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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to explore the connection between leisure, basic psychological 

needs, and resilience during times of uncertainty. The context of this research was conducted 

within leisure gardeners on Vancouver Island, Canada, during the COVID-19 pandemic. This 

thesis acknowledges a call to develop leisure frameworks that incorporate basic psychological 

needs (Gui et al., 2019a; Leithwood, 2020), and to the author’s knowledge, is the first study to 

investigate that in tandem with resilience and times of uncertainty. Data collection occurred over 

the summer months of 2020 and utilized photovoice and semi-structured interviews to document 

psychological implications of the pursuit. The data was thematically analyzed and indicated that 

all participants reported a heightened sense of resilience because of their decision to garden as a 

leisure pursuit. The data also indicated that leisure gardening has a positive effect on 

participants’ basic psychological needs, while the COVID-19 pandemic had a negative effect. A 

proposed framework was developed linking times of uncertainty, leisure pursuits catering 

towards basic psychological need criteria, and resilience, to be tested in future studies. 

Implications of an effective framework could inform psychological sustainability initiatives, 

including personal wellness strategies and disaster preparedness plans. 

Keywords: Leisure, gardening, covid-19, resilience, basic psychological needs, pandemic 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
1.1 The Issue 

During times of uncertainty, leisure has been a documented tool to aid in the facilitation 

of resilience (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017b). The functions of this correlation have been 

investigated (Iwasaki & Mannell, 2000), yet further study is merited to develop a straightforward 

and transferrable framework. The benefit of a deeper understanding of how leisure holds 

capacity to foster an increased sense of resilience is far-reaching. Leisure-based policy, 

initiatives and rehabilitation programs could be formed with a grounded framework of informed 

resilience criteria. One way to assess the ways in which resilience might be influenced by leisure 

activities is to connect it to basic psychological needs criteria (BPN). BPN holds adaptive 

capacities that have been documented to activate during leisure pursuits (Gui et al., 2019a; 

Leversen et al., 2012) and have also been claimed to be necessary in facilitating resilience 

(Weinstein & Ryan, 2011). A study investigating leisure’s role in meeting basic psychological 

needs and feelings of resilience during times of uncertainty has not yet been documented to the 

author’s knowledge. Investigating the relationship between basic psychological needs, resilience, 

and leisure will determine its relevance in leisure frameworks.   

 In December 2019, a novel coronavirus (SARS2-CoV2) and its subsequent disease 

(COVID-19) was first reported to outbreak in Wuhan, China (Mowatt, 2020). In the following 

months, the virus spread across the globe and posed as a significant risk to the safety of human 

society and wellbeing. Public leisure spaces were closed, and the Olympic Games were 

postponed for the first time in modern history (Lashua, et al., 2020). In Canada, a study by 

Leithwood reported over a 50% decrease in outdoor recreation during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

with respondents reporting significant decline to their mental health as a result (Leithwood, 
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2020). Stated in a special issue within Leisure Sciences, “at no time in recent memory has leisure 

seemed so vital, and yet so hauntingly absent” (Lashua et al., 2020, p. 2).    

However, while Canadian tourism faced a significant decrease (Lapointe, 2020), home 

gardening rose to levels unseen since the US Great Recession of 2008 (Wilkins, 2020). A study 

by Mullins et al. stated that almost 1/5 of Canadians tried gardening during the COVID-19 

pandemic in 2020, and of that figure, a reported 67% reported COVID-19 as a significant 

motivator in the pursuit (Mullins et al., 2020). The role of leisure can act as a buffer to stress 

(Gerber et al., 2018), providing an opportunity to meet basic psychological needs and connect, 

feel good about oneself, and make free choices. Leisure involvement during the global pandemic 

provides opportunity to cope with adverse psychological effects in times of uncertainty (Kim & 

Cho, 2020).  

1.2 Background and Need for Study  
During times of uncertainty, leisure provides an effective strategy to increase participant 

wellbeing and resilience (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017a). Leisure has been documented to be 

utilized as a coping mechanism to decrease stress in participants and serves as a tool with 

functions that aid in stress coping and overall feelings of wellbeing (Iwasaki et al., 2005). The 

functions within leisure that decrease stress levels and support resilience would benefit from 

further research, and its connection to basic psychological need satisfaction is a viable criterion 

that merits continued attention (Gerber et al., 2018). The satisfaction of basic psychological 

needs is associated with higher levels of wellbeing (Goemaere et al., 2019) and is necessary for 

resilience (Weinstein & Ryan, 2011). Leisure is a viable medium to fulfill each basic 

psychological need and has been identified as an area requiring further attention to develop 

leisure environments that are considerate to one’s basic psychological needs (Gui et al., 2019a) 
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and its capacities to influence resilience (Weinstein & Ryan, 2011) in times of uncertainty or 

difficulty. These connections merit further exploration to develop a transferrable framework to 

be implemented by leisure planners and policymakers. As such, this study analyzes the 

connection between leisure, basic psychological needs, and resilience, within the context of 

leisure gardening during the Covid-19 pandemic, a time of global uncertainty.  

COVID-19 was classified as  (Christian & Christian, 2020). Canada responded by placing 

restrictions, including an enforcement of “physical distancing”, school closures, and travel bans 

(Christian & Christian, 2020). Canadians were advised to work from home where possible, and 

to avoid leaving home spaces for non-essential reasons (Lashua et al., 2020). The risks of 

COVID-19 precipitated over 2.5 million deaths worldwide as of February 27th, 2021, according 

to the World Health Organization (2021)  

In previous times of grief, leisure has proven to be an effective survival strategy, 

offering recuperation, transformation, and the generation of resilience (Iwasaki et al., 2005, p. 

83). Leisure has been found to foster resilience through social and psychological 

empowerment, offering balance, rejuvenation, and renewal to those in times of strife (Iwasaki 

et al., 2005). However, this incident did not permit abundant physical socialization for those 

under restrictions, and many were largely confined to their living spaces. For healthy 

individuals in safe and comfortable living situations, the decrease in available leisure due to 

social restrictions led to a documented increase in creative, home-based solutions (Sivan, 2020; 

de la Barre et al., 2020). 

The COVID-19 pandemic invoked a pronounced time of uncertainty, and the 

psychological toll of physical distancing was documented to affect society at large (Best et al., 

2020). A study by Leithwood about the effects of COVID-19 on outdoor recreation emphasized 
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the need for policymakers and public health agendas to prioritize the achievement of outdoor 

leisure participation with proper adherence to COVID-19 distancing protocols (2020). The 

restrictions of public leisure spaces and social gatherings was acknowledged to have taken a 

marked toll on psychological wellbeing (Leithwood, 2020), and studies in numerous countries 

reported feelings of heightened upset, stress, worry and hopelessness due to a lack of 

connectedness (Sivan, 2020). The space that leisure fills in human psychology has been broadly 

discussed within the literature but would benefit from continued study. By gaining a more 

specific understanding of the ways in which it influences individuals, leisure can be more 

effectively implemented. The correlation between leisure, psychological resilience and wellbeing 

has been analyzed previously by Buchecker and Degenhardt, who reported that sustained 

recreation and leisure activity led to an increase in psychological resilience and wellbeing, 

however, room for further research remains within an accessible and consistent context (2015). 

These conclusions were echoed by Shellman and Hill, who identified a gap within long-term 

studies of the topic (2017). 

Positive leisure experiences have been reported to serve as a coping mechanism for those 

experiencing stress within their lives (Hutchinson et al., 2003; Kono & Shinew, 2015). Leisure in 

post-disaster contexts has been an effective tool, as demonstrated in a 2015 study about people in 

Japan participating in leisure activities 18 months after a devastating earthquake and tsunami 

(Kono & Shinew, 2015). Reported benefits were an increased sense of resilience, appreciation 

for others, sense of self, normalcy, and continuity (Kono & Shinew, 2015). It is evident that 

leisure holds capacity to positively impact human psychology, which is especially valuable 

during times of uncertainty. The COVID-19 pandemic provides an opportunity to turn to leisure 

pursuits to help maintain mental wellbeing.  



THE SPACE IT FILLS  5 
   

Basic Psychological Needs Theory (BPNT) derives from Self-Determination Theory 

(SDT), and posits that the meeting of autonomy, competence, and relatedness, or the three basic 

psychological needs, bolsters human wellbeing (Gerber et al., 2018) and feelings of resilience 

(Perlman et al., 2017).  BPNT has been addressed within leisure literature and has emphasized 

that leisure activities can enhance feelings of connection, contribute to one’s identity, and allow 

individuals to freely choose to partake in what feels enjoyable to them (Leversen et al., 2012). 

Competence, relatedness, and autonomy are needs that are claimed to be universal across the 

human species (Deci & Ryan, 1985), and participation in leisure activities is one way to 

positively bolster these psychological requirements (Leversen et al., 2012).  

Easterbrook-Smith (2020) discussed leisure baking during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which held elements of autonomy, filling of leisure time, providing practical sustenance thereby 

fostering competence, and allowed connection with others by sharing photos with people online 

(Easterbrook-Smith, 2020). These factors align with basic psychological needs criteria (Deci & 

Ryan, 1985) and illustrate that leisure baking was an effective pathway to positively impact 

competence, autonomy, and relatedness. Yuen addressed a personal gap in basic psychological 

needs during the COVID-19 pandemic, describing the motivating feelings of competence and 

autonomy as being minimized due to the global climate (Yuen, 2020). Yuen reported lower 

productivity from lack of personal choice and freedom, or autonomy, and feelings of capability, 

or competence (Yuen, 2020).  However, Yuen reported a sustained sense of connection with 

family members within the household, which positively contributed towards relatedness (Yuen, 

2020). Although by Western constructs, relatedness typically refers to human social connection, 

Yuen described relatedness from an ontological standpoint, including spiritual, environmental, 

ancestral, and social relatedness within their perspective (Yuen, 2020). For those without human 
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contact, the capacity for the need of relatedness to be met by nonhuman life in leisure pursuits is 

a topic that would benefit from further acknowledgement in Western literature.  

Taking measures to stop the spread of COVID-19, mental, social, and physical 

consequences, and the correlating impact to psychological needs into account, the fact 1/5 

Canadians took to gardening during the 2020 growing season appears to be an unsurprising yet 

resourceful consequence (Mullins et al., 2020). Motivations driving the pursuit may vary, but 

participation can provide benefits to those with access to outdoor spaces during the lockdown 

period (Nisbet et al., 2009). There has been no shortage of literature about gardening as a leisure 

pursuit, however, the psychological implications of the activity would benefit from further 

investigation (Marafa et al., 2018; Ambrose et al., 2020). Leisure gardening during the COVID-

19 pandemic provides an opportunity to analyze the psychological implications of the pursuit, 

allowing for detail by the selection of a qualitative approach. To the author’s knowledge, only 

one piece of literature has analyzed the psychological implications of leisure gardening during 

the COVID-19 pandemic: a quantitative study of gardeners over 70 in Scotland during the 

lockdown (Corley et al., 2021). The study emphasized the importance of gardens in providing 

humans with a connection to the environment, as it holds capacity to reduce stress and enhance 

wellbeing (Corley et al., 2021). Contact with nature has been linked to providing a psychological 

‘buffer’ to stressful events (Marselle et al., 2019), and is being increasingly recognized as 

playing an important role in COVID-19 recovery plans (Ahmadpoor & Shahab, 2021; Corley, et 

al., 2021). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted many individuals’ basic psychological needs 

through the implementation of measures to protect physical wellbeing (Yuen 2020). The role of 

leisure has been reported to act as a buffer to stress (Gerber et al., 2018), providing feelings of 
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relatedness, competence, and autonomy (Leversen et al., 2012), which could provide significant 

benefit during a time of restriction and global uncertainty. Outdoor leisure has been linked to an 

increase in psychological wellbeing (Hinds & Sparks, 2008), and it has been suggested that 

leisure involvement during the global pandemic contains opportunity to meet basic psychological 

needs that might be compromised during such challenging times (Kim & Cho, 2020). As many 

outdoor leisure pursuits have been restricted due to global health and exposure concerns, 

gardening was an exceptionally popular (Wilkins, 2020) and low risk leisure activity in the 2020 

season. In previous times of hardship, gardening has proven to be an effective strategy in aiding 

subjective feelings of resilience (Okvat & Zautra, 2014). The effects of leisure gardening on 

basic psychological needs and resilience during times of uncertainty would benefit from further 

analysis. 

1.3 Purpose for Study 

 The purpose of this study is to explore the connection between leisure, basic 

psychological needs, and resilience during times of uncertainty. The context of this study is of 

private gardening during the COVID-19 pandemic, a time in which autonomy, competence and 

relatedness were impacted by restrictions and guidelines to keep individuals safe. Resilience was 

conceptualized by participant definitions, a literature review, and the alignment of participant 

data with the three basic psychological needs, as determined within Self-Determination Theory 

(SDT). The participant data was attained by using the photo elicitation method and semi-

structured interviews, using photography to offer nonverbal elements to the conversation about 

what gardening as a leisure activity might have elucidated during the Covid-19 pandemic.  

The questions guiding this thesis were based on what Deci and Ryan identified as the 

three psychological needs, which are autonomy, relatedness, and competence (1985). Due to the 
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solitary nature of a global pandemic and subsequent social distancing, the depth of human-

environmental relationships was a central element of this study when investigating how 

environmentally focused leisure might meet the human need of relatedness. The outcomes of this 

study have the capacity to illustrate leisure as a medium to nurture basic psychological needs and 

foster resilience during times of uncertainty. This study also sheds insight into factors 

influencing resilience during leisure activities, which may be useful in future leisure 

development. 

The following chapters illustrate that autonomy, competence, and relatedness each 

contains coping capacities that can strengthen feelings of resilience. Gardening as a leisure 

behavior may be a way to fulfill one’s basic psychological needs, enhancing feelings of personal 

resilience during times of uncertainty. The questions formulated for this photovoice project strive 

to encompass an understanding of participants reported level of resilience, focusing on personal, 

social, and environmental factors in correlation to competence, autonomy, and relatedness.  

1.4 Research Aims and Objectives 

Scholars have identified that leisure holds capacity to have a marked influence on 

feelings of resilience (Buchecker & Degenhardt, 2015; Denovan & Macaskill, 2017a).  Literature 

has connected leisure engagement to nurturing of basic psychological needs, as well as basic 

psychological need achievement to resilience. The goal of this study is to evaluate the connection 

between leisure, basic psychological needs, and resilience, during a time of uncertainty, in which 

these categories are impacted. The objectives of this study are the following:  

1) Identify a contemporary understanding connecting leisure, basic psychological needs, 

and resilience. 
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2) Examine participant perceptions of leisure gardening during COVID-19, document 

what it invoked psychologically, and whether it contributed to subjective feelings of 

resilience. 

3) Analyze relationships between participant leisure experiences of gardening and basic 

psychological needs (BPN). 

4) Identify implications for leisure services and related practitioners and pathways for 

future studies. 

1.5 Key Concepts 
Autonomy: A state of mind in which the participant feels free to determine and is 

personally affirmed by their choices (Gerber et al., 2018; Patrick & Canevello, 2011); a 

perception of having choice or control (Perlman, et al., 2017; Deci & Ryan, 1985). 

Basic Psychological Needs: Basic Psychological Need Theory (BPNT) claims that 

meeting three central psychological needs (autonomy, competence and relatedness) 

positively correlates with enhanced human wellbeing (Gerber et al., 2018) and resilience 

(Perlman et al., 2017). BPNT derives from Self Determination Theory (SDT), a complex 

and organismic meta-theory (Gerber et al., 2018). SDT and BPNT postulate that three 

fundamental psychological needs, autonomy, competence, and relatedness, underlie 

human behavior (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Patrick & Canevello, 2011). When optimized by 

one’s social environment, these three psychological needs are argued to operate within a 

continuum (Patrick & Canevello, 2011) eliciting senses of effectiveness, connection, and 

personal choice (Goemaere et al., 2019). 

Competence: The feeling of confidence in one’s success, even in the face of adversity 

(Deci & Ryan, 1985). 
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Leisure: As the author is a European settler in Canada, leisure is conceptualized within 

this paper from a Western academic lens, where four main criteria comprise leisure (Gui 

et al., 2019b). The four criteria are, associated with free time, non-obligation, occurring 

in a space or place, and invoking a psychological experience (Best, 2009; Gui et al., 

2019b). “Leisure gardening” is discussed in this report as gardening performed within 

this leisure criteria. 

Relatedness: The feeling of fulfilling connection one holds to others (Patrick & 

Canevello, 2011), and to spiritual and environmental domains (Yuen, 2020). 

Resilience: Numerous definitions of the term exist within the literature, and participants 

within this study will be asked of their personal definition of resilience for the purpose of 

subjectivity. However, a common definition of resilience is the ability to “bounce back” 

after periods of adversity (Perlman, et al., 2017). Resilience has also been defined as a 

key component of psychological wellbeing, as it is the capacity to adapt to stressful 

circumstances (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017a). 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This study is an exploration of how leisure can influence resilience and the three basic 

psychological needs, as detailed within Self-Determination Theory (SDT), during times of 

uncertainty. The COVID-19 pandemic enabled the opportunity to analyze the psychological 

effects of leisure gardening on participants. Leisure is a viable, fulfilling, and accessible medium 

to many, and the following literature review will unpack roots of leisure and its therapeutic 

effects on participants and will address the context of this study by detailing existing research 

about the effects of leisure gardening on participants. The review will also unpack basic 

psychological needs, its relationship to leisure, and resilience. SDT influenced the guiding 

question of this study and bases its model from the understanding that humans have three 

fundamental psychological needs; competence, autonomy, and relatedness (Patrick & Canevello, 

2011). Within the following literature review, each concept discussed will guide the reader to a 

greater understanding of how these factors interplay and serve as background context  

presentation of methods, findings, analysis, and conclusions. 

2.2 Defining Leisure 
From a Western academic perspective, ‘leisure’ descends from a Latin root of ‘licere’, 

meaning, ‘to be permitted’ (Blackshaw, 2013). The basis of this term was historically referred to 

as an engagement of interest, void of necessity (Blackshaw, 2013). ‘Licere’ is thought to have 

been first conceptualized in Ancient Greece by Plato, Aristotle and Epicurus (Zuzanek, 2020) 

with the term ‘schole’, and was characterized as a ‘state of mind’, and bore strong ties to 

contemplation and free will (Zuzanek, 2020). ‘Schole’ was understood to be the space in which 

people strove to understand the meaning of and what was important in life, where they were able 

to claim happiness (Bouwer & Van Leeuwen, 2017). 
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Leisure has been presented by scholars as an activity, a state of mind, a time, with 

terminology so dynamic that scholar Blackshaw referred to it as ‘liquid leisure’ (2013), in 

defense of the difficulty found to effectively encapsulate it (Bouwer & Van Leeuwen, 2017). In a 

contemporary context, defining leisure has been widely contested and debated, and there is a 

growing awareness of other ways of knowing within the Western academic community. Western 

scholars have focused upon Western paradigms, and the discourse debate of what constitutes 

leisure continues to present day. Not all free time constitutes leisure in today’s standards, but it is 

generally incorporated as an element of the definition and refers to its utilization in pursuit of 

activities of intrinsic value (Blackshaw, 2013). Over the years of leisure theorization, attempts 

have been made to encapsulate the term, including Stebbins who coined the terms ‘serious 

leisure’ (Stebbins, 1982) and ‘casual leisure’ (Stebbins, 1997). Stebbins classified serious leisure 

within six criteria and argued that the pursuit was central to participant identity (Best, 2009). 

