
Citation:
Mohammed, H and Stride, A and Quarmby, T (2024) Exploring the experience of natural green
space among South Asian Muslim people in the UK. Leisure Studies. pp. 1-16. ISSN 0261-4367
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/02614367.2024.2316164

Link to Leeds Beckett Repository record:
https://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/id/eprint/10505/

Document Version:
Article (Published Version)

Creative Commons: Attribution 4.0

c© 2024 The Author(s).

The aim of the Leeds Beckett Repository is to provide open access to our research, as required by
funder policies and permitted by publishers and copyright law.

The Leeds Beckett repository holds a wide range of publications, each of which has been
checked for copyright and the relevant embargo period has been applied by the Research Services
team.

We operate on a standard take-down policy. If you are the author or publisher of an output
and you would like it removed from the repository, please contact us and we will investigate on a
case-by-case basis.

Each thesis in the repository has been cleared where necessary by the author for third party
copyright. If you would like a thesis to be removed from the repository or believe there is an issue
with copyright, please contact us on openaccess@leedsbeckett.ac.uk and we will investigate on a
case-by-case basis.

https://eprints.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/id/eprint/10505/
mailto:openaccess@leedsbeckett.ac.uk
mailto:openaccess@leedsbeckett.ac.uk


Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rlst20

Leisure Studies

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rlst20

Exploring the experience of natural green space
among South Asian Muslim people in the UK

Mohammed Hamza, Annette Stride & Thomas Quarmby

To cite this article: Mohammed Hamza, Annette Stride & Thomas Quarmby (12 Feb 2024):
Exploring the experience of natural green space among South Asian Muslim people in the UK,
Leisure Studies, DOI: 10.1080/02614367.2024.2316164

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/02614367.2024.2316164

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 12 Feb 2024.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rlst20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rlst20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/02614367.2024.2316164
https://doi.org/10.1080/02614367.2024.2316164
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rlst20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rlst20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02614367.2024.2316164
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02614367.2024.2316164
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02614367.2024.2316164&domain=pdf&date_stamp=12 Feb 2024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02614367.2024.2316164&domain=pdf&date_stamp=12 Feb 2024


Exploring the experience of natural green space among South 
Asian Muslim people in the UK
Mohammed Hamza a, Annette Stride b and Thomas Quarmby b

aSocial Science and Education, Leeds Trinity University, Leeds, England; bSchool of Sport, Leeds Beckett University, 
Leeds, England

ABSTRACT
Visiting Natural Green Spaces (NGS) is an important lifestyle factor that 
contributes to quality of life. Whilst NGS can be used to combat health 
issues, many of which are experienced by South Asian Muslim commu-
nities in the UK, it is concerning that such communities face the largest 
disparities in access to NGS compared to other ethnic minority groups. 
This paper responds to the paucity in research of South Asian people’s 
experiences of NGS. Data were generated through individual semi- 
structured interviews with 20 South Asian Muslim men and women. 
Using Bourdieu’s concepts of field, habitus and capital, data underwent 
thematic analysis. This paper reports on the key findings of the study: 
defining the field of NGS; enhancing wellbeing in NGS; and challenges of 
accessing NGS. The study concludes that we understand NGS as fields in 
which capital is shaped by race, religion and gender, and provides sugges-
tions for how policy and practice can consider NGS in health enhancing 
interventions.
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Introduction

Natural Green Spaces (NGS) are green open spaces in and around urban areas as well as the wider 
countryside and coastline (Natural England, 2017).1 Urban NGS can include public parks and 
people’s own gardens. More rural NGS includes national parks, moors, beaches, forests, coves, and 
mountainous areas (Taylor & Hochuli, 2017). Engaging with NGS enhances quality of life in many 
ways (Roe et al., 2016). For instance, visiting NGS can help alleviate stress by providing a break from 
work and life commitments (Grant & Pollard, 2022). The minimised traffic, noise, and pollution 
found in NGS generates a sense of calmness for users (Grant & Pollard, 2022). Visiting NGS also 
encourages physical activity (PA) like running, walking, and sports, thus enhancing physical well-
being (Eyre et al., 2015). This was particularly important during the COVID pandemic when fitness 
centres were unavailable, and NGS were of the few places where people could engage in PA 
(Robinson et al., 2022). Moreover, NGS has been shown to help strengthen relationships by helping 
individuals to connect with friends and family without the distractions of urbanity (De la Barrera 
et al., 2016; Gentin et al., 2019). Other work has demonstrated how NGS help users to feel more 
connected with God, enhancing their spirituality (Liu et al., 2021).

Whilst there are benefits of engaging with NGS, these are not experienced uniformly, noted 
that those from ethnic minority groups account for only 1% of visitors. Amongst the infrequent 
visitors to NGS are South Asians who experience various physical health related challenges. One 
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study found 69.8% of a South Asian sample exhibiting obesity related factors, the highest across 
all ethnic minority groups within the UK (Emadian & Thompson, 2017). South Asian commu-
nities are also at risk of diseases related to physical inactivity as 30% of South Asians experience 
hypertension, 21% high cholesterol, and 17% diabetes (Abdulwasi et al., 2018; Mahmood et al.,  
2019; Shah & Kanaya, 2014). Similar issues exist in mental health too as Roe et al. (2017) found 
those from South Asian backgrounds to be the least likely to engage with NGS and thus reflect 
the lowest scores in a mental health survey. With the focus of this study being South Asian 
Muslims, these statistics underscore the health challenges experienced by this demographic and 
the significance of engaging with NGS.

