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Abstract
Immigration has increased as a transnational phenomenon in Europe in recent years. 
A total of 2.4 million people migrated to one of the EU-28 Member States during 
2018 as discussed by Eurostat (2020). This new reality presents us with new chal-
lenges, barriers, and paradigms of intervention. In this context, leisure has become 
one of the most important tools for the inclusion of this population and the develop-
ment and strengthening of civic values that are essential in these times of constant 
mobility and social and cultural hybridization as discussed by Ashcroft, Griffiths & 
Tiffin (2006). The aim of this study was to analyze the role of leisure in processes 
related to inclusion, improvement of life satisfaction, and those related to cover-
ing the needs of migrants. For this purpose, a questionnaire was used which was 
administered to 373 people from different countries of origin in the Basque Country 
(Northern Spain). The variables under study were participation in leisure activities, 
needs covered, life satisfaction, and perception of inclusion. The results indicate that 
the participation of these people in leisure activities and free time, their inclusion in 
the territory, and their perceived life satisfaction are all low, while their needs (phys-
ical, psychological, educational, social, relaxation, physiological, and artistic) are 
not satisfactorily covered. Furthermore, the extent to which their needs are covered, 
strength of the social network, inclusion, and life satisfaction all show a correlation 
with free time and engagement in leisure activities.
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Introduction

Transnational migration is a significant phenomenon in Europe. A total of 2.4 mil-
lion people migrated to one of the EU-281 Member States during 2018 (Eurostat, 
2020). Leisure and spare time activities play a critical role in the processes of inclu-
sion of ethnocultural minorities (Stodolska 2015), although its relevance is seldom 
contemplated by authorities and stakeholders. In this context, this research aims to 
analyze what is the level of participation of migrants of different origins in leisure 
activities, and how this participation affects their satisfaction with life and feeling of 
inclusion.

The phenomenon of migration has therefore become one of the major issues on 
the political agenda of the member states of the European Union in recent years. 
Most European countries have a migrant population of over 10% (Lewis & Sumit, 
2017). In addition, the proportion of migrants within some countries doubled 
between 2002 and 2017, which has clearly had an impact on the social perception of 
immigration. In this context, the European Union is aware of the emergence, multi-
plication, and strengthening of political currents that run counter to the reception of 
the migrant population, all of which has hindered the processes of social or cultural 
inclusion of this group that is in a situation of institutional vulnerability. The EU 
itself has clearly become aware of this issue by stressing the need for migrants to 
become integrated into the increasingly intercultural societies of the twenty-seven 
partner countries.

At a time when discrimination, prejudice, racism and xenophobia are on the 
rise, there are legal, moral and economic imperatives to defend the fundamen-
tal rights, values and freedoms of the EU and to continue working towards 
a more cohesive society in general. The successful integration of third coun-
try nationals is a matter of common interest for all Member States (European 
Commission, 2016, p. 2).2

The challenges and barriers derived from the migratory phenomenon that is cur-
rently being faced by the European Union have prompted the proposal of new inter-
vention paradigms, since this is not only an issue related to the transnational mobil-
ity of people, but in most cases we are dealing with a pocket of the population that is 
in a situation of poverty and social exclusion, that cannot participate as citizens, and 
that suffers from ethnocultural alienation as a non-national migrant subject (Hage, 
1995).