Casual leisure, which Stebbins detailed in 1997, was described to be more passive in nature, also 

with six defining categories, however, both serious and casual leisure were emphasized in 

invoking self-gratification of the participant (Best, 2009). In 2005, Caldwell detailed the role of 

leisure in the mitigation of stressful situations, arguing that leisure plays a role in preventing 

negative circumstances, can be used as a tool to cope, and can offer therapeutic benefits 

(Caldwell, 2005; Best, 2009). In 2002, Kleiber described leisure to cognitively distance 

participants from negative experiences, allowing for reflection and optimism (Kleiber et al., 

2002; Best, 2009). In 2000, Iwasaki and Mannell also spoke to this concept, dubbing it 

‘palliative coping’, in which a leisure experience provides the participant with time away from 

an issue they may be dealing with within their daily lives (Iwasaki & Mannell, 2000; Best, 

2009).  
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For me, I align with Best and Gui et al.’s definitions of leisure, which are to be separate 

from work, something pursued in the participants’ free time, free of obligation, in a venue, and 

produces positive anticipation and fulfillment (2009; 2019b). The leisure gardening occurring in 

this study was conducted in participants’ free time, chosen with free will, in a venue, and evoked 

positive anticipation and emotional benefit. The value of leisure in these terms is that it can be a 

medium that can support adaptive capacities and strengthen feelings of resilience during a time 

of uncertainty. As the study progressed, I found that leisure in this context was more nuanced. I 

remain steadfast in my belief that leisure is an activity that occurs in free time, in a place, without 

obligation, and produces positive emotions (Best, 2009; Gui, 2019b). However, the production of 

positive emotions that stemmed from leisure participation produced question about whether 

leisure is a state of mind. In line with Stebbins (2018), I believe that leisure is an activity that 

holds capacity to perpetuate a positive state of mind. This belief is compatible with leisure’s 

connection to BPN satisfaction; it holds capacity to serve as the vehicle towards psychological 

benefit.  

2.3 Leisure and Wellbeing 
The reasoning behind why there is an apparent connection between leisure and wellbeing 

is in merit of further investigation (Mansfield et al., 2020). It has been posited that leisure 

benefits participants by increasing one’s mood and quality of life, and lowering stress levels 

(Han & Patterson, 2007). In an analysis of the influence that leisure experiences have on a 

person’s mood state, health, and wellbeing, Han and Patterson acknowledged that studies have 

been conducted on the correlation between social, spiritual, and psychological benefits and 

leisure, dating back decades (2007). One of the works cited by Han and Patterson was Caldwell 

et al.’s work in a Society and Leisure Journal, which studied college students’ leisure activities 

and the correlation of such with physical, psychological, and social health (1992). Results of the 
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study indicated that leisure positively affected student health in the aforementioned areas and 

suggested subsequent leisure education amongst college students (Caldwell et al., 1992). This 

was compounded by a similar exploration, gaging the relationship between leisure and subjective 

wellbeing of Chinese university students (Liu & Yu, 2015). The findings were strikingly like that 

of Caldwell et al., concluding that participation in serious leisure resulted in a marked increase in 

students’ reported sense of wellbeing (Caldwell et al., 1992; Liu & Yu, 2015).  

One key benefit of leisure is its capacity to lower and overcome stress in participants 

(Iwasaki et al., 2005). Stress reducing functions of leisure include capacity to balance emotions, 

strengthen autonomy, and improve one’s mood (Iwasaki et al., 2005). Leisure can lead to 

feelings of empowerment, in turn mitigating stressful emotions by increasing competence 

(Iwasaki et al., 2005). It has been theorized that leisure is a method of self-preservation, allowing 

individuals the opportunity to cope in the face of negative circumstances (Iwasaki et al., 2005, p. 

82; Kleiber et al., 2002). These functions of leisure are particularly useful during times of 

hardship, as it offers individuals the opportunity to recuperate, find meaning, and generate 

resilience (Iwasaki et al., 2005, p.83; Kleiber et al., 2002). It is increasingly agreed upon among 

scholars that leisure is a healthy coping mechanism that bolsters wellbeing and generates a sense 

of resilience (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017a). 

Strategy implementations to improve wellbeing through leisure could benefit from further 

attention. Focus on implementing policy concerning leisure and wellbeing hold capacity to 

positively influence people in large quantities, which is particularly meaningful for those in 

compromised circumstances (Mansfield et al., 2020; Oman, 2019). The benefits of wellbeing 

include satisfaction and quality of life, positive relationships, autonomy, happiness, self-

acceptance, capability, and growth (Mansfield et al., 2020). These signifiers of wellbeing echo 
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the three tiers of basic psychological needs theory, which argues that the basic needs of 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness are necessary for psychological wellbeing and 

development (Leversen et al., 2012). The need for competence can be met by successfully 

meeting environmental challenges, relatedness by positive feedback and interaction, and 

autonomy by bolstering one’s own self-motivations (Leversen et al., 2012). These three 

components have been applied within a leisure context, as leisure is a medium in which 

autonomy, competence and relatedness can be successfully met (Leversen et al., 2012). One 

factor that has been reported to especially benefit basic psychological needs within leisure 

participants is time spent outside in green spaces (Cook, 2020). Nature-based leisure time has 

been documented to increase wellbeing by increasing feelings of autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness in participants (Cook, 2020).  

2.4 Basic Psychological Needs Theory 

 Self Determination Theory (SDT) is a complex and organismic meta-theory (Gerber et 

al., 2018), with the basic premise being that three fundamental psychological needs, autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness, underlie human behavior (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Patrick & 

Canevello, 2011). Existing within the framework of SDT lies Basic Psychological Need Theory 

(BPNT) (Ryan, 1995), and meeting these three psychological needs can correlate with enhanced 

human wellbeing (Gerber et al., 2018) and resilience (Perlman et al., 2017). BPNT is the one of 

five core concepts within the SDT framework and argues that failing to meet ones’ three basic 

psychological needs can conversely result in ‘ill-being’ and a lower ability to cope with life’s 

challenges (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The framework of SDT positions human behavior to be guided 

by basic psychological needs (Patrick & Canevello, 2011), and ability or failure to meet them 

play a significant factor in determining one’s personal sense of wellbeing (Gerber et al., 2018) 
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and long-term resilience (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Further, the degree to which these basic 

psychological needs are met are understood to shape the participant’s degree of autonomous 

motivation and persistence within any context (Patrick & Canevello, 2011). An environment that 

supports BPN satisfaction can encourage individuals to access a deeper sense of meaning and 

vitality within their lives (Weinstein & Ryan, 2011). The graphic below illustrates BPN within 

the SDT metatheory (Mueller & Lovell, 2015). 

 

Figure 1: Mueller and Lovell's visual description of BPNT within SDT 

Autonomy is a state of mind where one feels free to determine and is personally affirmed 

by their choices (Gerber et al., 2018; Patrick & Canevello, 2011), and is a perception of having 

choice or control (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Perlman et al., 2017). It has been further described as a 

need to feel as though one’s activities are independently chosen and in alignment of the subject’s 

interest (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Leversen et al., 2012). Autonomy has been theorized to act as a 

support to those experiencing challenging circumstances, maintaining one’s energy and sense of 

vitality (Ryan & Deci, 2017). This basic psychological need is the act of taking independent 

consideration and accepting the consequences of one’s intrinsic inclinations (Naemi, 2018), and 

has been viewed as a buffer to uphold one’s buoyancy during times of stress (Weinstein & Ryan, 

2011). Further, numerous studies support the notion that feelings of competence and relatedness 

are further satisfied when one’s environment supports personal autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2017).  
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Relatedness is categorized as the feeling of fulfilling connection one holds to others 

(Patrick & Canevello, 2011). Studies reveal that decreased social contact has been linked to 

higher stress responses in participants and increased social contact has been linked to a sustained 

decrease of stress (Weinstein & Ryan, 2011). However, the notion of connectedness being 

achieved solely by other humans has been criticized as limited and of a Western lens (Yuen, 

2020). In alignment of this critique, this study draws upon broader conceptualizations and 

regards relatedness as connection shared with others, oneself, the environment, and spirituality 

(Yuen, 2020).  

Concepts of relatedness in some North American Indigenous ways of knowing 

interconnects one with ideas, ancestors, and cosmos, as well as to other humans and the 

environment (Kovach et al., 2013). These understandings are also demonstrated in some South 

Asian and Amazonian cultures and are embodied in a more recently defined concept of animism 

(Harvey, 2006). Animism can be described as a belief in the interconnection and relationship 

between humans and non-humans (Harvey, 2006; Kovach et al., 2013). This concept is an 

expansion of relatedness beyond human-human interconnection and goes as far as to describe 

that the entire universe is relational (Harvey, 2006), a worldview connecting humans to nature 

and spirit (Kovach et al., 2013). While relatedness is largely explored in interpersonal 

socialization within BPN literature, expansion of the definition to encompass nonhuman 

elements describes the ways in which people can be relationally fulfilled in the absence of 

human contact. These expansions allow for a greater appreciation of the capacity of relatedness, 

which has been linked with wellbeing (McGregor et al., 2003). In Native Hawaiian communities, 

individual wellbeing is connected to ecological and societal wellbeing, all of which interrelate 

(McGregor et al., 2003). Land is alive and honored, as are ancestral spirits. Both of which are 
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considered ‘ohana’, or family to traditional Native Hawaiians, which indicates mutual 

relatedness, and is the basis of traditional Native Hawaiian life (McGregor et al., 2003).  

Competence is defined as the feeling of confidence in one’s success even in the face of 

adversity (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Perlman et al., 2017). It is a catalyst for motivation, and 

encourages physical, mental and/or social growth (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Within unstable or 

changing environments, competence provides individuals with a sense of flexibility in their 

functioning (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Competence has been described as ability, effectiveness, and 

mastery in one’s interactions with their surroundings, enabling positive contribution of one’s 

capacities (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Competence provides individuals with a sense of heightened 

self-esteem and achievement in the fruition of their goals, producing positive affect by spurring 

individuals to realize their potential (Cheng & Pegg, 2016). It is the feeling of championing 

one’s challenges or environment, allowing autonomy over the outcome (Naemi, 2018). An 

optimal environment to nurture competence would provide an individual with constructive 

challenges and feedback, to encourage intrinsic reward in goal fulfillment (Weinstein & Ryan, 

2011). This intrinsic reward is a form of competence, as it is the confidence in the achievement 

of such goal (Cheng & Pegg, 2016). Competence has also been documented as an asset to 

improve stress levels, as well as expand the capacity to manage stress (Weinstein & Ryan, 2011). 

Activities that nurture competence in individuals have been found to increase flexibility in 

selecting coping strategies, optimizing participant health and wellbeing (Weinstein & Ryan, 

2011).  

When optimized by one’s environment, these three psychological needs are argued to 

operate within a continuum (Patrick & Canevello, 2011), eliciting senses of effectiveness, 

connection, and personal choice (Goemaere et al., 2019). Further, the achievement of the three 
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basic psychological needs has been reported in literature to contribute directly to a persons’ sense 

of wellbeing, influencing vitality, intrinsic wellness, and psychological flexibility (Deci & Ryan, 

2000). Benefits of this theory are understood to exist regardless of financial and cultural 

background, and age (Goemaere et al., 2019). Within the SDT framework, humans are assumed 

to universally require these three fundamentals to function optimally (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Ryan, 

1995).  

2.5 Basic Psychological Needs and Leisure 
Social factors, context, and surrounding environments play an important role in the 

nurturing of basic psychological needs, which in turn facilitates resilience (Naemi, 2018). Since 

the origin of SDT, scholars of a spectrum of departments have tested its relevancy within their 

own fields. For example, SDT has been included in discussions within parenting, the workplace, 

marketing, education, health care, counselling, and technology to name a few (Center for Self-

Determination Theory, 2021). Leisure is also compatible with SDT, as it is a domain in which 

autonomy, competence and relatedness can be effectively achieved (Leversen et al., 2012). 

However, the influence of basic psychological needs on leisure could benefit from further study. 

The choice of leisure is firstly an act of autonomy, as it delivers a sense of free will and control, 

contrasting to the duty and stress of obligation (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017b). Leisure activities 

that facilitate a sense of autonomy generally contain opportunities for decision-making and 

encourage self-determination (Leversen et al., 2012). Leisure can also facilitate competence in 

individuals through its ability to challenge participants in an enjoyable way, which invokes 

positive emotions through skill development and improves confidence in the achievement of 

ones’ goals (Leversen et al., 2012). Positive feedback from others in leisure activities can 

encourage feelings of competence and nurture feelings of relatedness (Leversen et al., 2012). 
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A study that connected leisure with basic psychological need satisfaction indicated that 

leisure is a viable medium in which BPN is frequently fulfilled, yet the utilization of BPN-based 

frameworks are currently lacking within the leisure domain (Gui et al., 2019a). BPN satisfaction 

within leisure pursuits require supportive environments, and have been studied primarily in 

social settings, in which humans are in contact with one another (Lloyd & Little, 2010). In this 

context, human contact was less accessible than normal due to COVID-19 social distancing 

practices. The relatedness facet of BPN research within leisure has scarcely explored human 

relationships to the environment or self. This feature will be explored within this study, however, 

this is a compelling topic that would benefit from further studies. 

2.6 Resilience 
Resilience can be understood as the possession of capacity to adapt to situations of 

adversity (Herrman et al., 2011; Masten & Reed, 2002; Wu et al., 2013). It is a state, rather than 

a trait, developed because of positive adaptation to challenging stimuli (Masten & Reed, 2002). 

Resilience is a widely used term in Western culture and can be developed and strengthened with 

proper resources (Perlman, et al., 2017). Another common definition of resilience is the ability to 

“bounce back” after periods of difficulty (Perlman et al., 2017). Resilience has been described as 

a key facet of psychological wellbeing (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017a), with capacity to increase 

one’s ability to cope with stress and become more adaptable to external circumstances (Perlman 

et al., 2017). Individuals with higher levels of resilience are reported to positively adapt to 

challenging situations, and are therefore better able to maintain personal relationships, personal 

productivity, and optimize healthy behaviors (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Resilience can depend on 

many factors, including environment, nurturance, relationships (Herrman et al., 2011), 

development, psychology, and biology (Wu, et al., 2013). A definitive criterion in what aids in 

the achievement of resilience is still under literary discourse debate (Abualkibash & Rodriguez, 
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2017) and it is somewhat questionable that the understanding of human wellbeing can be reduced 

so simplistically. However, it has been stated that a definitive criterion of factors influencing 

resilience is deeply important in broadening an overall understanding of resilience (Wu et al., 

2013), and could certainly provide broadened capacity to nurture resilience in those undergoing 

periods of adversity. One tested predictor of resilience is the achievement of basic psychological 

needs. 

2.7 Resilience & BPNT 

 Basic psychological needs theory (BPN) connects the achievement of competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness with a potentially lasting sense of resilience (Ryan & Deci, 2017; 

Perlman et al., 2017). Studies testing this correlation have supported this claim (Flothmann & 

Josselin, 2021; Naemi, 2018; Thein & Phyoe, 2017), deducing that BPN satisfaction has been a 

tested and viable predictor in resilience maintenance (Abualkibash & Rodriguez, 2017). In fact, 

it has been claimed that the failure to meet BPN undermines resilience (Flothmann & Josselin, 

2021). As BPN is believed to be universal (Perlman et al., 2017), this criterion poses a promising 

potential in developing a transferrable framework. By cultivating environments that nurture 

autonomy, competence and relatedness, resilience may also be achieved (Thein & Phyoe, 2017). 

Even when all three basic psychological needs have not operated in tandem within 

studies, the achievement of one has still had a positive effect on reported resilience (Perlman et 

al., 2017; Weinstein & Ryan, 2011; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Reeve et al., 2020). Relatedness has 

been found to be a significant factor in the enhancement of personal resilience of those living 

with mental illness (Perlman et al., 2017). In a study following the aftermath of a hurricane, 

results concluded that social support was a major factor in bolstering victim resilience, and lower 

distress was reported by victims for up to two years after the event if they had felt socially 
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fulfilled (Weinstein & Ryan, 2011). Studies also posit competence increases participants’ 

resilience in stressful situations, increasing versatility in choosing healthy mechanisms to 

effectively cope (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In a study connecting autonomy with resilience with 

schoolchildren, results displayed that when autonomy was supported, students displayed a 

greater degree of resilience, which then led them to display greater levels of motivation and 

supportive relationships within their academic surroundings (Reeve et al., 2020). Conversely, as 

stated before, the failure to meet these psychological needs can result in inflexible coping and 

maladaptive behaviors (Ryan & Deci, 2017), decreasing capacity for resilience.  

2.8 Expanding Relatedness within BPN 
 The notion of relatedness as solely connecting humans to one another has been contested 

within BPN studies. The context of this study involves leisure gardening during a global 

pandemic, in which human contact has decreased in comparison to usual circumstances. 

Gardening as a leisure pursuit is just one example of relatedness that falls outside of the humans 

connecting to each other category. Human-environmental relationships are a common thread 

connecting the human species across space and time, and this has been acknowledged in 

numerous theories within the leisure field, including that of Biophilia, Attention Restoration 

Theory, and Stress Recovery Theory (Hurly & Walker, 2019). Studies of human connection to 

the natural environment have concluded a subsequent increase in participant wellbeing and sense 

of calm, as well as reports of lower incidences of PTSD (Hurly & Walker, 2019). Hurly and 

Walker made a compelling case for the incorporation of nature relatedness into BPNT, stating, 

…though nature relatedness and understanding of the natural environment were essential 

for survival to hominins, later in the evolutionary journey nature relatedness also served 
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to meet psychological needs- needs that may be met by experiencing leisure in salubrious 

natural environments. (Hurly & Walker, 2019, p. 299). 

 Basic Psychological Needs Theory is a concept claimed to be universal across cultures 

(Deci & Ryan, 1985). A downfall of this theory is that it primarily contains Western perspectives 

and holds capacity to disregard worldviews from other cultures that could strengthen their 

claims. This downfall was indirectly underlined in a paper about Indigenous research 

methodologies and paradigms, which posited that in Indigenous worldviews, the concept of 

connectedness is central and paramount (Kovach et al., 2013). In this paper, an Indigenous, or 

relational worldview connects one to their ancestors, nature, and spirits (Kovach et al., 2013). 

Within BPN terminology, this worldview broadens the capacities of relatedness by connecting 

humans with nonhuman elements. Another term to encapsulate this relational worldview is 

animism (Kovach et al., 2013). A relational ontology interconnects one to everything (Yuen, 

2020), and holds capacity to consider connection to all things when considering concepts of 

relatedness.  

2.9 COVID-19, Leisure and BPN 
To consider the realm of leisure during this time might be considered by some as 

“whistling past a graveyard” (Mowatt, 2020), because it may seem inappropriate to some to 

engage in enjoyable activities during a time of uncertainty and hardship. Yet, leisure is also 

considered paramount to the maintenance of individual and collective wellbeing during a novel 

and difficult time (Kim & Cho, 2020). Lockdown regulations worldwide encouraged many 

people to stay at home, to leave the house for essential reasons, and to remain six feet apart from 

those outside their household ‘bubble’. Freedom, a central value of leisure by Western 

constructs, was constricted by the global pandemic, which altered leisure experiences for many 
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(Yuen, 2020). This point in history provides an opportunity for a potential paradigm shift, 

allowing individuals with Western perspectives to broaden their scope of connectivity to 

encompass their relationship to all things, which, in the COVID-19 landscape, is glaringly 

apparent (Yuen, 2020). Elements of autonomy, competence and relatedness all hold potential to 

be negatively impacted during the pandemic, induced by feelings of inactivity, disempowerment, 

and isolation (Yuen, 2020), the former of which has been known to be bolstered by leisure 

pursuits. By shifting focus on what remains during a period of loss, one author reported the 

ability to garner a greater appreciation for their family, and by spending leisure time together, 

felt heightened connectedness which in turn felt more meaningful (Yuen, 2020). By focusing on 

relationships in leisure pursuits and overall ontology, this author was able to feel better able to 

cope during the global pandemic (Yuen, 2020).  

2.10 Outdoor Leisure Benefits 
The benefits of leisure engagement outdoors include aiding in health, stress reduction, 

concentration, reduction of fatigue, and feelings of connection to nature (Ottosson & Grahn, 

2005). The explanation of feelings induced from leisure time spent in nature beyond that of 

‘connection’, however, remains somewhat vague in existing literature, with studies reporting a 

sense of ‘tranquility’ (Marafa et al., 2018), increased place-identity (Hinds & Sparks, 2008), and 

eliciting ‘positive emotions’ (Nisbet et al., 2009). The use of the word ‘tranquility’ has been 

reported to be “increasingly seen as an environmental indicator” (Marafa et al., 2018, p. 221), 

and outdoor spaces perceived as tranquil enhance leisure experiences (Marafa et al., 2018). 