Barriers to accessing physical activity in natural green spaces for South Asian Muslim 
people

To understand a community’s engagement with NGS, it is important to acknowledge their 
experiences within wider leisure and PA. Less than half of a South Asian sample met the govern-
ment’s PA guidelines of 150 minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity per week (Emadian & 
Thompson, 2017). Other research suggests that South Asians are 2.63 times more sedentary than 
the general population (Emadian & Thompson, 2017), reflecting them as being less active than any 
other ethnic minority group in the UK. Scholars have indicated cultural practice as one reason for 
these alarming statistics. Walseth (2015) found a reluctance for some South Asian Muslim women 
to engage with sports due to immodest/revealing clothing requirements. Other studies have noted 
how some South Asian Muslim women have felt their engagement in physical activity misaligns 
with Islamic notions of modesty, particularly in relation to undertaking PA in public spaces (Benn 
& Pfister, 2013; Walseth, 2015). This is particularly relevant in swimming pools, where Benn et al. 
(2011) and Soltani (2021) highlight the difficulties some Muslim girls face in pools that are mixed 
gendered. Relatedly, Fletcher (2014) reflected the difficulties British Pakistani Muslim cricketers 
face having to reconcile cultural practices around alcohol with their own Islamic beliefs.

Other research focusing on traditional sports and leisure settings including gyms, leisure centres, 
and school PE highlights cost and proximity as significant barriers to participation (Abdulwasi 
et al., 2018; Banga et al., 2020; Hamdonah, 2022; Iliodromiti et al., 2016). Sports and leisure centres 
often require specific attire, membership, and/or an entrance fee, yet NGS is generally accessible 
and free to the public. Less research focuses on informal settings, like NGS, for South Asian Muslim 
people. This is significant considering NGS can be used to combat the aforementioned health 
disparities through offering opportunities to engage in health enhancing activities (Picavet et al.,  
2016; Rigolon et al., 2021). Despite these benefits and the need for South Asian communities to 
increase participation in PA, engagement with NGS continues to be low (Natural England, 2019).

One reason offered for this low engagement involves the distribution of NGS in areas where 
South Asian people tend to reside. Indeed, 40% of people from ethnic minority communities live in 
England’s least green areas compared to 14% of White people (Ferguson et al., 2018). Coupled with 
the lack of a car/transportation, and/or knowledge of how to access NGS, people are challenged in 
their access to NGS (Avery et al., 2020). Thus, it is unsurprising that there are existing perceptions 
that NGS are for White users, leading to feelings of exclusion for ethnic minority communities 
(Stone et al., 2018). Research highlights minority groups often feel like trespassers when visiting 
NGS, particularly in rural NGS where more White people reside (Ferguson et al., 2018; Slater, 2022). 
Scholars have described NGS in the UK as White, middle class and male (Edwards, 2021; Stone 
et al., 2018).

Whilst little research focuses on engagement with NGS from a South Asians perspective, the few 
studies that exist offer some useful findings. Ratna (2017) investigated the sentiments and meanings 
Gujarati elders associated with neighbourhood spaces that motivated them to walk. Slater (2022), 
Morris et al. (2019) and Edwards (2021) included South Asians in their studies on access to NGS, 
identifying community-based initiatives, increased representation, and transportation as facilitating 
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access. Yet, these studies are in the minority in comparison to research on ethnic minority groups in 
sport and PA contexts. This study therefore set out to address the paucity in this field with the help 
of Bourdieu’s conceptual framework to explore South Asian Muslim people’s experiences of NGS.

Conceptual framework

Bourdieu’s tools unveil practice and power dynamics at individual levels, aligning with the current 
study’s focus on space and individual experience and its’ emphasis on social inequality. Bourdieu 
and Passeron (1977) identifies the links between structural conditions at the macro level, and 
individual actions at the micro level, particularly in relation to the (re)production of practices, 
behaviours, tastes and values, using habitus, field, and capital (Maton, 2014).

Habitus is a property of social agents; that is, a product of their structured and structuring 
conditions (Maton, 2014). Habitus is structured by one’s past and present circumstances such as 
family upbringing and is therefore the product of early childhood socialisation within the family 
and other social groups including schools, and neighbourhoods (Maton, 2014). It can be under-
stood as the manifestation of a huge, but unconscious, matrix of embodied values and actions 
carried out by people in similar ways (Fernández-Balboa & Muros, 2006). It is structuring since 
habitus shapes present and future practices, and finally, it is also a structure, comprising a system of 
dispositions that generate perceptions, appreciations, and practices.