1  The EU-28 is the abbreviation of European Union (EU) which consists a group of 28 countries (Bel-
gium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Ireland, Greece, Spain, France, Croatia, 
Italy, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Hungary, Malta, Netherlands, Austria, Poland, Portugal, 
Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia, Finland, Sweden, UK) that operates as an economic and political block.
2  Authors’ translation.
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Leisure and Socio‑cultural Networks as Catalysts for the Inclusion 
of Migrants

One important determinant of enabling the inclusion and participation of migrants 
is leisure, which, in the words of Stodolska (2015), plays a decisive role in the life of 
ethnocultural minority groups. It offers a number of important benefits, such as the 
establishment of intercultural and intergroup contacts, the development of oppor-
tunities for learning and cultural exchange, the strengthening of ties with the local 
community, the preservation of their own culture, and the benefits of physical activ-
ity for physical, mental, and social well-being (González-López et al., 2015). In a 
similar vein, several studies have confirmed that having a feeling of belonging to a 
certain community reduces the feeling of social unrest while increasing empathy, 
openness, and tolerance towards other people and ethnocultural groups, all of which 
promotes the development and strengthening of positive social interactions (McKin-
ney, 2002; Yates & Youniss, 1996).

Stodolska and Alexandris (2004) suggest that migrants face hostile psychological 
and socio-cultural contexts upon arrival in host societies, and that leisure is often an 
effective strategy for establishing and strengthening social networks within the com-
munity itself. These ultimately facilitate the creation of more inclusive and friendly 
spaces for migrants, helping them to overcome the barriers they face in their new 
societies. In this sense, leisure activities can yield a significant number of mecha-
nisms aimed at releasing and managing the tensions that may arise upon arrival in 
an unfamiliar community (Hibbler & Shinew, 2002).

The literature also indicates that leisure plays an important role in the stress man-
agement of migrants (Coleman & Iso-Ahola, 1993; Hutchinson et al. 2008; Iwasaki 
et al. 2013; Iwasaki & Mannell, 2000), in addition to helping both their social well-
being and their overall health (Craike & Coleman, 2005; Heintzman, 2008; Iwasaki, 
2008; Iwasaki et al., 2008, 2013; Kleiber et al., 2002; Newman et al., 2014).

Some of the studies mentioned above also stress the importance of the role 
played by leisure in dealing with situations of stigmatization and social exclusion. 
Participation in leisure activities plays a fundamental role in overcoming situations 
of social stress linked to ethnocultural issues, as well as helping to implement the 
development of resiliencies that help migrants to overcome any barriers they may 
encounter in the host society (Chung et al. 2008; Hutchinson et al., 2003; Iwasaki 
and Bartlett 2006).

Leisure and social networks are effective socio-cultural tools, which, during 
recent decades, have been consolidated as inclusion strategies not only in the gen-
eral population but also in the case of migrants and refugees. The constitution of 
ethnocultural, linguistic, or social alliances would ultimately help migrant subjects 
to design and implement new life projects in the host societies. In this same line, 
the findings of several studies support the idea that the participation of migrant ado-
lescents in certain activities can contribute to the development of socialization net-
works (Eccles & Templeton, 2002; Holland & Andre, 1987).

This correlation has also been shown in the adult population and in various 
international migratory contexts, which is discussed in more detail in the following 
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section. A number of authors have also reiterated the benefits of participation in 
leisure activities in relation to social cohesion (Baker & Cohen, 2008; Ortega and 
Bayón 2014; García Roca 2004; Aranguren, 2012) and the life satisfaction of 
migrants (Marchesi et al., 2011; Casas & Bello, 2012).

Research has also shown differences in relation to the engagement in and access 
to leisure by the migrant population according to their culture and country of ori-
gin, as well as their socio-economic status. For example, in the area of the Span-
ish state, different investigations have shown this difference depending on migratory 
origin (Rodes and Rodríguez 2018; De Almeida, 2019). Various national (Camacho 
& Comas, 2003; Retis, 2017) and international studies have also demonstrated that 
access and use of leisure can differ within migrant populations of the same origin 
according to socio-economic variables and legal status (Schönbach et al., 2017; Sau-
erwein et al., 2016).

The Relationship Between Leisure and Social Networks, Inclusion, 
and Life Satisfaction of Migrants

In the words of Knoke (2011), social networks refer to the structural relation-
ships formed between social actors. These are the result of connections established 
between individuals, subgroups, and larger groups.

