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Abstract

The increase of mass running events and numbers of running participants confirms the arrival of
a running boom in many countries around the world, including Thailand. Despite the increasing
popularity in recreational running and running events, research related to running events as small-
scale events and their impacts remain scarce. Thus, in this study the aim was to examine the impacts
of mass running events on the community with special attention on intangible impacts. A qualitative
research approach and qualitative content analysis were applied. Based on in-depth interviews, this
study concluded that besides tangible economic and tourism related impacts, mass running events
generate diverse intangible benefits including creating community pride and unity. This creates a
trickle-down effect and forms a new sports culture, develops and enhances public spaces and
infrastructure, affords opportunities for knowledge sharing and business start-ups. The limitation of
this study was its generalizability and comparability of findings, as the findings are derived primarily
from key informants closely associated with the organization of mass running events. Future research
should explore other research approaches that might better account for the impacts of mass running
events.
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Introduction

Mass running events, as a kind of mass participation sport, have become popular and frequent.
The numbers of mass running events as well as the number of marathon finishers rise on a yearly basis
since the emergence of a running boom. Participating in mass running events has become a trend for
leisure activities and a healthy lifestyle, in which people combine travel and sports interests. This has
also driven sports tourism as a fast-growing segment of the tourism industry. On top of the tangible
impacts, mass running events may also create intangible impacts. Previous research has focused
mainly on the economic impacts of mega sporting events, while the other aspects have received less
attention. Thus, the objective of this study was to examine the impact of mass running events, with a
special focus on the intangible impacts by using a qualitative research approach.

Literature Review
Mass Running Event

Mass participation sporting events are commonly associated with large participation numbers
(Murphy & Bauman, 2007). The traditional mass participation sporting events include marathon
running, triathlons, duathlons, or just cycling and swimming events. The newer formats that are
becoming more well-known are the obstacle races, themed events, and trail running. Driven by many
reasons, such as rising incomes and the emergence of a bigger middle class, the pursuit of a healthy
lifestyle, the use of social media, and also intrinsic motives, mass participation sporting participation
events have experienced substantial growth worldwide.

Among mass participation sporting events, mass running events have become outstanding in
terms of popularity and number since the first wave of the running boom emerged in the 1970s in the
United States of America, which then spread to other countries in Europe and around the world (Van
Bottenberg et al., 2010). For example, in India, the growth in popularity in marathon running during
2008-2018 was reported as 229.86%, Portugal 177.76%, and Ireland 130.05%. And the worldwide
growth was 49.43% (Runrepeat, 2021). In Thailand, there were 700 mass running events held over
varying distances from a mini to a full marathon in 2017 and this expanded to 1,305 in 2018. Up to
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over 2,000 mass running events are expected in the following years. And from 16 million leisure
runners in Thailand, which account for one-fourth of the population in the country, roughly 10 %
participate regularly in mass running events. The growth of mass running events also can be seen in
its monetary value, which stands at approximately 1,700 million Baht. It is no surprise that the number
of mass running events owners and organizers has increased to more than 100 to serve this increasing
demand (Thaihealthreport, 2020).

Tangible and Intangible Event Impacts

The growth of mass running events clearly indicates its impact in various facets of society,
especially in the economic sector. Impact is conceptualized as the longer-term effect of an outcome
(Harding, 2014). With regards to events, impacts may differ based on duration. Short-term impacts
are those that take place during the event, prior and immediately after the event, while long-term
impacts may be referred to as after-use. For long-term effects, Spilling (2000) recommended four
categories, namely, enhancing international awareness, increasing economic activity, enhancing
facilities and infrastructure, and increasing social and cultural opportunities. A different approach was
proposed by Allen et al. (2002) where four different aspects of impact were considered, namely, social
and cultural, physical and environmental, tourism, and economic and political. Furthermore, some
such as Carlsen et al. (2000) and Dwyer et al. (2000) distinguished impacts as being tangible and
intangible.

Tangible gains of sporting events have been widely studied in previous research. ,Specifically
monetary gain and loss from hosting sporting events have been quantified through various methods.
Some studies used more simplified methods to assess the economic impact of sporting events, such
as by calculating additional expenditures made by sports tourists and organizers in the host
economies, as these represented the first-round of direct economic impacts.

