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Introduction

In 2015, a working group consisting of representatives from Canadian road races, provincial branches

of Athletics Canada and AC staff was convened to establish national standards for road race organization. 

An on-line survey was created to gather data from stakeholders. The 2015 Athletics Canada Road 

Running Survey was distributed to runners across Canada. The primary purpose was to ask participants 

in Canadian road running events how they ranked the importance of various elements of race organization. 

Secondary goals included the collection of demographic data, information about running habits, and 

feedback for race organizers on their customers – the runners.

The survey results provide valuable insight into the habits and preferences of a sample of Canadian 

road runners. As far as we know, this is the first such undertaking. Although we were limited by 

the use of a convenience sample and low response rate, what we learned may be of use to event 

organizers in planning and producing their events. 

Demographics of Survey Participants, Habits and Preferred Race Distances

More females than males ran in road races in Canada. Most runners considered themselves to be 

“recreational”, but a healthy third categorized themselves as “competitive”. Most respondents run 

year-round, and average three to four days a week and 37km per week. The 10k was just barely 

favoured over the half-marathon, with over 70% of runners having run each distance in the past two 

years. Mud, obstacle and colour events are chosen by close to 12% of runners.

Factors That Influence Choice of Event  

The top 3 reasons runners gave for participating in road races were the location of the race, the date 

of the event, and the distance for the event. Chip timing and race reputation were also highly valued. 

The relative importance was about the same across genders and across levels of participation. Other 

factors that ranked well (more than 50% of runners cited them as important) were that the race 

“sounded fun” and that there was a scenic course. The cost of the event and having friends running 

the race were cited as important by just under 50% of respondents. 

Important factors such as whether friends were doing the race and whether runners had time to 

train are largely outside the realm of the race organizer. However, providing group discounts and 

encouraging runners to sign up together may be helpful. Of note, the Canadian runners in this sample 

were very pragmatic and were not worried about frills such as swag; nor were they swayed by 

marketing. The nuts and bolts of the race were the best promotional tools. Given the results of this 

survey, race directors could focus on the basics of a good event, and not divert resources to extras or 

frills outside those features. 

Race Travel Habits

Runners did like to travel for races, both within their community and to neighbouring provinces. This 

finding suggests that race directors should consider widening the size of their recruitment area and 

emphasizing the quality of their races to runners beyond the local city or region.
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Executive Summary of Road RunninG 2015 Survey

Standards for a Safe, Well-organized and Technically Sound Race 

Respondents agreed for the most part about what standards were important for a race to be 

considered safe, well-organized and technically sound. Responses emphasized the importance of the 

accuracy of the course. 

Health and safety were universally viewed as important, and sustainability and social responsibility 

were also viewed as important. The inclusion of a charity component was rated lower than expected, 

given the focus it receives in much industry marketing.

Among the many factors examined, what runners dismissed stood out far more than what they 

considered important. Factors that were considered less essential included social media presence, 

connection with a charity and family-friendly services. The big takeaway from this part of the survey 

is the surprisingly low importance of social media, which occurs across all age-groups. These 

responses may suggest that runners perhaps participate in events to take a break from family 

responsibilities, or their children are older. 

Future Surveys

Survey information is more valuable if we can observe trends over time. As such the goal is to carry 

out a version of this Athletics Canada survey annually. In 2016, we hope to have a wider distribution, 

and to use what we’ve learned from this survey to hone the questions and add new ones. We also 

hope that readers of this survey will contact us and suggest further lines of questioning that they 

think would be useful. There is benefit to consistency in the survey, but we can also have a specific 

focus each year where we explore a particular area of interest. 

The following are possible changes for the next survey:

 1. Clearer definitions

  a. We will offer a clearer definition of what constitutes elite/competitive/recreational running 

   categories. Although respondents were able to self-identify, comments suggested some 

   guidance would have been helpful.

  b. We will offer a clearer definition of “club” or “running group” to help clarify the social 

   aspects of running.

 2. Deeper examination of runners’ profile

  a. We will ask about their first racing experience.

  b. We will ask about level of experience (how many years they have run/raced).

  c. We will ask about their motivations for running and racing.

  d. We will ask if runners are coached, and about how they learn about training.

  e. We will ask which months they run, and which days of the week they run.

  f. We will ask about race performance (Personal Bests).

 3. Deeper examination of the elements of good race organization

  a. We may ask runners to be specific about certain race elements

   (e.g., what makes a good t-shirt, what makes a course scenic). 

  b. We may more deeply examine unexpected findings, such as the low importance given to 

   social media and the charity component. 

If you would like to suggest a question or provide any feedback, please contact:

Athletics Canada Road Running Coordinator, John Lofranco at jlofranco@athletics.ca
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Females

51.2%
Males

48.7%
Elite

1.6%
Competitive/

Age-Group

33.8%

Recreational

63.1%
Part of a club
39.4%

Member of a

provincial branch

11.2%

Run 12 months

of the year

65%
Run 3 or 4 days

per week

61.4%
Average weekly

kms run

37.2 km

Running Habits

Demographics of Survey Participants
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10k

72.8%

Half-marathon

71.4% 63.3%
Marathon

37.5%

Cross country/trail

(combined)

23.8%
Mud/obstacle/colour

12.5%

5k

Distances Raced

Selected Statistics



68.7%

55.2%56.5%

Convenient location

73% 65.6%
Date of the event Preferred distance

Chip timed

51.5%

Cost

47.4% 37.1%
It benefits an

important cause

25.5%
Finisher’s medal

It sounds fun
Reputation of 

event or organizer
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58.6%

65.8%
Travel within 100-200 km

Travel occasionally

Travel throughout

home province

46.7%

24.4%
Never travel

16.9%

Travel to

neighbouring province

28.8%
Travel throughout Canada

26.7%
Travel to USA

46.9%

Travel frequently
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