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Executive Summary 
 
Sporting Equals conducted a research study to look at inactivity within South Asian women with the 
aim to build on existing research, explore barriers which affect behaviour and develop some practical 
guidance for sport and physical activity providers. 
 
The methodology involved a mixture of interviews, qualitative focus groups (x10) and on line survey. 
The focus groups engaged 112 women from South Asian backgrounds during Aug/Sept 2018 and the 
online survey ran for 6 weeks from 31 August 2018 to 14 October 2018 engaging 82 South Asian 
Women. In total the research engaged 194 South Asian Women from Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
backgrounds. The research was aligned to; 
 

• Understand the reasons for lower participation by South Asian females in sport and physical 

activity in comparison to other groups. 

• Explore the specific barriers/cultural factors South Asian females face in accessing sport and 

physical activity. 

• Explore understanding around the government physical activity guidelines. 

• Identify whether campaigns like ‘this girl can’ resonate with this audience and types of 

marketing which would engage this audience. 

• Recommend approaches and ways that would facilitate increased participation and create 

greater equality and inclusion for South Asian women. 

Key Findings  

• Data suggests that UK South Asians are less physically active than the White British 
population and are less likely of all ethnic groups to do 150 minutes physical activity per 
week.1,2   

• South Asian women are more likely to be inactive compared to Asian men (36.4% compared 
with 28.2%).3 

• Research suggests that South Asians are less likely to participate in recreational physical 
activity4,5 and this often begins from an early age contributing to the poor health outcomes.6  

• Sporting Equals research identified that 78% of the South Asian female respondents were 
NOT meeting the Government’s 150 minutes of physical activity per week guidelines.7 (Base 

81) 

• Sporting Equals research found 74% of South Asian females claimed to be inactive, 
undertaking less than 30 minutes physical activity per week. (Base 169) 8 

• Sporting Equals research identified that 75% of South Asian female respondents were not 
aware or did not understand the Government's recommended guidelines9 (150 minutes per 
week) on physical activity.10 (Base 168) 

• Sporting Equals research identified that 26% of South Asian female respondents were aware 
of the 'This Girl Can' campaign.11 (Base 192) (note; this may have been due to the timing of the research) 

• South Asian women are more likely to engage in walking and fitness (e.g dancing, gym) 
compared to sport activities to fit around lifestyle and other factors.12 

 
The research suggests that a significant majority of South Asian women are NOT aware of the 
governments recommended physical activity guidelines and have lower levels of physical activity 
compared to the general population.13  

 
1 The physical activity profiles of South Asian ethnic groups in England Prachi Bhatnagar, Nick Townsend, Alison Shaw, Charlie Foster, 2015. 
2 Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey, May 17/18 

3 Sport England, Active Lives Adult Survey, May 17/18 
4 Johnson MRD. Perceptions of barriers to healthy physical activity among Asian communities. Sport Educ Soc 2000; 5: 151–70. 
5 Hayes L, White M, Unwin N et al. Patterns of physical activity and relationship with risk markers for cardiovascular disease and diabetes in Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi and European adults in a UK population. J Public 
Health Med 2002; 24: 170–178. 
6 Jepson R, Harris FM, Bowes A, Robertson R, Avan G, Sheikh A. Physical Activity in South Asians: An In-Depth Qualitative Study to Explore Motivations and Facilitators. Laks J, ed. PLoS ONE. 2012;7(10):e45333. 
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0045333 
7 On Line Survey – Base 81 Respondents  
8 Focus Group and On Line Survey – Base 169 Respondents  
9 Government CMO Guidelines -  Adults should aim to be active daily. Over a week, activity should add up to at least 150 minutes (2½ hours) of moderate intensity activity in bouts of 10 minutes or more –or 30 
minutes on at least 5 days a week.  (Base 168) 
10 Focus Group & On Line Survey - Base 168 Respondents 
11 Focus Group & On Line Survey -  Base 192 Respondents 
12 Qualitative Focus Group & On Line Survey 
13 Focus Group and On Line Survey – Base 169 Respondents 



 
 
 
Many women recognise the link between exercise and poor health and often find it difficult to change 
‘contemplation’ into ‘action’. Alongside generic barriers these women face a number of additional 
cultural challenges which may include classes in places where women don’t feel comfortable, male 
instructors, lack of family trust, attire, attitudes and perceptions of husbands and in-laws and exercise 
not ingrained into the lifestyle of Asian families.   
 
The motivating factors ranged from improving health, social opportunities through to looking after 
your body and mind as part of wider religious beliefs. It is clear that exercise has to be built around 
lifestyles including children, daily routines, time management, finding out what works around them 
locally and using technology as a motivator to measure activity such as watches and pedometers. 
 
Moving forward, local authorities need to engage providers of sports and physical activity to help make 
provision more universally accessible, as well as working with local communities to better understand 
what factors need to be considered in the design of female only provision. Alongside this, local facilities 
such as faith centres provide a more convenient and accessible ‘quick win’ for women who are not 
comfortable with mainstream services or do not have the time or transport to travel. 
 
The role of local organisers who can encourage local women to participate in sport and physical activity 
and are able to arrange local activity is a key success factor. Such projects are seen as a vital component 
of overall sport and physical activity provision for these women to help facilitate engagement. Funding 
and resourcing for local community initiatives with the understanding of and reach into local 
communities is therefore essential to ensure that participation grows at a grass roots level.  
 
Key Principles for Engaging South Asian Women 

 
1. Promoting key health benefits of physical activity with targeted messaging for specific age 

groups (where relevant) e.g. menopause, diabetes management, improved mental health. 

 
2. Linking with health, educational, faith and community organisations with access into South 

Asian communities to promote relevant health messages linked to physical activity e.g. health 

benefits, recommended guidelines etc.  

   
3. Developing appropriate and accessible opportunities to participate which consider the needs 

of South Asian women e.g. female-only provision, culturally appropriate venues, timing, 

affordability etc.   

 
4. Designing effective and culturally sensitive promotional material about female participation in 

sport and physical activity, which is marketed appropriately.  

 
5. Targeting families, husbands and communities with relevant health/social messages in order 

to overcome cultural barriers and increase support for female participation in sport and 

physical activity. 

 
6. Engaging local community organisations to use their influence, facilities and local connections 

to initiate opportunities for women to participate facilitated by females from the community. 

 
7. Creating more family based provision so women can engage alongside other family members 

or leave children in a safe setting whilst carrying out activity. 
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