Nature could be perceived as a leisure space for those spending time in it and incites an increase 

in psychological wellbeing (Hinds & Sparks, 2008). This concept seems to have been capitalized 

upon in commercialized recreational travel, in cases where nature has been curated to increase 

marketability of tourism industries (Markwell, 2018).  There can be little argument made about 
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the profitability and impact of eco-tourism, which has undergone much review and research in 

academic literature (Ron et al., 2008). In contrast, the simple act of connecting with nature 

within one’s home environment remains a topic that requires more coverage in leisure studies. In 

a time where global travel has been halted due to a global pandemic, and humans are constricted 

to their home environments, it is difficult to envisage a better time to examine the effects of eco-

leisure without them being overshadowed by the profitable ecotourism industry. 

2.11 Eco-Leisure 
Eco-leisure has been likened to a grassroots stand to protect the environment, and 

emphasizes the capacity of human-nature relationships within sustainable leisure pursuits (Ron et 

al., 2008). It has been described as a ‘re-turning’ to nature (Marafa, 2018), a method of self-

expression, and an exercise in empathy towards one’s environment (Ron et al., 2008). The eco-

tourism domain has been heavily developed in academic literature in comparison to ecologically 

oriented leisure activities, rendering eco-leisure a relatively little researched concept (Ron et al., 

2008). As such, eco-leisure lacks a definition that has been agreed upon among scholars, 

however, Ron et al. have developed an attempt: 

An outdoor activity, related to the theme of nature, practiced by individuals and groups 

in their perceived free time, involving an environmental-ideological motivation, which is 

integrated into a routinized way of life and aimed at contributing to both physical and 

human surroundings (Ron et al., 2008, p. 53). 

This definition of eco-leisure contains six components:  

1) an environmental-ideological motivation, 2) nature-oriented or themed, 3) contribution to 

social and physical environment, 4) outdoor activities, which differ from eco-tourism in its 
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home-range context, as eco-tourists usually engage in visits to unfamiliar spaces, 5) a routinized 

activity, and 6) within one’s free, non-working time (Ron et al., 2008). 

Backyard and allotment gardening have both been identified as eco-leisure pursuits 

(Jensen & Sørensen, 2020) and although the ideological motivations have been disputed 

(Crouch, 1998; Jensen & Sørensen, 2020), a study by Jensen and Sørensen (2020) seemed to 

corroborate Ron et al.’s theory that eco-leisure ties to participant ideology, though it could likely 

be implicit (Jensen & Sørensen, 2020; Ron et al., 2008). Eco-leisure within a gardening context, 

regardless of motivation, sparks interesting discussion, because it examines the relationship 

between humans, the environment, and objects (Jensen & Sørensen, 2020). The connection 

between humans and their environment are echoes of a relational ontology and the relatedness 

facet of BPNT and would benefit from further studies under those lenses. This study falls under 

eco-leisure criteria, although focused research is warranted connecting eco-leisure, basic 

psychological needs satisfaction and resilience.  

2.12 Gardening and Leisure 
It is crucial to posit that the act of interacting with and tending to land spans millennia 

with Indigenous peoples around the globe. With that said, gardens discussed within leisure 

literature dates back centuries. Medieval gardens just outside German city walls (Nilsen & 

Barnes, 2014) and ancient Greek gardens (Bowe, 2017) were used for leisure purposes as well as 

for cultivation. In the sixteenth century, flower-filled leisure gardens were recorded in European 

literature, and space for leisure was also included in philosophical gardens, which were private in 

nature and designed for leisurely contemplation, intimate retirement, female leisure, retreat, and 

conversation (Samson, 2012a). The word ‘huerto’ or ‘huerta’ was used to describe a garden until 

about the eighteenth century, in which the French word ‘jardin’ became popular (Samson, 
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2012b). The Spanish word ‘huerto’ or ‘huerta’, translated to an “outdoor space for leisure or 

recreation”, defined by specific topographic features such as a space for running water, shade, 

and trees (Samson, 2012b). The act of seeking refuge from the elements in a garden was 

acknowledged in 16 century Spain as a leisure activity, however, the act of gardening itself was 

reportedly viewed as a leisure activity in eighteenth century England, where the ever-growing 

middle class were facing an economic surplus and gained the time and resources necessary to 

cultivate gardens not out of a place of need (Johnston, 2015). Leisure gardens were reported to 

exist in Nottingham, England, as early as 1740 (Nilsen & Barnes, 2014). Leisure gardens were 

also known as guinea-pig gardens in the UK in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and were 

enjoyed by the middle and upper classes with means for recreation (Nilsen & Barnes, 2014). It 

was in this time that gardening within European small towns gained traction as a commercialized 

activity as consumerism began to accelerate (Johnston, 2015). 

In the fall of 1939, with the Second World War ablaze in the UK and looming food 

shortages due to a halt in overseas imports, the Ministry of Agriculture promoted a domestic 

food cultivation campaign, brightly named, “Dig for Victory!” (Ginn, 2012). This campaign, 

designed to encourage individuals to grow their own food to help the country survive the war, 

sparked a marked influx in outdoor allotments and private gardens, by individuals keen to 

support their country (Ginn, 2012). Although the campaign encouraged intensive and personal 

labor, the leisure aspect of the backyard garden maintained its deep roots, and only continued to 

thrive. Garden festivals were reported throughout the subsequent decades with emphasis on the 

1980’s, attracting ample attention (Connell, 2004), and in the 1990’s, gardening as a leisure 

pursuit was reportedly experiencing an all-time high in popularity studies (Connell, 2004). 

However, in Great Britain, the enjoyment of leisure time in gardens was scarcely documented 
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within literature concerning tourism and recreation, social sciences (Connell, 2004), and 

particularly leisure studies (Bhatti & Church, 2000). 

The motivations behind gardening as a leisure pursuit remain varied, however, definite 

trends seem to occur within cultures. For example, it was reported (Ginn, 2012) that over two 

thirds of seed sales in a popular English DIY store in the early 2000’s were flowers, yet eight 

years later, the same proportion of sales was directed towards vegetable seeds. This statistic, 

compounded by global events and development, led to assumption that personal food production 

as a leisure pursuit could well be value-driven, due to climate change, food security and a 

rebellion against large-scale production (Ginn, 2012). This theory has been supported and further 

claimed that the initial incentive of gardening was not for leisure purposes, but for environmental 

values, however, leisure benefits were soon realized (Porter & McIlvaine-Newsad, 2013). The 

interlink between leisure in nature and environmental values was echoed in a study which 

concluded that quality time spent in nature resulted in a heightened connection towards the 

environment, improving human-nature relationships (Nisbet et al., 2009). This study mentioned 

that a gap in research is in more everyday environments as this study’s context was in organized 

outdoor recreation, however, the correlation between closeness to nature and positive emotion 

was emphasized (Nisbet et al., 2009). In addition to beliefs that gardening is value driven, it has 

also been contended that time spent in nature might lead people to be protective of their natural 

environment (Nisbet et al., 2009). Ultimately, the connection between leisure, nature, and values, 

regardless of sequence, remains a compelling topic meriting further investigation. 

Stewarding our natural environment could well lead to a positive effect in mental health 

(Nisbet et al., 2009). In a qualitative study of the correlation between leisure gardening and 

mental health, a significant and positive change in physical, emotional, and social wellbeing was 
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indicated in most participants (Clatworthy et al., 2013). This finding was echoed in a study 

exploring positive personal experiences from leisure gardening, which reportedly perpetuated 

feelings of accomplishment, contentment, and enjoyment that were not subjectively felt while 

engaging in other activities (Cheng & Pegg, 2016). Although studies on leisure in general have 

proven to increase one’s physical, social, and spiritual wellbeing (Cheng & Pegg, 2016), the 

added physiological and mental health benefits offered from an outdoor setting (Shellman & 

Hill, 2017), coupled with a consistent and readily accessible venue make gardening unique in its 

potential benefits. With that said, a scarcity of research on the benefits of household gardening 

has been documented, and there is room for further research in the ways in which gardening 

contributes to enhanced emotional wellbeing (Ambrose et al., 2020). Another study echoed this 

claim and stated that although gardening had a marked effect in decreasing anxiety and 

depression in treating patients with mental difficulties, further research was required to study the 

effects of short-term leisure gardening on mental health (Clatworthy et al., 2013). 

2.13 Leisure and Resilience 
It has been strongly suggested that leisure has marked benefits towards one’s health and 

sense of resilience in multiple ways (Buchecker & Degenhardt, 2015; Denovan & Macaskill, 

2017a).  Sustained recreation and leisure activities have been found to increase psychological 

resilience and wellbeing; however, room for future research has been called for within an 

accessible and consistent context (Buchecker & Degenhardt, 2015). A compelling framework 

was developed as a model to conceptualize the connection between leisure and resilience, named 

the “broaden and build theory” (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017a). This theory suggests that 

resilient individuals utilize leisure as a coping tool to achieve heightened wellbeing, and that 

resilience had a positive correlation with an individual’s ability to subjectively flourish (Denovan 

& Macaskill, 2017a). However, this study took an interesting turn by concluding that beliefs and 
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values connected to leisure participation had an increased correlation with resilience and 

wellbeing, rather than the participation of leisure itself, arguing that the associated values are 

more stable and consistent than leisure strategies (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017a). This finding 

corroborates evidence that the realm of leisure incentives and benefits is deeply complex, 

nuanced, and personal, and suggests that leisure may provide a viable medium to exercise one’s 

values to enhance feelings of resilience and wellbeing.  

Resilience is somewhat a personal term in its conceptualization, due to its subjective 

embodiment. Overholt and Ewert defined resilience as the ability to grow through a period of 

difficulty (2014). Resilience has been defined as a capacity to maintain wellbeing, recover, and 

experience growth from adversity (Okvat & Zautra, 2014). Boon et al. quoted Bonanno’s (2004) 

definition of resilience by citing it was the ability to “maintain healthy psychological and 

physical well-being despite exposure to adversity” (Boon et al., 2012, p. 4). Iwasaki et al. argued 

that leisure is a viable survival strategy when encountering periods of stress, detailing leisure’s 

capacity to promote balance, rejuvenation, and physical, psychological, and emotional renewal 

(2010). These authors elaborated in their theory that leisure is a survival strategy, offering that 

resilience is displayed through leisure behaviors during times of turbulence, the context of which 

yielding psychological, social, and cultural empowerment (Iwasaki et al., 2010). Shellman and 

Hill echoed similar sentiments in a 2017 study yet expanded in the context of outdoor leisure 

providing heightened benefit to achieving psychological resilience and wellbeing (Shellman & 

Hill, 2017). The sense of community fostered in sustained outdoor leisure was a key component 

of Shellman and Hill’s study, and the authors acknowledged that room for future research was 

apparent in long-term studies of the correlation between leisure, wellbeing, and resilience 

(Shellman & Hill, 2017). 
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These studies of resilience through leisure offer a benefit to one’s life during the best of 

times, however, it is during difficult times that benefits such as these hold potential to deeply 

resonate. In one study, leisure gardening was examined as a strategy to overcome times 

following disaster, reasoning that positive stimulus was necessary to counteract the damaging 

mental effects of negative stimuli (Okvat & Zautra, 2014). Maintaining contact with greenspace 

and engaging in community gardening was found to offer the positive stimuli that the authors 

deemed essential to maintaining resilience in a post-disaster zone (Okvat & Zautra, 2014). The 

findings of this study were so consistent that the authors of this study proposed community 

gardens to be incorporated into plans for disaster preparedness, arguing that the act of which 

could nurture resilience and continuity before it might be critically needed, and offer a resource 

of respite after a disaster has occurred (Okvat & Zautra, 2014).  This study sheds insight into the 

capacity for resilience to be built in community gardening settings, however, the capacity for 

resilience to be built in gardening without the central factor of socialization has room for further 

analysis within the leisure studies domain. 

2.14 Conclusion 
 In this study, leisure is pursued in a venue in the participants’ free time, separate from 

work, free of obligation, and produces positive anticipation and fulfillment (Best, 2009). Leisure 

is a healthy coping mechanism and generates feelings of resilience (Denovan & Macaskill, 

2017a), and is particularly impactful during times of uncertainty (Iwasaki et al., 2005; Kleiber et 

al., 2002). Leisure can support psychological wellbeing, which can be categorized as autonomy, 

competence and relatedness, or basic psychological needs (BPN) (Leversen et al., 2012). 

Outdoor leisure has the capacity to offer added psychological benefits (Shellman & Hill, 2017), 

and ecologically oriented leisure activities highlight the capability of human-environmental 

relationships within leisure pursuits (Ron et al., 2008). 
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 The COVID-19 pandemic produced an opportunity to explore the interplay of BPN, 

leisure and resilience in a garden setting, as it was a consistent and readily accessible venue to 

many. Gardening has been an effective leisure pursuit during times of uncertainty (Ginn, 2012; 

Clatworthy et al., 2013), and has been documented to perpetuate resilience in difficult situations 

(Okvat & Zautra, 2014). Leisure in general is a viable coping mechanism utilized during times of 

uncertainty that can facilitate resilience (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017a). The COVID-19 

pandemic had a marked capacity to cause detriment to ones’ basic psychological needs (Yuen, 

2020), providing an opportunity to analyze the relationship between leisure gardening, BPN and 

resilience during a time of uncertainty. 

Chapter 3: Methodology 
3.1 Introduction 

Conducting research during a global pandemic required a flexible approach that could 

adapt to change and uncertainty. Although change and uncertainty is not uncommon in research 

projects, this project faced additional restrictions. Face-to-face interactions were restricted as the 

time of data collection, and technological alternatives were favored in the interest of public 

health. The uncertain times of the pandemic sparked inquest into leisure and its implications on 

the human psyche, yet it simultaneously presented challenges in research framework 

development. Research needed to adapt to the unorthodoxy of the times, and the methods of this 

project were selected for this purpose.  

To capture participant experiences in an enriched fashion, multiple methods were 

required in gaining an understanding of perspective. The use of photovoice, semi-structured 

interviews and thematic analysis allowed verbal and non-verbal descriptions of the gardening 

experience throughout the season, aimed at gathering insight into a largely non-verbal 

relationship with the use of photography. Relational ontology guided the understanding of this 
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research, acknowledging the ways humans ascribe stories to situations as an attempt to create 

order to external chaos and unpredictability (Burns Cunningham, 2013). The culmination of 

these methods and philosophies created iterative and reflexive grounds for qualitative analysis, 

gaining insight into the worldview and reflections of the five participants involved. 

3.2 Research Framework 
 This study took a qualitative approach containing narrative, pragmatic, and relational 

positionality. Convenience sampling was used to gather participants, which was an accessible 

method during the social restrictions brought by COVID-19. The twelve-week data-collection 

period consisted of photovoice with guiding questions, followed by semi-structured interviews. 

The analysis was abductive, thematic, including latent and semantic level coding, which was 

reflexive and recursive. The use of abductive analysis was appropriate because the topic required 

further study before inductive or deductive analysis could have been conducted (Mirza et al., 

2014). Abductive analysis was further merited by use of theory and data driven coding, in which 

inductive or deductive approaches tend to favor one over the other (Trainor & Bundon, 2020). 

These methods formulated the framework of this study and strengthened the basis of result 

production. 
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Figure 2: Research Framework 

3.2.1. Research Goal 
The goal of this research was to gain a greater understanding of the relationship between 

leisure, basic psychological needs, and resilience during a time of uncertainty. During the 

COVID-19 pandemic, participants of this study were experiencing an increased amount of time 

within their home spaces, to abide by public safety regulations. The capacity for gardening to 

nurture basic psychological needs merits further study, and as such, the following research 

gathered information of such during an uncertain time. 

3.2.2. Research Objectives 
 The objectives of this research project are as follows. 

1) Identify a contemporary understanding connecting leisure, basic psychological needs, 

and resilience. 

2) Examine participant perceptions of leisure gardening during COVID-19, document 

what it invoked psychologically, and whether it contributed to subjective feelings of 

resilience. 
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3) Analyze relationships between participant leisure experiences of gardening and basic 

psychological needs (BPN). 

4) Identify implications for leisure services and related practitioners and pathways for 

future studies. 

3.3 Researcher Positionality 
As the sole researcher of this project, I acknowledge my understanding and philosophy of 

the world influenced the way in which the research question was addressed. Acknowledging my 

positionality was something I was careful to be mindful of throughout the duration of the study, 

as I was aware of my own background experiences and factors that may have shaped the research 

process. This continuous recognition fits criteria of reflexive research (Lin, 2015), which was 

beneficial because it helped me recognize and highlight the subjectivity of experiences. I hold a 

relational ontology and a pragmatic epistemology. A pragmatic epistemology was beneficial in 

this study as it allowed for an action oriented, flexible approach and the utilization of whatever 

means necessary to answer the questions at hand. Describing my positionality allows insight into 

the guiding values of this project and provides explanation into the methodologies selected to 

address the research questions. 

3.3.1. Ontology 
The ontology shaping this research is indicative of what I, the researcher, believes can be 

learned about the world (Snape & Spencer, 2003). My ontology colors the approach, conduction, 

and analysis of the project. I believe that everything that can be learned in this world is 

inherently interconnected, therefore relational. Indigenous, or relational ontology regards non-

human entities in less of a consumptive sense that is prevalent in Western society and favors a 

relational co-construction of reality by both human and nonhuman entities (Morton et al., 2020). 
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A relational view of reality emphasizes inclusion of nonhuman entities in social constructions of 

stories, allowing space to examine human-environmental relationships.  

3.3.2. Epistemology 
Epistemology has been described as “how it’s possible to learn about the world”, (Snape 

& Spencer, 2003), and “how individuals view reality and draw conclusions about truth, 

knowledge and authority” (Belenky et al., 1986). I aligned with a pragmatic epistemology in the 

conduction of this study because it allowed for necessary approaches to answer the research 

questions (Creswell, 2003). Utilizing whatever approach necessary was a useful option during 

COVID-19 because it allowed for flexibility in a time of uncertainty. The analysis unpacks 

participants’ emotions and narratives during a time of uncertainty, and a pragmatic epistemology 

allowed for a practical understanding without adding restrictive barriers, as may be the case with 

social constructionism or empiricism. Pragmatism provides a middle ground between the logical 

and theoretical, with ability to combine grounded experience with interpretive thought (Veal, 

2017). The merging of philosophies earned pragmatism a nickname of “bricolage”, a French 

word describing the handiwork of a craftsperson utilizing the tools necessary to complete a task 

(Veal, 2017). Although often associated with mixed-methods research, pragmatism is concerned 

with whatever tools necessary to achieve a research goal, and thus fares well in real-world 

research (Creswell, 2003). Pragmatism focuses on action and experiences that are often 

generated by values, and a pragmatic process of inquiry works to utilize the necessary tools to 

address the task at hand (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). In the context of this study, pragmatism was 

useful because it allowed for a flexible and action-oriented approach, which held potential to 

directly benefit participants (Holstein, 2017).  
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The information derived from this study can aid in future research, and a pragmatic 

epistemology provides flexibility to adopt suitable measures to conduct research during a global 

pandemic (Schuh & Barab, 2008). The research at hand serves as an investigation into deeper 

understanding of one’s psychological resilience and coping strategies, shedding light into inner 

knowledge that preludes action (Reybold, 2002). A pragmatic epistemology focuses on the future 

and acquires knowledge through action and reflection (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). The selection 

of pragmatism allows for inquiry and qualitative analysis of how participants respond and adapt 

to their environment during times of uncertainty (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). 

3.4 Methods 
 The primary methods of this study were that of photovoice and semi-structured 

interviews, to gather visual and linguistic data from participants. This subheading will provide 

information about each of these methods and rationale behind why they were most suitable for 

the context of this study. 

