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Method

Running is natural

Implications for policy and practice

Check out my other 
poster: WalkJogSmile!

Background
Running is undergoing huge growth, with marked increases in participation of 
women, older people and lower socioeconomic groups1. Beginner running groups 
are popular, and provide an opportunity for examining physical activity behaviour 
change attempts and factors associated with success. The aim of the Running 
Commentary study was to investigate participants’ affective experiences during 
beginner running group sessions, following up 6 months later.

‘Running is natural’ implies that 
it’s simple, it’s outdoors (literally 
natural) and that it’s something 
innate which anyone can do. 
However, the outdoor environment 
was surprisingly little mentioned by 
groups or leaders.

Running is (supposed to be) hard
Both beginner runners and run 

leaders spoke of how ‘hard’ running 
was, though this did not trigger 
slowing down or extra recoveries. The 
idea that running ‘should’ be hard led 
to feelings of failure, exhaustion and 
drop-out in the less fit, which seemed 
poorly understood by run leaders.

I think for some 
people it is more natural 
than for others… I mean, 

you’ve got the build 
for a runner

I think 
that’s the main 

thing, you don’t have 
to be brilliant at it, 

you’ve just gotta 
like it

I do feel good,…
having accomplished 
something, made it, 

survived

This assumption that ‘if running 
isn’t hard you’re doing it wrong’ was 
challenged by successful 
participants with a focus on 
enjoyment and fun. Games were 
very successful for certain groups.

Participants expressed pride in 
the achievement of starting to run, 
and completing a session, no matter 
how slowly. Celebrating small 
achievements was important to 
participants in continuing to run over 
the weeks. 

you’ve 
got to keep telling 

yourself I can do this… 
it’s very hard

Training for beginner group leaders should focus on the specific needs and heterogeneity of beginner 
runners. Leaders should focus on fun and enjoyment2, with sessions structured around games and 
playfulness. Fostering authentic pride using celebration of small milestones could also be helpful3. Social 
marketing should also emphasise enjoyment of running whilst not overstating its difficulty. 

well that’s the thing, 
you can do it any time 

anywhere

Opposed to this innate nature of 
running is the idea that certain 
people are ‘natural runners’. They 
have certain qualities, like a 
particular (slim) build, and they 
find running comes ‘naturally’ easy

yeah, I’m not a 
runner, I’m not built for 
running…I’m not a 

natural runner

If some people are ‘natural’ 
runners then the idea ‘I’m not a 
runner’ (because of body shape) 
automatically excludes some 
people from continuing to 
participate in the beginner group, 
or in running longer term

The This Girl Can campaign tries to combat body image barriers, however entrenched narratives such as 
‘natural runners’ persist. The ‘nature’ side of ‘running is natural’ could be emphasised instead, to distract 
from discomfort, improve affect and help runners engage with nature4, e.g. organisations could signpost 
green running routes, and leaders could be trained in how to play nature-based games.

Findings

Analysis
Audio recordings were transcribed and analysed thematically using an 
inductive interpretative approach, combined with questionnaire data on 
running success at six months. A major theme identified and linked to 
dis/continuing running was how participants talked about ‘what running 
is’. Two example sub-themes are examined here. 

longitudinal, mixed methods field study
mobile audio recordings during running sessions
follow-up online physical activity questionnaires 
N=70,13 UK beginner running groups

http://www.european-athletics.org/athletics-community/runners/news/article=participation-rates-running-rise-england.html
mailto:k.kennedy@surrey.ac.uk
mailto:k.kennedy@surrey.ac.uk
http://www.european-athletics.org/athletics-community/runners/news/article=participation-rates-running-rise-england.html

