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Abstract. This study investigates the impact of social media engagement on the well-being of marathon
runners in Kazakhstan. Additionally, it explores the mediating role of intention to participate in this re-
lationship, providing insights into how online interactions influence individuals’ motivation and overall
well-being.

A structured survey was employed to collect primary data from 252 individuals who have participated in
marathon events. The study utilized a quantitative approach to analyze the relationships between key vari-
ables, ensuring the reliability and validity of the findings.

The analysis confirmed that intention to participate acts as a significant mediator between social media
engagement and well-being. The results support the hypothesized model, demonstrating that increased
interaction on social media fosters a stronger intention to engage in marathon activities, which in turn en-
hances well-being.

This research contributes to the existing literature by examining the psychological and behavioral effects
of social media engagement in the context of marathon participation in Kazakhstan. The findings provide
valuable insights for event organizers, policymakers, and researchers interested in promoting physical ac-
tivity and well-being through digital platforms.

Key words: Social Media Engagement; Intention to Participate; Well-being; Marathon Runners; Quantita-

tive.

Introduction

Marathon running has emerged as one of the
most popular sports activities worldwide, attracting
millions of participants each year (Vitti et al., 2020).
Over the past few decades, the number of marathon
runners has increased significantly, with participants
from diverse nationalities, competitive levels, and
age groups taking part in the same events (Garcia
Vallejo et al., 2020). One prominent example is the
Almaty Marathon, the largest marathon in Central
Asia, which had over 15,600 registered runners in
2024 (Tengrinews, 2024). Beyond being a physical
challenge, marathon running has also been linked to
broader social, psychological, and emotional dimen-
sions, making it a compelling area of study in sports
sociology.

The ability to perform well in a marathon is in-
fluenced by multiple factors, including biological,
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psychological, and environmental conditions (Sjodin
& Svedenhag, 1985). Physiologically, marathon run-
ners must develop endurance strategies to counteract
exercise-induced fatigue and optimize energy expen-
diture through self-pacing (Sperlich, 2016). Psycho-
logically, they must regulate their emotions to cope
with the mental strain and motivational challenges
associated with covering long distances (Jaenes &
Caracuel, 2016). These aspects highlight the com-
plex interplay between physical readiness, mental
resilience, and external influences in marathon par-
ticipation.

Beyond the physical and psychological aspects,
marathon participation has been described as a social
phenomenon, with its growing appeal often referred
to as “marathon fever.” This trend is particularly
common among middle-aged, non-elite runners who
perceive marathon running as a transformative chal-
lenge during life transitions, such as a midlife crisis
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(Summers et al., 1982). Runners are often driven by
personal development, self-awareness, and the pur-
suit of achievement. Completing a marathon is as-
sociated with higher self-esteem, a sense of accom-
plishment, and social recognition, further reinforcing
motivation (Ogles, 2003).

One of the most influential external factors in
modern marathon participation is social media en-
gagement. Platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and
TikTok provide runners with a space to share their
experiences, connect with other athletes, and receive
encouragement to participate in future races. Previ-
ous studies suggest that social media enhances of-
fline relationships (Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe,
2007), making it a powerful tool for race organizers
to engage past participants and attract new runners
through digital communication strategies. The role
of social media in influencing behavior, motivation,
and well-being in the marathon-running community,
however, remains an area that requires further inves-
tigation.

This research aims to explore the relationship
between social media engagement, intention to par-
ticipate, and well-being among marathon runners.
Specifically, it examines intention to participate as
a mediating variable, determining whether engage-
ment with social media increases the likelihood of
participation, which in turn contributes to enhanced
well-being. The study is framed within the sociologi-
cal context of digital engagement and sports partici-
pation, shedding light on how online interactions in-
fluence real-world athletic behaviors. By analyzing
these relationships, the research seeks to contribute
to a deeper understanding of the social and psycho-
logical effects of marathon participation, with im-
plications for sports event organizers, policymakers,
and public health advocates.