3.4.1. Qualitative Inquiry 
Qualitative data and research are predominantly concerned with activities, events, 

perspectives and behaviors, to gain a greater understanding of how humans view and shape their 

environment (Goodson & Phillimore, 2004). Unlike quantitative research and data, qualitative 

methods do not primarily focus on quantifying data or testing hypotheses (Goodson & 

Phillimore, 2004). Theory can result from qualitative research, with greater understanding of 

subjective worldview being emphasized, and heavily focuses on social interpretations in shaping 

research context (Goodson & Phillimore, 2004). Qualitative research is a social science, 

emphasizes research within natural settings, and gaining an insiders’ perspective to a social 

inquiry. Phenomena is understood and explained within the parameters and context of the 

subjects at hand, limited to available evidence (Goodson & Phillimore, 2004). For these reasons, 
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coupled with compatible research methodologies, a qualitative lens was selected in which to 

conceptualize and conduct this research. 

3.4.2. Photovoice  
Photovoice is a method originally developed by Wang and Burris in 1994, giving people 

with limited resources an opportunity to document their personal lenses with the use of film 

(Caye, 2014). The photovoice method offers a unique merit in that it provides a new dimension 

to research that might not wholly be able to be described by language, offers a personal 

perspective, and sparks further conversation (Caye, 2014). Within the context of this research, 

the Photovoice method was selected to provide richness to participant description (Wang & 

Burris, 1994). Additionally, this method was selected because a large sum of human-

environmental connection is unspoken, and it is an attempt to provide a greater scope into what 

the relationship may provide, when words may fail. Although Photovoice is often a method used 

to elicit social change, it can also be addressed under a phenomenological approach, allowing 

participants to showcase the ways in which they interpret their surroundings and ascribe meaning 

to their environment (Tsang, 2020).  

Additionally, Photovoice as a method provides a transparent representation of participant 

perspective and delivers a visual layer that is less likely to be misconstrued than the use of 

language alone (Tsang, 2020). Photography provides an additional medium to illustrate 

participants’ perspective and provide a reference point that words alone might not convey 

(Tsang, 2020). Photovoice has been described as a participatory action method of research, 

encompassing a greater scope of emotional expression than words alone, which is an appropriate 

approach in the research of psychological wellbeing and resilience (Genoe & Dupuis, 2013). 
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 In this project, participants within their own garden spaces conducted photovoice largely 

in their own time. The participants received a question ‘prompt’ from the researcher each week 

in which they responded to with a photograph. The photovoice question prompts were open-

ended and subject to interpretation, allowing participants freedom in their expression and 

perception. This is not a novel approach to leisure research (Klitzing, 2004), as the utilization of 

photography in leisure research has been shown to provide insight into how individuals cope 

with stress (Genoe & Dupuis, 2013). Further, photography in leisure research allows participants 

to identify the space in which leisure takes place in their lives, the values that they hold, and the 

emotions that the leisure pursuit elicits (Genoe & Dupuis, 2013). 

An asset to the Photovoice method is its implications in creating material to influence 

policymakers and community members (Gubrium & Harper, 2016). One implication of this 

research is to synthesize participant findings connecting leisure gardening to basic psychological 

needs and resilience. Photographs have also been documented to elicit memories of context and 

emotions (Gubrium & Harper, 2016), which heightens participants’ likelihood to detail their 

emotional processes in their responses. Because of the unique context of the global pandemic, I 

was unable to personally interview the participants within their garden spaces. By receiving 

photographs from the participants, I garnered a more holistic understanding of the participant’s 

perspective and experiences.  

3.4.3. Semi-Structured Interviews 
Semi-structured interviews offer a more relaxed approach, and allow space for free-

flowing conversation to arise in addition to discussing pre-planned questions with the participant 

(Adams, 2015). This approach was particularly useful for this project, because it allowed space 

for pre-planned questions to be asked in the form of photo prompts, and a conversation ensued, 
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unpacking participant responses. The semi-structured interview method was selected because it 

allowed for flexibility and breadth. In line with what Adams described to be benefits of semi-

structured interviews, this method gave me as a researcher the opportunity to ask both open and 

closed-ended questions, allowed participants to contribute their individual perspectives, and 

made space for a variety of unforeseen themes that could arise (Adams, 2015).  

The correlation between leisure gardening, basic psychological needs and resilience is a 

topic that would benefit from further study within leisure studies, and semi-structured interviews 

allow for participants to contribute concepts that may be utilized for further analysis. Throughout 

the research process, one-on-one, semi-structured interviews occurred twice for each participant. 

In each interview was a review of the photos submitted thus far, and opportunities to further 

explain why they took each photo as a response to the photo-prompt.  Individual discussions 

between the participant and researcher took place organically because of the interview questions, 

photo prompts and photos, which invoked extra layers of meaning that the participant wanted to 

add and may have initially forgotten about. Each interview took no longer than one hour to 

conduct and was recorded with participant consent for me to later transcribe and thematically 

analyze. A benefit of the semi-structured interview method was the ability to provide a flexible 

and fluid interviewing process, allowing me to have the freedom to improve or reassess 

interview questions in order to gain a greater understanding of the topic (Adams, 2015) within 

the uncertain context of a global pandemic.  

3.4.3.1. Interview Settings 
Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, flexibility was required within interview settings. While 

some of the interviews were conducted outside with social distancing, most of the conducted 

interviews occurred over the phone, recorded on my laptop with permission from the participant. 
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The interviews all occurred within the participant’s home environment, the space in which they 

engaged in leisure gardening. The benefit of being on site of their gardens may have provided the 

participant with prompts that may have been missed had they have been removed from their 

environment during the interview process. A negative side to this approach is that interviews 

were conducted virtually because of pandemic restrictions, and I was unable to visit the sites to 

learn from participants in a place-based setting. 

3.5 Data Collection and Analysis 
 The following subheading details the fashion on which participant information was 

gathered and subsequently analyzed. During the time of research, I was based in the Central 

Vancouver Island region of Canada. I looked for participants within the same area and used 

convenience sampling to achieve that goal.  

3.5.1. Participant Selection 
Participants for the study were selected based on private gardening for personal 

enjoyment and self-reported leisure activities, in the Central Vancouver Island area, and ranged 

between the ages 25-55. Recruitment relied on word of mouth and connecting with people 

associated with my academic and personal network, thus convenience sampling was used to gain 

an understanding of local perspectives. I aimed to gather ten participants, and began the project 

with eight. By the end of the study, I had dropped down to eight, as three withdrew for personal 

reasons. The loss of three participants did not change the age range or general location.  

3.5.2. Convenience Sampling 
Convenience sampling is the recruitment of individuals that are easily accessible to the 

researcher, meet research criteria, and readily consent to participate (Etikan et al., 2016). 

Convenience sampling proved to be a useful participant recruitment tool during the context of 

COVID-19 and has been attested to aid in reaching a high volume of participants during the 
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global pandemic (Satici et al., 2020). However, the COVID-19 pandemic perpetuated an influx 

of convenience sampling techniques within studies because of its inherent accessibility, and 

critics have warned that the results of such are vulnerable to bias (Pierce et al., 2020). Because 

this study is focused on perspectives of participants, bias is appropriate and unavoidable. Further 

research and testing are required to generate theory representative of larger populations. 

3.5.3. Data Collection and Recording 
I collected data through audio-recorded interviews and collecting weekly photographs 

from participants for three months. While I had initially planned to have three semi-structured 

interviews per participant, which was one every month, it was altered to two interviews per 

participant, which was once every six weeks. This change was due to participant schedules. The 

participant data collection officially began on Monday, July 20th, and ended on Canadian 

Thanksgiving, which was Monday, October 12, 2020, aligning with traditional time of harvest.  

Photo ‘prompts’ were sent every Monday for 12 weeks, and participants responded in their own 

time each week. All participants responded relatively punctually and were ready for a new photo 

‘prompt’ the following week. On the week of July 20th, I sent out the first photo ‘prompt’, and 

the first interviews occurred on the week of August 31st. On the week of October 12th, I was able 

to have an interview with each participant about the remaining six photos sent, having given 

them a week to send their final photo. At the time of recruitment, I had multiple conversations 

with each participant, in which I ensured that they were fully comfortable with, and aware of the 

details of the project. The table below illustrates the timeline of the project.  
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Figure 3: Photovoice Participant Timeline 

The collected data was stored on my password-protected computer and phone and was 

deleted upon the completion of the project. Participants signed a consent form approving their 

interviews being recorded, and they were also asked each time prior to the event. Participants 

also had the freedom to withdraw information at any time until two weeks after they have 

received the final copy of their contributions to the project. These ethics protocols were in line 

with the project’s ethics application approved by Vancouver Island University in July 2020. 

 

3.5.3.1. Photos 
Photographs provide a new layer of meaning and interpretation to the research process 

(Tsang, 2020). The analysis of photographs provided by each participant was conducted 

thematically, with the scope of what the participant emphasized, and what I identified. As there 
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are many ways of interpretation, it must be acknowledged that there may have been missed 

themes, layers, threads, or key points, that might benefit from further analysis from people with 

differing worldviews. I provided weekly photo-prompts to participants in the form of a question 

for twelve weeks, and the semi-structured interviews unpacked the meaning of their answers. 

The photographs were the main piece of data until participants were asked to unpack the 

meaning of their photographs within semi-structured interviews. This method proved effective 

because photographs elicited meaning and emotions among the participants, which helped them 

remember the feelings they had when reflecting upon the answers to the questions. This is a 

documented benefit of the photovoice method (Tsang, 2020). 

3.5.3.2. Interview Questions 
 Participants were asked one question a week for twelve weeks to which they answered 

with a photograph. Each photograph was later discussed in a semi-structured interview in which 

the participant had the opportunity to explain the meaning of each snapshot. The twelve guiding 

questions are displayed below with key underpinning concepts and references. The following 

questions are not an exhaustive summary of all questions asked, as interviews occurred in a 

semi-structured format. Further questions were posed to gain clarity and provided the researcher 

with a deeper understanding. The table below outlines the weekly photo prompts, their key 

concepts, and the sources that influenced them. 

Question Key Concepts Reference  
1) What compelled you 

to garden as a leisure 
pursuit? 

Autonomy Leisure is an act of 
autonomy, displaying a sense 
of free will and control, 
outside of obligation 
(Leversen et al., 2012). 

2) How do you think 
others perceive you 
when they learn that 
you garden? 

The space gardening holds in 
one’s culture or environment, 
competence, relatedness 

Positive feedback from others 
in leisure activities supports 
competence and relatedness 
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(Leversen et al., 2012). 
3) If you could not 

garden, what would 
you do instead? 

Autonomy, what category do 
they place gardening in 
within their lives? 

Beliefs and values 
underpinning a leisure pursuit 
can perpetuate resilience and 
wellbeing (Denovan & 
Macaskill, 2017a). 

4) What does gardening 
offer you? 

Subjective outcome of 
choosing leisure during a 
time of uncertainty 

In times of uncertainty, 
leisure can offer recuperation, 
personal transformation, 
meaning, and generate 
resilience (Iwasaki et al., 
2005, p.83; Kleiber et al., 
2002). 

5) How does gardening 
make you feel? 

Psychological implications  Leisure time spent in nature 
elicits feelings of 
‘connection’ and a sense of 
‘tranquility’ (Marafa et al., 
2018), increased place-
identity (Hinds & Sparks, 
2008), and ‘positive 
emotions’ (Nisbet et al., 
2009). 

6) Who or what are you 
benefitting from your 
choice to garden? 

Physical implications, are 
competence and relatedness a 
result? 

Competence and relatedness 
are perpetuated when one’s 
environment supports their 
autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 
2017). 

7) Why is it important 
for you to connect 
with the land? 

Relatedness A relational ontology 
connects one to everything 
(Yuen, 2020), and is not 
typically reflected in 
mainstream Western society. 

8) What trials have you 
experienced in your 
decision to garden this 
year? 

Resilience Resilience has been defined 
as a capacity to maintain 
wellbeing, recover, and 
experience growth from 
adversity (Okvat & Zautra, 
2014). 

9) How does gardening 
influence your life in 
times of stress? 

Competence, resilience Leisure can mitigate stressful 
emotions by increasing 
competence (Iwasaki et al., 
2005); leisure generates a 
sense of resilience (Denovan 
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& Macaskill, 2017a) in times 
of uncertainty (Okvat & 
Zautra, 2014). 

10) How has gardening 
impacted your 
personal 
relationships? 

Relatedness The need for relatedness can 
be met by positive social 
feedback and interaction 
(Leversen et al., 2012). 

11) How has gardening 
affected how you 
perceive yourself? 

Competence, resilience, 
connection to self 

Self-confidence is a 
byproduct of competence and 
successfully meeting 
challenges (Deci & Ryan, 
1985; Perlman et al., 2017). 

12) (How) has gardening 
influenced how you 
see the world around 
you? 

Relational ontology, 
relatedness 

A relational ontology 
connects everyone to 
everything (Yuen, 2020). 

Figure 4: Photo Prompts, Themes and Sources 

3.5.3.3 Semi-Structured Analysis 
  The data recorded from the semi-structured interviews was analyzed thematically, in 

accordance with BPN criteria. Photographs were utilized as a conversation tool, allowing 

participants to visually describe their points as well as verbally. The use of photography enabled 

participants to speak about themes and values in a substantial way, as thought and meaning was 

put into each submitted photograph. 

3.5.4. Data Analysis and Interpretation 
The approach in which data analysis and interpretation occurred within this study was 

manual, with both semantic and latent level coding within thematic analysis. The difference 

between latent and semantic level coding is that latent is interpretive, and semantic level coding 

is explicit, and taken at face value (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I achieved this by first transcribing 

and storing each participant interview in a Word document. Then, I created four new Word 

documents, titled ‘Competence’, ‘Relatedness’, ‘Autonomy’, and ‘Resilience’. I then combed 

through each of the interviews, and assigned codes based on the four new Word documents. 

Once this coding was complete, I transferred the coded pieces over to the correlating new Word 
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documents, resulting in four documents with coded information. Some of this coding was 

explicit, or semantic. An example of semantic level coding within this process is when Daisy 

told me that she took pride and comfort in her ability to heighten her own sense of food security. 

Because this was told directly to me, I transferred it to the ‘Competence’ theme, and placed it 

under a subtheme titled ‘Food Security’, because this was an emerging theme echoed by other 

participants. In other cases, latent level coding occurred. One example of this is when May 

expressed that her choice to garden during Covid-19 was influenced by her spiritual beliefs. May 

said that her Buddhist teachings reminded her to make something positive out of hardship, that 

her enemy could also be her best friend. I interpreted this as May making a choice in response to 

stress, and coded it under ‘Autonomy’, as it was a personal decision, and created a subtheme 

titled ‘Self-Determination as a Stress Response’. Another example of how I applied latent-level 

coding is from Laurel’s response to why she elected to leisure garden during the Covid 

pandemic. Laurel responded that the pursuit “filled her cup, it made her feel full in times of 

emptiness”. I interpreted this to mean that to Laurel, gardening evoked a psychological benefit. I 

created a subtheme ‘Psychological Benefit’ under the main theme of ‘Autonomy’. 

Thematic analysis was reflexive, aligning with Braun and Clarke’s postulation that this 

form of analysis requires constant reflection and researcher engagement (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 

Trainor & Bundon, 2020) in ensuring that the data continued to support identified themes. Once 

the main themes of ‘Autonomy’, ‘Competence’, ‘Relatedness’, and ‘Resilience’ were identified, 

I then created subthemes based off commonalities that were present within the data. The 

‘Resilience’ theme evolved into ‘Participant Views of Leisure and Resilience’, where I could 

apply a large amount of semantic-level coding. While the ‘Autonomy’, ‘Competence’, and 

‘Relatedness’ themes had subthemes, the ‘Participant Views of Leisure and Resilience’ theme 
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contained no subthemes. This is because the latter reported on participant perspectives of 

whether leisure contributed towards feelings of resilience. The former themes were broken down 

into subthemes to illustrate the different aspects of the three basic psychological needs present in 

the study. 

The data analysis and interpretation was guided by the research questions, as well as 

subjective participant resilience and elements of Self-Determination Theory. The elements of 

SDT utilized were the three psychological needs within Basic Psychological Needs Theory 

(BPNT), which are autonomy, competence and relatedness, that were theorized to bolster 

wellbeing (Sheldon & Gunz, 2009). 

3.5.4.1 Thematic Analysis Approach 
Thematic analysis presents a flexible method of qualitative data analysis and reports on 

patterns within the obtained data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The themes elicited from the data were 

my interpretations of participant perspectives. Semantic and latent themes were both included, as 

there was explicit reporting of participant data in addition to my interpretations (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). With the basis of a pragmatic epistemology, mobilization of results and data were the goal 

of the research, and an analysis of why the themes are relevant to subjective resilience was 

detailed. Patterns of meaning were determined in a recursive fashion, which aided in reflexivity 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006), beginning from the transcription of audio recordings. The themes were 

identified across mediums of data, and manual coding comprised the analysis process. Themes 

began as broad and were broken down into more narrow categories aligning with BPNT, and 

relationships between themes emerged as expected (Braun & Clarke, 2006). From these themes 

and connections, a greater analytic narrative emerged because of the participants’ subjective 
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narratives (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The thematic analysis conducted within this research was 

manual, using Microsoft Word. 

3.5.5. Abductive Analysis 
This study was grounded in pragmatic foundations, and the utilization of inductive or 

deductive reasoning upon analysis of a novel concept did not seem appropriate. Deductive 

reasoning suggests that there is a pre-existing hypothesis to be confirmed or disproved by the 

data (Veal, 2017), and inductive reasoning tends to infer the probable outcome of a unique 

situation based on existing knowledge (Hays et al., 2010). Both approaches suggest that a 

hypothesis is the key takeaway from the research process, which might be suitable for better-

grounded research. The use of abductive inquiry within this research allows the gathering of data 

in a way that precedes inductive or deductive reasoning and allows the development of further 

understanding towards a subject that may still need further study (Mirza et al., 2014). Described 

as the first stage of inquiry by Peirce, abductive reasoning allows space for “creative inference” 

(Peirce, 1955), allowing new ideas to emerge from vague phenomena, while inductive or 

deductive reasoning tend to be more grounded in and analytical of the phenomena that the 

research is conducted upon (Mirza et al., 2014). Abductive analysis in this project allowed for 

coding of data to be theory and data driven, which is usually one or the other in inductive or 

deductive analysis (Trainor & Bundon, 2020). The freedom of abductive analysis helped 

formulate groundwork of understanding to perpetuate further research. Once grounded in more 

data and theory, further research of this topic merits inductive reasoning when there is more 

understanding of the topic at hand. 

3.6. Trustworthiness/Considerations 
 Trustworthiness of qualitative data is achieved by subjective, reflexive, clear, and truthful 

interpretations by the researcher (Williams & Morrow, 2009). These attributes were reflected in 
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this report and were made possible by balancing subjectivity and reflexivity. Regardless of 

paradigm, subjectivity, reflexivity, and clear and truthful data interpretations are useful metrics 

to ensure dependable qualitative research (Williams & Morrow, 2009). A trustworthy and 

dependable body of research displays an intersection between participant voice and researcher 

interpretation, with clear boundaries between the two (Williams & Morrow, 2009). In this report, 

I used direct quotations and photographs to support my interpretations and acknowledge that my 

perspective and experiences might influence my conclusions. This relationship between 

subjectivity and reflexivity aids in presenting truthful research that presents participant data and 

researcher interpretations. 

 Lastly, it is imperative that the research findings are clearly communicated alongside the 

reason of the study (Williams & Morrow, 2009). Providing clarity of the findings aids readers in 

understanding the context of the research and creates an opportunity for other researchers to 

create related studies of their own. The ‘why’ of the research clearly states the ways in which the 

research is relevant to the field of study and is informed and descriptive of related bodies of work 

by other scholars (Williams & Morrow, 2009). Qualitative research is made dependable and 

trustworthy when it identifies clear positionality and relevance, with honesty, subjectivity, and 

reflexivity. 

