3 Steps to Pain-free Implementation of a 
No-Headphone Race Policy
How one club cracked the code on holding safe events with minimal controversy
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We all know the stories of the safety issues caused by lack of awareness by headphone wearers in race.  From those that impede emergency vehicles trying to reach a medical problem to those that injure other participants because they can hear neither, the safety issues are clear.  Equally clear is that a new generation of runners accustomed to using their headphones is entering our races, with an oftentimes heated clash resulting between races that wish to ban headphones and users who want to wear them.
In 2006 I was the president of the North Carolina Roadrunners Club (NCRC) in Raleigh, NC, and as a club we made a commitment to following the RRCA guidance of a no-headphones policy in our races.  Over the next four years the implementation was honed and perfected.  Today NCRC enjoys a nearly perfect compliance to the headphone ban, minimal controversy, and overall safer and more enjoyable races.  And despite worries in our sport that a no-headphones policy will negatively affect runner turnout, today NCRC races are larger and more successful than ever.
What follow are the 3 key steps that clubs can take to a pain-free implementation of a no-headphone race policy.

1. Decide your policy and consequences for violation

First part is simple.  Make your commitment to banning headphones in your races and to seeing the policy through any initial bumps or resistance.  For most clubs, the easiest language is to say “The use of headphones is prohibited in our race for safety reasons.”  My advice is that with the shifting rules in the running governing bodies and different insurance conditions, avoid trying to point at rules or insurance as external justification. Keep the message simple.
The next part is the one you want to discuss.  What should be the consequences for a violation?  In most of our NCRC races a headphone user is immediately disqualified (DQ) and does not receive a race time or place.  Some of our race directors feel strongly enough about the issue that they will permanently ban any violators from future occurrences of the race.  The important part is to make the consequences something that you can and will follow through on.

2. Communicate, communicate, communicate

Your headphone policy and consequences for violation should be prominently communicated anywhere detailed information on your race is featured including your race brochure, application waiver, race poster, web page and online registration page.
Remember to communicate at your race site as well.  As a club we had signs made for placement at the parking lot entrances to communicate the headphone ban and to be placed on the registration tables.  You could even have a “headphone check” of a cardboard box with plastic bags and a pen to label the bag with the owner’s name – remember to collect just the inexpensive headphones (not the expensive music player).  

Be sure to have several announcements about the headphone ban made by your PA announcer, including one final announcement right before the start.  One additional touch you might consider is to have club members walk through the field before the start to politely mention the ban to anyone still wearing headphones – they probably never heard the announcement of course!
3. Enforce your policy
All will be for naught if you fail to enforce your policy.  Because we took the measures in steps 1 and 2, as a race director I only had to DQ one person over three years.  Her response to me was “But NOBODY actually enforces that rule!”  Trust me, to get compliance the word needs to get out that you are serious.  But, once the word does get out, your job becomes much easier.

The simplest way to enforce your policy is to station special course monitors to look for headphone violators and to note their race numbers.  Once the monitors return to the finish line, they turn in the race numbers of the violators to the timing company to DQ those runners.  If you are short on volunteers, one monitor a short distance from the finish line will catch most violators, but ideally you want a monitor at start, finish and at several points on the race course.
Should you get complaints from a user who is disqualified, our experience is that you must avoid over explaining the policy and that the race director should field all complaints.  A race director is well served to keep their response brief and to the point: “As director of this race it was my judgment that headphone use would create a safety issue and as a result our policy was no-headphones for this race with a penalty of disqualification for violation.  We communicated that policy in the race brochure, on the website, in the application waiver, made four PA announcements and had signage in the parking lot and at the registration tables.  I had no choice but to disqualify you for violating the no-headphones policy which we more than adequately communicated to all participants.”  Avoid getting into an argument or defending your decision – it is your race, and it is your responsibility to provide a safe experience for your runners.
And that’s it.  Three simple steps, but effective ones to implementing a pain-free no-headphones race policy.  Through clear communication to our participants and commitment to seeing the policy through we’ve had minimal complaints from runners.  In fact, we have had many compliments to the effect that runners appreciate being able to race without any of the safety problems of headphone use. Our experience at NCRC has been very positive, and we hope other clubs can benefit from what we learned.