Importantly, an individual’s dispositions – as the conscious manifestation of habitus – ignite 
when occupying a given social space or, as Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) terms it, field. According 
to Bourdieu (1984), a field is a social arena and site of social interaction, within which the struggle 
and contestation over resources takes place. For example, a physical education class can be defined 
as a field because it is a social arena with characteristic practices and hierarchical relationships 
operating within clearly defined boundaries. Those who occupy the same field usually share 
a similar habitus and as such, reproduce the culture of that field through their practice. Such 
practices are formed by the doxa of each field, or the taken for granted assumptions of the field 
(Bourdieu, 1990). Fields are therefore key sites for the accrual and transmission of various forms of 
capital, which can be used to define an individual’s position within a field whilst supporting access 
to other fields.

Bourdieu (1986) conceptualised capital in three ways, economic, social, and cultural. Economic 
capital broadly refers to one’s financial position. Social capital refers to an individual’s social 
connections, that is, their relational networks that can be drawn on to gain other forms of capital. 
Finally, cultural capital relates to all symbolic and material goods that might give an individual 
a higher status in the field. Capital can therefore be considered as something that is owned, but also 
something that is embodied (Bourdieu, 1986). The amount of capital accumulated by an individual 
can significantly influence the range of choices available within a specific field. In this case, it may 
determine an individual’s access to and practices within the field of NGS. This paper now turns to 
the methodology employed to investigate the participants’ engagement with NGS drawing on these 
theoretical concepts.

Methodology

Sampling and recruitment

Participants were initially recruited2 through a community centre in Saddleston,3 an ethni-
cally diverse city in the north of England. The community centre was useful to recruit from 
as: the researcher had personal connections with volunteers at the centre; it is located in 
a neighbourhood with a high population of ethnic minority residents, including those of 
South Asian origin and Muslim; and it has a diverse membership including men and 
women of different ages and from various socioeconomic backgrounds. Following ethical 
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approval, access was granted via the community centre’s Delegations Officer who agreed to 
facilitate access to members and promote the study (Sparkes & Smith, 2013). The officer 
sought potential participants who matched the inclusion criteria for the study, each of 
whom was informed to contact the researcher directly by email. The lead researcher 
negotiated with the participants a meeting location and time. After initially recruiting 
seven participants, snowball sampling occurred whereby other individuals were introduced, 
leading to the recruitment of seven females and 13 males who were aged between 21 to 30  
years and identified as Muslim. The sample characteristics can be attributed to the snowball 
sampling method, and recruiting those individuals who were most readily available to 
participate during the pandemic. Despite holding similar identity labels, the research team 
is keen to point out that this does not signify a common experience. For example, levels of 
religiosity, interpretations of Islam, and other aspects of each participant’s identity con-
tribute to the diverse lived experiences within Muslim communities (Kloek et al., 2017). 
Some participants, for example, prayed five times a day, whilst others did not pray at all, 
and some of the women wore the female head covering, while others did not.

Methods

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 South Asian Muslim individuals to allow for 
a diversity of experiences to emerge, whilst providing a consistent approach in the generation of 
data (Sparkes & Smith, 2013). Indeed, conducting interviews exclusively with South Asian 
Muslims facilitated a comparison of experiences within a group that are typically viewed in 
homogenised ways (Fletcher, 2014; Kloek et al., 2017). Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted using either face-to-face meetings or online videocalls on Microsoft Teams. This 
depended on the changing COVID-19 governmental restrictions that were in place at the 
time of the study and the interviewee’s preference. Whilst interviewing in person is effective 
in building rapport, online interviews mitigated some of the challenges associated with this 
method. For example, videocall interviewing can be cost and time effective and can mitigate 
some cultural challenges (Sparkes & Smith, 2013). For instance, some South Asian Muslim 
women may feel uncomfortable meeting a male researcher in person, deterring them from 
participating (Hamzeh & Oliver, 2010). Interviews typically lasted an hour and followed 
a predetermined interview schedule that included questions about the participant’s knowledge, 
preferences, and challenges faced when accessing NGS. Prompts and probes were used to gain 
in-depth insights into participant’s experiences. All interviews were recorded electronically and 
transcribed verbatim before undergoing analysis.

Data analysis

Data were analysed using a six stage thematic analysis process as suggested by Braun and Clarke 
(2006), helping to identify common threads of experiences within a range of diverse accounts (see 
Figure 1). This first involved closely examining the interview transcripts through repeated readings. 
Second, relevant excerpts which aligned to the study’s objectives were assigned descriptive codes. 
Third, codes were grouped together thematically. Fourth, codes that shared similarities were 
clustered together to form lower-order themes, which were subsequently grouped together to create 
higher order themes. This led to the creation of a thematic framework containing the hierarchies of 
themes. The fifth step included an ongoing process of defining and refining each theme, leading to 
a coherent narrative. Sixth, vivid excepts representing each theme were selected, and discussed in 
relation to the selected framework. The study did not enforce themes into the adopted framework 
but rather explored their compatibility with the existing concepts.
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Results and discussion

From the analysis undertaken, three themes were identified: defining the field of NGS; enhancing wellbeing 
in NGS; and challenges of accessing NGS. These are depicted in Figure 2 below and are discussed next.

Repeated readings Descriptive coding Thematic grouping

Hierarchical organisingDefining and refiningSelecting extracts for discussion

Comparing findings with Bourdieu’s 
framework

Figure 1. A visual representation of the data analysis process.

