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Abstract: 

Since Valentine (1989) introduced the concept of “geographies of women’s fear”, studies 

have researched the gendered nature of space and how women are subject to feeling 

heightened fears in public spaces. Studies featured women’s fear in urban green spaces, 

but none focussed solely on them. Further, particularly since COVID-19 changed people’s 

geographies and interactions with space, and green spaces being some of the only public 

spaces accessible to the UK public during lockdowns, this dissertation addresses this 

research gap of whether COVID-19 affected women’s geographies of fear. 

This study focusses on the region of Southwest London, with women aged 18-30 years 

old. Qualitative methodologies are used to assess the complexities of women’s emotions 

and experiences which are bound up with space and contribute to women’s geographies 

of fear. 

It assesses the uses, emotions, experiences, and behaviours that women have in urban 

green spaces, determining how women navigate urban green spaces since COVID-19. To 

determine whether their fears changed due to the pandemic, participants answers are 

compared to the same variables based on their reflections of pre-COVID-19, and pre-

existing literature. 

The study argues that COVID-19 did impact how women use urban green spaces, with 

women using them for a broader range of purposes since the pandemic which they didn’t 

use them for pre-COVID-19. However, women also still endure fear in urban green 

spaces, with different factors such as time and other people in the spaces, affecting their 

sense of safety. Women also feel vulnerable to gendered crimes in urban green spaces, 

so employ calculated responses to feel safer which affects their spatiality’s. It stresses the 

need for better understanding and improvement of women’s fear in urban green spaces. 

 

When referring to pre-COVID-19, this study is referring to before March 2020. This is 

because in the UK, this was when the first lockdown restrictions were first put into 

measure, so when changes caused by COVID-19 may have begun. When referring to 

post-COVID-19, it is referring to any time after March 2020 to when the last participants 

were studied. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction: 

1.1.Geographies of Fear: 

Geographies of fear are formed through perceptions of threat in space (Herbert and 

Brown, 2006), which often determines how individuals interpret and behave in space. 

Women often perceive public spaces as more unsafe than men do (Mak and Jim, 2018), 

creating gendered everyday geographies that affect women’s interactions with place 

(England and Simon, 2010). Since the 1980s, it has been recognised that women make 

daily decisions to alter their paths and actions based on fear (Valentine, 1989), forming 

the discourse of this research. Therefore, due to the important nature of women’s 

geographies of fear continually affecting women’s daily lives, contributions to this 

gendered field of feminist geography are essential to improving women’s navigation of 

space (Shaikly and Mella Lira, 2022) and understanding gendered spatial inequalities. 

Urban areas are often perceived as more dangerous than rural areas (Little, Panelli and 

Kraack, 2005), as in the late 20th century, urban areas observed increased crime rates 

(Bannister and Fyfe, 2001). However, fear then became a larger problem than crime itself 

(Hale, 1996). Urban green spaces are widely considered by women as unsafe hotspots of 

crime and attack (Min, Byun, and Ha, 2021), heightening women’s geographies of fear 

and avoidance of them (Valentine, 1989). 

Nevertheless, when COVID-19 increased risks to population health in 2020 (World Health 

Organization, 2020), UK lockdowns forced people to stay at home unless for supplies, 

emergencies, or exercise (Wilder-Smith and Freedman, 2020). Urban parks therefore 

were legal spaces which became increasingly used for exercise and mental wellbeing, 

alleviating health consequences of isolation (Davies and Sanesi, 2022). Thus, uses and 

perceptions of green spaces changed (Kleinschroth and Kowarik, 2020), altering people’s 

geographies. Bannister and Fyfe (2001) questioned whether it was possible to reconcile 

negative views of urban spaces, which this study aims to answer by understanding 

whether COVID-19 impacted women’s fearful perceptions of urban green spaces. 

Using qualitative methods, this study assessed how women’s uses for urban green 

spaces changed due to COVID-19, causing a slight shift in women’s perceptions of them 

to be more positive. It also uncovered however, how women’s geographies of fear in 

these spaces are determined by temporal factors and that perceived gendered equalities 

are still prevailing. 
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By understanding the causes behind women's geographies of fear, hopefully a more just 

and equitable future can be obtained. 

This dissertation contributes to deeper understanding of the complexities of women’s 

geographies of fear and how women’s fear affects their daily lives. By revealing women’s 

uses, emotions and behaviours in space, it can help to inform future policy and practise of 

more inclusive public spaces. 

 

1.2. Study Area: 

This study focussed on women from the Southwest London region, a large urban area 

with a population of 938,000 (Plumplot, 2021). London has the highest UK crime rates 

(UK CrimeRate, 2022), and in 2021, 7,500 women reported sexual assault, compared to 

924 cases reported by men (Francis, 2022).  

Experiences of other women are argued to influence women’s geographies of fear 

(Wesely and Gaarder, 2004), and Southwest London has been subject devasting attacks 

on women by men, such as Sarah Everard, who was kidnapped and murdered in 2021, 

and multiple attacks on young women by Levi Bellfield in the 2000s (Giordano, 2022; 

Morton, 2021; Newstead, 2007). This inspired the framework of motivation for this study 

and demonstrates the study’s importance in contributing to understanding the experiences 

and struggles of women in space. 

 

Figure 1.1: A map of the study area of Southwest London region. Source: Google 

Maps. 



10 
 

 

 

Figure 1.2: A map of the studied area of the Southwest London region in relation to the 

rest of London. Source: Google Maps. 

 

1.3. Aim and Objectives: 

To understand women’s geographies of fear in urban green spaces in Southwest London 

pre-COVID, and whether COVID-19 changed these, to understand women’s geographies 

of fear post-COVID-19. 

1. To understand women’s uses of urban green spaces pre-COVID-19 and compare 

these to post-COVID-19 uses to measure whether COVID-19 altered women’s 

interactions with space. 

2. Investigate women’s emotions toward urban green spaces pre-and post-COVID-

19, and what factors affect these. 

3. Understand strategies women adopt to feel safer in urban green spaces. 

 

1.4. Structure: 

This study establishes the topic using supporting literature and follows with an explanation 

of the methodological process. It then proceeds with a discussion formed of sub-chapters 

based on themes determined from analysis of data collected from qualitative research. It 

finalises with a conclusion and suggestions for directions of future work. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review: 

2.1. Introduction: 

To investigate the objectives of the study, it is important to examine the context of 

academic literature in which topic is situated. In this study, I draw upon Valentine’s (1989) 

concept of “geographies of women’s fear” to make sense of the discourse of fear that 

surrounds women’s use of urban green spaces specifically. Geographies of fear are 

emotional relations and interactions within spaces that inspire fear (Tuan, 2013: 3-10). 

They form personal, imaginative geographies that impact individual experiences (Wilson 

and Little, 2008). Women feel greater constraints when partaking in activities outdoors 

due to fears of harassment or violence (Gardner, 1990; Massey, 1994; Valentine, 1989; 

Wilson and Little, 2008). 

Women’s fear in public environments attracted recognition from geographers (Koskela 

and Pain, 2000; Paine, 1997; Valentine, 1989), criminologists (Ceccato and Bamzar, 

2016), urban designers (Shaikly and Mella Lira, 2022), and policy makers (London 

Assembly, 2022), highlighting its relevance across different academic disciplines. 

Knowledge generated from experts in these different fields can be analysed 

geographically to understand women’s geographies of fear, being used to inform policy to 

create more just, equal public spaces. 

 

2.2. Geographies of Fear: 

Before feminist geographers such as Valentine’s work in 1989, gendered differences in 

spaces were analysed through surveys with an apolitical and aspatial lens, concluding 

that women’s fears were a consequence of their perceived physical vulnerability and 

inferiority (Hough and Mayhew, 1983). However, gendered research from the 1980s 

revealed it was not physical, biological attributes that enforced gendered differences in 

space, but women’s perceptions and experiences of the environment being different to 

men. Women’s understandings of safety are often developed through personal experience 

or stories of others (Sreetheran and van den Bosch, 2014; Stanko 1993; Valentine, 1989; 

Valentine, 1990). Despite women’s experiences influencing geographies of fear first being 

addressed by Valentine in 1989, modern attacks on women by men in public space are 

still common, like the Sarah Everard murder (Morton, 2021) continuing women’s 

geographies of fear, exhibiting this topics relevance. 

The historical exclusion of women in public space has developed gendered differences in 

place experiences, which Massey (1994: 175–208) suggests contributes to further 
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subordination of women.  Women’s geographies of fear have especially been found to be 

fuelled by perceptions of attack and harm, particularly from men (Gardner, 1990; Gardner, 

1995: 26–30; Tjaden and Theonnes, 2000; Valentine, 1989). Valentine (1989) determined 

women fear facing men in public, feeling threatened by physical assault, violence, and 

unwanted attention such as “whistling”. While women’s fears are based on perceptions, 

they are also eleven times more likely to be sexually assaulted than men (Tjaden and 

Thoennes, 1998), justifying their increased fear of harm than men (Ferraro, 1996). Fear of 

crime can also become a larger problem than crime itself (Jon Bannister, 2001: 810), 

which is particularly prominent in urban cities (Pain, 1997), demonstrating the scale of the 

effect of geographies of fear, with fear becoming a key dimension to women’s 

understandings of geographies. As recognised by modern health experts, feeling safe is 

necessary to maintain well-being (While, 2022), emphasising wider importance of 

geographies of fear, impacting women’s social, psychological, and biological states. The 

difficult relationship between women and feeling safe results in space being navigated 

carefully (Rose, 1993), proposing limitations to women’s lives (Valentine, 1989). It 

highlights the importance of understanding this topic in order to address the causes of 

women’s fear to aid improvement of women’s fear and access in space. 

 

2.2.2. Urban Green Spaces and Women’s Geographies of Fear: 

Women’s geographies of fear vary, with some environments feeling safer than others 

(Valentine, 1990), and are triggered by particular environmental features and people they 

expect to encounter (Valentine, 1989). Thus, women’s geographies of fear are complex 

and differ invariably, making it crucial to study. 

Despite copious ecological studies highlighting urban green space benefits to quality of 

life (Derkzen, van Teeffelen and Verburg, 2015; Liu et al., 2022; Zhou and Parves Rana, 

2012), and providing space for women to be physically active (Zhou and Parves Rana, 

2012), they have been identified repeatedly as spaces women feel particularly at risk 

(Koskela, 1997; Pain and Koskela, 2000; Sreetheran and van den Bosch, 2014; Valentine, 

1989). Due to female physiological characteristics, the female body has typically been 

viewed as less competent for sport and activity (Koskela, 1997). Where urban green 

spaces are often promoted to be useful for physical activity and sport (Lee and 

Maheswaran, 2011), but these are characterised as masculine activities, women 

automatically feel excluded from these spaces, viewing them as male-dominated and 

threatening (Wesely and Gaarder, 2004). Girls are taught at young ages that woods are 

dangerous, so “good girls” stay indoors, out of danger (Madriz, 1997). 
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A trend within literature indicated links between natural spaces and increased women’s 

fear, as Valentine (1989) found women consider parks, woodland, and the countryside as 

dangerous. This was also exhibited in Koskela and Pain’s (2000) study, when a 

participant stated that urban parks are “never safe”, highlighting the fear and stereotypes 

women hold. This was also reflected in a participatory mapping exercise in Singapore, 

where women labelled urban green spaces as “out of bounds”, expressing their fear of 

them so they avoid these spaces (Yeoh and Yeow, 1997). Valentine (1989) discussed 

how women’s geographies of fear are catalysed by perceived threats of potential crime 

and men, and this was evident in Wesely and Gaarder’s (2004) study in Arizona by a 

participant claiming she felt unsafe in some parks because of fear of rape and murder. 