There is a significant body of literature on the establishment of social net-
works among migrants on the European continent, many of which report the posi-
tive impact of such networks on the quality of life of this group (Bartram, 2019; 
Koelet et  al., 2017; Voicu & Tufiş, 2017). For instance, Knight et  al. (2017) ana-
lyzed the situation of Polish immigrants in the South Wales region of the UK dur-
ing 2008–2012. The results obtained indicated that the decision to migrate to the 
host society was largely based on the social networks that were established prior to 
arrival, often including family and friends.

Social networks were also influential in the decision of whether to stay or leave 
the host society. Moreover, in another study, Liu (2013) highlighted the existence 
of differences between women and men when analyzing the migratory processes 
and movements from Senegal to France, Italy, and Spain. The results revealed that 
friends were the main social network through which male migrants undertook this 
migratory journey, while the family network carried more weight for women (Liu, 
2013).

Another study conducted by Cheung and Phillimore (2017) on refugees in the 
UK focused on gender differences among refugees when analyzing migration pat-
terns. These authors concluded that in the UK, social networks play a key role in 
reducing gender differences in terms of inclusion in the host society.

Another study by Koelet et  al. (2017) highlighted the importance of having a 
network of family members in the host society, since the more extensive the con-
tact with this network, the greater the likelihood of establishing a network of local 
friends. A recent study on the inclusion of young Romanians in Catalonia (Petre-
ñas et al., 2019) indicated that young migrants perceive higher rates of self-identity 
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within their ethnocultural group, although a trend towards hybridization was 
observed as the length of the stay in the host society increased.

Pratsinakis et  al., (2015) also analyzed social networks established in several 
European cities and found that neighborhood-based interethnic relations were com-
mon among migrants. This study also found that these social ties did not necessarily 
turn into friendships, although they did provide migrants with an opportunity for 
socialization.

Other studies have shown, however, that migrants often lack social networks 
when they arrive in the host society (Bartram, 2019; Voicu and Tufiş 2017). Some 
of the difficulties faced by migrants upon arrival in a host country are related to the 
cultural shock they initially face, as well as the lack of knowledge of the language of 
the host country (Bartram, 2019; Brown et al., 2019; Djundeva and Ellwardt 2020; 
De Miguel Luken & Tranmer, 2010).

It is also important to emphasize that age is a determining factor in terms of the 
development and participation in social networks. Hussein (2018) highlights that 
older Turkish immigrants living in the UK lacked the resources necessary for active 
social inclusion within British society. However, social networks were shown to be 
key elements in providing older Turkish migrants with access to safety nets at cru-
cial times in their lives (Hussein, 2018).

This social network of migrants is related to their life satisfaction (Joarder et al., 
2017; Paloma et  al., 2020), as shown by a variety of related studies conducted in 
different international geographic contexts and cultural groups of migrants, includ-
ing Turkish and Moroccan migrants in the Netherlands (Vroome & Hooghe, 2014), 
migrants from the Philippines and Indonesia in Hong Kong (Leung & Tang, 2018), 
and migrants from different origins in Spain (Moreno-Jiménez & Hidalgo, 2011). 
Studies such as that conducted by Walter and Ito (2017) show how important it is 
for migrants to feel satisfied with their leisure activities in order to reach higher lev-
els of life satisfaction. In our context, a study conducted with Ukrainians in Murcia 
yielded findings that lead to the same conclusions (Sanchez, 2007). A study of the 
sub-Saharan population in Germany found a relationship between subjective satis-
faction in this population and positive feelings, physical exercise, improved personal 
relationships, and opportunities to access satisfactory leisure time. Consequently, 
and as stated by these authors (Adedeji and Bullinger 2019; Adedeji et  al. 2019), 
these leisure activities can be regarded as a tool that facilitates the inclusion and 
subjective well-being of this population.