Figure 2. A visual representation of the data analysis process.
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Defining the field of NGS

To gain detailed insights into the participants’ barriers to and motivations for engaging with NGS it 
was important to consider how they viewed NGS (i.e. field), as Bourdieu (1984) depicted all fields as 
characterised by boundaries that mark the confinement of their impacts. For instance, natural 
features within NGS define the spatial boundaries wherein the effects of NGS are contained. In line 
with this concept, participants in the current study emphasised that the presence of natural features 
was a crucial element within NGS.

Trees, plants, park maybe, forest, scenic places, grass. (Sabah) 

Natural green spaces?. . .a public park. . .land, areas that are green. (Hasy)

It is important to consider how the fields of NGS can manifest in nuanced ways. To highlight this, 
some participants referred to NGS that were more localised.

Even gardens, people’s gardens would be a natural green space. It’s got plants growing there. (Faheem) 

Like a field like near my house . . . (Nabia)

Other individuals referred to NGS as areas that were further afield, often referring to rural areas.

I literally just think of like a really big outdoor space, with you know, landscapes and stuff. (Sophia) 

Them kind of spaces, for example, would be Bolton Abbey. (Junaid) 

Lake District, places like that. (Sany) 

The woods isn’t it, a natural green space . . . or like a countryside. (Faheem)

It is unsurprising that the participants understood NGS in different ways from each other when the 
city that the study was undertaken in is considered. Saddleston, where all participants lived, has 
both large amounts of urban green space (36 public parks) and is situated in close proximity to 
more rural NGS on its outskirts. For example, within a 60-minute drive of the city there are county 
parks, national parks, moors, and reservoirs. Discussing these understandings helped in prompting 
the participants to reflect more deeply on their experiences with different kinds of NGS. Indeed, 
they interacted with NGS in a variety of ways, as demonstrated below.

We just went for a long walk . . . we just had a picnic, and we were just sat there, but just looking at the water 
flowing. (Nabia) 

It feels more natural to run in the park than it does on the roads . . . The environment just sort of tells you or 
puts you in the mood. (Amir) 

When I go climbing so to speak, I like these places where climbing is accessible. (Saad)

Among the sample of 20 participants, three gardened, two ran, two climbed, two engaged in bike 
riding, eight undertook sightseeing, eight walked, seven explored nature, six mountaineered, nine 
performed sports, four picnicked, and 19 socialised. Diversity was also evident in who they visited 
with as 12 generally visited with family, 10 with friends, and 9 alone. Those who visited with friends 
and family saw NGS as a viable place to socialise. This is evident in Nabs’ discussions, who viewed 
NGS as being a convenient context for her family to gather.

If you go to like Central Park . . . you can take food from home and you can eat together and you will basically 
do the same thing as going to each other’s houses, but instead we took it outside rather than staying in. (Nabs)

6 M. HAMZA ET AL.



The emphasis for social engagement is an apparent feature of many of these South Asian Muslim 
participants’ interactions with NGS, but this is no different from wider communities, with the 
general population’s engagement with NGS also motivated by socialising (Phillips et al., 2022). In 
this research, South Asian Muslim individuals placed significant value on the meeting of others as 
part of their visits, highlighting the importance of communal areas within NGS. Spaces which 
facilitate social activity can help to fulfil preferences of socialising, enhancing users’ overall 
experiences of NGS. Moreover, NGS were seen as key to being able to socialise with friends and 
manage multiple commitments.

I think as you grow older you don’t have as much time to sort of see your friends . . . you have more 
responsibilities . . . so you can integrate both of them. It’s an opportunity to kind of do something you want to 
do, also catch up with friends. (Sammy)

The importance of NGS for social activity was particularly accentuated during the pandemic when 
social distancing measures limited opportunities to meet with others.

Just to meet people, like now, with the quarantine and stuff, it’s really hard to meet people, like, there needs to 
be a gap [social distance]. At least that way, if you were to visit green space, you could just meet your friends, 
but with a gap. You’re taking precautions and of course, socialising. (Nabia)

NGS allowed Nabia to continue meeting with friends during times of limited social opportunities. 
This consolidates previous work on NGS as facilitating social connections within diverse commu-
nities as De la Barrera et al. (2016) found users of NGS from three diverse neighbourhoods 
experienced better social relations in comparison to non-users. These findings ultimately reflect 
Bourdieu’s notion of social capital whereby access to a field (in this case NGS) facilitates the 
development of social capital for these participants. Individuals used NGS to maintain their social 
capital, particularly when it was difficult to do so through alternative avenues. Moreover, some of 
the participants discussed how being with others made them feel more comfortable in their use of 
NGS. This was particularly the case in more rural areas.