Despite the time and location difference in studies, gender-motivated sense of unsafety in 

urban parks being instilled into females was also evident in 2014, where an Australian 

teenager commented how rape is drilled into girls head, so it puts her on edge 

(Sreetheran and van den Bosch). It depicts the social production of fear that informs 

women’s geographies (Koskela, 1997) not evolving over time, with women globally 

subject to gender inequalities (United Nations, 2023). Further, in Spain, a study of 2,465 

women revealed more than 25% signalled public spaces like parks as where most sexual 

assaults occur (Silvestre Cabrera et al., 2023). It illustrates how females are instilled with 

fear of urban parks, constructing their geographies of fear. 

However, Pohl, Borrie and Patterson (2000) argued that women recreationally engaging 

with spaces more can “deconstruct gendered differences”, contradicting ideas of instilling 

fear into women. If women assert themselves, they can take possession of space, and 

Koskela’s (1997) study partially supported this, revealing 11 of 43 participants didn’t feel 

afraid in urban space, so used them as they liked. The study however was undertaken in 

Finland, the first country to equalise the right to vote, and during the 1990s, generally 

more women were working full-time with increasing access to education and healthcare 

(Finland Toolbox, 2016). Thus, findings could have been influenced by this social context 

where women were more independent. However, Koskela’s (1997) study also revealed 

how some respondents who felt confident, later experienced something which made them 

fearful, suggesting that women’s geographies of fear can be reinforced and recreated 

even when women originally reject them, demonstrating the importance of studying this 

complex field. 
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2.3. Time: 

Not only does spatiality affect women’s geographies of fear, but fear is also distinguished 

by temporality (Paine, 1997). Valentine (1989) also stressed this, arguing that space is 

“occupied and controlled by different groups at different times”, highlighting temporality in 

women’s geographies of fear. 

Warr (1990) discussed how nighttime can transform an enjoyable situation into one of 

discomfort, and Valentine’s (1990) study in the same year demonstrated this, with women 

using some spaces during the day, but fearful of them at night. In 2022, one in two women 

felt unsafe walking after dark, compared with one in seven men (Office for National 

Statistics, 2022), highlighting the gendered differences in sense of safety, with women’s 

fear affected more than men. It also illustrates despite the 30-year time difference 

between Valentine and Warr’s (1990) studies and the 2022 data, women’s geographies of 

fear are still temporally affected. 

Temporal differences are argued to increase fear at nighttime due to reduced lighting, as 

women feel uncomfortable in less visible spaces (Nasar and Jones, 1997). Environmental 

psychologists Loewen, Steel and Suedfeld (1993) argued Prospect-Refuge Theory 

involves illumination because darkness conceals potential threatening predators, reducing 

the victim’s visibility. In the context of women’s geographies of fear, darker environments 

conceal attackers, increasing women’s fear (Valentine, 1990). Many studies worldwide 

assessed women’s emotional geographies after dark, such as in Australia, teenage girls 

perceive parks as unsafe after dark (James and Embrey, 2001), and similarly, a student 

from Ohio claimed that unlit areas are “creepy” (Nasar and Jones, 1997: 312). It highlights 

despite different locations; women display an international trend of geographies of fear 

being intensified by night. 

Women who experienced harassment are also more likely to feel unsafe after dark (Office 

for National Statistics, 2021b), and with strikingly high numbers of women experiencing 

harassment (Francis, 2022) and attacks on women occurring at night, such as Sarah 

Everard’s case when walking home at 9.30pm (Morton, 2021), it is clear why women’s 

fear of violent crime is heightened at nighttime (Pain, 1997). Women’s concerns are also 

validated by criminologists as increased street lighting acts as crime intervention, with 

streetlighting decreasing crime by 14% compared to areas without it (Welsh, Farrington, 

and Douglas, 2022). 

Alternatively, a female participant in Pain and Koskela’s (2000) study preferred to use 

dark paths because they feel less visible to potential attackers, suggests a reversal of 

prevalent ideas in literature, suggesting how temporal geographies of women’s fear and 
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responses, differ. However, the participant was from Helsinki, where during winter, 

Finland is dark with short periods of daylight. Thus, women may have to use urban green 

spaces in darkness more due to having less daylight, while other studies in this field have 

studied areas with more hours of daylight, such as Valentine’s (1990) study taking place in 

Reading, UK. Therefore, daily temporal changes alter women’s perceptions of space, with 

nighttime making women feel less safe in public space. 

 

2.4. Responses to Fear: 

Due to geographies of women’s fear, women adapt themselves to feel safer in urban 

green spaces. Valentine (1990) theorises women create “mental maps” based on 

understandings of space, altering everyday behaviours. Some women evade urban green 

spaces completely in response to their geographies of fear (Valentine, 1990), and in Yeoh 

and Yeow’s (1997: 278) study in Singapore, participants stopped using green space since 

reports on assault cases increased. It exhibits how women’s avoidance and particular 

navigation of space reproduces a “spatial expression of patriarchy” (Valentine, 1990), 

maintaining male dominance and women’s exclusion in space. It’s further supported by 

James’ (2001) study which revealed how young women prefer to perform recreational 

activities in their bedrooms, feeling safer than public spaces. The UK's largest girl-only 

youth organisation unveiled females aged 7-21 wish for more to be done to feel safe 

outdoors (Girlguiding, 2020), urging to be more involved into place design. It 

demonstrates the widespread, national views of young women feeling excluded in space, 

highlighting the importance of understanding causes, impacts and responses to 

geographies of women’s fear. 

Further, Pain (1997) argues that women’s responses to geographies of fear are subtle, 

using spaces, but modifying their actions to feel safer. Women remain vigilant and careful 

due to their fear, developing coping mechanisms (Stanko, 1993), adjusting their path 

(Valentine 1989) or speeding up when walking (Vera-Gray and Kelly 2020). In Hong Kong, 

a participant claimed she would visit green space for less time because of the 

uncomfortable presence of elderly men (Hung and Crompton, 2006), showing how women 

navigate spaces deliberately (Rose, 1993). It shows how often, women assess their sense 

of danger to identify situations to avoid or be careful in (Koskela, 1997), illustrating their 

calculated navigation of space (Rose, 1993). 

Geographies of fear shapes interactions with space, but these responses are gendered, 

as women interact with space differently to men (Mazey and Lee, 1983). This was evident 

in Azevedo et al’s. (2021) study, finding women more likely to adapt themselves than 
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men. It demonstrates a ‘spatial expression of patriarchy’ (Valentine, 1990), whereby 

women submit to perceptions of fear in space by performing certain actions to feel safer, 

which men do not. Further, victim-blaming is prominent, where attacks on women are 

justified by factors at the time of assault, such as walking alone, drinking alcohol, or 

clothing (Brown, Burnett, and Boykin, 2022; Hayes-Smith and Levett, 2010; Moor, 2010; 

Ryan, 2011; Schwartz and Leggett, 1999). This is supported by the fact that only 1 of 100 

rapes followed with charge in 2021 (Rape Crisis, 2022). Thus, it has become normalised 

(Silvestre Cabrera et al., 2023) for women to adapt to feel safe, highlighting this social, 

gendered issue. 

 

2.4.2. Company/Alone: 

The presence of others in spaces can alter women’s geographies of fear. Women feel 

safer when visiting with other people or dogs, than going alone (O’Brien, 2005). Studies 

determined that women feel more vulnerable to attack because there are less people 

around to prevent or stop them from potentially being attacked (Burgess, Harrison, and 

Limb, 1988; Koskela and Pain, 2000). Wilson and Little’s (2008) study women solo 

travellers revealed how women were more reluctant to use spaces alone because they 

feared attack by men. This links to Koskela and Pain’s (2000) study when a participant 

claimed she “wouldn’t even think” about going jogging alone in a park in Helsinki, and 

similarly in the same study in Edinburgh, another participant stated they also would avoid 

Corstorphine Hill (woods and parkland) because it feels too isolated, highlighting women’s 

perceived danger alone across different locations. Further, in a study of girls 13-18 years 

in the UK, 80% claimed to feel unsafe doing activities alone (Girlguiding, 2021), 

highlighting the widespread understanding of safety females even from young age. In 

2022, more women stopping walking in quiet places such as parks after dark because of 

feeling unsafe (Office for National Statistics, 2022), demonstrating how women’s 

geographies of fear impacts women’s uses and actions in space (Valentine, 1990), 

choosing to avoid using urban green spaces when alone to feel safer. 

 

2.5. COVID-19: 

COVID-19 began in December 2019 and had long-lasting impacts, changing life as people 

knew (Cheng and Shan, 2020). The virus spread through close-contact, so to reduce 

transmission, national lockdowns were implemented. UK lockdowns entailed only being 

allowed to leave home for a walk, medical reasons, work, and essentials (Wilder-Smith 
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and Freedman, 2020). These rules hugely impacted how people interacted with spaces 

and caused people to adjust how they connected with family, friends, and colleagues (Lee 

et al., 2021). 

Outdoor green spaces were some of the only spaces accessible during lockdowns 

(Berdejo-Espinola et al., 2022), and their benefits have been established in literature 

previously for improved health, and improved environmental quality (Derkzen, van 

Teeffelen and Verburg, 2015; Liu et al., 2022; Zhou and Parves Rana, 2012). Lockdown 

restrictions were contributing to worse mental health (OlszewskaGuizzo et al., 2021), so 

urban green spaces were promoted to reduce these effects (Andersson et al., 2019; da 

Schio et al., 2021; De Luca et al., 2021). Consequently, visitation to green spaces 

increased considerably (Dawwas and Dyson, 2021), with new visitors appearing 

(Kleinschroth and Kowarik, 2020). Berdejo‐Espinola et al., (2021) found 63% of 

participants used green spaces differently than before COVID-19, demonstrating changing 

uses that COVID-19 inspired. Alternatively, in Krakow, urban green spaces were banned 

during lockdowns, yet participants still expressed how they felt they would’ve improved 

their wellbeing (Noszczyk et al., 2022), wishing they had access to them. It suggests 

despite differing contexts, appreciation of these spaces increased even when they were 

inaccessible during COVID-19. 

During the pandemic, there was an increase in Google searches for “going for a walk” 

(Kleinschroth and Kowarik, 2020), demonstrating higher interest in outdoor exercise. 

