improving physical fitness, mental health, and community cohesion, therefore highlighting its potential to positively impact national health and well-being. 
Mind-body exercises such as yoga, tai chi, and mindfulness meditation have positive effects on both mental and physical health. Dong, Chi and Wang (2024) conducted 33 randomised controlled trials involving 1,985 participants who met the diagnostic criteria for stroke. The findings revealed significant improvements in physical health, including improved balance, upper limb motor function, lower limb capacity and overall functional ability. Depressive mood and quality of life amongst the participants also improved significantly following exercise intervention. These results align with government initiatives such as the NHS Long Term Plan, which prioritises promoting functional independence by enabling individuals to maintain physical capability, reduce reliance on healthcare services and live independently for longer (NHS Long Term Plan, 2019). The reduction in depressive symptoms and enhanced quality of life support national strategies aimed at addressing mental health challenges. By supporting recovery and encouraging individuals to manage their own physical activity long term, mind-body exercise helps reduce pressure on NHS services while improving the overall well-being of the population.
To conclude, the importance of exercise is evident in addressing health challenges following the pandemic. Green exercise promotes a more active lifestyle, reduces the risk of chronic disease and improves self-esteem and mood stability. Recreational sports such as football improve physical endurance, support mental wellbeing and strengthen social connections. Mind-body exercises enhance functional ability, improve balance, reduce depressive symptoms and support long-term independence. These forms of exercise support government priorities by promoting preventative healthcare, reducing physical inactivity and improving national wellbeing through healthier lifestyle behaviours and strengthened community cohesion. Continued investment and government initiatives are therefore vital in developing their potential to drive and sustain long-term improvements in population health and reduce strain on NHS resources.  
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