In a similar vein, studies conducted in various migratory contexts have identified lei-
sure activities as a key factor in mental and physical health, as well as in life satisfaction 
(Kim et al., 2018a) while, conversely, non-participation in these activities is correlated 
with a lower level of life satisfaction (Kim et al., 2017; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009).

Thus, the objectives of this work are as follows: (1) to analyze the participation of 
migrants in leisure and free time, and how their psychological, educational, social, 
relaxation, physiological, and artistic needs are covered, along with their levels of 
life satisfaction and inclusion; (2) to analyze participation in leisure and free time 
activities according to origin and socio-economic level; and (3) to analyze if there 
is a correlation between leisure and free time activities, needs covered, life satisfac-
tion, and inclusion.
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Methodology

Instruments

Four evaluation instruments were used to measure the variables under study, 
which are described below. All the sample that participated in the study was 
used to measure the consistency. The internal consistency of the scales was in 
line with the original scales’ internal consistency.

Participation in Leisure Activities  The Kim et al. (2018b) scale was used to meas-
ure the participation in leisure activities with a strong internal consistency (c. 
alpha = 0.723). It is composed of four items related to participation in intellectual, 
physical, psychological, and social activities.

Needs Covered  We used Beard and Ragheb’s (1980) 6-item scale that measures 
how frequently leisure and free time activities cover psychological, educational, 
social, relaxation, physiological, and artistic needs. The scale has a strong internal 
consistency (c. alpha = 0.756).

Life Satisfaction  Diener et  al. (1985) 5-item scale measuring life satisfaction was 
used. The scale has a strong internal consistency (c. alpha = 0.876).

Perception of Inclusion  We used the pictorial scale of Woosnam (2010), which uses 
drawings to indicate the degree of perceived inclusion. The scale has a strong inter-
nal consistency (c. alpha = 0.693).

Sample

The sample consisted of 373 immigrants aged between 18 and 65 years, with a 
mean age of 32.89 years (SD = 11.47). Of the sample, 49.9% were men (n = 187) 
and 49.6% were women (n = 186). In terms of origin, 47.7% were from Latin 
America (n = 178), 23.1% from Eastern Europe (n = 86), 21.7% from Africa 
(n = 82), 4.6% from Asia (n = 17), and 2.4% (n = 9) from Central Europe. With 
regard to academic, their academic level 34.31% have a bachelor’s degree 
(n = 117), 28.73% have secondary studies (n = 98), 18.76% has university stud-
ies (n = 64), and 18.18% has primary studies. In relation to the economic situa-
tion, most of the participants were unemployed 25.5% (n = 87) or 32.2% special-
ized workers (like plumber, electrician…) (n = 110), 12.6% housework workers 
(n = 43), 12% were higher degree graduates (teacher, lawyer…) (n = 41), and 
11.1% construction workers or pawns (n = 38). Finally, only 5.6% were busi-
ness man or woman of a company with less than 25 employees (n = 19) and 
1.2% were business man or woman of a company with more than 25 employees 
(n = 4).
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Procedure

Data Analysis and Procedure

The questionnaire was administrated in English in case that they speak English and in 
the other case, it were translated to Spanish or French with good internal consistency. 
The responders need 30 min to complete the questionnaire. First, consent was given to 
analyze the data and second, to make the data public in scientific articles while respect-
ing anonymity.

For this study, descriptive statistics of the variables studied (leisure and free time 
activities, needs covered, life satisfaction, and inclusion) were presented through the 
analysis of means. Likewise, analyses of variance (ANOVAs) and post hoc analysis 
through the Tukey test were used to explore the differences between variables accord-
ing to participation in leisure and free time activities and origin and socio-economic 
level. Subsequently, Pearson’s correlation analyses were conducted among the three 
main variables of this study, i.e., participation in leisure activities, needs met, and life 
satisfaction and inclusion. Data analyses were conducted with the Statistics Package for 
Social Sciences (SPSS Version 24).