Nevertheless, there is a rising interest among academic scholars to examine the intangible impacts
of these mass events (Gratton & Preuss, 2008; Olberding & Olberding, 2004; Dwyer et al., 2000;
Carlsen, et al., 2000). Intangible impacts can be defined as effects that accrue to the well-being of
households but do not have a market price. As intangible impacts are not represented by monetary
,gainsthey can be difficult to quantify (Dwyer et al., 2000). Examples of intangible impacts reported
in previous studies include civic pride, enhanced community engagement, community revival,
improved image and reputation, sport inspiration, and social capital (Misener & Mason 2006; Gratton
& Preuss 2008; Skinner et al., 2008; Minnaert 2012; Misener et al., 2015).

Previous Research on the Impacts of Mass Running Events

Previous researchers focused primarily on marathon running events in terms of motivation,
satisfaction and experiences of the participants, the expenditure and profile of sports tourists, as well
as the tangible impacts of mass running events, especially the economic impacts. For instance,
Coleman (2004) studied the economic impact of the London Marathon 2000through survey
guestionnaires that sought to identify the spending pattern of various groups linked to the event,
including the event account and budget representing amount spent by organizers. Key findings
indicated that the London Marathon contributed a net increase of 25 million UK pounds to the London
economy. Similarly, in a study on the Chicago Marathon by the Regional Economics Applications
Laboratory, it was found that the marathon made a significant contribution to the greater Chicago
economy with an impact estimated at 143 million US dollars. The image of the city as a tourist
destination was also improved by hosting the event. Also, the study of Agrusa et al. (2006) on runners
participating in the Honolulu Marathon found that most of the event participants came from outside
and around 20,000 participants came from Japan. These runners contributed 53 million US dollars of
direct expenditure and nearly 87 million US dollars of overall impact, including induced expenditure
during the event. Positive economic impacts also have been found in smaller-scale mass running
events; for example, the Bristol Half Marathon, Dublin Marathon, Edinburgh Marathon, and
Copenhagen Marathon (Coleman, 2004; Coleman, 2010).
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Social impacts also have been studied by some academic scholars. For example, Olberding and
Olberding (2004) investigated the soft social impacts of the Cincinnati Flying Pig Marathon through a
participants 'perceptions and opinions survey. Results showed that the marathon has created a better
image of the city among local and non-local participants. It also increased a sense of local pride and
created opportunities for social interactions among more than 30,000 runners and walkers, 4,000
volunteers, and 150,000 spectators. Furthermore, it was revealed in the study that the cost or
investment in marathon running event can be relatively low, but the impacts on both social and
economic assets can be huge.The benefits may also outweigh the possible losses . ,For example
Maenning (2003), whose study examined the displacement effects caused by the Berlin Marathon,
found that the displacement effects, such as tourist avoidance of the city because of the marathon,
were minimal compared to benefits gained from the event. Specifially, Maenning (2003) reported
that whilehotel business and associate activity was displaced by 2and s ,%ightseeing bus companies
experienced a 13 %loss in sales because of road closures these only accounted for ,0.07 %of the
estimated additional expenditure generated by the marathon.

Methodology

The objective of the study was to examine the impacts of mass participation of sporting events on
the community, with a strong focus on intangible impacts. A qualitative research approach was
applied. Specifically, a post-event in-depth interview was used as a tool to collect qualitative data. Key
informants were selected purposefully. The criteria for selection were based on the role and
responsibility related to mass running events, as well as the ability and willingness to provide
information. Key informants were primarily stakeholders of mass running events, which included
event owners/organizers, local government and authority, local businesses, and residents residing in
Sansuk Municipality (Chonburi Province), Buriram Province and Chom Beung Districht (Ratchaburi
Province), and running participants of the Bangsean 42 Chonburi Marathon, Buriram Marathon, and
Chom Beung Marathon. The saturation concept, which refers to the point when no new information
is discovered, was applied when analysing the data (Glaser & Struss, 1967; Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Merriam, 2009). For this study, 15 key informants were interviewed (Table 1) with ,interview
guestions consisting of general questions about mass running events, the interviewees’ role and
involvement and their perception towards the impacts of mass running events.

