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About the program
In spring 2019, the City of Melbourne (CoM) partnered with Victoria Walks to trial a series of facilitated evening social walks for women over seven weeks from late October to early December. The events commenced at 6:00pm and concluded by 7:30pm, incorporating time for participants to socialise before and after walking a 3.2km lap of the park. The trial was aimed at women who live or work in the municipality, particularly those who live close to Princes Park. 

The aim of the pilot was to create an event model that would attract a wide range of women to connect and make use of the city’s recreation spaces in the evening, when many women fear exercising alone. 

Why Women?

In Victoria women are four times more likely than men to choose flexible, non-organised forms of recreation (such as walking). However, many women and girls are deterred from walking (or exercising in public space) by personal safety fears, particularly in the evenings.

Of all OECD countries, Australia experiences the largest gender gap for “feeling safe walking alone at night”. Additionally, a VicHealth report has found two in five women feel embarrassed to exercise in public.

Accordingly Victoria Walks initiated the Let’s Walk program (metropolitan and regional areas) and the Women Who Walk® Facebook group to allow women to connect, and to encourage each other to overcome barriers to walking more often. 

In mid-2019 City of Melbourne approached Victoria Walks with the idea of partnering to run a women’s walking intervention to address safety concerns of female residents in the city’s parks following some highly-publicised attacks on women. The CoM sought to scope a trial program, which if successful, could potentially be extended to other parks and neighbourhoods.
Image one: Participants of the Women Who Walk Princes Park pilot posing for a group photo
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Image two. Female participants walking along the Princes Park walking track
Choice of location and time
Princes Park in the city’s north was chosen for the pilot because of its size, proximity to public transport, quality network of pathways and its great facilities including toilets, lighting and indoor pavilions. The park’s popularity also offered participants the security of passive surveillance as they travelled to and from the events. 
CoM and Victoria Walks developed an ‘Expression of Interest’ survey to ascertain the best time to run evening, weekly walks. The online survey was promoted to female residents and workers via the CoM’s communication channels in late September. Victoria Walks promoted the survey on its Women’s Facebook group. Ninety women completed the survey. The results were then filtered to respondents who lived or worked closest to Princes Park to determine the most suitable time for local women.
Preferred day of week:
· Tuesday (70%)

· Monday (63.3%)

· Wednesday (53.3%)
Preferred time of day:

· 6 – 7:30pm (56.7%)

· 7 – 8:30pm (46.7%)

· 5:30 – 7pm (43.3%)
The decision was made to run the walks on Tuesday evenings 6pm October 29 to December 10, coinciding with the United Nation’s 16 Days of Activism Against Gender Based Violence. CoM hoped to attract about 15 to 20 women to each walk, fearing greater numbers could detract from participant comfort as they made their way around the park’s walking tracks.

Implementation

Various means were used to promote the Princes Park walks to local women. An Eventbrite link and event poster were promoted via:

· City of Melbourne’s Yammer page and local networks

· Engagement of community member from Carlton Housing estate to promote program and distribute flyers translated in Somali and Arabic to tenants.

· Victoria Walks’ Facebook pages and groups

· Victoria Walks’ October newsletter

· City of Melbourne paid ads on Facebook and Twitter

· Victoria Walks paid ad on Facebook

· Video on the Lord Mayor’s LinkedIn page (Sally Capp) 
· Victoria Walks conducted leafleting in vicinity of Princes Park. 
Communication materials sought to emphasise the inclusive and casual intent of the walks. As a result of the communications, particularly advertising on Facebook combined with word-of-mouth referrals, 90 women registered interest at Eventbrite and an average of 23 women participated in each walk (numbers ranged from 16 – 30). A total of 45 individual women participated in one or more of the six organised walks.
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Image three. Female participants and a child walking along Princes Park walking track 
Evaluation

An external evaluator assisted with the program evaluation, which involved gathering baseline data from women during their first walk and gathering follow-up (or post) data at the end of the program. Baseline data was collected from 41 women, providing insight into their interest in the program and motivation to walk.  Twenty-one women participated in the follow-up survey at the end of the program.  