It just feels better to go with somebody else I think. Like, I go local exercising, but usually going far out would 
be with people, for the sights. (Amir) 

If I went on my own it would be possible but I’d feel like if I went to . . . Malham cove on my own I wouldn’t 
enjoy it as much because I wouldn’t have people around me. But if I went to the park behind me, I’d be able to 
enjoy that by myself a lot more. (Aysha)

Fourteen participants discussed feeling more comfortable when visiting more rural NGS with 
others. These findings are reminiscent of the sense of awareness felt by Black communities in 
America, who are discouraged from travelling beyond their own communities due to fears asso-
ciated with racial differences (Lee & Scott, 2017). Geographical distribution of NGS and who resides 
in those areas certainly influences the comfortability minority users experience when visiting NGS. 
As Edwards et al. (2022) and Slater (2022) also found, many South Asians will avoid visiting areas 
where they are underrepresented. This suggests a certain level of social capital is needed to access 
more rural NGS for South Asian Muslims. Indeed, when discussions arose about localised NGS, 
participants felt more comfortable visiting alone:

I can go myself and just sit there without thinking no one’s gonna say something. Like, it’s for everything and 
everyone. (Nabia) 

Like if I’m walking kind of locally I’d just go by myself. (Roksana)

Nine participants discussed their preferences of visiting NGS alone at times. This is not an 
uncommon feature as 47% of the general population visit NGS alone (Colley & Irvine, 2018). 
The familiarity users have of their localised NGS may be associated with a sense of security and 
relaxation, allowing users to connect with nature in a safe and intimate setting. Of interest here, is 
how a number of the Muslim women chose to visit their localised NGS alone. This adds valuable 
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insights to previous work on the role of Islamic beliefs on Muslim women’s PA choices and 
behaviours (Shakona et al., 2015) and joins previous work (Ahmad (2020) to disrupt stereotypes 
around them being chaperoned to leave their homes. The participants’ independent choices in 
visiting NGS showcase their habitus, indicating their ability to overcome societal constraints linked 
to their cultural and gender identities. This aligns with Walseth’s (2015) study on PA settings, which 
highlighted how individuals actively sought out NGS that both fulfilled religious needs and catered 
to their health requirements. Health was also a significant feature of the findings in this study.

Enhancing wellbeing in NGS

The participants’ choice of destination and companionship to NGS were influenced by their 
motivations. The drivers of engagement centred upon wellbeing as many visited these spaces to 
improve their mental health.

When no one else is available . . . I just feel like going to clear my mind. (Faheem) 

It makes you feel like you’re getting away from this life . . . like having a break, or just sort of getting away from 
everything for a while and just empty your head from it all. (Amir)

Thirteen participants expressed that spending time in NGS positively impacted their mental health, 
while 18 participants highlighted these areas as fostering feelings of peace. Additionally, 20 
individuals noted experiencing a sense of escapism from the noise, pollution, and busy urban 
routines while in these environments. Previous research reflects similar associations with NGS 
amongst the general population, where NGS is used to enhance mental wellbeing (Grant & Pollard,  
2022). Usage of NGS leads to feelings of solitude, calmness, and provides an opportunity to be away 
from the stress and busy scheduling of urban life (Roe et al., 2017). It is important to note here that 
people from ethnic minority backgrounds face poorer mental health and access to mental health-
care, as well as more negative experiences with mental healthcare services (Bansal et al., 2022). As an 
alternative, NGS can be used as a catalyst for positive mental health behaviours, as shown in these 
extracts. The significant of this is underscored by Roe et al. (2016) who reflected stronger mental 
wellbeing scores in minority individuals residing in areas with more NGS. To further understand 
how NGS can be used to support mental health for certain ethnic minority groups, the current study 
reflects how this was intertwined with the participants’ spirituality.

Because I’m a Muslim, it helps me to reconnect with God. I feel like natural greenspace its thing from God is 
kind of like a gift from God to us. And it’s where we’re meant to be, the countryside . . . you always have 
a craving for. . . . to me, God’s made that so that is a step closer to perfection . . . emotionally and spiritually 
I feel a lot more content and lighter when I visit NGS. (Sammy) 

You can go there if you’re looking for a bit of peace . . . Yorkshire dales, go on a hike somewhere . . . when 
you’re there and it helps you to be a bit more spiritual. (Hasy)

Nine of the participants linked their wellbeing and engagement of NGS with spirituality. This 
provides a nuanced perspective perhaps different from the general population (De la Barrera et al.,  
2016). These participants’ motivations to connect with NGS were shaped by Islamic notions of the 
earth as God’s creation, leading them to value NGS as sites for spiritual contemplation and religious 
connection. Their moments of reflecting whilst in NGS strengthened their associations of wellbeing 
with these environments, leading to positive emotions from their visits. This insight offers a unique 
perspective regarding the relationship between NGS, spirituality and mental health, consolidating 
previous work on how levels of spirituality can strengthen wellbeing outcomes when engaging with 
NGS (Kamitsis & Francis, 2013). Relating this to the work of Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), these 
findings reflect the participants’ habitus as inclined towards NGS as a means for positive mental 
health behaviours, shaped by their values around wellbeing, spirituality and NGS. This contradicts 
stereotypes that suggest South Asian Muslim people are irresponsible of their health, and instead 
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positions them as active participants in their own care. Similar discussions involving physical 
wellbeing also emerged with the participants.