Literature review

Social media encompasses a wide range of digital
platforms, tools, and applications that facilitate social
interaction, collaboration, and creative content shar-
ing on the Internet (Nada & Rick, 2011; Dabbagh
& Kitsantas, 2012). With the increasing adoption of
smartphones, social media has become an essential
part of daily life, serving as a primary source of com-
munication, news consumption, and entertainment,
particularly among younger generations.

These platforms function as interactive spaces
where users can create, exchange, discuss, and mod-
ify content generated by themselves or others (Ki-

52

etzmann et al., 2011). As a result, social networking
has emerged as one of the most prevalent online ac-
tivities, with individuals using the Internet primarily
to engage in social interactions (Correa et al., 2010).
Social media enables people to maintain connections,
communicate, and actively engage with both their
real-world social circles and broader online commu-
nities (Correa et al., 2010; Ellison et al., 2011). Nota-
bly, social networking sites (SNS) such as Facebook,
Instagram, and LinkedIn are among the most widely
used platforms for fostering social engagement.

Engagement with social media can significantly
influence behavioral intentions, including the mo-
tivation to participate in events such as marathons.
When users interact with content related to running
events—such as posts from friends, promotional ma-
terials from event organizers, or success stories from
past participants—they are more likely to develop an
interest in joining similar activities. Research sug-
gests that digital interactions not only reinforce so-
cial belonging and peer influence but also serve as
a source of inspiration and encouragement for event
participation (Ellison et al., 2011). Moreover, plat-
forms like Facebook and Instagram enable event
organizers to promote marathons, share training
resources, and create a sense of community, all of
which may strengthen a person’s intention to partici-
pate. Therefore, based on existing literature and the
role of social media in shaping participation behav-
iors, we hypothesize that:

HI: Social Media Engagement positively affects
Intention to Participate.

Existing research has consistently demonstrated
a positive relationship between an individual’s inten-
tion to participate in activities and their overall well-
being (Meier & Stutzer, 2008; Soukiazis & Ramos,
2016). Thoits and Hewitt (2001) argue that individu-
als who actively engage in community-based activi-
ties tend to experience higher life satisfaction, in-
creased self-esteem, a stronger sense of purpose, and
improved mental and physical health. This suggests
that participation not only fosters social connections
but also contributes to an individual’s emotional and
psychological resilience.

Both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations behind
participation can lead to greater happiness, self-
efficacy, and self-worth (Jahoda, 1958). In the field
of sports psychology, research has recognized that
people engage in sporting activities for diverse rea-
sons (Pauline & Pauline, 2009). Some individuals
are driven by external motivations, such as a sense
of duty or responsibility toward others (Piliavin &
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Charng, 1990), while others participate due to self-
oriented motivations, such as personal enjoyment,
interest, or perceived benefits. In the context of mar-
athon events, runners may take part either because
they are genuinely passionate about the sport or be-
cause they want to share the experience with friends
and peers.

The psychological and social nature of participa-
tion makes it particularly appealing to younger indi-
viduals, offering them opportunities for self-growth
and positive psychological effects (Morrow-Howell,
2010). When young marathon runners participate
in such events, they not only develop their physical
abilities but also experience both hedonic enjoyment
(pleasure and fun) and eudaimonic well-being (a
sense of meaning and fulfillment) (Waterman et al.,
2008). Understanding how participation influences
psychological well-being can provide valuable in-
sights for event organizers and sports organizations,
particularly in terms of strategies for recruiting and
retaining participants in marathons and similar en-

Table 1 — Demographic Characteristics of Participants

durance events. Based on the literature, the following
hypothesis is proposed:

H?2: Intention to Participate is Positively Associ-
ated with Well-Being.

H3: Intention to Participate can mediate the re-
lationship between Social Media Engagement and
Well-Being.

Material and Methods

We gathered primary data using the official par-
ticipant list of the Almaty Marathon. To ensure di-
verse representation, we randomly invited over 1,000
runners to take part in an anonymous survey. Out of
those contacted, 252 participants completed the ques-
tionnaire, resulting in a response rate of 23.7%. The
collected data includes insights into demographic
characteristics, which are summarized in Table 1.
This dataset provides a comprehensive overview of
the runners’ backgrounds, helping to contextualize
the analysis.