3.6.1. Confidentiality and Anonymity 
Each participant has been assigned a pseudonym to ensure anonymity. Any faces that 

might have been displayed in submitted photos have been covered, protecting identities. All 

information delivered to the researcher, by participants is confidential to the researcher, the 

research supervisor, and the research co-supervisor. All of this has been reflected in the consent 

form each participant has signed and retained a copy of. In addition, no identifying information 
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will be released, and participants have the freedom to withdraw at any time, and have their data 

destroyed. All collected data is stored on the researcher’s password protected computer and will 

be deleted at the conclusion of this project. These ethical protocols were approved by VIU’s 

Ethics Committee in July 2020. 

3.7. Ethical Considerations 
All ethical considerations were outlined in an ethics application to Vancouver Island 

University (VIU), which was approved in July 2020. The considerations outlined below respond 

to VIU’s Ethics Committee and their dedication to ethical research practices. The risk of 

emotional distress was minimal, as all participants had the autonomy to withdraw without 

explanation up until two weeks after they received a transcript of their submissions. Participants 

were welcomed to edit, omit, or insert additional data within two weeks of transcript receipt. 

Participants were also assigned pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality. Photographs displayed 

in the presentation of data were displayed if participants signed a consent form indicating such, 

and facial identification was covered. Information will not be utilized without consent of the 

participant. Due to the ongoing global health crisis at the time of study, a 'Mental Health' section 

was included within the consent form. This section provided a phone number to access emotional 

support and mental health resources should the participant feel in need. 

Explicit and personal consent was required from the participants. Participants took part as 

individuals within their own spaces, therefore not requiring institutional or organizational 

permission. A consent form was presented to participants upon willingness to partake in the 

study and was required to be signed prior to study commencement. Participants were able to 

retain a copy of their signed consent form for later referral. Participants were able to withdraw 

until two weeks after they received a transcript of their contributions to the study. Ongoing 
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informed consent was established with the opportunity to edit, withdraw, or contribute further to 

their pre-existing contributions. Participants had two weeks to review, edit, or delete information 

that they have personally contributed to the study. Participants were also able to keep a copy of 

their personal transcripts; all photos taken by them remained in their possession and received 

credit under their pseudonym and retain access to the final thesis produced by the researcher 

should they desire. 

All information was treated as confidential, unless explicit and signed permission stated 

otherwise. Participants were assigned pseudonyms to protect privacy. Photos taken by 

participants were displayed in the researcher's thesis defense with consent of the participants, 

indicated in the consent form. Information about the participants will not be released without 

signed and reviewed consent. Participants were asked within the consent form not to include 

facial identification to protect privacy, and facial identification was hidden in the incidences 

where this was unavoidable. The research data was stored on a personal password-protected 

computer belonging to the researcher. Paper copies of consent forms were stored in a locked file 

folder within the researchers’ home, and digital consent forms were stored within a folder on the 

researcher's password-protected computer and destroyed under completion of the project. The 

researcher and supervisors (co-researchers) were the only individuals besides the participants 

with access to the data. The outcome of the data was presented in a Masters’ thesis and available 

for academic means and participant view.  

These ethical considerations were necessary to maintain the integrity of the report and 

ensure that no harm is inflicted onto participants. Outlined above are procedural ethics, and 

‘ethics in practice’ (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004) ensured that participant wellbeing and integrity 

remained a priority in moments that the ethics application might not have anticipated. These 
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‘ethics in practice’ are also referred to as ‘microethics’, to be considered in every situation of the 

research process (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). The precautions and procedures highlighted in this 

subheading ensure a basis of safety to conduct research that is mindful of microethics.  

3.7.1 Trustworthiness and Credibility 
The perspective presenting this analysis is also inherently subjective. I have a background 

in anthropology and geography, and my analysis is deeply nuanced by my experiences, lessons, 

education, and personal worldview. Although much of the information delivered in this thesis is 

subjective to specific participants, the analysis of such data is from my own lens that has been 

influenced by my own experiences. I hold no doubt that any researcher could unveil novel and 

insightful findings from the research at hand that I might have failed to cover, which speaks to 

the beauty of human perception and understanding. 

3.8. Conclusion 
  The leisure studies domain is ever evolving and contains ample space for further 

research. This study is looking to fill a gap in existing research by exploring the connection 

between leisure, basic psychological needs, and resilience, during a time of uncertainty. Leisure, 

psychological resilience, and wellbeing were addressed in previous studies, but called for further 

research (Buchecker & Degenhardt, 2015; Shellman & Hill, 2017). Leisure experiences have 

also been documented to aid as coping mechanisms during periods of stress (Hutchinson et al., 

2003; Kono & Shinew, 2015). This correlation holds potential to advance leisure frameworks 

addressing psychological wellbeing during times of uncertainty. This study collected qualitative 

research using Photovoice and semi-structured interviews, and the researcher used thematic 

analysis to interpret the data. The methods of this study embraced the subjective nature of 

psychological wellbeing during times of uncertainty. 
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Chapter 4: Analysis and Discussion 

 In the months of July-October 2020, participant data was collected to analyze the 

relationship between leisure gardening, basic psychological needs, and resilience during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Psychological evocations of the pursuit were inquired upon and 

documented, and thematically analyzed in alignment with Basic Psychological Needs Theory. 

Photovoice and semi-structured interviews were utilized to gather participant data. This chapter 

will also analyze participant perspectives about resilience and whether they felt as though leisure 

gardening influenced their feelings of resilience during the 2020 summer season. The reader will 

first be situated in the context and introduced to the participants before results and analysis will 

be presented. To emphasize participant voices, the writing convention of italicization will be 

used. By the end of this chapter, the reader will be informed of key themes and supporting data 

and literature, leading to implications and suggestions of pathways for future studies in Chapter 

5. 

4.1 Introduction 
Leisure is practiced within a venue, in free time without obligation, and generally 

provides fulfillment and positive anticipation (Best, 2009). The act of leisure gardening fulfills 

the criteria above and does not rely on the pursuit as a primary food source. Leisure gardening 

has been practiced for millennia, yet studies show that the pursuit has proven effective in 

nurturing feelings of resilience during times of uncertainty (Okvat & Zautra, 2014). The reason 

behind this is believed to be because the act provides a medium to replace negative stimuli 

invoked from uncertain circumstances with positive stimuli, allowing individual regeneration 

(Okvat & Zautra, 2014). During the 2020 growing season, one study revealed that almost 20% of 

Canadians tried gardening, and of those individuals, 67% reported COVID-19 as a significant 

motivator (Mullins et al., 2020). The results of this study are inclined to assess the positive 
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stimuli, or maintenance of basic psychological needs, nurtured by leisure gardening, a largely 

accessible pursuit during a time of increased negative stimuli. 

The novel COVID-19 pandemic invoked unique times of uncertainty. Canadian 

nationwide restrictions were first implemented in March 2020 (Lashua et al., 2020), and although 

these measures were effective in their intentions, negative psychological repercussions followed. 

Feelings of stress, worry and hopelessness were reported in countries around the globe due to a 

lack of connection (Sivan, 2020), resulting from long-lasting regulations to practice social 

distancing, to remain in one’s home area, and to avoid public spaces (Lashua et al., 2020). The 

role of leisure has been reported to act as a buffer to stress (Gerber et al., 2018), yet during this 

time, many leisure activities were not feasible. The loss of leisure, freedoms and way of life held 

potential to negatively impact individual basic psychological needs, or feelings of autonomy, 

competence and relatedness (Yuen, 2020), which play a significant factor in determining one’s 

personal sense of wellbeing (Gerber et al., 2018) and long-term resilience (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 

4.2 Introducing the Participants 

This study involved five participants recruited by the convenience sampling strategy. 

Once a potential participant had expressed interest, a recruitment letter was emailed to everyone, 

highlighting the key points of the study, implications, and intended research. The opportunity to 

ask further questions was emphasized, and once each participant had expressed approval of the 

study, a consent form was sent by email to be signed and returned. While eight participants were 

initially gathered, five remained by the end of the season. All five participants happened to 

identify as female and ranged between the ages of 25-55. All participants resided in the 

Vancouver Island region, including neighboring Gulf islands. These participants include: 
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1) Amber, in her fifties, who is passionate about community gardening. She initially 

started gardening to provide her kids with a space to discover and garner autonomy 

when they were young, but the outcomes of the pursuit made her return every year, 

where she found meaning from it in countless ways. Amber chose to garden this year 

because it’s what she has done every year, but reported that this year was more 

meaningful, because it was the one environment she could maintain normalcy within 

during a time of disruption.  

2) May is also in her fifties and has recently moved to a gulf island. She does not 

consider herself an avid gardener but finds fulfillment in time spent in the garden. 

Like Amber, it means a lot for May to spend time with her children in the garden, but 

it also offers a refreshing change of pace, which is appreciated by May as her job is 

demanding and dynamic. May’s incentive to garden this year was multifaceted: the 

pandemic provided her with more time than usual to really get her hands in the dirt, 

which was something she had been wanting to do for years. Her recent move to the 

gulf island had her planting multiple gardens, starting things from seed in the 

greenhouse and enabling her to spend quality time with her daughter. May also 

reported that the pandemic brought a marked sense of anxiety. Looming food 

shortages brought an impulse to grow her own nourishment, and May also reported a 

call to nurture something during a time where death was so prevalent. Gardening this 

season, for May, was a response to helplessness invoked by the uncertainty of the 

global health crisis, and her solution was to grasp at nurturing connection and 

security. 
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3) Laurel is in her thirties and has kept a modest garden for the past few years. Her 

incentive to garden stemmed from the concept of sustainable nourishment, which was 

exacerbated during the time of study due to looming food shortages. Laurel also 

reported a general love of plants, which has continued to be an incentive to keep a 

garden. At the beginning of the study, Laurel struggled to identify why she loved to 

garden. Throughout the duration of the project, Laurel identified different facets of 

the pursuit that she found fulfilling, which was enlightening for her, as well as myself 

as the researcher.  

4) Daisy is in her twenties and has kept a garden for three years. The concept of 

sustainability has always been an interest of hers, and she found that confidence was a 

major factor holding her back from having her own garden. Three years ago, she 

decided to give it a try, and has discovered so much since. Daisy primarily grows 

food in her private garden, which yields many vegetables and herbs. The product of 

her labor provides her and her partner with healthy and delicious food, that they share 

with others and are learning how to preserve. During the time of study, Daisy found 

herself at home a lot more, so her time in the garden significantly increased. 

5) Violet is in her forties and has a little garden in the front yard of her home that she 

shares with her two daughters. Gardening is a pursuit that Violet has been attracted to 

for many years, but previous living situations did not permit the space for it. Though 

Violet was quick to admit that her plot was small, it provided quite enough for her 

and her family during the research period. Violet is passionate about sustainability but 

did not rely on her garden to provide her with food, instead, she really appreciated 

and nurtured the spiritual benefits that her garden provided. 
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4.3 Defining Resilience 
 A common definition of resilience is the ability to “bounce back” after periods of 

adversity (Perlman et al., 2017). Resilience is a key component of psychological wellbeing, as it 

is the capacity to adapt to stressful circumstances (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017a). Participants 

were asked of their definitions of resilience to gain clarity on how it was impacted throughout the 

season. All five participants reported increased feelings of resilience because of leisure 

gardening during the 2020 growing season. Three out of the five participants explicitly described 

resilience as an ability to cope, with Amber describing “not all the time, but over time”, and May 

offering “the ability to cope with life as life is”. Laurel and Daisy mentioned adversity in their 

descriptions and the ability to prevail despite ongoing challenges. Violet described resilience as 

being flexible and adaptable while remaining true to oneself and mindful of others, an ability to 

move and shift with what is arising. Understanding how resilience is conceptualized for each 

participant aided in analysis of the pursuit.  

4.4 Autonomy 

The ability for a participant to choose to engage in a selected leisure pursuit is an act of 

autonomy, as it is a sense of freedom of choice, and is in alignment with the subject’s interest 

(Leversen et al., 2012). Exercise of autonomy holds pronounced value when freedoms are 

restricted, and leisure activities provide an added benefit of connection (de la Barre et al., 2020). 

The COVID-19 pandemic produced a host of challenges to the global population, restricting the 

freedoms and social circles of many individuals, in the interest of global health. Opportunities to 

exercise autonomy subsequently reduced, rendering many individuals to exercise creativity in 

home-based solutions to facilitate greater levels of wellbeing (Sivan, 2020; de la Barre et al., 

2020). In studies of previous hardship, leisure has proven to be an effective survival strategy, 

offering psychological rehabilitation and an increase in self-reported resilience (Iwasaki et al., 
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2005). The self-determined aspect of leisure activities is what defines the pursuit as 

autonomous, which is what each participant of this study independently reported. Feelings of 

autonomy have been reported to provide aid to those experiencing times of uncertainty, 

maintaining one’s sense of vitality (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Results of this study indicated that 

motivations behind the choice to leisure garden during the COVID-19 pandemic stemmed from 

stress responses, psychological benefit, bolstering sustenance, a desire to nurture, and continuing 

practice from previous years. This is unpacked further in the subthemes below. 

4.4.1 Self-Determination as a Stress Response 
Leisure holds the capacity to reduce or ‘buffer’ stress (Gerber et al., 2018), and a notable 

finding of this study was that most participants elected to garden as a leisure activity as a direct 

response to stress incurred by the global pandemic. The availability of a self-determined leisure 

activity was viewed as a reprieve from the mounting stress that participants reported enduring, 

and the choice to garden during the COVID-19 pandemic had all five participants independently 

noting that it helped them feel an increased sense of control. Autonomy has been described as 

having a sense of control (Perlman et al., 2017), which is something that was evidently 

minimized with the influx of uncertainty that the pandemic produced. While participants such as 

Amber and Daisy were not first-time gardeners and did not elect to leisure garden as a direct 

result of the pandemic, all participants reported an increased significance of the pursuit during 

the pandemic due to the lack of freedom and increased uncertainty of the global climate. This 

finding aligns with a study by Mullins et al., which stated that 67% of Canadian gardeners 

reported the circumstances of COVID-19 as the motivation to do so (2020). The ability to shift 

and adapt to uncertain circumstances indicates resilience, as resilience can be understood as a 

capacity to adapt to uncertainty (Herrman et al., 2011; Masten & Reed, 2002; Wu et al., 2013). 

May, about her decision to garden during the pandemic, said, “Gardening is an opportune 
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response to all of this going on, my Buddhist teachings tell me, ‘your enemy is also your best 

friend’.”  

 

Figure 5: "My Buddhist teachings tell me that your enemy is also your best friend" -May 

Motivations behind the pursuit were not as unanimous but held common themes. 

Gardening provided a feeling of normalcy during the pandemic, which was liberating and 

comforting to Amber, who had gardened for years prior, and ran a community garden. With the 

ability to continue her work in the community garden, Amber said, “… people in community 

gardens together are the most normal part of our week, we can keep our distance and sit near 

each other for lunch, but in stores etc. we’re so reminded of what’s going on.”. Amber also 

reported that “it allows you to use all of your senses”, enforcing a feeling of presence and 

appreciation, which is valued in the absence of freedom to enjoy other things. This sentiment 

was echoed by May and Laurel in separate interviews, who reported a feeling of powerlessness 

during the pandemic, which was eased by leisure gardening. The ability to have control over her 

immediate environment during a time of global instability provided May with the groundwork to 

nurture other psychological ills that were incurred by the pandemic. Laurel and Violet reported 

urges to channel their energy into something productive, and Laurel found herself weeding 
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instead of turning on the news every evening. The sense of normalcy as a motivator to leisure 

garden also aligns with previously reported outcomes of leisure in post-disaster contexts. Leisure 

initiatives following a Japanese tsunami and earthquake were reported to provide continuity and 

normalcy to participants, facilitating purpose and growth following trauma (Kono & Shinew, 

2015). Illustrated in Figure 6 below is Amber’s daughter in the garden, seemingly enjoying what 

Amber described to be “a sense of normalcy”.  

 

Figure 6: The community garden, with a little helper -Amber 

4.4.2 Psychological Benefit 
While normalcy is a valuable element of leisure gardening during a time of uncertainty, it 

was not the only reported motivator. Participants also chose leisure gardening as a support to 

mental health that had been affected by the pandemic. All five participants reported that the 

pandemic had taken a psychological toll on their individual lives, and noted that their choice to 

garden provided balance, support, and nurturance towards their psychological state. May 

reported leisure gardening to be a reprieve in the 2020 season and she turned to it to 

psychologically soothe herself from the inundation of hardship. The learning curve of adapting to 

a virtual workspace had May eager to get her hands in the dirt and experience something 

tangible, and she described her emotional world as turbulent because of collective stress. Not 
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only did May encounter a period of increased stress, but there was also a degree of 

powerlessness in the wake of increased isolation. Fearful for herself and vulnerable loved ones, 

May described a lack of control of her surroundings, and turned to her garden as a means of 

relinquishing some of her agency that she felt she had lost. She said, “It had a good impact on 

reducing anxiety.”.  

Laurel reported, “Gardening fills my cup, and makes me feel full in times of emptiness”. 

Having her hands in the dirt helped Laurel process her feelings and would turn to it when she felt 

fear or uncertainty. May reported gardening to have grounded her in a time when she was really 

in her head, and Violet described gardening as an anchor for her when the world felt out of 

control. Violet said,  

It’s really therapeutic to take my inner world to the garden and no matter what inner 

state I’d be in, the garden is always a place that’s so giving and easy to relate to, no 

matter where I am, mentally or physically. 

 Ultimately, leisure gardening during the pandemic had participants reporting an 

increased sense of joy and grounding during a time when they felt a pronounced lack of stability. 

This finding aligns with research citing that outdoor leisure time incites feelings of psychological 

wellbeing (Hinds & Sparks, 2008), which is particularly useful during a global pandemic. 

An unexpected additional psychological draw to garden during the pandemic was of a 

described need to nurture. “There is a psychological benefit of nurturing life right from 

scratch.”, May explained in an interview. May, Laurel and Violet elected to garden as attempts 

to not only nurture their own psychological states, but also to nurture their surroundings. May 

continued, “it became a nurturing activity, I really needed to nurture in the face of a pandemic 
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when I was reading about all these people dying.”. Laurel echoed similar sentiments, describing 

the uncertainty that the pandemic brought, with new and distressing elements unfolding each 

day. Laurel described things to have seemed out of control, and elected to garden because despite 

the unknown, “there was a fair bit of certainty that if you plant a seed and show it some love and 

tend to it, that seed can and will grow”. Violet also described the act of nurturing as an influence 

in her decision. Violet sought reciprocity in the activity and was drawn to garden to be nurtured 

by what she had put time and care into. As a mother, Violet spent her days nurturing her 

children, and turned to the garden to be nurtured in return. While these elements of nurturing 

would be present in the pursuit regardless of a global pandemic, the minimization of other areas 

of life surely magnified the areas of what gardening could provide. These results echo the 

sentiments of Yuen in a critical commentary about leisure and the COVID-19 pandemic. Yuen 

reported experiencing a detriment to one basic psychological need and turned to leisure to 

nurture the two needs that could be met. Although leisure could not necessarily fill all the gaps of 

what was missing, it could provide things to appreciate, which were even more meaningful 

during times of scarcity (Yuen, 2020). 

 

Figure 7: May and a rescued baby bird 
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4.4.3 Food Security 
 Leisure gardening was chosen by participants as a desire to increase personal food 

security during the pandemic. Daisy described, “In Calgary, people were posting photos of the 

aisles being cleared, so it felt scary. It was nice to not only have the garden but feel prepared 

before the pandemic happened, it made us prepare a bit more.”. May and Violet both 

acknowledged the food security aspect of their decision to leisure garden and appreciated the 

availability of food in their greenspace should they need it. For Daisy, the pandemic bolstered 

her supposition that her current ways of operating in the world were not sustainable, so she put 

her spare time into growing food of her own. As the pursuit was not born out of obligation and 

she continued to freely get food from the grocery store, she enjoyed the food she grew as a 

product of leisure that she elected to partake in. Laurel and Amber felt similar anticipation of a 

food shortage and took to their gardens to prepare accordingly. Amber felt an increased need to 

provide for herself and her family during the 2020 season, and although she reported no shortage 

at the grocery store, she noted that gardening helped alleviate her anxiety over a potential lack in 

food security and helped her feel like she was able to choose a productive and fulfilling activity 

during a time of heightened powerlessness. Laurel elected to grow produce because she wanted 

to cut down on the time she spent in the store. She reported a seed shortage in her local area that 

added to the feelings of insecurity that fueled the pursuit and felt compelled to develop a 

heightened sense of self-sufficiency during the extra time she had because of the lockdown. 

