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Background

Method

Future physical activity behaviour is predicted by affective responses
to exercise in laboratory studies, with people being more active the
better they feel during exercise1. There has been some exploratory
research into factors influencing affective responses during exercise2,
however, there is little research giving guidance on how to improve
affect during everyday real-life physical activity, particularly in group
and outdoor settings.
Running is a simple, low-cost exercise with potential to improve
public health3, conferring health benefits in a time-efficient way4.
It is also increasingly popular, with over 100,000 people regularly
participating in parkrun5 (a free, timed run) weekly in the UK alone.
However, running is a high intensity activity and can be challenging for
inactive people or those of low fitness levels. Many people choose to
join a beginner group, or to follow a ‘couch 2 5k’ run-walking app6.
The purpose of this study was to investigate contextual factors
influencing affective responses to exercise in adults joining beginner
running groups.

Participants: members of beginner running groups (n=69,
13 groups)
Data collection: mixed methods field study
• go-along interviews (asking participants how they felt on
a scale and why) during run-walking sessions
• participant observation
• participants were visited 2-3 times and followed up at 6
months to see if they were still exercising
Data analysis:
• audio recordings transcribed
• transcriptions were coded and thematically analysed, with
extra insights from field notes
• these results are a subset of this thematic analysis
• results here are part of an analysis investigating aspects
of affective responses to exercise unique to a group,
outdoor context

Results: the ‘accentuate the positive’ theme
Leaders and group members both managed participants’ affective responses to exercise, encouraging positive emotions and creating a positive social
atmosphere in diverse ways to help people cope with high intensity exercise. There were, however, also some negative aspects of ‘accentuating the positive’.

Singing

Games
Running group leaders often used silly games
or drills to warm up. Participants seemed to
enjoy these, with lots of banter and giggling.
However, if leaders made these activities too
difficult then they found these less enjoyable.
Participants also enjoyed themselves less in a
mixed group where they were noticeably less
fit than others, and where games drew
attention to this disparity.

ooh, it’s like a Morris
dancer!
R1: someone said that when you
run you should sing Old McDonald
or something
…
R2: it makes it easier

it’s just a really good laugh really,
you all just have a bit of fun
I’m a 1 because I’ve just done
lunges and I feel worse than I
did before I started

Some participants spontaneously sang or
hummed during running sessions, apparently
to lighten their mood.
One participant set their group singing ‘Old
McDonald’ to make the running feel easier. This
was a source of hilarity to the group, and
demonstrated participants managing affective
responses to exercise as a group, not just as
individuals or under the leader’s instruction.

Humour
R1: I’m the least likely person to do
exercise…it was only because it said
from the couch or something

Celebrating achievement
The end of most running sessions was marked
by a celebratory atmosphere, whether a round
of applause by the group or individuals saying
that they were proud of their achievements.
There was an emphasis on completing the
‘whole’ session and also on feeling proud
towards the end of a session, not just
afterwards.

There was considerable banter in all of the groups. Sometimes it served to distract participants
from discomfort or to make others feel better by being self-deprecating or empathising with
their discomfort. There was also lots of ‘PE humour’, e.g. where a run leader threatened
burpees for ‘misbehaviour’. Humour seemed to be also used by some participants to ‘say
the unsayable’, such as to complain that intensity was too high. Not all run leaders were able
to pick up on these cues, however.

R1: I missed that bit
when I did it (by) myself
R2: what, the clap at the end?
R2: a round of applause for ME

Are we doing a sprint finish?
Your legs, your legs are longer
than ours!

R3: I’m feeling, I’m feeling a 3, I’m
really proud of what I achieved.
Although it was difficult
in some places

I need to be with someone who’s at
the same level as me, something
that’s not going to scare
me

she’s [the run leader] a cruel
woman
Oh, you ARE making this hard
work!

Friendly competition
Participants engaged in jokes about sprint
finishes, lapping others and relative running
speeds. Although this was done in a friendly
way, less fit participants were dispirited if
they felt they were slower than everyone
else, with a dread of being ‘last’.

Discussion
This study revealed unique insights on management of affective responses to exercise in a group context, extending our previous understanding from lab studies of individuals. Running is
typically seen as a solitary exercise, however many people run with others and these participants chose to join a running group to help them to begin running, so it is important to understand
more social aspects of affect during exercise. The finding that group leaders and members enhanced positive emotions and created a positive social atmosphere enabling people better cope
with high intensity exercise demonstrates successful strategies to improve affect during exercise, unavailable to individuals exercising alone. It also demonstrates potential pitfalls of these
strategies.
Several methods for improving affective responses during exercise have been suggested7. Finding the ‘right’ intensity (not too high) could be improved by singing (making it difficult to go fast),
and celebrating achievements during the session (e.g. ‘I might be slow but at least I am doing something’), but could be undermined by friendly competition and games/drills which are too
taxing. Distraction from physiological discomfort is another technique suggested for improving in-exercise affect7. All the sub-themes here could contribute to distraction, and this is a benefit of
exercising in a sociable setting. The atmosphere of group excitement and positivity found here is not addressed by most current research into affective responses to physical activity, where
social concepts are mostly limited to social cognitive constructs (e.g. self-efficacy). This shared positive affect seems closer to Durkheim’s concept of ‘collective effervescence’ (a shared sense
of excitement experienced by a group engaged in a joint activity), a construct which has been integrated into successful group physical activity interventions8. Finally, the sub-theme of
celebrating achievement can be linked to ‘peak and end’ effects, where the peak and end affective responses contribute most to how the episode is remembered. Since celebrating
achievement was usually near the end of the session, enhancing affect at this stage is likely to improve the overall remembered pleasure of the session.
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