Dawwas and Dyson (2021) also found that women increased walking, hiking, relaxing, 

and wildlife watching, contrasting to studies conducted on women’s uses of urban green 

spaces before COVID-19, with women choosing to avoid them, or using them only in the 

company of others (Azevedo et al., 2021; Carol Brooks Gardner, 1995, p.200–215; Hewitt, 

2021; Pain and Koskela, 2000; Valentine, 1990). In Palestine, where lockdown measures 

were similar to the UK’s, all respondents were more likely to visit urban parks alone after 

the pandemic (Dawwas and Dyson, 2021). This could have been caused by concerns of 

contracting the disease through proximity with others (Ho et al., 2020), which contrasts to 

the findings of Koskela and Pain (2000) prior to the pandemic, where majority of women 

only felt comfortable visiting green spaces with company. Kleinschroth and Kowarik 

(2020) therefore propose that the pandemic reshaped people’s value for greenspaces. It 

highlights how COVID-19 altered people’s geographies, resultantly changing their 

perceptions and interactions with of urban green space. 
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2.6. Research Gap: 

Based on previous research, women hold negative perceptions of urban green spaces 

and adapt their use of them. However, increased use and appreciation of urban green 

spaces due COVID-19 that Kleinschroth and Kowarik (2020) propose, could also have 

imprinted onto women. This forms the foundation of my study, as newfound uses and 

appreciation of urban parks could’ve caused a change in women’s geographies of fear in 

urban green spaces as a result of COVID-19. Berdejo‐Espinola et al’s. (2021) study in 

Australia researched the changes in use and perceptions of urban green spaces since 

COVID-19 and encouraged further research of this in varying contexts of people and 

location. This study therefore seeks to contribute to the field of feminist geography in 

understanding whether Southwest London women’s use and perceptions changed in 

urban green spaces as a result of COVID-19, altering geographies of women’s fear. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology: 

3.1. Primary Data: 

During the summer of 2022, research was conducted on women aged 18-30 living in 

Southwest London region, as women aged 12-34 experience highest rates of sexual 

assault (Kuadli, 2021). 

This study concerns emotions and behaviours of women in urban green spaces, so 

research took a qualitative methodological approach to centre the voices of those who are 

most impacted by geographies of fear (Pope and Mays, 1995). Qualitative methods 

address the objectives as they enable geographers to address people’s experiences, 

allowing ‘exploration of subjective meanings, values, and emotions’ (Clifford, French, and 

Valentine, 2010: 3). Triangulation was applied to enhance the validity and credibility of 

findings (Flick, 1992), strengthening evidence (McKendrick, 1999). 

 

3.1.2. Sampling: 

Advertising on local Facebook groups and community spaces where target participants 

were likely to be found, recruited self-selected participants, and from this I used 

snowballing sampling to find new contacts (Emmel, 2013, p.9). Participants seemed 

interested in the research, keen to share their experiences. For focus groups, 

refreshments were provided as a token of appreciation (Warnock, Taylor, and Horton, 

2022). 

 

3.1.3. Interviews: 

Interviews enable flexibility to question many people (Hitchings and Latham, 2020), thus 

20 individual, semi-structured interviews 30-60 minutes each were conducted. Essential 

for research objectives surrounding experiences and attitudes (Rowley, 2012), Valentine 

(1989) conducted 80 interviews with women to understand geographies of women’s fear. 

The semi-structured interview allowed me to ask pre-written questions with flexibility to 

accommodate the participant (Rowley, 2012). This enabled deeper exploration of 

experiences and feelings with conversation flow (Cachia and Millward, 2011; Kitchen and 

Tate, 2000); crucial to understanding emotional geographies. 

I conducted interviews virtually using Microsoft Teams for safety and it eliminated physical 

geographical barriers (Lo Iacono, Symonds and Brown, 2016). Online interviews can 

breakdown power barriers (Madge and O’Connor, 2002), with ‘distancing affect’ providing 
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a neutral space for participants to feel more comfortable answering (Adams‐Hutcheson 

and Longhurst, 2016). It enabled participants to do the interview from where they wanted, 

making them more likely to be open with answers (Lo Iacono, Symonds and Brown, 

2016). However, a limitation to this is online interviews can reduce rapport building 

(Rowley, 2012), causing them to answer less openly. I emailed participants individually 

with an information sheet including who I was, attempting to overcome this and build trust 

with participants (King and Horrocks, 2010, p.48). 

 

3.1.4. Participatory Research Diary: 

Research diaries are typically used in medical research to record those living with chronic 

conditions (Seguin et al., 2022), but they were utilised in this study as their usefulness in 

researching emotions, personal relationships, identity, and well-being (Lewis, Sligo, and 

Massey, 2005), is key to the research objectives. Valentine (1989) employed spatial 

diaries to accompany interviews in her research of women’s geographies of fear, as did 

Meth’s (2003) study to understand women’s fear of violence. Research diaries offer 

temporal, realistic daily dimension to research (Lewis, Sligo, and Massey, 2005) by 

updating them following an experience (Conrath, Higgins and McClean, 1983). Diaries 

allow participants to reflect on everyday experiences (Thomas, 2007) which shape their 

perceptions of safety, offering personal insights (Meth, 2003). In a study of mental health 

of HIV/AIDS patients, research diaries enabled expression through writing, avoiding 

potential upset and harm (Thomas, 2007), so employing this method adhered to ethical 

considerations by providing a more comfortable space to reveal sensitive information.  

Interviewed participants completed a two-week research diary before interviews, that were 

coded to supplement interview data. I created a framework to guide participants on what 

to write (figure 2). I expressed they could write as detailed as they wished, adding an 

‘extra comments’ section, to give control to the diary keeper (Thomas, 2007). A limitation 

to diaries, however, was some participants forgot to frequently fill them out, affecting 

depth of data. 
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Date: Activity/place: Experience, emotions, feeling of 

safety: 

Is this something you 

would’ve done before 

COVID-19? 

    

Notes, extra comments, photos: 

 

Figure 2: The framework of the research diary given to interview participants. They were asked 

whether they preferred a paper or virtual copy so it they could use what they find easiest to write 

in. 

 

3.1.5. Focus groups: 

Focus groups are effective for reflexive, collaborative, and critical research in geography, 

enabling plentiful, purposeful conversations (Bosco and Herman, 2009), which Valentine 

(1990) utilised for insights into geographies of women’s fear. Focus groups reduced my 

control, giving participants authority which encouraged them to be more open, blurring 

lines between researchers and participants (Bosco and Herman, 2009), making them 

more naturalistic than interviews (Wilkinson, 1997). I could present theory to participants, 

and they then led conversations that explored these. It composed unexpected insights 

that developed themes (Wilkinson, 1997), while I engaged with their responses (Bosco 

and Herman, 2009). Skop (2006) warned participants can feel nervous talking infront of 

others, affecting their honesty or openness with their answers (ibid.), which is a limitation 

of this method, but I mainly found participants generated ideas and built upon each other’s 

responses, sometimes altering their own views (Bosco and Herman, 2009). 
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2 focus groups of 6-8 women were conducted, lasting 1.5-2 hours each, providing 

sufficient time for questions and participatory mapping. I over-recruited so there would still 

be enough participants to gain reliable data in case of dropouts (Bosco and Herman, 

2009). They were conducted in a local library because it was convenient for participants 

(Breen, 2006) and a community space can be comfortable, erasing power barriers (Bosco 

and Herman, 2009). Conducting them in-person rather than online allowed participants to 

open up better, as face-to-face communication can build better trust (Seitz, 2015). This 

was important for issues to be conversed with in-depth (Bosco and Herman, 2009), to 

understand women’s geographies of fear. 

 

3.1.6. Participatory Mapping: 

Participatory mapping is an innovative method to engage participants, proving stimulus 

(Amsden & VanWynsberghe, 2005). In the study of gendered geographies of fear in 

Cairo, participants labelled safe and unsafe streets, and asked participants to explain 

choices (Nasser and Hassan, 2021). A useful participatory and visual tool, and also 

adheres to confidentiality ethics by preventing participants being recognised outside 

(Sreetheran and van den Bosch, 2014), I printed a map of the studied area for focus 

groups to decide their safest routes (figure 3). Participants then annotated their choices, 

displaying responses to their geographies of fear. Within focus groups it allowed women 

to share ideas and demonstrate emotional responses generated by particular geographies 

which produced depth of discussion (Bosco and Herman, 2009). 

I analysed findings through comparing maps and coding annotations to determine 

features and responses that shape geographies of women’s fear. 
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Figure 3: Map provided to participants. They were asked to map their route from in how 

they would walk from the two crosses- Rowelle Road (bottom right), to Hampton Wick 

Station. Then using a highlighter, marked which spaces they perceived as unsafe and 

annotate using post-it notes why they marked these. 

 

3.2. Analysis: 

Interviews were transcribed online, making the process simpler and quicker (Madge and 

O’Connor, 2002), and I transcribed focus groups. Subsequently, I conducted thematic 

analysis to identify key topics and themes to make sense of material (Crang, 2005). Using 

Anselm Strauss (1987: 33–34) framework, I also produced 'in vivo' codes which were 

significant terms used by participants and generated analytical codes. Research diaries 

and participatory mapping were also coded to supplement interview and focus group data. 

The interviews were recorded on Teams and focus groups using my mobile phone to 

rewatch/relisten to them and contextualise answers into broader conversations. Analysis 

of tone, body language, emphasis, hesitation, and willingness (Jackson, 2001), was 

conducted so real meanings were not lost or decontextualised (Hesse-Biber and Griffin, 

2012). 
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Coding table:  

Uses of urban green space 

Emotions 

Physical features in urban green space 

Time/lighting 

Responses 

Reasons for fears 

COVID-19 

 

3.3. Ethics, Positionality, and Reflexivity: 

Ethics were considered at every stage. Participants opinions were reported truthfully and 

due to the topic potentially being sensitive, participants were voluntary, informed and I 

provided support suggestions. I gained informed consent, participants could withdraw at 

any time, and identities kept anonymous and pseudonymised (Kitchin and Tate, 2000). 

Data was stored confidentially on my passworded computer and mobile that only I 

accessed. 

As a woman of similar age to this study’s participants, my ‘insider’ status (Kanuha, 2000) 

may have encouraged participants to feel more comfortable and open with responses 

(Dwyer and Buckle, 2009). However, I remained aware of my own subjectivity so was 

reflexive throughout (Valentine, 2005) and refrained from speaking of my experiences to 

avoid influencing the participants answers, which could have misrepresented their 

reflection (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009). The codes and themes generated from findings also 

are some of many possible, so I remained aware geographers must consider how the 

research we ‘do’, shapes the knowledge created. (Peters, 2017). 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: This table demonstrates some of the themes generated from analysis of 

transcribed interviews, focus groups and research diaries. 
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Chapter 4: Women’s Uses and Perceptions of Urban Green Spaces: 

4.1. Pre-COVID-19 Perceptions and Uses: 

As women’s geographies of fear shapes women’s interactions and behaviours in space, it 

was important for this study to understand how and what women would use urban green 

spaces for, to determine whether COVID-19 generated a change in their fears. 

Findings from this study revealed that women did not utilise urban green spaces much 

pre-COVID-19, claiming to either not have used them at all, or identifying only a sparse 

number of reasons to have used them (figure 4). The inability to identify many reasons to 

use urban parks pre-COVID-19 suggests their lack of utilisation of the spaces, which was 

evident among all the participants, and met research expectations, as it reflects studies 

such as Wesely and Gaarder (2004), whereby women preferred to avoid urban green 

spaces, instead of using them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Diagram showing combined focus group participants perceptions and uses of 

urban green spaces pre-COVID-19. 
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Women’s lack of using urban green spaces also appeared to link to women’s suggestion 

of feeling a sense of exclusion in the spaces. Women expressed ideas of who they 

expected to encounter, and the activity they expected to take place in urban green space, 

which suggested why they chose to not use them. 