Table 1 Profiles of Key Informants

No. Key Informant Role

1 A Mass Running Event Organizer

2 B Mass Running Event Organizer

3 C Mass Running Event Organizer

4 D Mass Running Event Organizer

5 E Mass Running Event Organizer

6 F Mass Running Event Organizer

7 G Mass Running Event Organizer

8 H Pioneer runners & Active Committee of Thai Health Foundation

9 | Pioneer Runners & Founder of Online Running Community
10 J Local Governor & Resident

11 K Running Participant & Resident

12 L Local Resident

13 M Paid Staff

14 N Local Resident

15 0] Local Business

The semi-structured face-to-face interviews were conducted in the Thai language. This allowed
respondents to express their viewpoints easily (Flick et al., 2004). Extensive notes and audio-
recordings were taken during the interviews and were later transcribed. Qualitative content analysis
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was applied as the analytical method, as it is a common method used for analysing verbal data
collected through interviews or focus groups (Schreier, 2012). Interview excerpts with similar
interpretations and meanings were summarized and categorized. This study was conducted based on
the ethical guidelines and standard sand approved by the ethic committee of the researchers’
university.

Findings

The results indicated that mass running events create diverse impacts to the community, ranging
from short to long term, varying from positive to negative, and tangible to intangible impacts. Tangible
impacts, especially the economic and tourism related impacts of the mass running events are obvious.
Key informants admitted that mass running events boost local businesses and tourism, since the
events attract large numbers of active and passive sports tourists to visit. These could be hotels and
accommodation that are fully booked in advance and an uptick in restaurants and transportation
operations. In short, the local economy is stimulated by the participants ‘consumption and spending.
In the long run, mass running events can build a positive destination image. This may result in
participants returning as repeat-tourists, especially if the community and town, as well as the locals,
leave a good impression. Aside from the aforementioned tangible impacts, key informants also
revealed many intangible impacts, which were thematized under a number of headings.

Community Pride and Unity
Pride is an intangible social impact experienced by the community hosting the event. Respondents
from three areas, namely Sansuk Municipality in Chonburi Province, Buriram Province and Chom
Beung District in Ratchaburi Province, expressed community pride in the interviews in many ways.
Key Informant J said:

Chonburi and Sansuk people are proud that we are leading sports city and sports tourism city in
Thailand. We are proud that our city can motivate and encourage other city to develop in the same
direction. We are proud that as small city, we are the pioneer of the world-class standard mass running
event. Our city stands along with a few cities in the world that have three Label Road Races from World
Athletics. And it is the one and only in Thailand.

Also, in Chom Bueng, Key Informant H revealed that the community is very proud and looking
forward to the mass running events. Chom Bueng Mararthon is a reunion event, in which Chom Beung
people who live in Bangkok or elsewhere return to welcome or provide lodging for their friends and
colleagues. Even though Chom Beung is a very small district in a small province, the reputation of
Chom Bueng Marathon is great. This creates community pride.

Key Informant G, the organizer of the Buriram Marathon said that people were against the
Buriram Marathon at first, when they knew that the event was going to be held and the roads were
going to be closed. However, after the event, the city gained a reputation for being a nice host and a
perfect sports city. This changed the attitudes of the locals so it became more positive. Buriram people
are proud and they are now more willing to participate as runners or as supporters in their
marathon.

Creating Trickle-Down Effects and Forming a New Sports Culture

Trickle-down effects refer to the case where the success in elite sports or sporting events affects
amateur participation (Weed et al., 2009). The interview results show that mass running events had
some effects on increasing physical activity and sports participation, as reflected by Key Informant J,
who stated:

Mass running event encourages people to do more sports. Since people are proud of the event as it is
world-marathon destination, they want to participate and they practice. | see more and more people
running in Bangsean running T-shirts or Finisher T-shirt. And the city tries to facilitate them by creating
more running tracks and increase security along the routes. And all these get back to serve the purpose
of healthy city.
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The same phenomenon emerged in Buriram and Chom Bueng as Key Informant G revealed that,

although the city is well-established as sports city, but we talk about football or motor sport, which are
suitable for specific group and gender. Football is rather for young men. But since we host Buriram
Marathon, the event helps establish new sports culture. Sports is for everyone and everywhere.
Nowadays we see more people running or jogging. Some started running for fun run and now become
a marathon finisher.