Results

Leisure Activities, Needs Covered, and Life Satisfaction and Inclusion

The means of the variables under study (leisure and free time activities, needs covered, 
life satisfaction, and inclusion) were analyzed (Table 1).

The data indicate that the means are below the median cut-off point (M = 2.5) in 
the case of leisure activities and covered needs. With respect to satisfaction with life 
(M = 3.44), it is observed that the means are higher, being slightly above the cut-off 
point, but in intermediate positions.

Likewise, with respect to inclusion, the immigrants analyzed are placed in the posi-
tion of diagram c (M = 3.93) (Fig. 1).

Table 1   Comparison regarding 
leisure activities, needs covered, 
and life satisfaction and 
inclusion

Note: Likert scale 1–5.

N M SD

Leisure and free time activities 354 2.22 0.55
Needs covered 353 2.31 0.81
Satisfaction with life
Social network

353
341

3.44
2.81

0.85
0.74

431Leisure as a Space for Inclusion and the Improvement of Life…



1 3

Leisure Activities and Country of Origin

One-factor ANOVAS were conducted to analyze whether there are differences 
between participation in leisure and free time activities according to the country 
of origin (Table 2).

The data show that there are no significant differences regarding the amount 
of time spent engaged in leisure activities and free time according to country 
of origin. However, the data indicate that the means are higher for people from 
Central Europe (M = 2.61), followed by Eastern Europe (M = 2.30) compared 
with those of the other countries of origin: Africa (M = 2.18), Latin America 
(M = 2.19), and Asia (M = 2.02).

Fig. 1   C diagram in scale of Woosnam (2010), degree of perceived inclusion

Table 2   Country of origin and 
leisure activities

Leisure and free time activities

N M SD F (4, 348)

Latin America 168 2.19 0.60 2.247
Eastern Europe 84 2.30 0.41
Africa 75 2.18 0.58
Asia 17 2.02 0.46
Central Europe 9 2.61 0.55
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Leisure Activities and Socio‑economic Level

One-factor ANOVAS were conducted to analyze whether there are differences in 
the leisure activities and free time undertaken by immigrants according to socio-
economic level (Table 3).

The data indicate that there are differences in time spent engaged in leisure and 
free time activities according to socio-economic level. The immigrants with a high 
socio-economic level show higher participation in these activities (M = 2.46), fol-
lowed by those with a medium socio-economic level (M = 2.26) while those of a low 
socio-economic level have the lowest mean (M = 2.06).

Correlations Between Leisure and Coverage of Needs, Satisfaction with Life, 
and Inclusion

Correlation analyses were conducted between the study variables to analyze if there 
is a relationship between them (Table 4).

Inspection of Table 4 shows that there is a correlation between time spent on lei-
sure and free time activities and the rest of the variables analyzed. There is a correla-
tion, from highest to lowest, between leisure activities and life satisfaction (r = 414), 
needs covered (r = 3.76), inclusion (r = 3.42), and social network (r = 0.331).

Discussion and Conclusions

The present study had three main objectives: (1) to analyze the extent to which 
immigrants participate in leisure and free time activities and the coverage of their 
psychological, educational, social, relaxation, physiological, and artistic needs, 

Table 3   Socio-economic level 
and leisure activities

***p < .001

Leisure and free time activities

N M SD F (2, 324) Post hoc

High 59 2.46 0.57 11.52*** 1 > 2
Medium 147 2.26 0.49 1 > 3
Low 121 2.06 0.57 2 > 3

Table 4   Correlations between 
leisure activities and covered 
needs, life satisfaction, and 
inclusion

***p <. 001

Leisure and 
free time 
activities

Needs covered 376***
Satisfaction with life 414***
Social network 331***
Inclusion 342***
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along with their satisfaction with life and inclusion; (2) to analyze time spent on 
leisure and free time activities according to origin and socio-economic level; and (3) 
to examine if there is a correlation between time spent on leisure activities and free 
time, coverage of needs, satisfaction with life, and inclusion.