In this lockdown, I try to go out for like walks so in the park behind me, Dawson’s park, I’ll go walk for half 
an hour. (Aysha) 

You, like, climb at the top [of the hill] and come back down, and I just go for like walks generally . . . you walk 
up, it’s got like pebbly stones kind of thing . . . At the top obviously it gets steeper . . . my friends and I’ll go for 
like health and fitness reasons. (Roksana) 

So, what I do is start by walking for like a good 30 minutes. Then, when I find the spot where I’m most 
comfortable . . . then I start jogging. And then I start walking again and then jogging. So, like, stop and start. 
(Sabah)

These data contradict previous notions that depict South Asian communities as being disen-
gaged from PA and adjoin work (Ahmad, 2020; Bhatnagar et al., 2016) to challenge previous 
notions of South Asian Muslim women being constrained by their community in accessing PA 
settings. Despite the stereotypes faced and challenges related to their identities, these partici-
pants reflect a habitus that values health and wellbeing, leading them to seek NGS as an 
environment conducive to their health. This study resonates with the work of Stride (2016) in 
portraying South Asian Muslim individuals as active agents in identifying appropriate contexts 
for engaging in PA outside of competitive settings, sports-based activities, and traditional 
sports facilities.

Amongst the sample in this study, 17 participants described how visits to NGS encouraged them 
to engage in PA. These findings are unsurprising as NGS are known to prompt PA (Rigolon et al.,  
2021). This demonstrates the importance of promoting more informal contexts such as NGS for 
South Asian Muslims to participate in health-promoting activity, rather than focusing solely on 
more organised settings such as gyms and leisure centres (Houlihan & Green, 2009). Linking this to 
field, these individuals create a unique social space by redefining ideal places for PA, emphasising 
NGS as crucial for health activities. The flexibility NGS offers in terms of the ways it can be used, 
and its accessibility, ensures that NGS can be an effective resource in enabling PA opportunities and 
combatting some of the aforementioned health issues.

These findings, along with those of other studies (Grant & Pollard, 2022; Hordyk et al., 2015; 
Picavet et al., 2016), portray NGS as a common ideal setting to conduct PA. Individuals occupy NGS 
understanding that those environments provide opportunity to engage in PA, heightening the 
potential to increase stocks of physical capital – that is, their health and fitness (Shilling, 2004). In 
entering such spaces, users are led to invest in developing their physical capital through aligning to 
the practice of PA. For the participants in this study, this led to feel a sense of achievement that was 
different to other environments they visited.

The three peaks ‘cause the challenge side of it . . . I love the competitive side going up there, taking pictures of 
it . . . [so he can say] ’got the T shirt’ sort of thing. (Wakky) 

Well, the Rock and Stones was more harder . . . outside is more like kind of ‘figure it out yourself ’ and its more 
of a challenge, I would say, and when you complete it you get a better sense of achievement from it. (Amir) 

At this point I’m on top of everyone, and that’s not even in an egotistical way but when you’re constantly 
putting yourself down you realise, like, okay now I’m at the top”. (Manny)

These data reflect the participants’ habitus as actively seeking out challenging situations to feel 
a sense of achievement. The pursuit of reaching certain heights or distances in NGS is not 
uncommon, seen as a personal challenge and a source of accomplishment for many users (Slater,  
2022). These participants used their physical capital to acquire a form of symbolic capital – defined 
as a resource by virtue of one’s achievements (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2013). Overcoming physical 
challenges in NGS developed the participants’ symbolic capital, enabling them to assert their 
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capabilities and achieve a sense of accomplishment. Albeit these challenges were enabling, other 
forms of challenges were apparent in the participants’ experiences of NGS.

Challenges of accessing NGS

This final theme highlights the challenges participants faced in accessing and engaging in NGS. 
First, 16 participants discussed challenges in accessing NGS due to a lack of time and energy. These 
barriers were often attributed to work commitments.

I’d say mainly, majority, like the commitment to work. Like, I’ll work, right? And then I’d be tired, I’ll be too 
like tired or lazy to do anything else. Like, on my days off,. . . I don’t do it as much on my days off either, but I’ll 
try to, but I say the main thing is work. (Sany) 

The only challenge would be finding time to go in between work schedule. (Asad)

The participants’ employment situations emphasise the influence of economical capital on their 
ability to access NGS. Economic capital is a direct and powerful resource valued in most social 
contexts as it enables access to resources (Bourdieu, 1984). The current study reflects how a lack of 
economical capital acts as a barrier in accessing NGS and the benefits it affords. Individuals worked 
extended hours, leaving them with little time to visit NGS. When they were not working, their 
labour commitments left them feeling too fatigued to visit NGS. Ethnic minority groups, particu-
larly South Asians, often face economic disparities, and greater financial hardships compared to 
their White counterparts, limiting opportunities for PA (Eyre et al., 2015; Stone et al., 2018). 
Although NGS are generally free to access, engagement is also influenced by other factors including 
transport costs and travel time. Ethnic minority groups are known to live in areas that contain less 
NGS in comparison to areas resided in by their White counterparts, forcing them to travel longer 
distances in order to access them (Phillips et al., 2022). These findings align with sociodemographic 
factors that influence the engagement of wider leisure pursuits and PA (Abdulwasi et al., 2018). 
However, these challenges are exacerbated for women who also highlighted their home commit-
ments as obstacles to their engagement with NGS.