Laurel reported seeing many people take up hobbies during the lockdown period but noted that 

leisure gardening resonated with her the most for the benefits of heightened food security, 

psychological benefit, and intrinsic enjoyment. The urge of bolstering food security in the face of 

uncertainty is reminiscent of the Second World War, where the UK Ministry of Agriculture 

encouraged the country to “Dig for Victory!” (Ginn, 2012). The initiative was spearheaded to 
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help people be more food secure to survive the war (Ginn, 2012), and alludes to a psychological 

pull to ensure survival during a time of difficulty. The fact that none of the participants found 

themselves in physical need of the food they’d grown over the season allowed each of them to 

enjoy the psychological and leisure elements of gardening. 

 

Figure 8: Daisy’s fruits of her leisure 

4.4.4 Autonomous Leisure in Uncertainty 
 The key motivations to leisure garden during the pandemic were reported to be of 

continuation of normalcy, a response to stress, maintenance of psychological health, a desire to 

nurture, and heightened food security. The execution of autonomy is of independent choice and 

in alignment of the participants’ interests (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Leversen et al., 2012). It is 

evident from the findings above that the pursuit of leisure gardening aligned with the motivations 

and interests of each participant, and they acted freely to nurture parts of their lives that they may 

not have otherwise been able to fulfill at that time. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and 

lockdown, leisure pursuits were limited, and freedoms restricted. The restrictions imposed by 

these challenges produced an opportunity for individuals to elect restriction-abiding leisure 

activities to pass the time, appeal to their interests and help them cope during this uncertain 
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period. In alignment with autonomy, leisure gardening was chosen by each participant during 

challenging circumstances and provided a medium to healthily channel and maintain one’s 

energy (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Each of the five participants took independent consideration to 

their circumstances and both accepted and explored the consequences of their decision to leisure 

garden, suggesting that, by executing autonomy (Naemi, 2018), the groundwork was laid for the 

other basic psychological needs, competence and relatedness, to be subsequently met (Ryan & 

Deci, 2017). 

 

Figure 9: Laurel, planning 

4.5 Competence 
 Competence is the ability to optimally challenge individuals to meet their goals in the 

face of adversity (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Perlman et al., 2017), which is what all five participants 

reported within this study. All five participants expressed feelings of overall positivity resulting 

from their choice to leisure garden, despite unanimously reporting trials and hardships 

encountered throughout the season. The main themes that connected the experiences of all five 

participants were that of a shift in perspective, confidence, and control. Another notable finding 

resulting from participant feelings of competence was the concept of transferability. Some 

participants found themselves better equipped to handle challenges in other settings because of 

competence gained from leisure gardening. This finding illustrates that competence can bolster 
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confidence in individuals to tackle challenges in larger realms, which is particularly useful 

during times of uncertainty. This is consistent with another study claiming that competence can 

increase participant flexibility, broadening personal coping mechanisms and thereby improving 

wellbeing (Weinstein & Ryan, 2011).  

4.5.1 Control 
While a sense of choice or control is often associated with autonomy (Perlman et al., 

2017), the presence of control in participant competence was present in the challenges presented 

throughout the season. Competence is a quality that can be strengthened by overcoming 

challenges, and the presence of control was a multifaceted issue that each participant contended 

with. To successfully meet challenges brought on by gardening, such as blight and critters, some 

participants reported a process of adaptation in the form of simultaneously taking and 

surrendering control. Amber said,  

the challenge is the same thing as the benefit- not being so precious about your garden 

that you’re not willing to share it, and at the same time there are certain environmental 

elements, that, you don’t have to control them, but you need to have an awareness of 

them. 

Amber also reported that, as an experienced gardener, she now grows enough to provide 

for wandering animals as well as for herself and her family. Violet spoke of a sense of 

confidence spurring from her making peace with the fact that she cannot control everything, 

which she felt was an important lesson. May echoed Violet’s sentiments, speaking of a need to 

let go of total control, which was a sentiment that differed from demands in other elements of her 

life. Like Violet, Laurel spoke of making her peace with things that she could not control, such 

as critters, and resolved to just keep going regardless.  
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Figure 10: "Okay, you can have my spinach... don't touch my tomatoes!" -Laurel 

Daisy reported feelings of frustration at the fact that growth of her plants seemed to come 

slower than she would have liked. She said that the slow process taught her to be patient, and not 

to give up when she felt discouraged, because the benefit that the crop yielded far outweighed 

the exasperation. The notion of continuing despite adversity was what allowed each participant 

to report an enjoyable and worthwhile experience overall, as all five participants worked through 

reported hardship, surrendered control where necessary, yet harnessed it when they could. The 

balance of challenge and success was what helped build participant confidence, as each 

challenge was safe enough to not be substantially detrimental to their lives in the face of failure. 

By facilitating a sense of balance between trial and success, participants found themselves able 

to continue to operate autonomously, successes providing confidence, and trials providing 

perspective. 
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Figure 11: Chewed up lettuce, causing Daisy frustration 

 

Figure 12: Amber was happy to share with wandering animals 

4.5.2 Confidence 
 Competence is also referred to as confidence in the achievement of a goal (Cheng & 

Pegg, 2016), and in the context of this study, the achievement of goals generated further 

confidence in participants’ sense of ability. Daisy reported herself to be a relatively new 

gardener, who despite having two successful growing seasons behind her, did not possess very 

high levels of confidence at the beginning of the 2020 growing season. With the threat of food 

security during the COVID-19 pandemic, Daisy resolved to grow more vegetables than ever in 

case of need. Many of the vegetables she grew were completely new to her, and while Daisy 

initially doubted herself, her participation soon yielded an increased sense of ability, 

strengthening her resolve to continue. Daisy’s sense of confidence grew steadily throughout the 

season, and it helped her feel as though she was contributing positively to local food security, as 

she became less dependent on store-bought food and learned how to preserve and can goods to 
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last her through the winter. By harnessing new skills, Daisy’s sense of achievement increased, 

and while she had previously considered her dream of a more sustainable lifestyle to be 

unrealistic, the influx of confidence gained from gardening helped her feel less helpless during 

the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

Figure 13: Self-caught, home grown -Daisy 

 Like Daisy, Laurel reported a lack of confidence prior to the 2020 gardening season. The 

COVID-19 pandemic required Laurel’s workplace to temporarily shut down, and she took to 

gardening because she appreciated seeing tangible results in her leisure participation. As Laurel 

spent more time in the garden, she experienced a shift in perspective, which also fostered the 

confidence for Laurel to take up gardening as a job in addition to a leisure pursuit. The sense of 

ability generated from leisure gardening in her backyard was what encouraged Laurel to pursue a 

vocation that she enjoyed yet did not feel skilled enough to undertake before. 

 Violet, as a first-time gardener, reported an increased sense of confidence generated from 

an influx of knowledge and experience as she navigated the 2020 season. As a mother, Violet 

was able to share the knowledge she gained with her daughters, as well as provide for her family. 

This sharing of knowledge and experience provided positive feedback, increasing Violet’s sense 

of competence in her ability. This connection between positive feedback and increased 
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competence bolsters existing literature describing ways in which leisure can positively bolster 

psychological requirements (Leversen et al., 2012).  

 As a seasoned gardener, Amber did not face a lack of confidence prior to the 2020 

season, however, the uncertainty of the COVID-19 pandemic had her feeling nervous about food 

security. Although food insecurity was not an issue that became apparent for any of the 

participants, the threat was mentioned and worried about by all five participants, and most 

reported it to be a core reason behind their decision to leisure garden. Amber reported that the 

anxiety generated from the pandemic seemed to permeate her surroundings, except the garden. 

The garden was a space where Amber could confidently remind herself that she had a solution to 

the potential threat of food insecurity and reported that gardening in the 2020 season reinforced 

that the pursuit is a good idea. 

4.5.3 Perspective and Transferability 
While all five participants reported an increased sense of confidence because of leisure 

gardening, they also unanimously experienced a novel perspective that arose from time spent 

interacting with the environment and themselves. The perspectives differed, but all five 

participants reported that gardening during the COVID-19 pandemic provided them with 

perspective that offered them benefit, allowing them to transfer such benefit into the larger 

sphere of their lives. These findings align with pre-existing descriptions of competence, as it has 

been cited it to encourage personal growth (Deci & Ryan, 2000), enable people to realize their 

potential (Cheng & Pegg, 2016), and increase resilience (Ryan & Deci, 2017). The transferrable 

nature of competence generated in the results supports the theory that meeting basic 

psychological needs can generate feelings of resilience in broader contexts.  
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Figure 14: Daisy preserving for the winter 

Taking the context of the study into account, it is important to emphasize the unusual and 

uncertain circumstances in which each participant faced due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Each 

of the five participants reported feeling mentally affected by the effects of the pandemic, 

although all five remained physically healthy throughout the season. The gravity of the enforced 

social distancing and looming threat of infection was not something that any of the participants 

had previously experienced, as the degree of the COVID-19 pandemic superseded those within 

recent history (Alzueta, et al., 2021). Within this context, the role of gardening in the lives of 

each of the participants was reported to be a positive addition. Violet noted that the ritual of daily 

gardening brought her peace, and the wisdom and stability gained from the pursuit helped her 

feel more grounded and anchored, during a time when she had felt restricted. Daisy reported an 

overall increase in her feelings of positivity because of gardening, as her ability to be patient 

increased throughout the season. May found that the act of gardening helped her let go of the 

stress that she had incurred from her job, home, and from worrying about the pandemic. 

Although it was a learning curve, gardening brought her wisdom that she was able to apply into 

her daily life. The notion that new life follows decay was a theme that May found to be 

especially prominent, which was echoed by Violet who quoted, “Gardening helped me realize 

that even during times of difficulty and disappointment, not all is lost, look at these seeds”.  
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Figure 15: Violet saving seeds 

Laurel noted that the pursuit offered her a sense of clarity, self awareness, and allowed 

her to be able to process emotions. Gardening helped her feel light and free. As the season 

progressed, Laurel felt more confident in her ability to garden, something she had loved to do for 

years. She then decided to start gardening as a career and began working for a landscaping 

company in addition to keeping her own garden at home. In Laurel’s words,  

I wanted to take the feeling of my little garden at home and bring it into the world. That’s 

something that was missing for me. It didn’t have to be a little hobby; you can spend your 

days feeling this connected to the Earth. 

One factor to note is that competence has the capacity to influence wellbeing strongly and 

positively, especially if it is developed in an area of particular interest for the participant (Talley 

et al., 2012). This implies that the positive affect generated by leisure gardening for the 

participants could be transferred into the context of other leisure pursuits, providing that it is of 

interest to the participant. If that condition is met, competence has been documented to be the 

most consistent predictor for participant wellbeing (Talley et al., 2012), despite the perhaps not 
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being immediately enjoyable during the trials that develop it. The mastery of such, particularly 

demonstrated in Laurel’s case, provided her to feel capable enough to realize her potential and 

undertake the pursuit as a paid venture, as well.  

 

Figure 16: "It fills my cup" -Laurel 

4.6 Relatedness  
 Relatedness has typically been defined within BPN literature as a connection to other 

humans (Patrick & Canevello, 2011), yet this study found that human-human connection was 

just one facet of connection within this context. Relatedness has been broken down into 

subthemes detailing the realms of connection that participants reported and benefitted from 

during the project. The findings of this study underline the opportunities for future research in 

the capacities of connection. While human-to-human connection is an irreplaceable facet of 

relatedness, this study echoes Indigenous worldviews that uphold a relational ontology (Morton 

et al., 2020). The subthemes below unpack the breadth of connection in this study. These forms 

of connection are not novel, however, they seem to be underemphasized in existing academic 

literature. 

4.6.1 Connection to Self or Spirit 
 Over the three-month duration of the project, the seasons shifted from summer to autumn. 

May noted this transition and commented on how her reflections mirrored themes that the land 
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reflected during the yearly cycle. May began the season with a drive to nurture something, which 

is what attracted her to leisure garden. She was able to bring things to life during a time of 

uncertainty and threat, sustain it through the summer months, and tend to its decay into autumn. 

May reported a process of internalization that occurred while she was in this relationship with 

the land. The cyclical nature of the seasons in May’s garden provided an example of what life is 

on a larger scale, and this reminder helped her in letting go of control, accepting life and death, 

and enjoying the process. By having her hands in the dirt, May found herself able to relate to the 

decay that provided compost for new growth. She explained that she was entering a new stage in 

life; she was in her fifties and spoke of a slow transition away from youth and generic standards 

of beauty yet retaining wisdom of the mind and body. As May tended to her sunflowers which 

began their decay around Thanksgiving, she drew parallels between the process between the 

flower and herself. May described the parallel in the quote below. 

Some of the flower seeds (…) didn’t mature properly, some are molding, (…) it made me 

think of the crone that accepts all of herself in all of the imperfections, the ripening, the 

fruit, the decay, and that’s another thing, because the seeds are the fruit, so it’s like a 

fruition. 
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Figure 17: Beauty in the decay -May 

 Laurel noted an augmented ability to process her negative emotions when she had her 

hands or feet in the dirt and reflected that being in the garden made her feel like her most 

authentic self. For Laurel, the connection created generated a sense of peace. She expressed that 

“you feel a certain peace, it feels good to have dirt between your toes, and it’s a connection as 

well”. Conversely, Daisy felt anger in the process before she felt peace at the end of the season. 

The pace of growth, and setbacks of pests made Daisy feel angry because she had invested time 

and energy into the garden’s wellbeing. However, the harvest at the end of the season was 

successful, and Daisy concluded “to find beauty even in the things that make you angry”, and 

“even when it looks ugly, trust, look closer, work with what you have”. Violet likened her 

relationship to her garden to a meditation, a gift of time she could have to herself amidst her life 

as a mother. During this time, Violet felt more deeply connected to her ancestors as the dirt in 

her hands and the food she produced is a common thread, shared amongst life and time. The 

perspective that Violet’s relationship to land brought increased her reported wellbeing on an 

emotional, soul and wellness level. Like May, Violet could take a plant and personally relate to 
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it. Violet likened snow peas to newborn babies and found comfort by tending to their growth 

during times of heightened stress in her life. The hopefulness that the snow peas represented 

helped calm Violet’s sense of tension. In the narratives above, plants growing in the gardens 

represented elements of the participants that they were able to readily connect to. Violet likened 

it to a teacher-student relationship and spoke of the garden as ever-growing and revealing itself, 

and witnessing the evolution provided her with inspiration to steadily express herself.  

 
Figure 18: "a powerful tool to have access to" -Violet 
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Figure 19: "it just kind of clicked" -Laurel 

 

4.6.2 Connection to others 
 Participants in this project reported a strengthened connection to others from their 

engagement in leisure gardening. This was achieved with physical time spent together and 

lessons learned from the land. Violet and Daisy reported pertinent lessons about relationships 

that they gained from tending to the land. Violet described the garden as a metaphor for her 

relationships with others. She reasoned that she cannot force things from the garden, that she can 

tend to the land, but everything is a product of their conditions. She viewed herself and others 

like gardens in her appreciation for individuality and pace of growth, and it helped her 

relationships with people as a result. Daisy described the setbacks of the season and likened it to 

her personal relationships, deducing that a true relationship will find a way, regardless of 

obstacle.  

 Participants reported a connection to others outside of their familial sphere because of 

leisure gardening. Amber, May, and Laurel described this connection to feel especially 

meaningful during the pandemic, although it was also appreciated in previous years. During the 
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first few months of the pandemic, a social tradition was enacted every night at 7pm, where 

people would go onto their driveways, balconies or open their windows, and bang pots and pans 

together in appreciation for health care workers. It was by doing this that Laurel was able to talk 

to a neighbor across the street and learn that certain aspects of her neighbors’ garden was not 

going very well, so Laurel began to share produce. Amber was able to connect with others in a 

community garden setting, in addition to tending to her private garden. She reported that her time 

in the community garden felt like the most normal part of her week, because people could keep 

their distance but still talk to each other as normal while tending to activities. May also 

frequented the community garden in addition to her private garden and noted that her 

participation in the community garden helped her share a meaningful and enjoyable activity 

while maintaining an appropriate distance from her friends, who were not in her household 

bubble. Amber separately noted the feeling of joy from seeing people from outside her 

household bubble, as community gardening helped her feel like part of a group during a time 

where she also had feelings of isolation. Amber also described the act of gardening to be 

inclusive because it does not require a great deal of skill or preparation, and connective, through 

food, plants, and animals. The inclusion and connection that gardening brings was something 

that meant a great deal to Amber, as it provides forms of therapy and allows people to come on 

their own terms. Amber described the benefit in her own words, below. 

…From kids to adults with disabilities, seniors, people who have lived on the land, others 

who are scared of insects- each person can garden in their own way, it’s so inclusive, 

offers a bit of everything and makes you physically more present. It’s not distracting and 

allows you to use all of your senses. 
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 In addition to safely connecting participants with others outside their households, 

participants noted that gardening connected them with their immediate loved ones. Amber’s 

original incentive to garden was to get outside with her children, and found that the activity 

continued to connect them, years later. Gardening allowed Amber’s family some levity during 

the pandemic, when they were spending more time at home and experiencing heightened degrees 

of stress. Amber’s family grew squash, named them, and drew faces on them, and hid them 

around the house. The photograph below was of one found in the shower and provided family 

members with a novel source of shared entertainment. 

 

Figure 20: "Oh, that's Winky!" -Amber 

 Violet was able to connect with her children through gardening. It was important to 

Violet to give her children the opportunity to learn where their food came from, so they made 

applesauce from the trees in the garden and baked it in a pie. Violet reported that she and her 

children connected through shared food, the elements of nature, growing, harvesting, and 

preparing for the coming winter by preserving and storing what they did not immediately use. 

Violet valued giving her children the experience of picking the apples from the tree and going 

through every step of food production together, and reported a heightened sense of connection to 

one another, as well as to the land. Violet also valued the lessons that the land had to offer her 
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children, as she was able to share and continue a shared relationship to the land, that has been a 

common thread throughout all of life. 

 

Figure 21: Applesauce 

 For Laurel, the pandemic produced uncertainty in her and her partner’s lives, as both of 

their workplaces shut down. Gardening was an activity that the two of them could take control of 

and share together. They planned out the garden more thoroughly than ever before and were 

more present to address challenges and put in the work to later enjoy. Laurel reported it to be a 

great pastime for the two of them, and having a shared focus provided them with a positive test 

that they could accomplish together. The benefit of maintaining exercise, being outside and 

spending time together had Laurel feeling as though it was the best transition from summer to 
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autumn that she had ever experienced. 

 

Figure 22: "The best transition from summer to fall we've had yet" -Laurel 

4.6.3 Connection to Environment 
 Forging and maintaining a connection to land is integral to gardening. The effects of this 

relationship on participants invoked a spectrum of emotions, all of which were described to be 

positive. Each of the participants’ drive to garden included an urge to connect to the land. Amber 

described this connection to invoke a sense of wonder, as it brought her to the present moment as 

she observed and reacted to her surroundings to maintain a sense of order. By spending time with 

her plants, Amber was able to gain a better understanding of their nuances and tend to them with 

a better quality of care. Amber elaborated, “It’s a relationship with something ever changing that 

I can learn from. Every year and season are different, there’s an ebb and flow and it ties me to 

the bigger world.” Violet also described a sense of wonder, surprise, and reverence, and said that 

the reciprocity and intelligence of the land gave her hope in simple yet profound ways. Violet 

felt a reciprocal relationship by tending to something living and reported a benefit in her mental 

and physical health by witnessing the garden change and evolve. 
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Figure 23: "It's such a sweet, safe place" -Violet 

 The act of gardening connected Amber with other species and reminded her of the 

connection we as humans share with the environment and all its inhabitants. Amber and Daisy 

reported that the direct connection with the Earth that gardening fostered felt especially pertinent 

during a global pandemic, because not only did socialization decrease as because of government 

guidelines, it also reinforced that the land provides stability and sustenance that can be relied 

upon even when there is social upheaval and uncertainty. Violet echoed similar sentiments and 

noted that her relationship to the environment provided her with a physical relationship during a 

time of increased virtual communication. The physical relationship to the land provided Violet 

with something “magical” and “grounding”, and produced food, that helped her connect her 

children to the land, which she described below. 

