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The Parkrun Story – Paul Sinton-Hewitt
Paul Sinton-Hewitt, the founder of parkun tells us the story behind the
phenomenon.
From 13 amateur runners and one park to a community of over 1,000,000 and 543 parks worldwide, all in the space
of 10 years. The numbers are impressive, the story behind the numbers is even more remarkable. Paul SintonHewitt, the parkrun founder reveals how it was done.
At 8.45am on October 2nd, 2004, 13 amateur runners congregated in Bushy Park in South-West London to start a
revolution. They may not have known it at the time, but the Bushy Park Time Trial would develop into parkrun, a
free, timed 5km run that takes place in 543 parks worldwide (and counting) and that has developed into a global
community of over 1,000,000 runners.
Parkrun has changed the running landscape for good, drawing in people from way outside traditional athletic groups
and providing a good reason to get out of bed on a Saturday morning in all the communities it touches. And what’s
more, it hasn’t charged any of those runners a penny. On the eve of Strava partnering with parkrun, bringing two
great athletic communities together, we sat down with Paul Sinton-Hewitt, the man who organised that first event in
Bushy Park and the man whose unflinching passion for sport and community continues to make parkrun an
international phenomenon. He’s been so successful in fact, that the Queen made him a CBE in her 2014 birthday
honours list for his ‘services to grass roots sports participation’. Over a post-run coffee in the park where it all
started, we learnt more about the man and his recipe for parkrun’s runaway success.
The Sinton-Hewitt philosophy
“From day one, I never wanted parkrun to compete with the clubs and I didn’t want it to compete with the races. I
just wanted to be a part of the community. My objection to clubs and governing bodies is that they feel they own
you and they can direct you to do things, and in fact, that’s not true. People do what they want to do. All we are
doing here is building a playground, and if you want to come and take part, you can. People have recognised that it’s
free in every sense of the word – it’s not just that you don’t have to pay, but you’re not signing your life away either,
there are no terms and conditions, just the same obligations you’d have as a citizen walking down the street.”
On circumstance
“So how did it start? Well, in 2004 I got fired from a job, and at the same time, I also got injured. All these things
conspired to make it possible for me to start the first parkrun. Circumstance. It had been on my mind for quite a few
years – I was a club runner, I enjoyed club running, and you always depend on people volunteering, so I knew my
time would come, I just didn’t know when. So October 2004, 13 runners met up here in Bushy Park, and I think I
knew ten of the 13.
“For the next two and a bit years it was all about Bushy Park. A lot of people were coming but they weren’t the
people I expected – they weren’t the racers and the club runners. Those people came too, but they brought their
partners and children. There was a lot of positive feedback and a lot of people asked for more locations. It was 2007
when we started our second parkrun, and that was Wimbledon Common (about five miles from Bushy Park). In that
year we went from one parkrun – Bushy – to five. Wimbledon, Richmond, Banstead, Leeds Hyde Park… the first

three were all my mates, then Leeds, that was Tom (Williams, co-host of the Marathon-Talk podcast and parkrun’s
UK Managing Director). He saw something in Runners’ World – I’d won some award, I can’t remember what for (it
was the Runner’s World ‘Heroes of Running’ award for philanthropy – ed) – and he saw the write-up. As part of his
work at the University, he’d been tasked with finding some event where the students could engage with the local
community, and he thought parkrun would work. He phoned me, came down to see me and I gave him everything so
he could become part of the family.”
On encouragement
“We’ve doubled every year. One to five, five to 15, 15 to 35 and so on. People asked me in those days ‘What’s your
goal?’, and I’d say, well, I think there should be a parkrun in every community. I didn’t really think it would be me
who would be making that happen. It’s so simple, it should just exist. To my mind I never thought we needed to do
this for the sake of athletics or for one particular group. Running is so close to walking that pretty much everyone
can do it. My view at the time was that there should be no kind of Big Brother authority looking over everything we
do, it was more about making it available to everyone. Right from the word go we refused to call it a race, it was a
run, and we said you can run with your dog and you can push a buggy. I think those things together made it possible
for people who traditionally felt excluded from competition to feel included. And it is fantastic, and if you look at the
stats – and this differs from country to country – but if you look in the UK, about 51% of people who are registered
on the website are women, and 49% of people taking part each week are women. That compares to around 40%
female participation in most running events.”
On volunteering
“Volunteering is a very serious and difficult business. It’s not like employing people directly. The key for us is that our
events are very short. It’s easier to engage someone as a volunteer for an hour than it is for three or four hours.
However, I think the other key thing is that when we started this, we said we would always go for coffee afterwards,
and that act of going for coffee creates a sense of community that encourages other people to get involved. I think
it’s liberating for a lot of people. I started this parkrun because I wanted to do something for my community. For
every one of the next 542 events, there has been at least one person who has wanted to do the same – they wanted
to do something for their community so they came forward and volunteered. Of course, we make it easy for them,
but ostensibly, their actions are the same as mine and what happens is, people identify with that and they want to
join in.”
On growing the community
“Then there’s the athletic side to the community too. I was thinking about that this morning – am I going to go for
the 20 or am I going to go round in 21 and a half again (Paul ran 20:43, and boasts a parkrun pb of 18:22 – ed). You
do it every week. What I’m hoping with Strava is that it will allow people who come to parkrun to find another
avenue to meet and engage with people in their community who are doing similar or the same things to them. Apart
from the fantastic tech wizardry that Strava provides in terms of the reports and the challenges, I believe that this
will be an extension of parkrun, helping our community to be even better. It’s not about new community, it’s about
improving the community.”
On inspiration
“I have so many inspirational stories from parkrun. As I sit here in Bushy Park I remember a father running with his
son when his son was about eight years old. His son had some sort of back complaint so he would run bent over
double, and it would take them maybe 45 minutes to get round the course. I saw a picture in a newspaper a couple
of weeks ago where this son who’s now 18 or 19, won a local race. He’s standing completely straight and he’s
winning, it’s absolutely inspiring, and there are so many stories like that – and plenty more to come.”
Parkruns nearby
Lytham Hall , Fleetwood Promenade Southport, Kew Woods , Preston, Morecambe Prom , Ormskirk, Lancaster