I’ll probably say if I’m busy with something else, you know, if I’ve got something else on my mind, or that 
needs doing, then I’d probably just get that done. Obviously, though, that doesn’t really occur to me at that 
point. (Haaniya)

It can be a busy schedule, I can have loads of chores at home. it can also be your own self, sometimes you just 
feel lazy. (Aysha)

It is important to note that women in general, regardless of their specific cultural or religious 
backgrounds, often face similar challenges in relation to domestic responsibilities. Slater (2022) 
noted how home related commitments influence different women’s engagement with NGS. This 
reflects the ongoing gendered nature of household duties, rather than cultural or religious reasons, 
which affects women’s ability to visit NGS. Linking this to habitus (Bourdieu, 1990), the prioritising 
of home commitments reflects ingrained dispositions towards domestic responsibilities dictating 
women’s roles in caretaking for their families, subsequently limiting their time for leisure. Taking 
into account the participants’ preference for NGS as a social activity venue, individuals could 
engage in leisure and PA whilst being accompanied by their families, helping to mitigate their 
family commitments (Slater, 2022). To achieve this, spaces must be welcoming and family friendly. 
However, the presence of uncontrolled dogs and antisocial behaviour inhibited some of the 
participants’ ability to use NGS comfortably.

I’m not prejudiced towards dogs, I just don’t like them. . . . I just don’t like them going near me. (Bilal) 

I usually avoid the local parks (chuckles). . . I think it’s because people use parks as, not as parks, but as other 
forms of activity. (Nash) 
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Like if you go by yourself early in the morning or in the evening or whatever, you don’t know what can happen 
because there’s always guys around and stuff, and you just feel intimidated. (Nabia) 

It can be used for people to obviously do their own sort of stupid activities so they might take a motor bike out 
there, you know, riding it about and it can be dangerous sometimes because obviously there’s kids there. 
(Hammy)

It was clear from these findings that whilst some NGS spaces have been designated to be used in 
particular ways, this is often open to interpretation. Indeed in some NGS, conflicting behaviours 
and perceptions created challenges for some users. Bourdieu (1990) concept of hysteresis is useful to 
understand the disconnect and mismatch between the participants’ habitus and the practices of the 
field. For instance, when parks are used for particular activities that contradict the traditional, often 
taken for granted practices, this forms a disconnect between people’s expectations of behaviour in 
these spaces and what actually occurs (Hardy, 2014). This can cause individuals to reconsider their 
perception of the field which, in some instances, leads to disengagement from that space. In the 
current study this led to varied reactions by the participants. For example, for Nash and Nabia, 
a combination of antisocial behaviour and the presence of groups of men influenced when and 
where they engaged with their local park. This resonates with previous findings which demonstrate 
how most women must navigate public spaces around concerns for safety (Green & Singleton,  
2016). For the participants of the current study, fears were compounded by the visibility of their 
gendered, religious and cultural identities. The risks for Muslim women can be multi-layered 
because of their positioning at these intersections. For example, risk of physical harm can be 
coupled with verbal abuse and a questioning of their religious identity. These issues were more 
prevalent in discussions of their experiences of rural NGS.

Clothing is very important . . . A lot of times as a South Asian . . . woman, I feel like I wear the wrong clothes 
and that’s what deters me. (Anya) 

It happens a lot to be honest and that’s simply because we are covered like . . . she was literally pointing and 
laughing at me because I had like full sleeves and leggings . . . that made us so angry. (Sophia) 

The cafe owner and my Aunties . . . there was a bit of confrontation between them. They [café owner] said 
something racist to them [aunty]. They were wearing the hijab and they said something to them. My aunty 
confronted them and it all escalated from there, so that was like a bad experience. (Sany)

These interactions depict how NGS is still demarcated as a White, male and middle-class space, 
excluding those who identify differently (Edwards et al., 2022; Kloek et al., 2017; Stone et al., 2018). 
The doxa in NGS – taken for granted assumptions of the field (Bourdieu, 1990) – are driven by ideas 
of gender and race. The valued capital in NGS are shaped by such doxa, and the participants 
highlight the importance of acquiring capital that aligns with the field in question, and the 
consequences of holding misaligned capital (Lee & Scott, 2016). In choosing to express their 
religious beliefs, particularly through their attire in NGS, these women faced an increased risk of 
abuse. This was due to their visibility as being misaligned with the field, evident when wearing 
Islamic head coverings. The challenges faced by South Asian Muslim women are additional to those 
encountered by the general population (Daniel et al., 2018; Rigolon et al., 2021; Slater, 2022). These 
identity related struggles are documented in research of Muslim women in broader Western PA 
contexts (Soltani, 2021), and are highlighted further in this context of NGS.