It’s really important to me as a mother, a nourisher, to find places and spaces of 

nourishment, the land is ever-giving, ever-generous, it has that essence, of nature, the 

simple act of having that responsibility is the most reciprocal relationship, or one of 

them, that exists in life. The land mothers me, and I mother the land. It’s a reciprocal 

flow, and even when I don’t show up, the garden keeps giving. So abundant, and giving, 

and generous. It’s amazing to come into connection with that. 
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Figure 24: "Not only as people are we connected, but as creatures too" -Amber 

Violet found strength in her connection to the land during the pandemic. By being able to 

focus on the cycles of the land, instead of the stress and uncertainty invoked by the global health 

crisis, Violet found herself able to become acquainted with the conditions of the land and 

connect to the skills and knowledge that are not as commonly practiced in this time of mass 

production. As she strengthened her relationship with the land, Violet found herself telling others 

seeking advice about garden maintenance that the best teacher about the land is the land itself. 

This concept spurred Violet to consider relationship to land on a societal scale, and appreciate 

that in a modern land ownership context, knowledge about land is not easily accessible, and 

takes many years to build. The quotation below is an elaboration from Violet. 

Imagine if every CEO of every major company was supported in having a relationship 

with the land, what kind of world would we live in? (…) When we have a relationship 

with something, the amount that we care for it grows, (…) and so how could it not 

influence the way we relate to the land? I’m speaking from a general settler colonial lens, 
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and I’m very aware that that is very new and has not been the historical norm of the land, 

and I feel that too.  

Daisy, May, and Laurel also reflected on the importance of maintaining a connection to 

land. For Daisy, the connection she forged with the land helped her feel as though she was 

aligning with her values of heightened sustainability, and she strove to improve her lifestyle 

accordingly. Connecting to the earth allowed May to nurture life, which filled a void that 

presented itself at the beginning of the pandemic. She also reflected that being connected to the 

environment was her ideal self-image, but also noted that the ability to reflect on the significance 

of gardening during this project made her appreciate it even more. While she valued the 

connection to land that gardening brought in previous seasons, the opportunity to explore why it 

resonated and share it visually and verbally helped her understand why it felt meaningful. Laurel 

also felt as though her connection to land aligned with her values, as it brought her peace and 

comfort. Although she had taken part in gardening for many years prior, the presence of the 

pandemic as well as the opportunity to reflect on her experience generated more meaning than 

usual, which Laurel reflected below. 

There has been so much uncertainty in the world, things felt out of control, but there was 

a fair bit of certainty that if you plant a seed, show it some love and tend to it, that seed 

can and will grow, and that applies to so many aspects of life … whether it’s a seed, or 

an idea that you watch flourish. 

 

 

 



THE SPACE IT FILLS  86 
   

 

4.6.4 Connection of all things 

While some participants addressed specific aspects of relatedness, Violet and May 

addressed relatedness holistically, as well, acknowledging the benefit of leisure gardening in the 

connection it provides to self, environment, and others. May chose to take photographs of 

sunflowers to display the connection to all things that gardening represented to her. The 

sunflower represented the sun, a force igniting life, and May felt that connection with the earth 

was a tangible reminder of her place in the universe. 

 

Figure 25: May, connecting to all things 

 Figure 25: "you nurture it and 
get something in return" -Laurel 
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 May also took photographs of the sunrise to reflect this concept. She felt able to connect 

to herself in the act of gardening, as it was time spent alone with her thoughts. If she was joined 

with, or feeding others, it strengthened her connection with them, and it also connected her to the 

environment through the elements she experienced throughout the process. 

…When I benefit myself, by being connected, I benefit all things great and small, and the 

sunrise symbolizes that to me because all living things are connected to sunlight, and it 

connects us to the cosmos itself, the whole universe, much bigger than being connected 

just to nature, it’s not just wind and soil and dirt, it’s cosmic, it’s the sun, it’s the actual 

sun, the stars, all matter. It took it to a whole new level. 

 

Figure 26: May, symbolizing connection to life 

 Leisure gardening brought May a feeling of overarching connection, and a new 

perspective. The act of gardening provided May with a reminder of her place in the universe, a 

connection with the cycles of nature, and reminded her that a connection with the land benefits 

not only her and her loved ones, but future generations as well, because in May’s words, “if we 

don’t connect to the land, we lose the land”. 



THE SPACE IT FILLS  88 
   

 

Figure 27: "It connects my family going forward" -May 

Violet reported that the choice to garden supported her relationship with herself, her 

family, and the environment and associated the connection to all three of those elements as the 

foundation of resiliency. For Violet, the outcome of those connections in tandem provided 

health, wellness, and nourishment, to herself and her loved ones, and the act of gardening 

allowed her to sustain the level of depth now and in the future. 

4.7 Participants Views on Leisure and Resilience 
When participants were asked if they placed a connection between leisure and resilience, 

the unanimous answer was yes, they associated resilience with an outcome of leisure. However, 

a distinction was made, in which two participants clarified that the outcome of resilience was 

dependent on the chosen leisure activity. This outcome aligns with previous literature detailing 

that leisure is an opportunity to exercise autonomy in choice of pursuit, delivering a sense of free 

will without obligation (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017b), and encourages self-determination 

(Leversen et al., 2012). The role of autonomy in facilitating resilience in leisure was suggested 

by May and Amber. May stated that leisure only plays a role in resilience when the activity 

resonates with her, which is why she felt resilience after she partook in gardening. Amber 

emphasized that leisure plays a considerable role in resilience for her because it is something in 

her busy life that she can do out of choice, free of obligation. Leisure allows Amber to have an 

element of her life that she can design, based on what she needs. Amber said that gardening this 
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season contributed towards feelings of resilience because it provided her with connection to the 

environment, friends, and helped her feel as though she was solving a problem and mitigating 

anxiety by providing her family with food during a fear of shortages. The pursuit helped her 

physically and mentally cope and helped her feel more self-reliant. Daisy also believed that 

leisure has a role in resilience and stated that she felt that leisure was the most important part of 

resilience, because it is giving yourself the ability to nurture yourself in a way that is most suited 

to what you enjoy. Daisy felt that gardening this season did positively influence her feelings of 

resilience, because the food shortage concerns and empty aisles in the grocery stores too affected 

her. Daisy said that having the garden was an opportunity to relax from it all but it also gave her 

the confidence of knowing that she was providing for herself in a time of potential scarcity. This 

is an interesting response because it indicates that Daisy correlates leisure with autonomy to 

achieve resilience, and she also reported feeling comforted by her ability to provide for herself, 

which reflects that she might also correlate competence with resilience. 

Violet emphasized the role of leisure in the maintenance of wellbeing. She felt that 

leisure is supportive of community and individual wellbeing, which has a direct role in 

supporting resilience. Violet felt resiliency facilitation must include a foundation of connection, 

indicating that Violet might have correlated resilience with relatedness.  Spending leisure time in 

the garden supported Violet’s feeling of connection to herself, the environment, and her family. 

Moving outward, Violet felt that gardening also nurtured her health and wellness in the 

nourishment her small crop provided, it offered her movement and exercise, and the peace of 

mind of self-reliance, which contributed to her overall feeling of resilience.  

Laurel agreed with May in needing to resonate with leisure activity to gain feelings of 

resilience from it. Laurel also confirmed that gardening this season influenced her feelings of 
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resilience, because she was able to overcome challenges presented to her in the garden, like a 

windstorm knocking down tomatoes, and it gave her the confidence of knowing that with 

patience and persistence, things will grow, and not to give up. The challenges in the garden felt 

like smaller scale versions of challenges happening worldwide, like training wheels to test out 

ability, and gain confidence to feel better equipped to handle challenges on a larger scale. From 

Laurel’s response, it is reasonable to deduce that she correlated autonomy and competence with 

resilience, as she had specified that it depended on the choice in leisure pursuit, and her choice 

produced heightened confidence. 

Each participant correlated resilience with at least one basic psychological need and 

described them to be met within the context of leisure gardening. This finding reflects that 

leisure is an appropriate medium to meet basic psychological needs, foster resilience, and that 

basic psychological needs and resilience have a positive correlation within this study. The results 

of this study echo Thein and Phyoe, who claimed that resilience may be achieved by fostering 

environments that nurture basic psychological needs (Thein & Phyoe, 2017). An interesting 

finding is that participants reported a heightened sense of resilience due to leisure gardening yet 

did not individually reference each of the BPN criteria. This suggests that not every basic 

psychological need needs to be met to increase feelings of resilience and aligns with previous 

studies claiming such (Perlman, et al., 2017; Weinstein & Ryan, 2011; Ryan & Deci, 2017; 

Reeve et al., 2020).  

4.8 Conclusion 
 This study focused on gardening as a leisure pursuit during the 2020 growing season, 

which took place amidst the global COVID-19 pandemic. The choice of gardening as a leisure 

pursuit was indicated by most participants to have been a direct response to the global pandemic, 
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and all participants reported psychological benefit from their leisure activity of choice, as well as 

an increased sense of psychological resilience. Participants of this study unanimously agreed that 

resilience is an outcome of leisure, which makes leisure a viable pursuit to implement during 

times of uncertainty. This is not a novel finding, rather, it supports existing correlations between 

leisure and resilience (Buchecker & Degenhardt, 2015; Shellman & Hill, 2017). The feelings of 

resilience reported by leisure gardening during the COVID-19 pandemic also supports Okvat and 

Zautra’s (2014) study, which posited that gardening in post-disaster contexts is a viable medium 

to foster resilience (Okvat & Zautra, 2014).   

 In the context of this study, the psychological effects of gardening as a leisure pursuit met 

basic psychological need criteria and was thematically analyzed accordingly. Autonomy was met 

in participants’ choice to leisure garden during the global pandemic, which then allowed the 

opportunity for competence and relatedness to be nurtured. This finding supported Ryan and 

Deci (2017) who described that autonomy execution could provide an opportunity for other basic 

psychological needs to be met (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Participants displayed competence by their 

unanimous ability to champion their environments in the face of adversity, which aligns with the 

term’s definition (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Perlman et al., 2017). Further, each participant reported 

an increased sense of confidence because of their endeavors, which helped them feel better 

equipped to take on challenges outside the garden and leisure sphere. This concept of 

transferability illustrates that competence has the capacity to broaden participant coping 

mechanisms, which supports a study by Weinstein and Ryan, which claimed the same thing 

(Weinstein & Ryan, 2011). Participants reported multiple aspects of relatedness, including a 

nurtured connection to self, others, the environment, and “to all things”. Connection to others has 

been described as the core facet of relatedness (Patrick & Canevello, 2011).  
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 This study confirmed that gardening as a leisure pursuit did foster a greater sense of 

connection between the participants and other people in their lives, but there has been little 

discussion about other forms of connection in basic psychological need literature. The 

parameters of human-human relationships constituting connection is evident in Western 

literature, yet connection shared with oneself, the environment, and spirituality are not as central 

to Western ontologies as they are in some Asian and Indigenous cultures, among others (Yuen, 

2020). Human-environmental relationships have been discussed in Western leisure literature in 

the form of Biophilia, Attention Restoration Theory, and Stress Recovery Theory (Hurly & 

Walker, 2019), but would benefit from further discussion in BPN context. Indigenous ways of 

knowing in Canada include interconnection between humans and ideas, ancestors, cosmos, and 

the environment (Kovach et al., 2013). This is also known to be true in some South Asian and 

Amazonian cultures, holding an animism ontology (Harvey, 2006). Basic psychological need 

criteria are posited to be universal across humanity (Ryan, 1995; Ryan & Deci, 2017), however, 

most literature testing its framework has been composed with Western perspectives. An increase 

in non-Western perspectives would be pertinent in further discussion of BPN theory, as valuable 

insights regarding the capacity of relatedness are currently limited.  

 Ultimately, the findings of this study support Western perspectives of leisure connecting 

humans to one another, but also supported non-Western ontologies that view connection in a 

broader sense. Findings of this study suggest that leisure is a viable medium to nurture basic 

psychological needs, and that the scope of basic psychological needs would benefit from non-

Western perspectives to generate further insight into its potentials and capacities. The capacity 

for leisure to foster connection to self, the environment, and spirituality is a topic that would 
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benefit from further study, as it is beyond the scope of this report. The implications of such hold 

positive potential for psychological resilience and wellbeing. 

 This study has confirmed that participants reported an increased sense of resilience due to 

their decision to leisure garden during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study has also concluded 

that basic psychological needs have the capacity to be met by self-chosen leisure pursuits and 

can influence resilience. Findings from previous studies have confirmed links between basic 

psychological needs and resilience (Perlman, et al., 2017; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Naemi, 2018; 

Flothmann & Josselin, 2021; Thein & Phyoe, 2017; Abualkibash & Rodriguez, 2017). Leisure 

has also been correlated with enhanced resilience (Buchecker & Degenhardt, 2015; Shellman & 

Hill, 2017), and is a viable medium to foster basic psychological needs, but a transferrable 

framework is currently lacking (Gui et al., 2019a). Findings in this study assert that leisure has 

capabilities to facilitate resilience and can meet basic psychological need criteria. Further studies 

linking leisure, BPN and resilience are pertinent in other contexts.  
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Figure 28: Word cloud depicting common themes from participant responses. 

 Figure 29 is a word cloud that depicts the most common words used in participant 

responses, after removal of conjunctions. The larger words in the cloud represents the higher 

frequency of usage, and the smaller words were used at a lower frequency, though still of 

significant use. High frequency words include garden, think, time, feel, life, food, land, year, and 

connection. It is interesting to note that one of the three BPN was explicitly one of the most 

common words in participant responses, affirming that connection is of particular importance in 

this study. In addition to connection, ‘relationship’, ‘community’, ‘people’, and ‘connect’ appear 

in the cloud, also relating to this theme. Although this word cloud was not used as part of data 

analysis, words affirming autonomy and competence also appear in this cloud. ‘Control’ can be 
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associated with personal choice, or autonomy, and ‘growing’ can be associated with 

improvement, or competence. Lastly, resilience is illustrated in this cloud with the word ‘cope’. 

Chapter 5: Conclusion 
5.1 Introduction  

The purpose of this study is to explore the connection between leisure, basic 

psychological needs, and resilience during times of uncertainty. This research was conducted 

during the COVID-19 global pandemic and assessed the psychological implications of leisure 

gardening on participants. This project used Photovoice and semi-structured interviews to gain 

an understanding of participant experiences of leisure gardening during a pandemic, and 

thematically aligned the findings to basic psychological needs criteria. The study also reported 

on participants sense of resilience because of their choice to leisure garden. The purpose of this 

study is also addressing a gap within current leisure literature, as to the author’s knowledge, no 

studies have been conducted on the connection between leisure, basic psychological needs, and 

resilience during times of uncertainty to date.  

Additional gaps were identified that were not in the framework of this study, but merit 

future research. These additional gaps include the psychological effects of environmentally based 

leisure during COVID-19, the relationship between environmentally based leisure and 

relatedness fulfillment within BPNT, and psychological effects of gardening on individuals. 

Four objectives were implemented to address the purpose of this study.  

1. Identify a contemporary understanding connecting leisure, basic psychological needs, 

and resilience. 
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2. Examine participant perceptions of leisure gardening during COVID-19, document 

what it invoked psychologically, and whether it contributed to subjective feelings of 

resilience. 

3. Analyze relationships between participant leisure experiences of gardening and basic 

psychological needs (BPN). 

4. Identify implications for leisure services and related practitioners and pathways for 

future studies. 

5.2 Summarized Findings  
This study first evaluated the connection between leisure, basic psychological needs, and 

resilience during times of uncertainty in a literature review discussing leisure, gardening, basic 

psychological needs, resilience, and the COVID-19 pandemic. The report then explained the 

study conducted to explore the psychological implications of gardening on participants during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, and whether it correlated with basic psychological needs criteria and 

resilience. Findings of this study presented a positive correlation between leisure gardening and 

its capacities to meet basic psychological needs and influence resilience. Therefore, the aim of 

the study, which was to evaluate the connection between leisure, basic psychological needs, and 

resilience during a time of uncertainty, was fulfilled.  

The context of this study took place within the COVID-19 pandemic, in which basic 

psychological needs were negatively impacted (Cantarero et al., 2020). Gardening was the 

leisure pursuit in focus, and all participants described their gardening experience to be more 

meaningful during the pandemic than other years if they were not first-time gardeners. In terms 

of basic psychological need fulfillment, all participants reported an increased sense of control 

resulting from their decision to leisure garden and ability to positively exercise autonomy. All 
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participants reported feelings of positivity and confidence resulting from their choice to leisure 

garden, despite unanimously reporting trials and hardships encountered throughout the growing 

period, aligning with definitions of competence (Deci & Ryan, 1985). All participants reported a 

benefit of connection during a time of heightened restriction because of their decision to garden. 

Four out of five spoke of a strengthened connection to self, while all five found that the pursuit 

enhanced their connection with other people. All five participants also reported positive 

emotions about their ability to connect with the physical environment, and 40% of participants 

reported the pursuit to connect them to “all things”. Finally, all participants reported increased 

feelings of resilience because of their decision to leisure garden during the 2020 growing season. 

Therefore, leisure, basic psychological need satisfaction and resilience generation positively 

correlated within the context of this study. 

5.3 Theoretical Implications  
During the 2020 growing season, a study by Dalhousie University revealed that almost 

20% of Canadians tried gardening, and of those individuals, 67% reported COVID-19 as a 

significant motivator (Mullins et al., 2020). This report reflected a similar figure, as 60% of 

participants elected to garden as a direct response to stress incurred by the ongoing pandemic. 

All participants noted that their choices to leisure garden positively affected their psychological 

state, providing balance, support, joy, grounding, and nurturance during an unstable time. This 

aligns with a theory that leisure is a survival strategy, providing psychological, social, and 

cultural benefits and generating resilience during times of turbulence (Iwasaki et al., 2010).  

All participants exercised autonomy in their freedom to select their own leisure pursuit, 

and subsequently were able to achieve feelings of competence and relatedness. This aligns with 

literature supporting the notion that feelings of competence and relatedness are further satisfied 
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when one’s environment supports personal autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2017). All participants 

reported that gardening during the COVID-19 pandemic provided them with perspective that 

offered them benefit, allowing them to transfer such benefit into the larger sphere of their lives. 

This suggests that leisure gardening is an effective medium to bolster confidence in individuals 

to tackle challenges in larger realms, which is particularly useful during times of uncertainty. 

Leisure is a relatively low-risk medium of practicing challenging circumstances to increase 

feelings of competence to autonomously transfer to situations with higher stakes. In other words, 

leisure is a medium in which resilience can be fostered through the meeting of basic 

psychological needs criteria, as resilience has been defined as a state of adaptation to challenging 

circumstances (Herrman, et al., 2011; Masten & Reed, 2002; Wu et al., 2013).  

Long-term studies have been called for in connecting leisure, wellbeing, and resilience 

(Shellman & Hill, 2017). The connection between leisure, basic psychological needs and 

resilience holds capacity to produce a transferrable framework, by using leisure as the medium to 

produce positive psychological affect in participants (Thein & Phyoe, 2017).  Denovan and 

Macaskill developed a framework correlating leisure with decreased stress, increased positive 

emotions, and increased resilience (Denovan & Macaskill, 2017b). The framework developed in 

this study aligns with Denovan and Macaskill’s claims but uses BPNT to clarify the elements of 

psychological wellbeing. The use of BPNT creates a concise metric, and leisure frameworks can 

be built to serve autonomy, competence, and relatedness. To my knowledge, no framework has 

been developed yet connecting leisure, basic psychological need satisfaction and resilience, and 

BPN-based frameworks are currently lacking within leisure studies (Gui et al., 2019a). Based on 

the findings of the study conducted and its alignment with previous research, the following 

framework is a proposition to undergo further testing.  
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Figure 29: Leisure as Resilience Framework 

Relatedness, autonomy, and competence comprise one’s basic psychological needs, a 

concept within Self-Determination Theory; the meeting of such is equated to greater wellbeing 

(Gerber et al., 2018). Figure 30 illustrates leisure as resilience continuum, operating in response 

to stressors, which recur throughout life. In this model, I argue that stressors impact BPN. 