First, we can conclude that participation in leisure and free time activities in the 
analyzed sample is low. Furthermore, the psychological, educational, social, relaxa-
tion, physiological, and artistic needs are not covered in a satisfactory way through 
leisure and free time. This suggests that the participation of the immigrant popula-
tion in leisure and free time activities is scarce, while their basic needs are not satis-
factorily covered. Moreover, their perceived levels of inclusion and life satisfaction 
are low. Previous studies have highlighted the determining role played by leisure and 
free time in the establishment of intercultural and intergroup contacts, and in physi-
cal, psychological, mental, and social well-being (González-López et al., 2015). In 
this regard, a significant number of experts also suggest that leisure plays a decisive 
role in the processes of inclusion of ethnocultural minorities (Stodolska 2015).

The immigrants analyzed in this study also perceive their social networks to be 
vulnerable or fragile, that is, they do not have an extensive social network. Various 
studies have also shown how immigrants lack such networks upon their arrival and 
during the first years spent in the host society (Bartram, 2019; Voicu & Tufiş, 2017) 
and how this has a negative impact on their quality of life and inclusion process.

Various investigations have also confirmed the need to legitimize socio-cultural 
practices in leisure and free time as a fundamental element for the recovery and 
identification process of the community or as a tool for addressing emergent social-
educational problems (Holden, 2006; Casacuberta et al. 2011).

Second, we can note that although there are no significant differences with 
respect to the practices of leisure and free time carried out according to the origin 
of the immigrants, it appears that migrants from European countries engage in a 
greater number of leisure and free time activities. In contrast, those originating from 
Asia report a lower level of participation in leisure and free time activities. Previous 
studies have reported these differences between migratory communities and high-
light the importance of taking these into account when designing interventions in 
this area (Bernal and Sáez-Santiago 2006).

Third, the data indicate that socio-economic level is an important factor in the 
enjoyment of leisure and free time, since those who have greater purchasing power 
appear to engage more in leisure and free time activities. The importance of socio-
economic level has also been highlighted in previous studies (Schönbach et al. 2017; 
Sauerwein et al. 2016) and has particularly been identified as a barrier to accessing 
leisure activities in this population (Stodolska & Santos, 2006).

Finally, the data of our study suggest that there is a correlation between the 
enjoyment of leisure and free time and the coverage of needs, satisfaction with life, 
and inclusion. Thus, it appears that free time is of importance for immigrants and 
contributes to improving their lives, meeting their most basic needs, and facilitat-
ing their inclusion in the host community. The findings of other research studies 
also support this view, showing how participation in leisure and free time activities 
can help social cohesion (Ortega and Bayón 2014; García Roca 2004; Aranguren, 
2012) as well as their inclusion (Blomfield & Barber, 2011; Brown & Evans, 2002; 
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Marsh & Kleitman, 2003). In this regard, various authors have also concluded that 
socio-cultural and leisure practices contribute to the improvement of social cohe-
sion, which, in turn, significantly enhances the quality of life of the people and their 
communities (Marchesi et al. 2011; Casas & Bello, 2012).

The low participation in leisure activities and free time in the sample analyzed 
here is rather worrying. Given the importance of these activities for the inclusion 
and improvement of the quality of life of people, as well as for their psychological 
and social development, it will be necessary to continue designing programs that 
ensure the inclusion of immigrants in socio-educational projects within the frame-
work of leisure and free time spaces. In this regard, it is also important, as indicated 
in the literature (Horolets 2012) to identify the various difficulties that migrants 
have in accessing leisure and put in place the necessary measures to overcome such 
problems.

This study, however, has certain limitations. First, the use of a convenience sam-
ple makes it impossible to generalize the results. Second, the sample size is limited. 
Thus, in the future, it would be of interest to conduct a more extensive investigation 
with a larger sample size.
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