Similarly, Key Informant O also reported that:

The boom of running and marathon running events are the turning point for many people to start doing
sports and take care of themselves. And to run a marathon, it is not a one-day event that people can
just join and run. It requires regularly training. This turns into self-discipline and habit change. And at
the same time, this inspires other people too.

Key Informant H talked about the increasing sports inspiration in Chom Bueng area in the following
terms:

People become more aware about sports and health issues. We have the legend of Pu Peng
(Grandfather Peng (who was inspired by Chom Bueng Marathon and started running 10 km at the age
of 79 years-old. He finished the first marathon when he was 85 years old. Pu Peng becomes the sports
inspiration for many people, not only in Chom Bueng, but country wide.

Developing and Enhancing Public Spaces and Infrastructures

Mass running events can bring benefits to the community in terms of public spaces and
infrastructures development. These benefits are visible, especially in the case of the Buriram
Marathon and the Bangsean42 Chonburi Marathon. These two running events are highly successful
and are recognized as Road Races by World Athletics, which acknowledges races operating at a high
standard.

Key Informant J shared interesting information in the interview as follows:

To host a high-level standard running events, the city must upheave its own standard too. Thus, the
city must improve road lighting, road smoothness, race course or the security along the route etc. and
make them comply with the standard defined by World Athletic.

He also added that it is the task of the city and not the event organizer to develop appropriate
infrastructure for hosting mass running events or other mass participation sporting events. Event
organizers may provide guidance on what to do, but the execution is the sole responsibility of the city
or the local authority. Moreover, to make the race a memorable showcase of the city, the city must
develop its public spaces and tourist attractions. New lodging and transportation networks must be
developed to accommodate the growing numbers of events and tourists. Existing lodging and facilities
must also be enhanced and improved to serve the sport tourists.

Additionally, the Bangsean or Sansuk Municipality and Buriram Province are gearing themselves
towards becoming leading sports city. Sport facilities, such as indoor and outdoor gym and swimming
pools, public bike lanes, and more running tracks, are being built and existing public facilities are also
being improved and extended. More road lighting and CCTV are being installed to enhance security.
Public spaces that are improved can be utilized not only for the sport tourists but also by the local
residents.

Opportunities for Knowledge Sharing

Although event owners or organizers are taking full responsibility for the management of mass
running events with little community involvement, the interview results showed that mass running
events can create opportunities for knowledge sharing in many ways.

Key Informant E talked about knowledge sharing in the Chom Bueng Marathon, where the
organization of the marathon is embedded within the mission of Muban Chom Bueng Rajabhat
University. Indeed, in 2019 the university has established the Marathon Center. The primary purpose
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of the Center is to share and develop academic knowledge in the area of sports management, sports
tourism, and physical education related to marathon running. Marathon study courses are developed
for students as compulsory or elective courses. The Marathon Center also cooperates with universities
overseas. Another purpose of the Marathon Center is to disseminate knowledge about marathon
running to a wider range of people in order to improve their condition of health and fitness. The Center
works together with local hospitals and health organizations such as the Thai Health Promotion
Foundation.

Knowledge sharing also occurred among organizers. Key Informant A, a prominent mass running
event organizer, revealed in the interview that there was an attempt to develop an association of mass
sporting event organizers in Thailand, or TMPSA. The members of TMPSA are mass participation
sporting event/mass running event organizers. The purpose of TMPSA is to share knowledge and
resources relating to the organization of mass participation sporting events and running events with
the ultimate goal to promote the event business and set new standards for mass participation sporting
events in Thailand.

Key Informant F, a small-size event organizer, also reported the case of knowledge sharing from
organizer to community. She said:

We were contacted by local authority who wanted to stage a small-size mass running event. Along the
planning and working process, we have a chance to train local authority and local staffs on how to
manage the event from the planning process on. We also provided the manual and event checklists
that they can use for the future events. In the following years, they organize the mass running event
on their own.