Selection of a leisure pursuit that supports the specific (or multiple) BPN impacted by the 

stressor holds capacity to influence feelings of resilience. This increase in resilience can in turn 

aid one’s capacity to face the next stressor that life will inevitably bring. This study 

acknowledges and aligns with previous research that has proposed that the COVID-19 pandemic 

and its restrictions have incurred a toll on psychological wellbeing, partially due to a detriment to 

basic psychological needs (Cantarero et al., 2020). One way to address basic psychological needs 

is through leisure participation (Gui et al., 2019a). During previous times of uncertainty, leisure 

has provided a useful tool to increase feelings of resilience in participants, as illustrated in a 
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study documenting leisure participation following an earthquake in Japan (Kono & Shinew, 

2015). However, the COVID-19 pandemic produced unique circumstances in which leisure 

activities were limited due to social distancing protocols. As stated by Lashua, et al. (2020), “at 

no time in recent memory has leisure seemed so vital, and yet so hauntingly absent” (Lashua et 

al., 2020, p. 2).  

This context has allowed for the examination of home or community-based leisure 

participation in the face of uncertainty, and its effects on basic psychological needs and 

resilience. One unique component of this study is that physical socialization was limited, and 

previous research has emphasized the positive impacts of social connection in leisure 

engagement during times of uncertainty (Iwasaki et al., 2010). The capacities for leisure 

gardening to meet basic psychological needs and influence resilience has been found in this 

study to positively interconnect, which provide compelling implications to the scope of 

relatedness. Findings of this study concluded that the basic psychological need of relatedness 

was positively impacted by nonhuman connection, such as connection to self, spirituality, and 

the environment. This finding contributes to the body of Western literature about the capacities 

of basic psychological need satisfaction in leisure and provides supporting evidence towards 

creation of leisure implementation to support basic psychological needs. 

Times of uncertainty provide individuals with an opportunity to foster their sense of 

resilience by tending to their basic psychological needs (Flothmann & Josselin, 2021).  Leisure 

can serve as a viable coping mechanism and buffer to stress, through its capacities to attend to 

basic psychological needs (Leversen, et al., 2012) and bolster resilience (Buchecker & 

Degenhardt, 2015). This is a concept that can be removed from the context of this study and 

applied as a framework to support psychological wellbeing and resilience with leisure activities. 



THE SPACE IT FILLS  101 
   

By identifying specific categories to target and nurture, such as competence, autonomy and 

relatedness, leisure services and allied industries can better meet participant needs, though it is 

important to note that these needs vary on person and context. Basic psychological needs have 

been posited to be universal amongst humans (Deci & Ryan, 1985), allowing leisure to nurture 

this in applications worldwide, and cater to individual people and contexts. 

5.4 Implications for Practitioners 
This study supports previous literature that has called for the development of leisure 

strategies addressing basic psychological needs (Gui et al., 2019a; Leithwood, 2020). Findings 

of this study also support reports stating that leisure aligns with basic psychological need 

satisfaction (Gui et al., 2019a; Leversen et al., 2012), and can positively influence feelings of 

resilience (Buchecker & Degenhardt, 2015; Shellman & Hill, 2017). Implications of this claim 

contain potential within small and large scales. Disaster preparedness plans can incorporate 

basic-psychological needs criteria into leisure planning, educated of appropriate and beneficial 

leisure pursuits to be encouraged during pandemics. Planners can be mindful of BPN in all 

leisure activities, especially for those who have undergone periods of adversity in which their 

psychological condition may have suffered. Leisure services and allied sectors can look to basic 

psychological needs criteria in leisure activity formation and create different leisure frameworks 

catering to needs that need attention. In this study, it was found that participants valued that self-

chosen leisure pursuits, as they led to strengthened feelings of autonomy and overall satisfaction. 

This finding offers potential for leisure services and allied sectors to create frameworks that meet 

basic psychological needs criteria. Examples could include playing Frisbee in the dog park with 

individuals in a bereavement support group, facilitating a paint night for individuals wanting to 

improve self-confidence, or a quadding excursion for teenagers that do not yet drive. During 

times of uncertainty, mental health practitioners could hold BPN information sessions, with 
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connections to leisure planners who could facilitate activities and pursuits to cater to individual 

needs. For those in favor of independent leisure pursuits, education about basic psychological 

need satisfaction and correlating leisure pursuits might provide benefit to those looking for ways 

to increase feelings of resilience and wellbeing.  

Integration of basic psychological needs criteria into leisure planning would be beneficial 

in many circumstances, not restricted to times of uncertainty. Because leisure is connected to 

feelings of resilience and the meeting of basic psychological needs, it is a healthy coping 

mechanism that can be taught in schools, physical education, and workshops to provide 

individuals with tools to utilize during times of uncertainty. Basic psychological needs-informed 

leisure frameworks could also be implemented in support groups, team-building workshops, 

within relationships, retreats, vacation packages, and self-help books, websites, and apps. Leisure 

management holds potential to support psychological sustainability, and basic psychological 

needs criteria is one way to activate this.  

Another aspect of this study that holds implications for practitioners is the scope of 

relatedness. Although it has been largely explored as a connection between humans, further 

study and recognition is called for in recognizing its capacities. In this study, relatedness was 

indicated in connection to self, others, spirituality, and the environment. These findings expand 

on current academic literature about the capacity of relatedness, especially in a leisure context. 

This also underlines the opportunities that lie beyond current academic perspectives. By 

broadening scope to follow Indigenous ontologies and embrace relatedness as being in relation to 

all things, capacity for greater wellbeing in everything involved within the process of relatedness 

is possible. To echo Yuen (2020), this is a time in history with great opportunity for a collective 

paradigm shift, in which humans can assess their relationship to all things. Indigenous 



THE SPACE IT FILLS  103 
   

perspectives expand the scope for BPN by recognizing the connection between human and non-

human elements. A relational ontology connects everyone to everything (Yuen, 2020): the 

emphasis of this could positively influence academic literature, leisure practices, and beyond. 

This study is relevant to sustainable leisure management because it focuses on 

psychological sustainability that can be nurtured by leisure. Resilience is an outcome of elements 

that nurture psychological sustainability. The availability of leisure that specializes in tending to 

basic psychological needs broadens the capacity for individuals to experience heightened 

resilience in potentially limitless contexts. Leisure can be designed to foster psychological 

resilience, which can optimally equip individuals to thrive and create these improved 

circumstances in the external realm. Practitioners in leisure and allied sectors can now test a 

framework that connects leisure, BPN fulfillment, and feelings of resilience in participants, 

which has not existed prior to this study. If this framework proves successful with continued 

testing, it holds the potential to be a transferrable strategy to increase psychological wellbeing 

during times of uncertainty. 

5.5 Study Strengths  

This study was made possible by the participant’s insight, interest, and dedication. As this 

study was conducted during a pandemic, participants were at home more than usual and were 

unanimously happy to share their experiences of a novel and uncertain time with me. The 2020 

growing season on Vancouver Island permitted gardeners to partake in activities without the 

hinderance of much rain, and the air quality was favorable due to a decline in forest fire activity. 

The study was strengthened by photography, as it served as a prompt for participants. 

Photography helped participants remember what they were feeling when they took the photo, 

which aided in understanding what psychological state gardening evoked in them. Photography 
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was also a useful tool in evoking creativity in the participants, allowing them to have fun with 

the study and share their perspective in a new way. The participants put a lot of thought into the 

contributions, and the photos reflect metaphors and feelings that were later shared in the one-on-

one interviews. Another strength of this study was the use of semi-structured interviews, as it 

allowed the researcher to go “off script” when the participant offered information that was useful 

and pertinent to the study. The benefit of semi-structured interviews allowed the participants to 

express themselves freely and bring in new ideas. The use of a pragmatic design enabled the 

study to be flexible and allowed lenience in the unusual circumstances of social distancing and a 

global health crisis. Pragmatism allowed for an action-oriented exploration (Kaushik & Walsh, 

2019) which supported participants in their endeavors to garden as a leisure activity. This study 

was made possible by the flexibility offered by a pragmatic approach, where pivots were made in 

order to adapt to the uncertainty of COVID-19. 

5.6 Research Limitations 

This study contains multiple limitations. Firstly, the ability to connect with participants 

personally was not possible due to the ongoing pandemic, and interviews were conducted over 

the phone. This led the researcher to miss facial expressions and hand gestures that might have 

aided in understanding the participants point of view. Another limitation of this study is that the 

researcher connected the data to basic psychological needs thematically, rather than discussing 

the connection with the participants themselves. The result of this weakness is that basic 

psychological needs theory was not explicitly discussed with participants, although themes of 

autonomy, competence and relatedness were. In the future, it would be beneficial to continue this 

research by engaging participants from a more informed standpoint about basic psychological 

needs theory. Another weakness was the uncertain nature of the context in which this study was 
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conducted. The growing season of 2020 was time sensitive, so the researcher developed the 

study quickly and modified it as it progressed according to participant needs. Due to the 

pragmatic nature of the study, this was made possible. 

5.7 Recommendations for Future Research  

This research holds potential for many future pathways. Researching basic psychological 

need satisfaction in ecologically oriented leisure activities in comparison to indoor-leisure 

pursuits merits further study and holds potential to broaden a more nuanced understanding of 

their psychological implications. Further studies of larger scope would be useful to add to the 

literature, as well as focusing on different leisure pursuits and their implications within basic 

psychological needs. The effects of COVID-19 are long-lasting and are ongoing during the 

conclusion of this project. Therefore, it is pertinent to continue studies connecting leisure with 

basic psychological needs, to implement catered and accessible strategies to foster resilience.  

 Subsequently, further research and attention is recommended in the following areas:  

1) The psychological effects of environmentally based leisure during the COVID-19 

pandemic. A study by Brock University emphasized adverse psychological effects on 

outdoor-leisure participants due to the restrictions introduced by the global pandemic and 

called for policy initiatives to address ways to safely conduct outdoor leisure (Leithwood, 

2020). To refine, a gap in literature also includes the psychological implications of leisure 

gardening during the COVID-19 pandemic. Only one study has covered this topic to the 

researchers’ knowledge and concluded a positive relationship between gardening and 

psychological wellbeing, providing a psychological ‘buffer’ to stress (Marselle et al., 

2019; Corley et al., 2021).  
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2) The ways in which environmentally based leisure can fill a human desire for connection 

with limited human contact. Sivan (2020) identified studies reporting adverse emotional 

wellbeing due to a lack of social connection during the COVID-19 pandemic (Sivan, 

2020). In Western paradigms, the role of the environment in human connectedness would 

benefit from further acknowledgement. For those with restricted human contact, as 

illustrated in this study, leisure pursuits hold capacity to connect participants with 

nonhuman life. 

3) The psychological effects of gardening as a leisure pursuit would benefit from further 

contributions to the existing body of literature, especially describing individual benefits 

(Ambrose et al., 2020). Ambrose et al. also called for further research connecting 

gardening to emotional wellbeing (Ambrose et al., 2020). 

5.8 Researcher Reflection  
Prior to enrollment in this Master’s program, I went through a difficult time in my 

personal life. I sought the help of a counselor, whose guidance was invaluable. It was during 

these sessions that I became first acquainted with BPN. Together, we broke down the parts of my 

life that I found challenging into opportunities to strengthen my feelings of autonomy, 

relatedness, and competence. My counselor taught me that in my specific context, relatedness 

was the most important foundation, and ensuring the health of this would aid me in increasing 

my own confidence, or competence, in other areas, leading to heightened feelings of autonomy. 

In these conversations, we hashed out semantics, variables, and challenges. I applied the 

counselor’s guidance to my life, and slowly, things began to change. Once I had ensured that the 

strength of healthy connections in my life, I found I was supported and inspired, increasing my 

competence in other areas. The combination of support and confidence in turn increased my 
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feelings of autonomy. I look back at that time as a turning point. I am so grateful to my counselor 

for helping me through a difficult time, and providing me with tools that worked for me.  

No more than a month later, I began classes within MASLM. In the first few weeks, 

Farhad Moghimehfahr, my first instructor, taught us about BPN theory, Self Determination 

Theory, and its correlation to leisure. Although we didn’t unpack it in depth in class, I found 

myself struck by the coincidence, and wondered about the capacities of BPN in wellness and 

leisure frameworks. At the time, I dropped the idea, because I had other ideas for my thesis 

work. Then, in March 2019, Covid-19 hit Canada. 

Navigating a thesis project under COVID-19 restrictions was challenging, but 

enlightening. Restrictions began to come into effect directly after my final in-class course of my 

Masters’ program. I was grateful to have completed my in-class courses prior to the pandemic 

because it gave our cohort the opportunity to bond and build meaningful relationships. The 

support of my colleagues was a large credit to my success in the program, while the sudden onset 

of a global pandemic, social distancing, and online learning was a challenging learning curve. 

Because of these events, I felt forced to change the topic of my thesis project. My previous ideas 

were focused exploring the relationship between environmental leisure pursuits and human 

wellbeing, yet in my region, it was not recommended for people to gather, and both group 

activities and in person conversations were restricted.  

At this time, news articles and word of mouth began to speak of a common thread, which 

was a surge in backyard gardening. This influx is what inspired me to create this project, to see if 

a connection could be made between leisure gardening and basic psychological needs during a 

time of uncertainty, and whether it contributed towards feelings of resilience. I was acutely 

aware of the potential psychological implications of a pandemic and the social restrictions that it 
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brought, and it drew me back to my lessons from my counselor the previous summer. For 

months, I worked to piece together these elements, because I wanted to explore the relationship 

between times of stress, basic psychological needs, and resilience. From this lens, I kept 

wondering what effect a lack of human connection might have on people, and I wondered if it 

could be replicated in any way by a relationship with the environment. In other words, I wanted 

to understand the capacities of human-environmental relationships when human-to-human 

contact was limited. I also wondered if understanding the psychological benefits of humans 

connecting to their environment could strengthen a desire to protect it. Leisure provides a 

remarkably inclusive and accessible platform for many people worldwide and is a popular 

industry. The space for leisure to contribute towards heightened psychological and 

environmental sustainability is a compelling pathway worthy of continued exploration. 

 I found this project challenging. Frequent news reports of the continuation and worsening 

of global health, and the ways in which it had affected my own community affected my mental 

health. I followed social distancing recommendations, and deeply missed my friends, family, and 

cohort. The irony was not lost on me that I was conducting research about basic psychological 

needs when my own felt neglected. I felt isolated, even though I had help if I reached out for it. It 

was all virtual, and I missed human contact. During the growing season, I took to gardening as a 

means of stress reduction. I found that it helped to feel competent at something when so much 

felt out of control. I also felt fulfilled to be surrounded by the birds, smelling the blossoms, and 

having my hands in the dirt. It soothed me in a way that felt like I was accessing home within my 

own body. During the winter was a greater struggle, as the season was comparably barren. 

Living on beautiful Vancouver Island, I was lucky enough to be able to go out for regular walks, 

which was helpful for clearing my head. For me, connecting with nature in my leisure time feels 
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like reconnecting with my roots. I immigrated to Canada as a child from England, yet here the 

dirt still smells the same, the sound of songbirds still evokes a feeling of joy, and the fresh air 

clears my internal cobwebs as it always has. It is the backbone of my life, and it is the only 

constant I will have alongside me from birth to death other than the body I have.  

 Although I tried not to have too many expectations prior to my research, I was surprised 

by certain elements of the study. As the project progressed, I realized that the process of talking 

about things that influence feelings of competence, relatedness and autonomy actually 

strengthened those feelings. Multiple participants in the study identified that although gardening 

was a wonderful medium to nurture BPN criteria and resilience, it was the sharing of their 

experiences and taking part in the study that gave them equal feelings of fulfillment in these 

areas. I couldn’t help but wonder whether it was because the conversations might be 

strengthening feelings of relatedness, or whether it was because participants had the opportunity 

to take a closer look at why they chose to garden. Two participants, May and Laurel, expressed 

the latter- saying that the project helped them unpack the psychological implications of 

gardening, as well as their psychological draw towards it. By unpacking this, they began to 

understand why it made them feel good. While speaking with May, she elaborated on this, and 

said that it was not only the act of gardening, but also the creation of a narrative that gave it all 

meaning. It was a revelation, to see that they had picked a formula to help them during a time of 

uncertainty, and ascribed meaning to it,  which helped them identify the deeper nuances and 

personal implications.  

 For some participants, the study strengthened in meaning over time. One participant in 

particular, Laurel, was impacted by the study to a degree where she decided to change her career 

path. As the study progressed, Laurel shared with me that she simply hadn’t previously thought 
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about the fact that she could do what she loved for a living. Being able to spend time in the 

garden during lockdown provided a space of solace, and Laurel shared that the added element of 

unpacking the emotions it evoked was what propelled her to make a change. This was a 

surprising aspect of the study, as I hadn’t previously thought about the importance of unpacking 

the meaning of something, let alone its impact on people’s lives. As a result, I think it would be 

overly simplistic to state that it was simply leisure gardening that provided added benefit over 

time. The context must be considered, as it was a time of social restrictions, uncertainty, and 

change, and leisure gardening seemed to serve as a positive constant, where participants could 

strengthen their BPN. Additionally, and perhaps most interestingly, the act of sharing it through 

imagery and unpacking its meaning vocally seemed to add a layer to its impact that I had not 

anticipated.   

 Leisure is compelling because it is an activity that can nurture connection, to self and 

others, human and nonhuman. I thoroughly enjoyed the data collection period because it allowed 

me to ask others to explore their own reasons for leisure gardening, and what it evoked in them. 

Just like me, most of my participants reported not really thinking about it prior to unpacking it in 

this project. I hope that as a result, it helped them learn about themselves in positive and 

productive ways, as I did. 

5.9 Conclusion  
The purpose of this study was to explore the connection between leisure, basic 

psychological needs, and resilience during times of uncertainty. The context of this research was 

conducted within leisure gardeners on Vancouver Island, Canada, during the COVID-19 global 

pandemic. The findings of this study bolstered previous connections between leisure and 

resilience, leisure and basic psychological need satisfaction, and basic psychological needs 
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satisfaction and resilience. To my knowledge, a study investigating the role of leisure in 

facilitating basic psychological needs and resilience during times of uncertainty has not yet been 

documented. This correlation was explored in hopes of contributing to the growing body of 

literature in the leisure studies domain, and to support pathways connecting leisure utilization 

with psychological sustainability.  

Further, this study connected the criteria and proposed a framework in which to conduct 

future research. The importance of psychological sustainability cannot be understated in 

sustainable leisure, or any sustainability field, because it is the starting point. Connecting 

psychological sustainability with leisure initiatives meets basic psychological needs and evokes 

resilience, and allows leisure to serve as a tool, or a coping mechanism, as it has been referred to 

by previous authors (Hutchinson et al., 2003; Kono & Shinew, 2015). The findings of this study 

conclude a positive correlation between resilience and the meeting of basic psychological needs, 

within leisure engagement. This sheds insight into factors influencing resilience during leisure 

activities and informs leisure development supporting psychological sustainability.  

The availability of leisure that specializes in tending to basic psychological needs 

broadens the capacity for individuals to experience heightened resilience in potentially limitless 

contexts. Leisure can be designed to foster psychological resilience, which can optimally equip 

individuals to thrive and create these improved circumstances in the external realm. The COVID-

19 pandemic is a pertinent time to continue the dialogue about psychological sustainability and 

its applications within leisure initiatives, and it is hoped that this study can serve as one of many 

future contributions.   
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