Demograohic Category N=252 Percentage
Gender Male 140 55,6%
Female 112 44.4%
Age 18-24 45 17,9%
25-34 95 37,7%
35-44 70 27,8%
45+ 42 16,6%

Education Level Bachelor’s Degree 180 71,4

Master’s Degree or Higher 72 28,6%
Previous Marathon Participation First-time runner 98 38,9%
2-3 marathons 85 33,7%
More than 3 Marathons 69 27,4%

To ensure validity and reliability, all measurement
items were adapted from previously validated scales,
with slight modifications to align them with the con-
text of this study. Each construct was assessed using
a 7-point Likert scale, where 1 represented “strongly
disagree” and 7 represented “strongly agree”. This
approach allowed for a nuanced understanding of
participants’ attitudes and behaviors.

The independent variable, Social Media Engage-
ment, was measured using a S-item scale adapted
from Mosteller and Poddar (2017). This scale evalu-
ates the extent and frequency of participants’ engage-

ment with social media platforms related to mara-
thon events. Respondents indicated how often they
interact with social media using a 7-point scale (1 =
“never do,” 7 = “always do”). Sample items includ-
ed: “When I participate in a marathon, I post pictures
on social media to share my experience.”; “I log onto
social media sites at least once per day.”; “My social
media profile (e.g., Facebook, Instagram) is complete
and reflects my personal interests, including sports
preferences.” etc.

Since social media plays a crucial role in event
promotion and community engagement, measuring
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this variable helps assess how digital interactions in-
fluence intention to participate in marathon events.

The mediating variable, Intention to Participate,
was measured based on participants’ likelihood to act
upon social influences and recommendations within
the marathon community. This measurement was
adapted from Tseng (2022), which originally exam-
ined how individuals respond to support from online
health communities. Since marathon participation is
often influenced by peer encouragement, online dis-
cussions, and shared experiences, this scale captures
the extent to which social interactions drive partici-
pation intentions.

The dependent variable, Well-Being, was as-
sessed using the 5-item WHO-5 Well-Being Index
(Heun et al., 1999), a widely used psychological
measure with strong internal reliability. This scale
evaluates participants’ overall emotional and physi-
cal well-being. Sample items included: “In the past

two weeks, I have felt cheerful and in good spirits.”;
“In the past two weeks, I have felt active and vigor-
ous.” etc.

Results and Discussion

The correlation coefficients indicate significant
positive relationships among the three variables. Spe-
cifically, Social Media Engagement exhibits a mod-
erate positive correlation with Intention to Participate
(r=0.435) and Well-Being (r = 0.404). Additionally,
Intention to Participate demonstrates a moderate cor-
relation with Well-Being (r = 0.484). These findings
suggest that increased engagement with social media
is associated with a stronger intention to participate
in marathon events, which in turn is linked to higher
levels of well-being. The results provide initial em-
pirical support for the hypothesized relationships
within the research framework (Table 2).

Table 2 — Latent variable correlation matrix, internal consistency, and average variance extracted

e | Sosed | nmion s [ygng | Commte | Conbs [
Social Media Engagement 1 0,871 0,851 0,626
Intention to Participate 0,435 1 0,806 0,784 0,607
Well-Being 0,404 0,484 1 0,967 0,965 0,878

The internal consistency of the constructs was
assessed using composite reliability (CR) and Cron-
bach’s alpha. The composite reliability values for
all constructs exceed the recommended threshold of
0.70, ranging from 0.806 to 0.967. Similarly, Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficients are well above the accept-
ed standard of 0.70, with values between 0.784 and
0.965. These results confirm that the constructs dem-
onstrate strong internal consistency and reliability,
ensuring that the items within each construct reliably
measure the intended concept.