The program attracted a range of women who live within the municipality as well as a small number from surrounding suburbs. The walks attracted women of all ages with 25% aged under 35, 44% aged 35-59 and 31% aged 60 years or older.  Many of the 41 women indicated that prior to joining the program they rarely or never visited Princes Park (45%), citing a mix of reasons including distance, lack of time or motivation and having no one to walk with. 

When they joined the program, most women (73%) indicated they felt safe walking in Princes Park during the daytime, but only 7% felt safe walking in Princes Park during the night or after dark.  Among those who had visited Princes Park, the most common times were between 6am and 9am and between 4pm and 6pm (before dark).

Among the 21 women who completed the post-program survey, overall satisfaction was high with 20 participants (95%) rating their overall satisfaction with the walks as 8 or more out of 10.  Importantly, 45% said they were walking for fitness/enjoyment “more often” and 27% were now walking in Princes Park outside the scheduled Tuesday evening walks.

Many participants favourably commented on the friendly atmosphere of the walks and the social aspects, with 59% indicating they felt more connected with their community.  The few criticisms of the program mostly related to the time of the day the walks were held (e.g. busy time of day), rather than any other aspects of the walks.

At the conclusion of the program, 72% of respondents indicated an increased interest or intent to walk in Princes Park, and 86% indicated an increased interest in walking in other parks. Most would like to continue walking in the future (86%). Almost three-quarters (73%) indicated they would be very likely to continue to walk beyond the program but six women were less confident they could continue walking without an organised program, rating six or less out of 10 for this question.

Quotes from participants:
“Thanks for the walk it got me motivated I now walk each day during my lunch hour and do a lap of the park most weeknights.”

“It was terrific to walk the park with someone different each week. I enjoyed the walk and the companionship of women.”
What we learned
There is merit in establishing walking events at suitable times of the week that allow women to meet other women / neighbours and to use the city’s parks together for active recreation. Participants were motivated to attend for the social connection opportunities, for health and because the group walks provided a sense of welcome and security.

While most women chose to walk the whole 3.2km circuit each week, a small number of women appreciated the opportunity to walk a shorter route (approximately 1.5km) in the company of CoM staff / volunteers. Participants indicated they were satisfied that the events provided an atmosphere where they felt they could walk at their own pace and meet new people either during the walks or during the allocated extra time to socialise at the Princes Park pavilion before and after walking.

At the final event, 12 local women opted to join a WhatsApp group so they could continue to meet and walk at Princes Park once the official program ended.

The future of Women Who Walk

The Princes Park ‘Women Who Walk’ pilot program was successful in encouraging women to make greater use of their local park for recreation. Nearly all of those who provided feedback felt highly satisfied with the program and more than half indicated the walks increased their sense of community connection and their interest in walking at Princes Park. 
The post survey revealed that many participants would like to see the program replicated at other parks, including at less “busy” parks. The program attracted some female residents who did not live within easy walking distance of Princes Park, and these women indicated they would like a future Women Who Walk program run closer to their homes (in other parts of the municipality). 
CoM and Victoria Walks opted to run the trial program in spring in the early evening, with the 6:00-7:30pm time slots the most popular as indicated by the Expression of Interest survey. This meant the program did not test whether women would walk more or feel safer after dark if provided the opportunity to walk with other women. 
The success of the Women Who Walk pilot at Princes Park indicates it would be worth repeating and refining the program to create scalable, cost-effective social walking events to spark women’s greater use of parks and reserves. Future programs would provide a greater number of women (and girls) of all abilities the incentive and opportunity to participate in active recreation and to form greater local connections to improve their sense of wellbeing. 

The trial’s success in sparking interest, engagement and participation show that female residents of the City of Melbourne would welcome further opportunities to walk together. 

Those who participated in the Princes Park walks expressed satisfaction and gratitude at the opportunity and a desire to continue walking together on their own steam, while the strong response to the initial Expression of Interest survey showed women in other parts of Melbourne would welcome similar opportunities in other city parks.

Ideally, future refinements would look to repeat the Princes Park program, extending evening walks to both other parks and other times of the year (including after dark ie: winter and summer months), to build reach and to assess the impact on participants’ ongoing walking behaviour; social connections with other women in their community; and their perceptions of safety walking at night in the city’s parks.

