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The Leisure Studies Association Annual Conference 2021 brought together scholars and practitioners
from several disciplines to discuss leisure, health, and wellness, and the significance of leisure in
creating a more equitable world. Alongside these main themes, oral presentations related to other
areas of leisure were also included. Across the three-day online conference, there were 70
presentations from delegates across sixteen countries. These presentations, plus the panel session
and keynotes, made a significant contribution to the leisure studies field. The conference was
successful in terms of sharing research and expertise, generating discussion, dialogue, and debate,
and considering future research collaborations.
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ABSTRACT

The Leisure Studies Association Annual Conference took place between the 6th and 8th July 2021,
hosted virtually by the Faculty of Sport, Health, and Social Sciences at Solent University in the UK
alongside the Leisure Studies Association. The conference asked a key question of scholars and
practitioners across a range of disciplines: What role does leisure play in addressing “healthy”
identities, for who, and for what purpose? In particular, the conference asked delegates to
reconsider the role and significance of leisure in creating a social world based on social justice,
equity, and equality. The conference included 70 presentations from delegates across sixteen
countries, as well as three keynote presentations, a panel discussion, and a Q + A session with the
editors of the Leisure Studies Journal, the journal of the Leisure Studies Association. The conference
therefore provided an opportunity to showcase global perspectives on leisure.

Throughout the conference, three keynotes took place. The first day began with an opening keynote
by Professor Samantha King (Queen’s University, Canada), titled “Of Companionship, Curfews and
Conflict: Multispecies Leisure and Struggles for Justice in the Age of COVID-19”, which explored
animal-human relations, and set the context for understanding multispecies leisure during the
pandemic (King, 2021). The second day started with an introductory keynote by Associate Professor
Brad Millington (Brock University, Canada), titled “Leisure, Wearable Technology, and the Attention
Economy”, which considered online communication, consumerism, and the commodification of
health, fitness, and wellness, with a focus on the interactive technology of fitness apps (Millington,
2021). On day three, a joint keynote by Dr Shamser Sinha (University of Suffolk, UK) and Professor
Les Back (Goldsmiths, University of London, UK) took place, titled “Sociable Sociology: Dialogue,
Ethics and Authorship in Qualitative Research”. This presentation focussed on communication and



narratives in qualitative studies, using research from young migrants to demonstrate this (Sinha &
Back, 2021). These keynotes provided broad perspectives on many aspects of leisure, including
health, COVID-19, and the use of different methodologies, adding new insights to the field of leisure
studies.

In addition to the keynote presentations, a panel discussion was included on day two, named
“Equity, Inclusivity and Social Justice in Marginalised Leisure Communities”. Past research has
highlighted the prominence of leisure and health inequalities/constraints globally, impacted by a
multitude of intersectional factors such as socio-economic status (Higgerson et al., 2018), gender
(Codina & Pestana, 2019), ethnicity (Karlis et al., 2020) and disability (Condie, 2021), amongst others.
However, leisure also has the potential to promote social inclusion. In this discussion, invited
speakers (Amy Woodford and Rhian Jones, Solent University, UK; Dr Paul Kitchin, Ulster University,
UK; and Tiara Cash, Arizona State University, USA) outlined current projects they were involved in
focussing on equity in leisure, including: an intervention aimed at increasing health and wellness
literacy for women from low socio-economic and diverse ethnic backgrounds in Southampton, UK;
reflections on working in disability sport in London and Belfast, outlining the organisational
challenges of provision; and Equitable Mindfulness to increase our awareness of issues and identify
areas in need of social change (Kitchin et al., 2021). The panel was useful to consider the challenges
involved in projects (and how these can be overcome), methods used to analyse the impact of these
projects, and how projects have been adapted in light of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Aside from keynotes and the panel discussion, several parallel sessions also took place. Two streams
on the impact of COVID-19 on leisure practices were included in day one of the conference, which
comprised presentations on walking as a leisure activity during lockdown (Platt, 2021; Sharp, 2021);
home-based leisure (Lee, 2021); leisure, nature and wellness (Scarles, 2021); the impact of the
pandemic on visually-impaired sportspeople (Powis & MacBeth, 2021); and its impact on sport and
gym spaces (Wellard, 2021). Other streams — such as “Leisure, Nature and the Outdoors” and “The
Impact of Leisure on Social Connectedness” also included findings from studies on lockdown and
pandemic leisure. These streams were a space to share findings which add to the emerging body of
multi-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary research in this area (for instance Bowes et al., 2021; Ling,
2020; Soga et al., 2021; Spence et al., 2021).

The international nature of the conference was evident throughout, with global perspectives on
leisure prominent. For instance, in a stream on children’s and youth’s leisure practices, the leisure
constraints of children in Colombia were investigated (Diaz Hernandez, 2021). During the leisure and
work session, work-leisure relationships were analysed during the COVID-19 lockdowns in China (Liu,
2021). One of the streams on gender relations included young people’s place-making in rural
northern Sweden (Gotfredsen, 2021), and the session on serious leisure included a presentation on
homebrewing in South Korea (Pooley, 2021). Leisure practices and culture in Kazakhstan were also
presented in the stream on leisure and tourism development (Kazmukhambetova, 2021), and the
Pigtown festival in Baltimore, USA was critically analysed in a stream on festivals and events
(Mowatt, 2021). The global nature of the conference was a key strength; much research on leisure is
western-centric, and key leisure journals (such as the Leisure Studies Journal) aims to develop
culturally-diverse understandings of leisure, and attract research about leisure in the Global South
(Leisure Studies, 2021).

The conference, overall, was successful in creating an online space to connect and socialise with
other researchers, share current research/expertise, generate dialogue, discussion, and debate, and
consider future research collaborations. In summary, there were several important themes which
derived from the conference. Firstly, wellness during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic was



prominent, including how leisure has been adapted, and how nature and green spaces have
impacted our health and wellbeing. This is an emerging research area and the conference was
therefore a space which significantly contributed to our understanding of wellness and COVID-19.
Secondly, equity in leisure and wellness was central, fostering our understanding of various
demographic groups, social inclusion, and wellbeing. This is vital to address calls for more inclusive
leisure and wellness spaces and make strides towards health equity. The 2022 conference will take
place using a hybrid format at Falmouth University, UK between July 12th to 14th, titled “In Pursuit
of Leisure: Inequality, Storytelling and the Meanings of Place”.
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