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The next generation of running clubs are harnessing 
the power of social media and redefining what the | 
sport can be for a new generation of athletes H | H 
Sabrina Rogers-Anderson & Caleb Daniloff | j Mm — 

RUNNERSWORLDMAG.COM.AU 53 



"GIMME 20 MORE!" bellows Andrew "Pap" 
Papadopoulos in the middle of one of his epic Battle 
Fit training sessions. Off the clock he's as gentle as 
a lamb, but don't even think about throwing in the 
towel during one of his military-style workouts or 
you just might see his bad side. 

Based on the hardcore training he did 
while serving in the Royal Australian 
Infantry Corps, Pap's bootcamps can 
involve anything from bear crawling and 
tyre hauling to fireman's carries - also 
known as hoisting another human onto 
your shoulders and lugging them around. 
And i f he doesn't like your form, he might 
just make the whole team start the drill all 
over again. 

" I use the same sort of psychology the 
Army promotes when training their guys," 
says Pap. "You might get so far, but if you 
have to start again or run an extra 30K to 
get to your destination, you just have to 
do it . You have to suck it up, focus on your 
objective and achieve it ." 

His approach might sound harsh, but 
Pap balances out the toughness with a 
healthy dose of love and encouragement. 
"When people come to me, they w i l l 
experience really hard training, but 

they're also going to grow in themselves, 
make friends, be part of a community 
and challenge themselves," he says. 
"My mantra is 'fight your limits'. You 
don't have to be the fittest or the best to 
complete mountain-sized goals - all you 
have to do is have the right attitude and 
determination." 

W i t h 100 clients a week partaking in his 
Battle Fit program on the Central Coast of 
NewSouth Wales and 22,000 Instagram 
followers, Pap is clearly doing something 
right. "The younger generation today is 
a lot more tech-sawy and aware of the 
world around them," he says. "They can 
see what's available in terms of fitness and 
training systems at the touch of a button. 
It's such a saturated market, so I try to 
offer something unique that's appealing 
to a wide audience of people who want to 
better themselves and get away from all 
the fads." 
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Pushing people past their limits is a 
philosophy that's also shared by Sydney 
personal trainer Rebecca Wilcock. Her 
outdoor sessions can include anything 
from 8K runs to stair sprints and partner 
exercises using medicine balls. While 
her workouts can be gruelling, you 
can expect equal measures of fun and 
laughter, which she believes are good for 
the mind and soul. " I do some really hard 
training sessions as part of my Love Me Fit 
Program, and at the end we stop and hug 
and high-five each other and share sweat," 
she says. "It's great." 

Love Me Fit is Rebecca's latest 
brainchild, an holistic program designed 
to help women aged 20 to 40 boost their 
health, fitness and happiness. " I bring 
groups of about 20 women together to 
train for four weeks and see how they can 
change their mind, body and spirit," she 
says. "The first one ended in October and 
it went so well - everyone loved i t . " 

But the former triathlete and current 
ultrarunner (she came in fourth in the 
female under-30s in the North Face 100 
this year) doesn't stop at training women 
who are in the prime of their lives. " I also 
do school programs to find young sport 
talent and make sure that girls don't give 
up when they're 16 and they don't find 
sport cool anymore," she says. "And I have 
an elderly program as well. My goal is to 
help people start exercising young and 
continue throughout their lives. You 
don't have to be the best - you just have 
to keep moving." 

Like Pap, Rebecca relies on social media 
to get her positive message out to the 
masses - and it's clear that her 21,000 
Instagram followers can't get enough of 
her playful energy. With a short video of 
her smiling through a killer workout w i t h 
a friend before jumping into the ocean 
and quotes like "SQUAT - because nobody 
ever wrote a song about a small ass", 
she hopes to inspire as many people as 
possible to get moving. " I try to be a role 
model and tell people not to shred 
or try this or that fad diet," she says. 
"I'm all about providing solid information 
and motivation." 