Evident within Ruby’s perceptions of who and what she expected to encounter in urban 

green spaces, such as “men” and “crime” suggests how this left her feeling unsuited to 

using urban green spaces pre-COVID-19. It exhibits Valentine’s (1989) argument that 

women’s perceptions of who and what is in space, shapes their geographies of fear, 

altering their interactions with them. Keren also suggested “crime” as a use for urban 

green spaces pre-COVID-19, but with a quick justification, explained she was speaking on 

behalf of what other people could use the space for, rather than her personal use. It 

demonstrates how women perceived urban green spaces to be for others use, and that 

their use of them could propose threat to their safety due to perceptions of the people 

within them. The notion of fear of gendered crime is also suggested through Ruby’s 

mention of “stories”. Other women’s experiences shape personal geographies of women’s 

fear, and social constructions of gender informs women’s geographies (Wesely and 

Gaarder, 2004), such as parks being taught to women as dangerous so that women do 

not use them (Madriz, 1997). It highlights the impact of other women’s experiences in 

shaping gendered inequalities in space, burdening women with fear that it may happen to 

them, so they utilise these spaces less, which was reflected in these results. 

A limit to this research is that it was carried out in 2022, so participants answers about 

their uses and perceptions of urban green spaces pre-COVID-19, is simply a reflection, so 

may not be completely accurate due to it being based on memory and not being asked at 

the actual time of them feeling this way. However, findings do support studies from pre-

COVID-19 women’s geographies of fear, mirroring how women did not use urban green 

spaces for much due to feeling out of place and threatened, reinforcing their geographies 

of fear. 

 

4.2. Discovery of Uses- COVID-19: 

Interestingly, when participants were asked what they used urban green spaces for since 

COVID-19, results contrasted significantly to pre-COVID-19 responses. Participants 

“Before COVID-19 I didn’t have reason to use them. I thought they were lonely places 

criminals and creepy men used, and you’d hear bad stories about women in them.”- 

Ruby, FG1. 
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identified extensive and varied lists of purposes, suggesting a shift in women’s 

perceptions and uses of urban green spaces since COVID-19 (see figure 5). 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Diagram showing combined focus group participants perceptions and uses of 

urban green spaces post-COVID-19. 

 

All participants claimed to have used urban green spaces more, which echoes the findings 

within Kleinschroth and Kowarik’s (2020) study which illustrates their increased usage 

following COVID-19. Further, participants identified more and varied reasons they would 

use urban green spaces since COVID-19, which was similarly reflected in Dawwas and 

Dyson’s (2021) study in Palestine, where women utilised urban green spaces in ways they 

hadn’t before, such as for walking and relaxing. The findings of this study therefore 

contribute to understanding women’s geographies of fear in Southwest London urban 

green spaces, which replicates findings in other locations, suggesting COVID-19 did 

create some shift in women’s geographies fear. 
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4.2.2. Perceived Mental Health Uses: 

As figure 5 suggests, a repeatedly emerging theme from analysis signified women’s 

increased use of urban green spaces being predominantly linked to wellbeing benefits 

during and after COVID-19. Multiple focus group women identified “meditation” and 

“clearing head” as reasons they would use urban parks, evidently utilising them for 

wellbeing, and was also expressed by interviewees. 

Saffron shows how her perception of urban green spaces changed as a result of COVID-

19, addressing that COVID-19 did alter women’s interactions with urban green spaces. 

The notion of urban parks being “good for me” suggests the positive mental health 

impacts she perceives the spaces to offer, becoming places of refuge when other spaces 

were closed due to lockdown (Da Schio et al., 2021). It shows participants increased 

appreciation for urban green spaces and recognition of the mental health services they 

offer, which was absent in pre-COVID-19 findings, suggesting a shift in women’s 

geographies of fear. This also was reflected by Olivia: 

Date: Activity/place: Experience, emotions, feeling of 

safety: 

Is this something you 

would’ve done before 

COVID-19? 

09.09.22 Went to 

Twickenham 

Green. 

Visited alone for a walk to clear 

my head and get fresh air. It 

made me feel relaxed and calm, 

made my day better and lifted my 

mood. 

No, before COVID I only 

used the green to cut 

across. 

I started to use it during 

lockdowns to get outside to 

help my anxiety, but still do 

it now because I enjoy it. 

Notes, extra comments, photos: 

Using green space has become part of my daily routine since COVID. I notice my mental health 

deteriorate when I don’t use them. 

 

Figure 6: An exert from Olivia’s research diary about her visit to an urban green space. 

 

“I was scared of parks before, but I used them for walks during lockdown for an escape 

and to get outside, and I realised I enjoyed using them. Now I love them, they’re good for 

me.”- Saffron, interview participant. 
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What is revealed is how Olivia implemented use of urban green spaces into her daily 

routine even after lockdown restrictions lifted because of the mental wellbeing boosts she 

discovered they offer, which also supports Grima et al’s., (2020) study in Vermont, where 

increased use of the spaces was important in improving people’s wellbeing during COVID-

19. It demonstrates the longer-term impacts COVID-19 had on daily lifestyles, with many 

women in the study sharing views of urban green spaces as a way of coping with 

lockdown difficulties (Da Schio et al., 2021), increasing their uses of them. 

 

4.3. Perceptions: 

Bannister and Fyfe (2001) questioned whether it was possible to reconcile negative views 

of urban spaces, so this research aimed to understand whether women’s perceptions and 

emotions toward urban green spaces changed due to COVID-19. Participants increased 

use of urban green spaces due to COVID-19 reflected a change in perceptions, 

repeatedly describing feelings that related to better wellbeing about visiting urban green 

spaces during the day, suggesting undertones of increased appreciation of the spaces 

(see figure 7). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: A word cloud showing words during semi-structured interviews that 

participants used to describe urban green spaces and how the spaces make women 

feel. Bigger words mean they have been said multiple times. 



30 
 

The most mentioned emotion by participants about urban green spaces during the day 

was “calm”, suggesting positive notions and further emphasises wellbeing dimensions of 

these spaces. It contributes a new understanding of women’s emotional geographies in 

urban green spaces, as Valentine’s (1989) study revealed how urban green spaces made 

women anxious, thus COVID-19 may have altered women’s geographies of fear. This shift 

in women’s emotional geographies toward urban green spaces also linked to an evident 

change in perception of who and what participants expected to encounter in them post-

COVID-19. 

 

This highlights a difference in the types of people Zoe expected to encounter using urban 

green spaces, mentioning “friends” and “dog walkers”, which contrasts significantly to that 

of “teenagers and creepy men” perceived to occupy the spaces pre-COVID-19. It 

correlates to Koskela’s (1997) theory that using and experiencing space alters emotional 

geographies in them, as participants greater utilisation of these spaces since COVID-19, 

alleviated some of their concerns in the spaces. Zoe also exhibits an appreciation of the 

spaces, mentioning social and community dimensions of urban green spaces, which have 

been identified as key benefits of urban green spaces in the past, but not highlighted 

women in studies of their geographies of fear (O’Brien, 2005; Lee & Maheswaran, 2011), 

signifying new contributions to women’s emotional geographies. The mention of “fumes” 

could also be referring to environmental benefits to air quality that urban green spaces 

offer (Chiesura, 2004), demonstrating the multitude of benefits participants view the 

spaces to offer. 

However, when women feel more familiar in a space, they may feel more comfortable, 

perceiving their neighbourhood as safer than the surrounding city (Sally Engle Merry, 

1986, p.8). Due to COVID-19 lockdowns restricting travel, women may have become 

familiar with local green spaces. As this study focussed on Southwest London residents’ 

views of their local urban parks, this may have affected participants answers, so further 

research could investigate unfamiliar urban parks to women to determine whether COVID-

19 impacted women’s geographies of fear on a wider scale. 

 

 

“It’s nice going and seeing people with dogs and friends. Especially in a city, it’s nice to 

have time away in fresh air from being near the roads and inhaling fumes from cars and 

stuff, it’s much nicer and quieter.”- Zoe, interview participant. 
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4.4. Reflection: 

These findings contribute a new theoretical framework surrounding women’s geographies 

of fear, suggesting that COVID-19 did alter women’s uses and perceptions of urban green 

spaces. The results support how pre-COVID-19, women chose to not use the spaces 

much due to their perceptions of who and what they expected to find in them, supporting 

theories of women’s fear in these spaces.  However, a correlation between COVID-19 and 

increasing women’s frequency and purpose of uses for urban green spaces was 

displayed, providing clarity to the research objectives on how COVID-19 changed 

women’s perceptions and uses of urban green spaces. It proposes that COVID-19 altered 

women’s fear in urban green spaces to a degree. 
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Chapter 5: Temporal Distinctions of Women’s Geographies of Fear: 

5.1. Temporal Differences in Women’s Geographies of Fear: 

Time of day was revealed from results to significantly affect participants geographies of 

fear. A conflict between positive perceptions of urban green spaces during the day, with 

fearful perceptions at night were evident, addressing research objectives by 

understanding the factors that impact women’s geographies of fear, with temporality being 

one of these. 

The statements evidently display how participants emotional geographies were altered 

based on daily temporalities, revealing a correlation between time and geographies of 

women’s fear. Izzy expressed opposing feelings based on time of day, showing conflicting 

emotions. It provides clarity to the research objective of determining factors which affect 

women’s geographies of fear, demonstrating despite urban green spaces being 

geographically, physically rooted, that daily temporal changes affect geographies of fear. 

This contrast between emotions also reflects Valentine’s (1990) findings in Reading, 

whereby all women identified spaces as frightening at night, even if they didn’t feel this 

during the day. Similarly, Tia’s comment links to how perceptions of who and what is in 

space, alters women’s geographies of fear (Valentine, 1989), (see more in chapter 4), 

suggesting varying perceptions of safety and fear based on time. These stark differences 

show how nighttime can transform an enjoyable situation into one of discomfort (Warr, 

1990), proposing the complex, varying factors of women’s geographies of fear. 

 

5.2. Light/Daytime: 

A sense of safety and enjoyment was highlighted toward urban green spaces during 

daylight. The focus group agreed during daytime, green spaces are areas to relax, 

exercise, and socialise (see figure 8). This level of use and appreciation is greater than 

that pre-COVID-19, suggesting that COVID-19 did improve women’s geographies of fear 

in urban green spaces, during the day. Further, all participant research diaries displayed 

“green spaces are relaxing, peaceful, I think of old ladies feeding the ducks. But at night 

I’d have a different answer- it’s intimidating, I’d expect weird men and teenagers to be 

there. Even though it’s the same place, you have to still be careful in the day, but night is 

another level.” – Beth, interview participant. 

“whether green spaces are scary or therapeutic depends on the time of day”- Izzy, 

interview participant. 
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use of urban green spaces during the daytime, illustrating this time being preferred by 

women to use them. 

 

 

  

Figure 8: Annotations that focus group participants wrote on post-it notes around this 

image of Richmond Park during the daytime. 

