Part 1- Parkrun Initiative

Parkrun is a weekly, free, timed five-kilometre (5km) event held in parks and public areas as part of a worldwide public health and community initiative. The program was started in 2004 in Bushy Park, London, with just thirteen participants. Since then, it continues to grow rapidly and now operates all over the world (Haake et al., 2024). Parkrun is a free, inclusive, volunteer-run event that promotes walking, jogging, running, and volunteering. The idea behind it is extremely simple. Nonetheless, it has had a major effect on social connections, mental health, and public health. In this discussion it will be highlighting its aims and objectives, explain the reasons behind why Parkrun has been so successful and how it could possibly be developed even further.
Parkrun's main goal is to decrease rates of physical inactivity, which is a significant cause of chronic illness worldwide. Parkrun offers people of all fitness levels a low-barrier way to engage in consistent exercise. It supports public health objectives to raise overall amounts of physical activity in the global population because it is accessible, frequent, and free (Haake et al., 2024). Improving mental health is another goal for Parkrun. This compliments the goal of decreasing physical inactivity because good physical health will result in benefits for mental health. Parkrun promotes social connection, which is closely associated with psychological wellbeing, but physical activity is also known to lessen the symptoms of stress, anxiety, and depression. The initiative's impact on mental health is reflected in the fact that many participants report feeling happier and more satisfied with their lives after participating (Haake et al., 2024). Through the Parkrun campaign they are working with the NHS in the UK to encourage general practitioners to recommend parkrun engagement to patients as a part of a larger social prescribing initiative. People with mental health issues or chronic illnesses may consider active lifestyles with the help of this official integration of community activity with primary care (Public Health England, 2020). A vital part of Parkrun's values as well as sustainability is volunteering. Volunteers perform tasks like course setup, marshalling, and timekeeping. Parkrun benefits volunteers' general health as well as the wellbeing of participants, as research indicates that volunteering has independent positive effects on mental and physical health (Haake, 2021). Lastly by removing barriers for historically under-represented groups, such as those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, members of minority ethnic communities, and people with long-term health conditions, Parkrun hopes to achieve full inclusivity. According to research, parkrun's non-competitive, community-focused culture attracts a lot of previously inactive participants (BMC Public Health, 2021). This illustrates how it could reduce inequality in activity and health.



The main factor contributing to Parkrun's success worldwide is its accessibility. Participation is free, specialised equipment is not required, and running fast is not a requirement. For those who might find traditional organised sports or gym settings intimidating, parkrun is a great starting point. One of Parkrun's defining characteristics is sociality. Participants increase social belonging and decrease loneliness by forming both strong and weak social ties. According to Ashdown-Franks et al. (2023), these connections within the community foster emotional resilience, motivation, and adherence to physical activity. The weekly schedule of the event further promotes wellbeing by assisting participants in creating continuity and routine. According to research, parkrun successfully reaches people who weren't active before. Approximately 90% of previously sedentary participants increased their physical activity levels after joining Parkrun, according to a large survey (BMC Public Health, 2021). Parkrun's accessible approach is reflected in the fact that participants from socioeconomically disadvantaged areas frequently cited health rather than competition as their main reason for attending. The parkrun exercise initiative has also strengthened the connection between community physical activity and healthcare. Despite certain operational difficulties, studies assessing the program demonstrate improvements in patient wellbeing, staff morale, and community engagement (PubMed, 2023). Parkrun's worth has increased and its influence has expanded because of this healthcare alignment.
Despite the organization's dedication to inclusivity, research indicates that outreach initiatives frequently lack sustainable funding, which presents some challenges for the initiative. Qualitative research, for instance, points to weaknesses in the long-term strategy and capacity to engage marginalised communities (Quirk et al., 2024). Parkrun might have trouble expanding its demographic reach without more funding. Although the parkrun initiative is encouraging, problems such as limited staff time, not enough training, and communication challenges can hinder implementation (PubMed, 2023). To maximise its impact, more robust systems and support are needed. Parkrun has been the subject of public discussion over policy choices like eliminating published finishing records to increase inclusivity. Although these choices are intended to make events more inclusive, they may cause conflict within the larger running community.
In the future, Parkrun should fund community outreach more, especially through partnerships with regional cultural and community organisations and specialised outreach positions. Making more evidence-based decisions would be possible with a more methodical evaluation of inclusion efforts. Simplified procedures, more transparent channels of communication, and possibly special funding for staff coordination and training are all necessary to support the parkrun initiative. Additionally, improved feedback loops between Parkrun and healthcare would improve shared learning. Parkrun's model depends on volunteers. Providing diversity and inclusion training, wellbeing support, and recognition channels could improve volunteer retention and guarantee that events are welcoming. Also, to lower regulatory obstacles, especially those related to medical certification, Parkrun should keep interacting with legislators. Expansion will depend on proving safety records and evidence-based health benefits. Adding on, maintaining community trust can be facilitated by open communication about research findings, data usage, and policy decisions. Transparency and long-term sustainability would be supported by growing academic research collaborations and releasing impact reports on a regular basis.
