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Answers 

Parkrun: an example of public 
good characteristics and 
externalities 
Jon Guest and Matt Olczak 

This resource provides answers to the questions posed in the article on Parkrun, featured in 
the February 2021 issue of ECONOMIC REVIEW. 

Question 1 
Provide some other examples of private, public, club and common goods. 

• Private good (high degree of rivalry and relatively easy to exclude non-payers) — 
smartphones, sports cars, chocolate bars, hamburgers. 

• Public goods (very low degree of rivalry and impossible to exclude non-payers) — the 
deterrence effect on crime by a given level of policing, flood defence. 

• Club good (low degree of rivalry and relatively easy to exclude non-payers) — streaming 
services such as Netflix, Amazon Prime, Apple TV+ and Disney+. 

• Common goods (high degree of rivalry and very difficult to exclude non-payers) — timber in 
rainforests, fresh water, clean air. 

Question 2 
What factors do you think make people more willing to voluntarily contribute to public goods, 
for example making donations to charity? 

• Social information, i.e. details on how much others have given. This information may be the 
previous average donation level. For example, Shang and Croson (2009) studied an on-air 
fund drive at a public radio station in the USA. When new donors were informed that a 
previous caller made a contribution of $300, average donation rates increased from $106.72 
to $119.70. 

• Peer effects, i.e. details on donations made by friends and family. Smith et al (2012) studied 
donations for the London Marathon made via the fundraising websites JustGiving and Virgin 
Money Giving. When a person made a donation twice as large as the previous mean on 
someone’s fundraising page, the subsequent donations increased by £10.30 on average. If a 
person made a donation half as large at the previous mean, subsequent donations decreased 
by between £3 and £5. 
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• Signalling: some people may donate to impress others. Therefore, factors that publicise these 
donations (such as wristbands or stickers) may encourage more people to give. 

• Effective altruism: some people may be willing to donate to charities that spend the money 
effectively. Therefore, the inclusion of information on the impact of the charity’s work may also 
increase donations. 

Question 3 
Describe some other examples of positive and negative externalities that arise from 
consumption and production. How can the government intervene to try to make sure the 
optimal levels of consumption or production are achieved? 

Positive 
Production: a firm making a technological innovation, for example developing a long-life mobile 
phone battery. This may also benefit the innovating firm’s competitors and firms in other industries if 
they can access the technological development. Subsidies and tax breaks may help to encourage 
such research and development. Another example is the production of a vaccine. 

Consumption: cycling rather than driving to work can benefit other commuters since this will reduce 
congestion on the roads. Governments may therefore want to subsidise cycle-to-work schemes that 
allow workers to purchase bicycles more cheaply. The decision to have a vaccine jab also reduces the 
chances of others becoming ill.  

Negative 
Production: a firm’s production process may cause pollution that harms the environment and thus 
imposes costs on society. Pollution permits and the use of green taxes are two ways to correct for this 
externality problem. 

Consumption: smokers not only impose costs on themselves but also on bystanders through passive 
smoking. The government can impose smoking bans in cars and public places to limit this externality. 
Another example is using a mobile phone when driving. This increases the likelihood of others being 
either injured or killed in a car accident. 

Question 4 
Why do you think Parkrun was so resistant to the Stoke Gifford council’s demands? 

Being free and available to everyone has always been a distinguishing feature of the Parkrun concept. 
If Stoke Gifford council was to introduce a small fee, it is likely that the event would continue to attract 
a reasonable number of runners. However, arguably much of the existing community spirit comes from 
the event being free. Perhaps the number of volunteers would fall if the council was to introduce a fee. 
Furthermore, even a small charge may result in a sizeable reduction in the number of runners. Insights 
from behavioural economics suggest that putting small barriers in place can substantially affect 
behaviour. Furthermore, the small charge is most likely to deter those people that are relatively new to 
running and thus particularly likely to reap the benefits from Parkrun. Finally, even if the Parkrun 
organisation paid the costs themselves, this would set a dangerous precedent — other councils are 
likely to consider imposing similar charges. This could then severely affect Parkrun’s expansion and 
diminish the potential for substantial future benefits. 