 

5.3. Darkness: 

Optimism toward urban green spaces, however, was contradicted in findings when focus 

group participants engaged with an image of the same urban green space at night (figure 

9). Results contributed to existing knowledge, supporting that poorly lit urban green space, 

often due to a dark time of day, is linked with greater fears among females (Sreetheran 

and van den Bosch, 2014). Participants agreed they felt “least safe” at dark, describing it 

as “spooky, vulnerable, and eerie”, demonstrating how heightened sense of fear and 

danger is associated with urban green spaces at night, which was also exhibited in 

Loewen, Steel and Suedfeld’s (1993) research. The absence of lighting at night suggested 

a cause for women’s intensified fear. 

“in the evening, I’d feel unsafe and scared. You can’t see who’s there, so there’s safety 

taken away from you because of lack of visibility.”- Lucy, interview participant. 
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This suggests the impact poor lighting has on sense of safety, making women feel less 

safe in urban green spaces, which was also evident in Koskela and Pain’s (2000) study 

when a Malaysian participant explained their sense of vulnerability when they couldn’t see 

around them. It links to figure 9 where participants have acknowledged the space could 

be better lit, and supports Loewen, Steel and Suedfeld’s (1993) argument that poor 

lighting affects prospect-refuge, as people are unable to observe their surrounding 

environment, causing them to feel insecure in dark environments. Lucy referring to “who’s 

there” may be referring to people she believes propose harm to her which contributes to 

her fear. It also links to many views of the focus groups (figure 9) who express fear of 

unknown and who they expect to encounter, highlighting a pattern of women’s similar 

shared fears in urban green spaces at night. 

 

 

Figure 9: Focus groups annotations of Richmond Park at night. 

 

Women’s perceptions of these spaces at night reflect those of fear and discomfort, 

contrasting greatly to their emotional geographies in urban green spaces during the day. It 

highlights how despite women showing greater appreciation for them during the day since 

COVID-19, at night, findings still support those fears explored in pre-COVID-19 studies, 

suggesting a wider societal problem whereby women do not feel safe at night. 
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5.4. Risk and Darkness: 

Fear of men and crime became evident through participants answers when discussing 

urban green spaces at night (see figure 9), suggesting correlation between men’s 

presence and heightened geographies of women’s fear. It exhibits how women perceive 

urban green spaces to be filled with criminals when it’s dark (Loewen, Steel and Suedfeld, 

1993), such as Sharon stating, “I’d expect people there to be doing drugs, creepy men, or 

people with bad intentions at night”, highlighting women’s concerns linked to potential 

harm. It demonstrates how women associate nighttime with higher crime (Welsh, 

Farrington, and Douglas, 2022), which makes them feel threatened. This was also echoed 

in focus groups, where participants wrote what they felt anxious about in the spaces at 

night (table 2), which demonstrated a trend of fear of gendered crime. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

These results contribute to ideas of women feeling most vulnerable to crime and 

harassment from men in urban green spaces at night. Women’s perceptions are also 

validated by the fact Sarah Everard was abducted from Southwest London and murdered 

at night (Morton, 2021), suggesting the influence of other tragic gendered experiences on 

women’s geographies of fear, especially having occurred in the same area. As Valentine 

(1989: 389) stressed, women's fear of male violence is not just a spatial matter, because 

space is “occupied and controlled by different groups at different times”, and the results 

demonstrate how women clearly perceive spaces to be controlled by men at nighttime, 

which evokes their geographies of fear. Some participants also revealed how personal 

Table 2: A list of the fear’s women associate with using urban green spaces based on 

focus group discussions. 

Women’s fears in urban green space at 

night: 

Being abducted 

Creepy men 

Becoming a victim of crime 

Murdered 

Raped 

Attacked by a man 

Drugs 

Crime 

Homeless people 
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experiences at night shape their sense of safety, with Holly’s research diary a noteworthy 

case: 

Date: Activity/place: Experience, emotions, feeling of 

safety: 

Is this something you 

would’ve done before 

COVID-19? 

16.08.22 I was walking 

along the side of 

Twickenham 

Green on the 

way home from 

my friend’s 

house when it 

was dark, it was 

about 11pm. 

As I was walking, a car drove 

past and the driver wound down 

the window and shouted, “I’m 

going to rape you”. I’ve never felt 

that scared before and I’m 

normally already really aware 

when I’m walking at night. I called 

my dad straight away so he could 

be on the phone to me, but I was 

really shaken up. 

I have always tried to not 

walk alone in the dark 

unless I had to so COVID-

19 didn’t affect this. 

Notes, extra comments, photos: 

Reminded me of Everard case and past stories of women. I felt kind of guilty that I was fine, and 

nothing happened while other women haven’t been so lucky. 

 

Figure 10: An entry to the participant research diary from Holly. 

 

Holly mentioned in her following interview how she hasn’t walked in the dark since this 

experience happened, in fear that it may happen again or escalate. It demonstrates how 

chilling experiences that women endure in space at night, forms and contributes to their 

geographies of fear (Sreetheran and van den Bosch, 2014; Stanko 1993). It also 

highlights the threat of rape, which many participants acknowledged as their fear of what 

could happen to them in urban green space at night. It demonstrates the prevalence of 

this fear for women, displaying how women’s fears in public space are associated with 

fears of gendered crime (Pain, 1997), suggesting the way in which gender affects 

women’s perception of safety and therefore their interactions with space. The mention of 

stories of other unfortunate women being attacked in space at night also highlights the 

extent of the issue, with women’s spatiality’s affected by their perceptions of safety which 

are entangled with temporality. 

While results mainly displayed a pattern of women’s fears in urban parks at night being of 

gendered crime, notably, multiple participants mentioned fear of “homeless people”, which 
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stood out. As participants failed to specify the person’s gender, age, or ethnicity, it 

suggests a stigma toward homeless people that evokes fear for women. Lee, Link and 

Toro’s (1991) argue there is a wider social stereotype by the public and media of 

homeless people proposing danger to other citizens, so this may shape women’s 

geographies of fear. Thus, further research into women’s perceptions of homeless people 

and its role in geographies of fear would be helpful to determine reasoning for these 

statements. 

 

5.5. Reflection: 

Despite women’s perceptions of space during the day changing to more positive since 

COVID-19, women are still subject to their geographies of fear every night. Evidently, a 

strong sense of fear of darkness in urban green spaces was presented among 

participants, with lack of visibility causing them to feel vulnerable to becoming potential 

victims of crime. Through their own experiences and stories that shape perceptions, 

results demonstrate there was little change in women’s fear of urban green spaces at 

night from pre- and post-COVID-19, suggesting an ongoing geography of fear for women 

regarding dark urban green spaces. Despite urban green spaces being the same 

geographically rooted space, daily temporality affects women’s sense of safety, which 

shows the complexity of women’s geographies of fear. The findings contribute to 

understanding the dimensions that affect women’s geographies and show no difference in 

women’s fear at night since COVID-19, emphasising this long-term, gendered issue. 

Therefore, by voicing women’s experiences and fears in these spaces, it can contribute to 

future improved policy, urban planners, and general views of society in order to make 

women feel more comfortable in urban green at night. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



38 
 

Chapter 6: Women’s Responses to Geographies of Fear: 

“Women and girls globally are routinely making strategic decisions to avoid sexual 

harassment and other forms of sexual violence.” (Vera-Gray and Kelly, 2020: 266). 

6.1. Temporal Avoidance: 

Women employ responses to feel safer in public space as a result of their geographies of 

fear (Valentine, 1989), and this study explored how women do this in urban green spaces. 

Participants evidently displayed avoidance of urban parks at night. This could be 

explained by women’s fear of dark urban green spaces (see chapter 5), demonstrating 

how women avoid spaces they perceive as unsafe (Hewitt’s, 2021). When focus groups 

conducted participatory mapping, a pattern highlighted participants view green spaces, 

skate parks and natural areas as “unsafe” at night, and this correlated to their responses 

by avoiding them on their routes (see figures 11.1,11.2). It echoes Yeoh and Yeow’s 

(1997) findings, as their participants labelled urban parks as “out of bounds”, using other 

spaces instead to feel safe, indicating a shared view of women’s geographies of fear and 

similar navigation of spaces. 

  

Figure 11.1: Maps of route that women from focus group 1 would choose to take to feel 

safer to get from Rowells Road to Hampton train station. 
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Figure 11.2: Maps of route that women from focus group 2 would choose to take to feel 

safer to get from Rowells Road to Hampton train station. 

 

From participatory mapping, group 1 chose a route along the main road, justifying it would 

be “well-lit” which feels “safer”. Contrary, group 2 chose the high street, annotating it “feels 

lighter”. Despite the differing choices of routes, both results reflect how even though 

cutting through green spaces would have made routes more direct, women’s spatial 

decisions are influenced by lighting and temporality, carefully choosing routes which they 

believe are lighter and therefore safer (James and Embrey, 2001). This was also reflected 

in Beth’s research diary, where she also avoided a green space at night, lengthening her 

route which felt safer (figure 12). 

Similarities between focus groups and interviewees provided answers to the research 

objective of women’s responses to feel safer. Results demonstrates women’s shared view 

of their safety in space at night, and how they navigate spaces specifically as a result of 

their geographies of fear. Group 1 annotated “small bridge less lit, more likely to be 

abducted, discarded in water” and it links to Beth’s exert of concerns of being “attacked”, 

causing them to avoid the space. It suggests despite being from different locations in 

Southwest London and differing ages, women share similar fears. Beth also was quite 

vocal expressing her different views of the spaces between night and day (chapter 5.1), 
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suggesting temporality as important in her geographies. Evidently, women feel excluded 

from green space at night (Massey, 1994), and these results reflect no difference since 

Koskela and Pain’s study in 2000, with participants stating they would avoid urban parks, 

perceiving them as dangerous spaces which propose threat to them. It shows the ‘spatial 

expression of patriarchy’ (Valentine, 1989), whereby women feel unwelcome and unsafe 

in urban green spaces at night, so women spatially express themselves based on their 

geographies of fear, carefully choosing their paths. 

Date: Activity/place: Experience, emotions, feeling of safety: Is this something 

you would’ve 

done before 

COVID-19? 

12.09.22 Walking home from 

work and I can 

either cut through 

Bushy Park or walk 

along the road- it 

shortens my walk by 

about 10 minutes 

using the park. 

It was about 10pm so I felt scared as it was 

dark and quiet. 

Bushy Park made me feel uneasy because 

you can’t see anything through there at 

night as there’s not much lighting there, so 

you don’t know who’s in there. Like being 

attacked, and if something did happen, no 

one would be able to see me. 

I avoided cutting through the park and 

walked along the road instead even though 

it takes longer. I don’t know what it is really, 

but I just think bad things are more likely to 

happen at night. 

Yes 

Notes/ 

photos: 

 

  Walked along 

main road 

outside of the 

green. 

 

Figure 12: An exert from the participant research diary by Beth. 
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Despite this study revealing how women’s use and perceptions of urban green spaces in 

the day changed since COVID-19, results also show that women’s geographies of fear at 

night, are no different to pre-COVID-19 perceptions, which Beth also highlights in her 

diary. It shows how women still limit their freedom temporally, and that geographies of fear 

impact women’s behaviours in space, addressing the research objective of responses by 

contributing to understanding how women navigate themselves deliberately to feel safer. 