It's not just on our shores that these 
next-gen groups are surfacing. In Boston, 
US, November Project, a two-year-old 
fitness group, is ringing loud, in part 
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ritinue "My goal is to help people start exercising young and continue 
throughout their lives," says Rebecca Wilcock of Love Me Fit. 
(Left) A November Project workout includes climbing 1147 steps. 

because of an infect ious sp i r i t that's equal 
parts b u t t - k i c k i n g and arms-wide open. 
(At the ir free w o r k o u t s , hugs and posit ive 
awards are the norm. ) 

Hardcore t r a i n i n g sessions inc lude stair 
c l i m b i n g or shovel l ing snow off strangers' 
driveways depending on the w h i m s of 
co-founders Bojan and Brogan. You just 
never k n o w what 's i n store u n t i l y o u t u r n 
up to one of the ir thrice-weekly 6.30am 
sessions. But don't expect to m u m b l e an 
antisocial it's-too-early-to-be-here greeting 
to y o u r fe l low fitness enthusiast - y o u will 
be ordered to h u g t h e m . 

I n - t h e - k n o w Londoners p o u n d the 
pavement after dark w i t h u n o r t h o d o x 
r u n n i n g tribe Run D e m Crew. Created i n 
2007 by DJ and poet Charlie Dark, RDC 
gets together once a week for an 8 to U K 

r u n and to exchange creative ideas. They 
also encourage y o u n g people to change 
their lives t h r o u g h sport w i t h the RDC 
Youngers m e n t o r i n g program. 

W h i l e their philosophies and goals 
m i g h t differ, the c o m m o n thread between 
a l l the progressive fitness c o m m u n i t i e s 
that are spreading l ike w i l d f i r e across the 
globe is the ir heavy reliance on social 
media. Members congregate o n their 
local chapter's dedicated Facebook page 
to f i n d out w h e n and where l i k e - m i n d e d 
neighbours are get t ing together for a 
r u n , to tag themselves i n recent event 
photos, and to ask their peers for advice 
on a n y t h i n g f r o m i n j u r y management to 
w h i c h r u n n i n g shoes they should buy. 

The no-rules-no-dues ethos, coupled 
w i t h a sense of c o m m u n a l ownersh ip , 
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is particularly popular among twenty-
and thirty-somethings, who are well 
represented in these non-traditional 
groups. That doesn't surprise Jason Dorsey, 
35, author of several books on Gen Y, 
a generation that grew up very much 
connected and included. 

"Gen Ys want to be seen as unique and 
to be part of something special," says 
Dorsey. "When we look at these non-
traditional clubs and fitness groups, the 
fact that it's social, emerging, new and 
different is the draw, and Gen Ys tend 
to be early adopters of this." 

Offbeat running communities are not 
entirely new. The Hash House Harriers 
have been touting their "drinking club 
with a running problem" slogan since the 
1930s and they're still going strong in cities 
around Australia and New Zealand. 

But there's definitely been a movement 
in recent years to experience running 
in non-traditional ways - just look at 
the explosive growth of Color Runs and 
obstacle-adventure races such as Tough 
Mudder. "Our races are all about the 
challenge of completing the course, as 
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well as teamwork and camaraderie," 
says general manager of Tough Mudder 
Australasia Jeremy Kann. "The course 
is built in a fashion that it's difficult to 
overcome on your own, so you need to 
work with others to get through it ." 

Certainly the vibe and the loose, 
entertaining structure of these new 
groups appear to be attracting a new 
generation of runners and would-be 
runners who may find the classic 
format of traditional running clubs too 

intimidating or serious, or who might 
not see their handful-of-kilometres-a-
week as enough to qualify them as 
running-club material. 

It's this come-as-you-are attitude that 
drives the parkrun concept. The free, 
weekly, timed 5K runs started cropping up 
in parks around London a decade ago and 
soon began to spread to various countries 
around the world. They didn't hit Australia 
unti l 2011 and New Zealand unti l 2012, 
but they've been mushrooming ever since. 

Joining the growing legions of 
parkrunners is as simple as registering for 
your closest local event on the website 
(there are over 100 different events in 
Australia and eight in New Zealand) and 



turning up for the weekly Saturday 
morning run with your unique barcode. 