To conclude this discussion, I think that Parkrun is a unique and incredibly successful community health program that effectively encourages volunteering, relationships, mental health, and physical activity. Significant growth and worldwide influence have been made possible by its free, inclusive, and community-based structure. Although it faces obstacles in the areas of international expansion and healthcare integration these can be overcome with focused investment and strategic development. Parkrun is well-positioned to keep improving public health and community wellbeing in the coming years thanks to increased outreach, volunteer support, and healthcare partnerships.
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Part 2
Enhancing population health and well-being has long been a top priority for UK government policy. National initiatives like the "Get Active" sport and physical activity strategy (HM Government, 2023) and the UK Chief Medical Officers' Physical Activity Guidelines (Department of Health and Social Care, 2019) highlight the importance of reducing physical inactivity, addressing health disparities, and promoting mental well-being across all age groups. Numerous studies have demonstrated the major physical and psychological advantages of different types of exercise in this policy environment. Within this essay there will be an analysis of different types of exercises people should undertake in cohesion with the government's priorities, with evidence based on how it can impact the health and wellbeing of the population.
One of the most thoroughly studied types of physical activity for enhancing health is aerobic exercise. Exercises like swimming, cycling, running, and brisk walking have been repeatedly linked to a lower risk of heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, and certain types of cancer (Warburton and Bredin, 2017). Additionally, aerobic exercise promotes weight control, circulation, and respiratory health. Crucially, there is a strong correlation between aerobic exercise and better mental health outcomes. According to meta-analyses, people who regularly engage in aerobic activity have significantly fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression (Schuch et al., 2016). The government's priorities for long-term condition prevention and the growth of non-medical mental health interventions are directly supported by these findings. As well as this, encouraging the public to stay active through activities like brisk walking can help the wider environmental aims of the government by reducing carbon emissions.
Recent years have seen a significant increase in interest in nature-based or "green" exercise, particularly in NHS social prescribing pathways. Walking in parks, volunteering for conservation, running outside, and swimming in open water are examples of activities that have been associated with improved mood, decreased anxiety, improved cognitive function, and increased feelings of vitality (Barton and Pretty, 2010). Green activity is a useful intervention for people with mental health issues because exposure to natural environments seems to enhance the psychological benefits of exercise. The government's efforts to support green social prescribing and increase access to green space demonstrate a dedication to combining public health and environmental policy. These interventions are especially useful for people who might be hesitant to engage in gym-based exercise or traditional sports, which helps reach physically inactive populations. 
Due to the fact they combine physical effort with social interaction, team and community sports play a unique role. In addition to requiring consistent physical effort, sports like football, netball, basketball, and cricket promote community identity, interpersonal skills, and social cohesion. According to research, playing organised sports is linked to increased psychological resilience, decreased loneliness, and better life satisfaction (Eime et al., 2013). These results are in line with government priorities concerning social integration, community well-being, and lowering social isolation, especially in underprivileged or underserved areas. Furthermore, it has been demonstrated that funding community sports produces a significant social return on investment, lowering healthcare and criminal justice expenses while strengthening local economies.
Another significant type of exercise with definite health advantages is strength or resistance training. Improved muscular strength, joint stability, and bone density are essential for healthy ageing and can be achieved through weightlifting, resistance band training, and bodyweight exercises (Fragala et al., 2019). Additionally, strength training promotes independence in daily life and lowers the risk of falls in older adults, both of which are explicitly highlighted in public health frameworks meant to minimise the demand on health and social care services. According to psychological research, resistance training lowers stress, boosts self-esteem, and can reduce depressive symptoms (Gordon et al., 2018). Government guidelines emphasise the importance of resistance exercise in addressing musculoskeletal conditions, which are a major cause of absence from work and NHS expenditure, by encouraging muscle-strengthening activities at least twice per week.
Lastly, Exercises that focus on the mind and body like yoga and Pilates also have a big impact on the health of the entire nation. These exercises provide advantages for both physical and mental health by combining mindfulness, breathing, and controlled movement. In addition to lowering stress, enhancing emotional control, and promoting recovery from mental illness, they also increase core strength, flexibility, and balance (Pascoe and Bauer, 2015). People with chronic conditions, disabilities, or low fitness levels can benefit from mind-body exercises because they are simple and versatile. This makes them particularly useful for assisting government initiatives to integrate physical activity into NHS treatment pathways and to engage people with long-term medical conditions.
To conclude on this, all these different ways of exercising contribute massively to promoting physical activity and health among the population. The effectiveness of each of them all correlates with the governments priorities regarding health and fitness and with more investment could result in a more active lifestyle for most people.
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