 

6.2. Individual Responses: 

While urban parks were avoided altogether by women at night, results also showed 

women employ responses through smaller, personal actions which enable them to feel 

safer to use urban parks during the day. Vera-Gray and Kelly (2020) argued women are 

acutely aware of their surroundings and presence of unknown men in space, and these 

findings displayed urban green spaces are no exception from this. 

 

Respondents results demonstrated differing, individual, everyday responses that women 

employ when using urban green spaces, but share in common awareness, which Hewitt 

(2021) claims is a response to feel safe. It reflects Valentine’s (1989) findings in Reading, 

where women stated they are constantly alert. Hazel and Lauren signify how they engage 

their senses to stay aware, evidencing that women interpret their surroundings for danger, 

so they aren’t afraid constantly, but identify when to be cautious (Koskela, 1997). Another 

noteworthy case was Emily’s research diary (figure 13), which emphasised the coping 

strategies that women employ feel safer (Stanko, 1987). 

 

“I’m strategic- I like using a green space with lots of exits to get out if I needed to. I’ll 

mentally locate them while walking. Once I’ve done that, I enjoy them.”- Lauren, focus 

group 1. 

“I try to look confident and walk with purpose- don’t look shy or timid, head up and look 

like I know what I’m doing, aware of everything.”- Vicky, interview participant. 

“I act differently than when I’m at home- even though I enjoy using them, in parks I’m 

more cautious, powerwalk if I feel unsafe. I won’t listen to music so I can hear around 

me.”- Hazel, focus group 2. 
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Date: Activity/place: Experience, emotions, feeling of safety: Is this something you 

would’ve done before 

COVID-19? 

1.09.22 Went to the 

park for a 

walk. 

I thought a guy was following behind me, 

but he turned off to a different path. 

Told my family where I was going. 

Turned on ‘findmyfriends’ so my parents 

could see where I was. 

Pretended to call my friend when I thought I 

was being followed. 

I never went to the green 

before COVID so no. 

Notes/ 

photos: 

 

  Findmyfriends of my 

location in the park. 

 

Figure 13: An exert from Emily’s participant research diary. 

 

This highlights how in order to enjoy urban green space, women take certain, calculated 

steps to feel safe (Rose, 1993), and that they can be in the form subtle actions (Pain, 

1997). The frequency and similarities between participants answers show despite the 

individual nature of these responses, they are widely adopted and accepted by women as 

something they implement to be safe. It highlights the broad scale of social 

understandings by women in how they adapt themselves to be safer in green spaces, 

affecting women’s spatiality and behaviours. 
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6.3. Perceived Gendered Differences: 

Participants recognised gender in their geographies of fear, expressing they feel men 

have less fear when using space. 

 

Valentine (1989) argued that women feel significantly less safe in space than men do, and 

these findings support this, with participants addressing they feel they have more fears in 

spaces than men do, due to being female. It also displays how women perceive to 

navigate urban green spaces differently to men by employing precautious measures to 

feel safe (Koskela, 1997). 

Participants frustration toward unequal gender differences was evident, like Emma and 

Amber describing it as “unfair” and “infuriating”, highlighting the emotional impacts 

geographies of fear has on women. With the high prevalence of attacks on women 

previously in Southwest London, and the mention of cases such as Sarah Everard, it 

indicates the impact gendered attacks have on the women, evidencing Sreetheran and 

van den Bosch’s (2014) argument that others experiences shape geographies of women’s 

fear. Participants being cautious of their safety is therefore understandable and also 

supported by the fact that over 70% of women said they had been sexually harassed in 

public spaces in the UK (UN Women, 2021), with women more likely to experience attack 

than men (Office for National Statistics, 2022). Participants feeling unequal to men and 

that their needs are ignored in space reflects their long-term exclusion through history 

(Massey, 1994), demonstrating how this study has displayed despite some changes since 

COVID-19, women’s geographies of fear are still prevailing and a continual problem. 

During conversations about gendered differences, Mia used phrases such as “you know”, 

signifying perhaps that because I, the researcher, was also female, she expected me to 

relate, which may potentially have caused her to miss out details and go into less depth. 

However, it also could have allowed her to feel comfortable in being open with her 

answers, which had the researcher been male, may have restricted her to do (Dwyer and 

“I think I am more scared because of being a woman. Sarah Everard did everything right 

and still got murdered by a man. It’s infuriating.” – Amber, interview participant. 

“my guy friends don’t even know about things like, you know, rape alarms.” – Mia, 

interview participant. 

“my boyfriend will go for a run in the park at night and not think twice about it. I wouldn’t 

even think about doing that. It’s unfair.” – Emma, focus group 2. 
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Buckle, 2009). It also suggests that Mia perceived all women to have the same 

experiences to her, suggesting how gendered responses to place have been normalised, 

supporting Kern’s (2020) argument that women’s responses to space have become 

standard. 

The study of men’s geographies would also be useful to understand their sense of safety 

and fear in urban green spaces, and to determine whether they adapt themselves 

differently to compare gendered geographies of fear. 

 

6.4. Company/Alone: 

Interestingly, while literature revealed women chose to use urban green spaces with 

company to feel safer, such as O’Brien’s (2005) participant from Liverpool, my results 

challenged this, indicating that participants did use urban green spaces alone: 

 

The expression of “enjoyment” in using the spaces alone differs to theories that solo use 

causes women to feel unsafe (Burgess, Harrison, and Limb, 1988), suggesting a shift in 

women’s responses. However, considering the context of this study being in 2022 after 

COVID-19, it supports Kleinschroth and Kowarik’s (2020) argument that lockdown laws 

changed people’s attitudes toward these spaces. The restriction of using urban green 

spaces in the company of others encouraged people to use them alone, therefore is likely 

to have shifted women’s uses in urban green spaces, forcing them to use them alone. 

This aligned with interviews, as participants discussed a how prior to COVID-19, they 

wouldn’t use them alone, but the pandemic changed this relationship (figure 14). Norton 

and Price (1998) argued exposure to fears reduces anxiety of the fear, and it seems this 

occurred through the pandemic, with COVID-19 reshaping purposes and engagements 

with urban green spaces (Dawwas and Dyson, 2021), changing women’s prior 

reservations of visiting the spaces alone. 

“during lockdowns, we weren’t allowed to go with people, and urban green spaces were 

some of the only places that were open. So, I realised I quite enjoy it and now I still use 

them alone.”- India, interview participant. 
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Figure 14: Quotes from Sophie showing changing attitudes toward using urban green 

spaces alone over time from semi-structured interviews. 

 

Koskela (1997) argues that women can overcome spatial gender disparities by asserting 

themselves into space, and this shift away from avoiding urban green spaces alone 

demonstrates this, as women have altered their responses within urban green space and 

as a result, their fear of using them solo has alleviated. These findings offer a new 

perspective to some degree on how women use urban green spaces alone since COVID-

19. However, results also confirm women’s fear at night, with participants remaining sure 

that they still would not use the spaces alone at dark, reinforcing the effect of temporality 

on geographies of fear. 

 

6.5. Reflection: 

This study offered a new perspective on women’s responses to geographies of fear, 

showing they’re willing using urban green spaces alone since COVID-19. However, 

evidently, women still take certain approaches in urban green spaces to feel safer, which 

vary temporally, geographically, and on individual and societal scales, reflecting the 

complexity of women’s geographies of fear. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion: 

7.1. Summary: 

This study contributes to the field of feminist geography by exploring women’s 

geographies of fear aged 18-30 years in Southwest London urban green spaces. 

Women’s geographies of fear had not been researched in urban green spaces post-

COVID-19 despite Kleinschroth and Kowarik’s (2020) argument that COVID-19 lockdown 

measures increased use and appreciation of urban green spaces. Thus, this study aimed 

to fill this research gap in whether this change in perceptions of urban green spaces, 

extended to Southwest London women, and as a result, altered women’s geographies of 

fear. The results gathered from this study therefore offer deeper understandings of 

women's geographies of fear, as by understanding causes and dimensions to fear, it can 

inform future policy to create more equal public spaces. 

A qualitative methodological approach was employed to enable a deep understanding of 

women’s experiences and emotions in urban green spaces. Interviews accompanied with 

research diaries gave deeper insights into women’s emotions where participants revealed 

extensive details of their interactions with space. Focus groups were interactive so women 

felt heard and understood by other participants who reflected similar fears to theirs, which 

was especially common in the participatory mapping. 

While Valentine (1989) theorised women’s geographies of fear to be constant, this study 

revealed that COVID-19 proposed a watershed for women’s geographies of fear to some 

degree. Results disclosed that COVID-19 changed women’s uses for urban green spaces 

during daytime particularly for their wellbeing, increasing their appreciation for the spaces, 

which they did not feel pre-COVID-19. Further, it also displayed how women’s response of 

only going in company, changed due to lockdown laws restricting their ability to go with 

others, altering women’s coping mechanisms (Stanko, 1993). 

However, the study also displayed the complex interconnection of spatiality and 

temporality in women’s geographies of fear in urban green spaces, revealing how 

women’s geographies of fear are intensified at night, not changing since COVID-19. 

Perceiving darkness to conceal threat, women feel uncomfortable in urban green spaces 

at night (Valentine, 1989), particularly concerned about men gender-based attacks like 

harassment (Gardner, 1990; Valentine, 1989), reaffirming the gendered spatial issues 

which shaped women’s geographies of fear pre-COVID-19. 

Valentine (1989) argued women employ calculated responses to their geographical fears, 

and this study revealed through avoidance, changing spatiality, utilising at specific times, 
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and adopting individual responses, women place constraints upon themselves when using 

urban green spaces to feel safe. It affects women’s ability to embrace and enjoy urban 

green spaces, reproducing gender inequalities (England and Simon, 2010; Massey, 

1994). It highlights the ongoing inequalities and fear that women experience in space, and 

although I listened to women’s voices through this study, women’s fears and experiences 

need to be heard and addressed by policy and wider society so that women can live more 

freely. 

Women’s geographies of fear therefore are more than just an emotion- they are 

entanglements of gender, spatiality, emotions, experience, and temporality, which are 

influenced by complex and varying factors. 

 

7.2. Research Limitations: 

The study of geographies of women’s fear has limitations due to its complex and 

potentially sensitive nature, possibly making it difficult for women to fully express their 

experiences of fear and violence in urban green spaces, affecting their answers in this 

research. 

This study acknowledges experiences of women aged 18-30 in Southwest London, so 

provides accounts of women’s experiences, but constrains my ability to speak about 

women generally. 

 

7.3. Recommended Future Research: 

This study did not assess differences between women, as all women were from 

Southwest London of similar ages and results did not flag up particular differences in 

women’s answers. Further research could extend to how class, race, socio-economic 

status, and sexuality affects geographies of women’s fear. It also could extend to women’s 

experiences in other locations, and on a wider age range to understand whether these 

different characteristics affects women’s geographies of fear. 