Additionally, some key informants revealed that their companies had signed an MOU with the
local universities to share knowledge in the form of seminars, courses, or by providing internships or
volunteer opportunities for students. Knowledge about event management and physical activities are
also indirectly shared to communities or people who are involved in the management of mass running
event. As Key Informant M, a paid-staff for Bangsean42 who also works as freelance event organizer,
said in the interview:

Being part of this mass running event, | have learnt many things. | saw the process from upstream to
downstream. | have learnt how the professional organizer works. And on the event day, | can observe
the behaviours of running participants. All the knowledge gained can be used in my working life as
freelance organizers in order to improve the quality of the event and working process.

New Business Opportunities and Start-ups

As the demand for running events increases, the number of new event organizers is increasing.
Some have shifted their business domain or extend the scope of their businesses to leverage on this
opportunity.

Key Informant A said that their company was active in the Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and
Exhibitions industry. However, the organization of a mass running event was based on his own passion
for running, as he wants to deliver good running events. Nowadays, the business portfolio of the
company has shifted from a tech-event or participating in the Meetings, Incentives, Conferences and
Exhibitions industry to organizing mass running events. Furthermore, organizing mass running events
has helped the company become even more well-known internationally and nationally.

Key Informants B and G also extended their business scope and utilized their existing capabilities
and experiences in mass gathering events or other kinds of sports events. They organized successful
mass running events that are internationally recognized. ,Moreover Key Informant F used the
experience gained as a runner to start an event organizer business during the peak of the running
boom.

Many platforms are also created to promote mass running eventswith s ,ome serving as
registration platforms. Thai.Run is a good example of a tech-startup that emerged during the running
boom. Thai.Run has developed a number of event technologies, such as a registration platform, Face
X, Al, and big data technology for running events that enhancethe runners ‘experiences and at the
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same time elevate the standard and security of mass running events. Thai.Run plans to export these
technologies to other countries and to other mass gathering event categories such as concerts.

Mass running events have also created new opportunities for related businesses such as sports
shoes and apparel, energy foods and drinks, running gadgets, and sports and fitness. It is also reported
that local residents have started peer-to-peer based activities providing accommodation or
transportation to serve higher-end sport tourists during the event.

Other intangible benefits of the mass running events also include opportunities for volunteers and
community empowerment. The events also have created a festive atmosphere in the city and, in some
areas, they have become a tradition embedded into the city’s event calendar. The community’s
quality of life also has been improved through economic diversification, increased awareness of
healthy lifestyle, and the improvement of infrastructure and facilities. Nevertheless, mass running
events have also created some negative impacts. Key informants mentioned inconvenience from road
closures, traffic jams, crowds, and litter and waste accumulation as major drawbacks associated with
the events. Nonetheless, the residents at the hosting venues or areas tolerate these problems, since
the events are short-term.

Conclusion and Implications

This study provided insights regarding intangible impacts as a result of mass running events, such
as community unity and pride, sports inspirational effects, development of public spaces and
infrastructure, knowledge sharing, and new business opportunities. Contrasting to the characteristics
of mass running events that are often held in a short period of time and require less investments for
the organization compared to mega or large-scale events, the impacts of mass running events may be
felt over short to longer periods of time. In many cases, these mass events provide benefits that
outweigh the costs. They can bring about changes in behaviour and ways of living and may have long-
lasting impacts such as promoting a healthy lifestyle, providing better knowledge, improved the
quality of living, creating a novel community tradition, or generating new careers and business
opportunities. It is important to note that unlike tangible impacts, especially the economic and
tourism related returns, intangible impacts which cannot be quantified, should not be neglected. As
seen in the interview responses, mass running events have the potential to introduce new concepts
that will affect the culture and lifestyle of the host community. Thus, organization of mass running
events should be supported not just by the community, but by local government agencies and
authorities, in order to increase the numbers and improve the standards of these events. Mass
running events require less resources to stage than many other public events, since they utilize
existing roads for road races or the natural terrain for trail running. However, the generated benefits
can be multifaceted and enormous. Nevertheless, some balances are essential, since the staging of
mass running events and other mass participation sporting events can lead to the disruption of
residents ‘routine lives, as revealed by the key informants.

The major limitation of this study is the generalizability and the comparability of the findings, due
to its qualitative nature. Moreover, the information is derived mainly through key informants who had
close ties with the organization of mass running events. Thus, it is recommended that future research
should apply different research approaches, i.e., research with key informants from diverse
backgrounds or even develop a quantitative research strategy with a greater number of participants.
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