Convergent validity was examined through AVE
values, all of which surpass the acceptable threshold
of 0.50, ranging from 0.607 to 0.878. These values
indicate that the constructs account for a substantial
proportion of variance in their respective indicators.
The results confirm that the measurement model ex-
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hibits adequate convergent validity, suggesting that
the items effectively capture the underlying con-
structs.

The analysis indicates a significant direct ef-
fect of Social Media Engagement on Intention to
Participate (p = 0.435, p = 0.000), with a t-sta-
tistic of 6.254, confirming a strong positive as-
sociation. This suggests that higher engagement
with social media platforms is associated with an
increased intention to participate in marathon-
related activities. Similarly, the direct effect of
Intention to Participate on Well-Being is statisti-
cally significant (p = 0.484, p = 0.000), with a
t-statistic of 5.215. This finding suggests that in-
dividuals with a higher intention to participate in
marathon events tend to report greater well-being
(Figure 1).
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Figure 1 — Research model
Table 3 — Direct and indirect effect
Paths Original sample SD T statistics P value Hypthesis
Social Media Engagement -> Intention to 0.435 0.070 6.254 0.000 supported
Participate ' ' ’ ' PP
Intention to Participate -> Well-Being 0.484 0.093 5.215 0.000 supported
Social Media Engagement -> Intention to
. . . . A4 .001 rt
Participate -> Well-Being 0.210 0.061 3.475 0.00 supported

The mediation analysis further confirms that
Social Media Engagement has an indirect effect on
Well-Being through Intention to Participate (fp =
0.210, p = 0.001). The significant t-statistic (3.475)
supports the mediating role of Intention to Partici-
pate, indicating that social media engagement con-
tributes to individuals’ well-being not only directly
but also indirectly by fostering their participation
intention (Table 3).

Conclusion

This study examined the relationship between
social media engagement, intention to participate,
and well-being within the context of marathon par-
ticipation. The findings confirmed that social media
engagement positively influences individuals’ in-
tention to participate, which, in turn, enhances their
well-being. These results contribute to the growing
body of literature on the role of digital communica-
tion in promoting sports engagement and psychologi-
cal well-being.

This research extends the understanding of so-
cial media’s influence on intention to participate and
well-being by integrating concepts from digital en-
gagement, motivation, and sports psychology. The
findings support previous studies that highlight the
role of online interactions in shaping offline behav-
iors (Mosteller & Poddar, 2017; Tseng, 2022). By

establishing intention to participate as a mediating
variable, this study provides new insights into how
digital platforms facilitate personal motivation and
long-term well-being outcomes in marathon settings.
The results also align with self-determination theory,
suggesting that social influence and digital engage-
ment can serve as intrinsic motivators for participa-
tion in endurance sports.

The findings offer valuable insights for event
organizers, policymakers, and digital marketers in
the sports industry. Given the strong relationship be-
tween social media engagement and participation in-
tentions, marathon organizers should leverage social
media campaigns to encourage involvement. Strate-
gies such as user-generated content, interactive chal-
lenges, and influencer partnerships can increase en-
gagement and drive participation. Additionally, since
marathon participation contributes positively to well-
being, policymakers and public health officials could
use sports events as a tool for promoting active life-
styles and mental health benefits. Universities, fitness
communities, and sports organizations can also use
these insights to design interventions that encourage
digital engagement as a pathway to physical activity
and well-being enhancement.

Despite its contributions, this study has several
limitations. First, the sample was limited to partici-
pants of the Almaty Marathon, which may affect
the generalizability of the findings to other sporting
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events or geographic regions. Future research could
expand the scope by including multiple marathon
events or comparing different types of endurance
sports. Second, the study relied on self-reported data,
which may introduce social desirability bias. Incor-
porating objective measures, such as actual social
media activity logs or physiological well-being indi-

cators, could enhance the robustness of future stud-
ies. Lastly, while this research confirmed the positive
link between social media engagement, participa-
tion intention, and well-being, future studies could
explore additional psychological and social factors,
such as sense of community, identity formation, or
long-term behavioral changes.
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