Conducting research on men would also be helpful to fully compare gendered 

geographies of fear, measuring the extent to which women and men geographies of fear 

differ to further grasp spatial gendered inequalities. 
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Appendix: 

Appendix 1: Table of Participants From Interviews (under pseudonyms): 

Participant: Date of interview: Age: Area from: 

Vicky 23.08.2022 21 Clapham 

Holly 24.08.2022 21 Twickenham 

Saffron 24.08.2022 24 Hampton 

Jess 27.08.2022 21 Whitton 

Lucy B 31.08.2022 22 Kingston 

Charlotte 1.09.2022 20 Battersea 

Sharon 2.09.2022 19 Clapham 

Sophie 8.09.2022 29 Balham 

Izzy 10.09.2022 21 Tooting 

Karina 12.09.2022 18 Surbiton 

Zoe 15.09.2022 26 Richmond 

Emily 20.9.2022 30 Wimbledon 

Rose 21.09.2022 19 Putney 

Mia 23.09.2022 19 Fulham 

Jean 25.09.2022 21 Richmond 

India 24.09.2022 29 Kingston 

Olivia 24.09.2022 22 Twickenham 

Beth 27.09.2022 23 Hampton 

Amber 30.09.2022 27 Clapham 

Carrie 2.10.2022 20 Twickenham 

 

 

Appendix 2: Question checklists for interviews and focus groups (guideline only): 

Urban green space immediate ideas/perceptions: 

What words come to mind when I say, ‘green space’? 

Why do you say these? 

Urban green space uses: 

What would you say you use urban green spaces for? 
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Has your purpose for using green spaces changed since COVID-19? 

How has it changed? Did you use them differently before COVID-19? 

What, if anything, would affect your use of urban green spaces? 

Nighttime: 

What words come to mind when I say, ‘green space at night’? 

Would you use a green space when it’s dark outside? 

Why do you feel this way? 

Solo use: 

Do you ever use urban green spaces? 

How do you feel when doing this? 

Do you feel like COVID-19 affected this at all? 

Perceptions of safety: 

Do you ever feel unsafe in green spaces? 

What makes you feel less safe in green spaces? 

Why do you feel this way/what do you think causes you to feel this way? 

Do you feel that being a woman affects how safe you feel? 

Is there anything that affects your ideas of how safe you are in green spaces? 

Responses: 

What makes you feel safer in a green space? 

Is there anything you do to feel safer when you use urban green spaces? 

What would make you feel safer? 

Is there anything you think could be implemented to make you feel safer? 

COVID-19 and perceptions: 

Do you feel that COVID-19 affected your use of urban green spaces? 

Would you say that COVID-19 changed how often you use urban green spaces? 

Why do you think this is? 
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How do you feel about green spaces since COVID-19? 

How much do you think that COVID-19 changed people’s use and perceptions of green 

spaces? 

 

Appendix 3: Example of section of Transcribed Interview with Analysis: 

Anselm Strauss (1987: 33-34) differentiates between 'in vivo' codes (terms used by 

participants) and more analytical codes (taken from data by the researcher). In my 

research, I used this for analysis- example- in vivo codes consisted of ‘darkness and 

nighttime’ (as in ‘I wouldn’t go when it’s dark’) became analytical code of ‘time’. 

Key: 

Uses of urban green space 

Emotions 

Physical features in urban green space 

Time/lighting 

Responses 

Reasons for fears 

COVID-19 

 

Interview transcript: Analysis: 

So what words come to mind when I say green space? 

Umm like parks and just like open spaces, gardens. And I guess 

like massive public parks like Hyde Park. Stuff like that? Yeah. 

 

So, would you say you use green spaces much? 

I use them Quite a lot. Yeah, definitely. I feel like I like I like my 

walks on the green and so, yeah, I use them quite frequently. 

But definitely used more so like after COVID, I use green space 

quite a lot of like just going on walks. You know I just like being 

outside definitely like a lot over summer. 

 

So, you like using them for walks and in the summer? 

yeah, and like meeting up with friends. But I like using them on 

my own as well, like, for walks and to clear my head and stuff. 

Questions herself- 

maybe just getting used 

to interview style. 

 

Appreciation- likes 

using. 

 

Time- summer. 

 

 

Physical health, mental 

health, and social uses 
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The main one would probably be like exercising like going for a 

run. Yeah, like walking, cycling. All of that and socializing. Just 

spending time with people I guess, yeah, meeting up with 

friends. Yeah, just also like having a break like for example, you 

know if you wanna just get some fresh air. Umm and like stretch 

her legs after work or something's quite nice to go for a walk and 

obviously a lot of people like walk their dogs and things like that. 

Especially since COVID like I feel like it's made me more so like 

you know realize that it's actually quite nice, sometimes just 

going out and going for like a walk as opposed to you know 

necessarily doing anything else. Before COVID I didn’t really use 

them like that. 

 

So, would you say COVID-19 changed your uses for the 

spaces? 

Kind of like the only place we could go like it was one of the 

places definitely like spent the most time in in lockdown. It's kind 

of like I feel like it was quite like a nice place to go. Like walks 

and you know like cycling actually going out and getting like your 

exercise during lockdown meeting friends like picnics like social 

distancing and parks. All stuff like that, really yeah, like meeting 

friends in spaces as well. 

 

So do you feel like COVID made much of a difference to how 

you use the spaces now too? 

I think COVID just probably made me like in the pandemic kind 

of forced me to use the green spaces because I didn't have any 

other options, but whereas now. It's like you know made me 

realize that I do enjoy using them so I might as well continue 

using them after lockdown. But I've enjoyed using like indoor 

spaces more because obviously we didn't get the opportunity to 

use them During lockdown if that makes sense. 

 

And you mentioned you use them alone- tell me more about 

this. 

Probably frequently like during the day I use them alone. I guess 

 

 

 

 

 

Change since COVID 

 

 

Certainty 

‘you know’- colloquial, 

maybe relating to me 

because of being a 

woman of similar age. 

May have affected 

answers. 

Lots of uses, suggests 

appreciates. 

 

COVID impact 

 

Appreciation 

 

 

 

Time- different emotions 

and uses. Contrasting 

emotions. 

Use them alone in day. 
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it depends on the situation like if it's during the day like often. It's 

quite nice and relaxing and peaceful like just getting some fresh 

air and like going like and visiting them by yourself like 

sometimes it's quite nice but then again, and the opposite in the 

evening like I wouldn't feel very comfortable, and I wouldn't say it 

was an enjoyable experience I feel quite on edge, anxious and 

like nervous. Its probably quite dangerous. 

 

so would you say green spaces have many benefits for 

you? 

Definitely like just getting like fresh outdoors. You know just 

being away, especially like living in like a city. It's nice to 

sometimes have some time away from you know being like near 

the roads and like inhaling all the themes of the cars and stuff 

like that. You know it's not very relaxing going for a walk like 

down the side of a main road it's much nicer you know a lot 

quieter as well go in for like a walk in like a public place there's 

often you know like. Especially depending on the size of the 

public place. You know like sometimes little coffee places or 

whatever it's quite like a just a nice like quiet environment, but 

then also at other times, it can be quite like a bustling 

environment like seeing everyone with dogs, with their friends 

like you know going for a run doing exercise. 

 

that’s great. Would you say there’s anything that would 

change how you use these spaces? 

I definitely wouldn't use green space at night time or like in the 

evenings. I don't think green spaces are particularly like Useful 

for me personally like in the evenings and you know anywhere 

that when it's dark. I don't find them You know they can be a bit 

overwhelming. If you can't really see anything, especially if 

they're quite quiet that can obviously definitely be a negative at 

nighttime, like I would purposely avoid walking through or going 

near a green space at night For safety reasons. 

 

You mentioned for safety reasons- what do you mean by 

this? 

 

 

 

 

 

Physical 

 

 

 

 

Definite answer and 

view. She answered 

very quickly- certain in 

view. 

Negative at night 

 

Response- spatiality. 

 

 

 

 

Questions herself again- 

unsure if she can say. 

Maybe nervous. Maybe 

answering how 

perceives me to. 

 

 

 

Gender, fears 
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Well, I think at night, it’s definitely like a bit threatening, I think it's 

dangerous. Scary. definitely unsafe as well. 

 

What do you think is unsafe about it? 

People in there at night like definitely groups of people like 

groups of teenagers. I Wanna say gangs but I don't know can 

you say that? 

 

Yeah, of course, nothing here is a wrong answer, it’s all just 

your opinion. 

 

Yeah, then like gangs. Men. Scary men, like an Old man, a 

Creepy man definitely. At night I just think like, more crime and 

stuff. And I think the bigger the green space. The more unsafe. I 

feel like if it's like a smaller green space surrounded by you know 

more like a more urbanized area. Then, like that's fine. Like I 

probably wouldn't feel as unsafe just because there's other 

people around and you know it's not as necessarily as quiet or 

you know you wouldn't be by yourself, but, yeah, definitely the 

bigger the green space probably I think sometimes it probably 

gets a bit scarier. At night I try and avoid them as much as 

possible. 

 

So, would you say it’s the people you expect to find there, 

that makes you feel unsafe about using them at night? 

I think so. If men were in it, then it’s definitely intimidating. Not 

welcome in like the opposite of the benefits of the green space 

like it wouldn't be peaceful. It wouldn't be welcoming. 

 

How would you say urban green spaces make you feel 

then? 

they can be peaceful. I'd say it can be peaceful but then it can 

also be a little bit daunting as well. I think it just depends on the 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Men as cause for fear. 

feeling excluded and 

unwelcome in presence 

of men. 

 

Conflicting emotions in 

space- time as factor. 

Fear at night, enjoy in 

day. 
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situation. It could be like, relaxing during the day, but definitely 

not in the evening or when it's dark. 

 

Appendix 4: Example of Coded Research Diary: 

Date: Activity/place: Experience, emotions, feeling of 

safety: 

Is this something you would’ve done 

before COVID-19? 

16.08.22 Went to the 

park for a 

walk. 

I thought a guy was following 

behind me, but he turned off to a 

different path. 

• Told my family where I was 

going. 

• Turned on ‘findmyfriends’ so 

my parents could see where I 

was. 

• Pretended to call my friend 

when I thought I was being 

followed. 

I never went to the green before 

COVID so no. 

Notes/ 

photos: 

 

 
 

Findmyfriends of my location in the 

park. 

 

 

 

Shows her phone screenshot of 

tracking app she uses to feel safer- 

individual response. 

COVID caused her to try 

using green spaces, using is 

something she’s carried on. 
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Appendix 5a: Table of Focus Group 1 Participants (under pseudonyms): 

Participant: Age: Area from: 

Penny 29 Clapham 

Keren 21 Hampton 

Rebecca 23 Twickenham 

Ruby 19 Teddington 

Julie 26 Kingston 

Donna 20 Roehampton 

Lauren 19 Putney 

Leah 24 New Malden 

 

 

Appendix 5b: Table of Focus Group 2 Participants (under pseudonyms): 

Participant: Age: Area from: 

Emma 21 Richmond 

Ava 23 Kingston 

Hazel 24 Fulham 

Laura 22 Tooting 

Katie 27 Battersea 

Frances 18 Balham 

 

Appendix 6: Example of transcribed and analysed focus group: 

Key: 

Uses of urban green space 

Emotions 

Physical features in urban green space 

Time/lighting 

Responses 
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Reasons for fears 

COVID-19 

 

Focus Group 2: Participants: Emma, Hazel, Laura, Katie, Frances, Ava. 