A couple of hours after you've 
completed the 5K, you'll receive an 
email w i t h your time and you may 
even find a photo of yourself crossing the 
finish line on the parkrun Facebook page. 
"It's a completely grassroots, community-
driven, which contributes to the nice, 
welcoming feel of it all," says parkrun 
Australia communications manager 
Dave Robertson. 

It was at a parkrun session in Newcastle 
in 2012 that running coach Garry "Guru" 
Wells came up w i t h the idea of creating a 
group for runners who consistently find 
themselves in the middle of the pack. 

" I was running along w i t h a guy who 
said he was trying to break 32 minutes 
and he asked me to pace him," he says. 
"So I did and he broke his PB. That got me 
wondering how many people run around 
that magic 30 minutes." 

In a bid to bring all these average 
foes together and to encourage a new 
generation of runners, Wells created a 
Facebook page called five30runners. 
"It simply means 5K in 30 minutes," 
he explains. "And the main rule is to 
have fun!" 

W i t h 750 members in hundreds of 
different chapters around Australia, 
Wells believes the social media drive 
has clearly struck a chord. "It's helped 
to build a massive amount of really 
good friendships," he says. "Even if 
members aren't running together on 
a track, they're running together on 
Facebook inside the group." 

On the other side of the country, in 
Perth, the Rogue Runners Club Australia 
was started on Facebook by a group of 
mates three years ago. They now have 
100 active members in Australia, New 
Zealand, the UK and the US, and they 
refer to themselves as "uncontainable -
like a good disease." 

Club president Pete Shinnick, aka 
Shinno, agrees that the proliferation of 
online running communities like Rogue 
Runners is a sign of the times. "People 
can find anything on the internet these 
days," he says. "They like the fact that 
they can be part of a running club even 
if they live in an area that doesn't have 
an active one. It also allows them to fit 

(Left) Runlab members train together in classes specifically designed to improve 
running performance, core strength and conditioning. (Top) The social media-savvy 
group five30runners now has 750 members around Australia. 

running into their busy work and 
family lives by doing what they can 
when they can." 

Beyond its health and social benefits, 
Rogue Runners has a more serious agenda 
as well. Members participate in races 
throughout the year to raise funds for 
Batten Disease, an inherited disorder of 
the nervous system that manifests in 
childhood and leads to severe disability 
and eventually death. 

The Rogues w i l l stop at nothing to 
get those donations rolling in . "We all 
love a laugh, so we spice it up with a little 
craziness," says Shinnick. "A bunch of us 
grew unsightly beards which we dyed 
unsightly colours to raise funds for our 
Treadmill Ultra Marathon Relay in 
Perth in October. Our vice-president 
Jason Nelson runs all his events in a ki lt , 
and we have a host of other characters 
that like to keep things interesting 
within the club. We also had a Virtual 
Fun Run event on 9 November where 
people could run, walk, skip or crawl 5K, 
10K or 21.IK wherever they chose on 
the day." 

And it's not just these new non-
traditional tribes that are part of 
the social movement - traditional 

running groups are keeping up to 
speed too. Faced with less interest in 
individualised coaching methods, 
elite runner and running coach Vlad 
Shatrov developed a new program 
called MyRunGroup within his existing 
coaching enterprise, Runlab 
(runlab.com.au). 

"The group specifically targets harder 
sessions that people wouldn't necessarily 
do by running by themselves," says 
Shatrov. "With a focus on interval run 
sets, each session starts w i t h drills to 
help improve running form and always 
ends with a focus on core strength and 
conditioning. We're now also starting 
our Run Strong program, a one-hour 
gym class that's designed specifically 
for runners." 

W i t h 15 MyRunGroup locations in 
NSW and plans to go national, Shatrov's 
coaches share photos from group sessions 
on Facebook. "Everyone tags themselves 
and discusses the sessions," he says. "We 
have all these communities and we're able 
to bring them together. It's great." 

It appears the fitness buffet has really 
added a bunch of new and flavourful 
stations for runners and potential runners 
alike. Hungry? Dig in. 
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