Conclusion

In this study, Bourdieu and Passeron's (1977) notion of field was used to understand NGS as a social 
space that is defined by the existence of natural features. The availability and proximity to NGS 
influenced the preferences, practice and perceptions the participants had of such spaces, reflecting 
their habitus. The concept of capital was then used to explore the motives and challenges for 
engaging with NGS. For instance, localised NGS were used to manage and maintain social capital, 
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especially at the time of this study (COVID-19 pandemic), where NGS was one of the few avenues 
where individuals could legitimately meet. In other ways, the accrual of physical capital was 
important in the participants’ motivations for using NGS. A lack of economical capital challenged 
access to NGS indirectly as people were left with a lack of time and energy due to labour 
commitments. This Bourdieusian approach to exploring behaviours in NGS signals opportunities 
for researchers wishing to explore social behaviour in different types of settings.

Leading on from this, this study reflected how NGS was conducive to physical and mental health 
enhancing activity, partly due to its free access, flexibility and convenience. This demonstrates the 
importance of more informal contexts such as NGS in supporting participation of health- 
promoting activity. This is particularly significant for those populations who currently experience 
disproportionate ill health in comparison to the general population, and those for whom the cost of 
gym membership or entry to leisure settings acts as a barrier. Of particular note in this study, is the 
ways in which the participants found a connection between NGS and their wellbeing through their 
Islamic beliefs, leading them to seek moments of reflection. This signals opportunities for further 
research to explore the role of religious spirituality within NGS and how this influences engagement 
and practice in this space for minority communities.

The findings of this study are significant for policy makers and practitioners tasked with 
improvement of public health, who must consider how these kinds of spaces can be best promoted 
to underrepresented groups. Policy makers should invest in targeted campaigns and community 
initiatives aimed at fostering awareness and facilitating access to NGS, particularly for those with 
distinct health needs. For example, wider South Asian Muslim communities could be encouraged to 
engage with NGS in ways to help combat current mental health disparities. Policy can work to 
organise activities in NGS such as health workshops, nature walks, and outdoor fitness sessions that 
are culturally sensitive and religiously linked, showcasing the value of NGS to spiritual and 
emotional wellbeing. Similarly, the participants of this study used NGS in various ways including 
to socialise, independent time, and adventurous activity. Such diverse ways of engagement should 
be recognised by urban planners and site management so that activities, spaces and facilities can be 
designed accordingly to accommodate a variety of users. For instance, NGS could be designed to 
contain large open spaces, communal areas exercise machines, benches, and paths to ensure they 
are welcoming to users who enjoy nature based, physical or social activity.

Leading on from this, there was an appeal for the participants to visit both local and more rural 
NGS, reflecting the importance of offering a range of options. NGS should be better distributed in 
urban spaces, particularly for disadvantaged groups to improve access. Additionally, transport needs 
to be made available for visits to more rural areas. Making more NGS available – urban and rural – will 
help to facilitate engagement for a broader range of users including those from the South Asian 
Muslim community. However, it is important to acknowledge that this recommendation is made 
tentatively as local councils in England are reducing their investment in leisure services.

An important lesson from this research is to consider how study participants understand and 
contextualise their own experiences of NGS, as this influences what they choose to share about their 
engagement. If NGS is defined in narrow ways by policy makers then this may lead to a failure in 
accurately recording engagement with NGS, contributing to fallacious stereotypes regarding the 
(dis)engagement of ethnic minority groups. Instead, these participants demonstrated a positive 
relationship with NGS and articulated clear reasons for their engagement. Building on this, there is 
a need to challenge stereotypes that South Asian Muslims are unconcerned about their health. 
Shifting the blame away from individuals and redirecting it towards governmental institutions is 
crucial to facilitate access. An initial step in this direction is to deconstruct notions that NGS belong 
to a certain demographic. Policies on access to NGS should advocate for increased diversity in 
representation within NGS. This could be achieved by increasing awareness of the various dress 
codes, religious and cultural practices to cultivate safe and inclusive spaces for all users.

It was important to identify the challenges faced by the participants when accessing NGS in order 
to help create more inclusive contexts. It was particularly challenging for participants who were 
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positioned at the intersections of being South Asian, Muslim and female to engage with NGS. Their 
physical capital, in the form of religious clothing, was deemed incompatible to those fields, leading 
some women to withdraw from using more rural NGS for fear of abuse. These findings demonstrate 
how people can experience NGS differently as a result of their multiple and intersecting identity 
markers, and demonstrates how the demarcation of more rural NGS have led South Asian Muslim 
users to only visit when they have a certain level of social capital. This study therefore draws 
attention to the social injustices that exist as a result of one’s identity, and justifies the need to 
further investigate how race, religion, gender, and space intersect to create different kinds of 
challenges for South Asian Muslim women. Future research should focus on South Asian Muslim 
women’s experiences in the context of rural NGS to allow for a more elaborate insight of how the 
intersections of identity and space shape one’s engagement of NGS.

Notes

1. NGS encompasses a variety of spaces that can often be referred to with different names such as the outdoors, 
green spaces and the natural environment. Although a definition is provided as to what NGS refers to within 
this paper, understandings can vary. As such, we consider the participants’ perspectives later on in the study as 
an important factor in exploring experiences of NGS.

2. Ethical approval was granted by the Leeds Beckett University Ethics Committee.
3. A pseudonym is used for the name of the city and the research participants to protect anonymity.
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