Transcription: In vivo codes: Analysis/interpretation: 

What words come to mind when I first say 

green space? 

L: Therapeutic. Equally like lonely. 

E: Peaceful, relaxing, freeing 

F: Fun 

H: Like, picnics and friends and stuff like 

that, social. Friendly. 

A: Depends on green space- something like 

an open field is nice, but some can be 

creepy, depends where- old people walking 

dogs is nice. Dingy little place where kids 

hang out is a no. 

(all nodding head in agreement) 

K: Yeah, depends on time of day. 

 

 

Prior to the pandemic roughly how often 

would you say you use green spaces? 

E: Not very often 

F: Twice a month maybe. 

L: I didn’t even do that 

A: Maybe like once a month 

K: (shrugs) Yeah, I never used them. 

 

How often would you say you use the 

spaces now? 

A: A lot more 

E: I use them most days 

K: Id say probably like every 2 weeks 

L: Weekly 

 

 

UGS are calming, social. 

 

 

 

 

Different views based on 

different factors 

 

 

 

 

Nighttime is unwelcoming 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notion that UGS host different 

emotions depending on 

factors. 

 

UGS are seen to have mental 

health benefits. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Temporality changes emotions 

 

 

 

 

Not much use pre-

COVID 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Higher use since COVID 
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F: All the time 

 

So would you say COVID-19 changed how 

you use them? 

E: Definitely. 

K: Yeah for sure. 

A: (nodding in agreement) yeah. 

F: Although I did use them before COVID but 

like, since lockdown I have used them so 

much more. 

H: I think before like I just thought they were 

scary places that women shouldn’t use 

because they’re dangerous but now I don’t 

think that. I still wouldn’t use them at night or 

anything but in the day I use them all the 

time to see my friends or go for a walk. 

L: I agree. 

E: Yeah COVID definitely made me use 

them more and appreciate them 

 

What do you use them for now and what 

would affect your use of them? 

H: uhhh, Socialising, like picnics with my 

friends and going for walks with my friends. 

E: (agreeing) yeah same at uni, we often go 

for walks and stuff like that.  

L: I’d use them to get outside. Going for a 

walk and relaxing and stuff. 

(all others agreeing and nodding their heads) 

F: Yeah I use them to get outside and its 

nice to like go out and get fresh air. 

K: Same, especially if I have been at work, 

on my lunch break I usually go to the green 

to eat my lunch and stuff in summer. 

L: Yeah, that’s definitely something I started 

since COVID like to get outside and get out 

the house. It was the only thing that kept me 

going in lockdown (laughs) 
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perceived as scary, 



71 
 

A: Same, before lockdown I didn’t really use 

them like that but now I do 

H: Sorry, What else did you ask? 

 

What would affect your use of them? 

H: oh, definitely if it was nighttime. 

(others nod their heads) 

L: Yeah, I’d never use them at night, it’s not 

worth it. 

A: Same, you definitely won't go there after 

like 5:00 o'clock. 

E: Yeah in the summer obviously I would go 

a bit later, but in the winter there's no chance 

of going after 5. Id be really nervous. 

F: Yeah, I think like, why would anyone want 

to do that? Like they are dark and quiet and 

it’s just gonna be risky, why bother? 

K: Yeah, I guess some people would use 

them as a cut through, but I personally 

wouldn’t. if I did, id call my parents or a friend 

as I did so I would be on the phone. 

E: Oh yeah, I do that sometimes. 

 

So why would you say nighttime affects 

your use? 

A: Id avoid it. 

F: Yeah, I wouldn’t use them at night. I think 

only weird people would use them then. 

K: Same, I imagine like teenagers to be in 

there. 

E: And probably like, weird men and 

criminals. Like I just think it would be unsafe. 

K: Definitely. You never hear of anything 

good happening at night in there, like its 

always crime or a woman being raped or 

abducted or something. 

Fear of nighttime 

Would avoid using at 

night 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Avoid UGS at night 

 

 

 

 

Women are unsafe 

at night 

 

 

 

Men feel safer at 

night 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

unwelcoming so women 

respond to these 

feelings by not using 

them 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Feelings of fear at 

certain times affect use 

and geographies 

 

Gendered differences of 

safety- women don’t feel 

safe in UGS 

 

 

 

Women feel unequal to 

men in terms of their 

safety. Women employ 

responses to feel safer. 

Women aware. 
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L: But I think its different for men. Like, my 

rothers have literally slept on the floor in a 

park before and they were fine. 

H: Yeah definitely I think women have it 

harder than men. I don’t think they have to 

think about it or feel unsafe. 

E: Same! Like, my boyfriend will go a run at 

night and not think twice about it. I wouldn’t 

even think about doing that. It’s unfair. im like 

to him, are you not worried? 

F: (quickly) Innit! Boys just don’t have to 

worry about that stuff, it’s so lucky. 

 

Would you say you think you have to 

navigate urban green spaces differently 

to men then? 

(all nodding) 

E: Oh 100% 

L: Yeah, for sure 

H: Definitely. Like you just got to always be 

aware Which is very unfortunate. Very 

annoying. 

F: Yeah like I Act differently- im much more 

cautious in the spaces. 

A: Im definitely Strategic but I think you have 

to be. Like im Not going to go for a walk in 

clubbing outfit. 

L: Yeah like I would not walk in the dark. And 

if I feel threatened then I Powerwalk 

F: Same. 

E: Same like I don’t think men realise how 

lucky they are. And I think weird men 

sometimes are in these spaces. Like Men 

may are calculated- Everard’s abduction 

seemed calculated. 

(agreement noises) 

 

 

 

 

 

Responses to fear 

Respond to feel 

safer 
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K: Yeah like its always women being 

attacked by men. You never really hear it the 

other way around 

L: Yeah men are definitely luckier and don’t 

have to be scared like women do. 

 

 

 

Appendix 7: Photos used in Focus Groups 

Image 1: Photograph of Richmond Park at night given to focus group participants 

for them to annotate on post-it notes and discuss among each other: 

 

Image 2: Photograph of Richmond Park during the day given to focus group 

participants for them to annotate on post-it notes and discuss among each other: 
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Appendix 8: Participatory mapping- Map given to focus group participants for 

participatory mapping exercise. Participants had to map the route they would feel 

safest to take to get to the cross on the other side of the map, from Hampton Wick 

Station to Rowells Road. 
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Appendix 9: Support Suggestions provided to Participants: 

Support suggestions: 

If you feel affected by any of the issues that this research deals with, these contacts may 

be of use: 

• Solace Women’s Aid- offers free advice and support to women and children in 

London to build safe and strong lives. Futures free from abuse and violence. 

08088025565 

https://www.solacewomensaid.org/ 

• Women's Support Centre Surrey- counselling and group support that provides 

practical and emotional support to women.01483726621 

 https://www.surreyinformationpoint.org.uk/Services/3548/Women-s-Support-Cent 

• Victim Support run these services for victims and survivors of any abuse or crime, 

regardless of when it occurred or if the crime was reported to the police- 

08081689111 

https://www.mysupportspace.org.uk/  

 

Appendix 10:  Blank Participant Information and consent forms: 

Study Title: The perceptions and experiences of safety and use of urban green space of young 

women in Southwest London since the COVID-19 pandemic. 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET AND CONSENT: 

I would like to invite you to take part in a research study.  Before you decide, it is important for 

you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take time to 

read this carefully and ask anything that is not clear.   

 

What is the purpose of the research? 

The purpose of this research is to understand how women navigate their daily lives and activities 

in a post-COVID-19 world. Its use is to gain a clear idea of women’s perceptions of their safety, 

with particular focus on green spaces. Green spaces have mental and physical benefits, but they 

https://www.solacewomensaid.org/
https://www.surreyinformationpoint.org.uk/Services/3548/Women-s-Support-Cent
https://www.mysupportspace.org.uk/
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have also been found to be a cause of anxiety for some women, making them uncertain of their 

safety in those areas. 

COVID-19 saw a change in use of green spaces due to lockdown restrictions. This caused some 

people to gain a newfound appreciation for green spaces. Thus, this research aims to understand 

whether women’s sense of safety and perceptions of green spaces, has changed since COVID-19. 

This research therefore could be used to better understand how women feel in certain spaces and 

inform of ways in which women can be made to feel safer in society. 

 

Why have I been invited to take part? 

You have been invited to take part in this research following your interest in taking part through 

communication with the lead researcher of the project. You are an eligible participant, because I 

want to explore the views of young women’s perceptions of their safety in urban green spaces in 

Southwest London since the COVID-19 pandemic, in order to shape future women’s use of urban 

green spaces. The inclusion criteria are as follows:  

• Gender identifies as a female. 

• Aged between 18-30 years. 

• Lives in or around the Southwest London area. 

 

Do I have to take part? 

No. It is up to you to decide if you want to take part in this research. If you agree to participate, I 

ask for informed consent before commencing the interview. However, you would still be free to 

withdraw from the study at any time, without giving a reason and without any negative 

consequences, by advising the researchers of this decision. This would not affect your legal rights.  

 

What will happen to me if I take part? 

If you agree to take part following completion of the initial survey, I will arrange a time to carry 

out an informal interview when convenient for you. This interview will be carried out in-person in 

a safe area, in a group of a few other participants who also fit the criteria. Before commencing the 
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interview, the researcher will explain what will happen and if you are happy to take part, you will 

be asked give verbal consent to take part in the study. 

The interview will begin by asking you to tell me about your general use of green spaces and your 

initial thoughts surrounding these spaces, before going on to discuss women’s use of green spaces 

in different circumstances before, during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. We will also discuss 

what could be improved in the future, to help shape future safety for women. The interview is 

expected to take about 20 minutes. The interview will be digitally audio-recorded to make it 

easier for the researcher, as this avoids having to take notes word-for-word. 

 

What happens to the data provided?  

If you join the study, some parts of the data collected for the study will be looked at by authorised 

persons from the University of Nottingham who are organising the research and a professional 

transcription service. They may also be looked at by authorised people to check that the study is 

being carried out correctly. All will have a duty of confidentiality to you as a research participant 

and I will do my best to meet this duty. 

The research data will be stored confidentially on password protected computers only accessible 

by the research team. To help ensure your privacy, you will be assigned a unique study 

identification number, which will be used instead of your name. Quotes used in any reports or 

publications will not identify you in any way. The voice recordings and interview transcripts will be 

kept securely by the research team, in a locked filing cabinet and a password protected computer. 

I would like your permission to use fully anonymised direct quotes in research publications.  

Any personal/sensitive data (e.g., e-mail/address, telephone number) will be stored confidentially 

and will be kept for one year after the end of the study so that I can contact you about the 

findings of the study and possible follow-up studies (unless you advise us that you do not wish to 

be contacted). During this time all precautions will be taken by all those involved to maintain your 

confidentiality; only members of the research team will have access to your personal data. 

 

What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study? 

Even after you have given consent, you are free to withdraw from the study at any point without 

giving any reason, and without your legal rights being affected. Any personal data will be 

destroyed.  
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If you withdraw, I will no longer collect any information about you or from you, but I will keep the 

anonymous research data that has already been collected and stored as I are not allowed to 

tamper with study records. This information may have already been used in some analyses and 

may still be used in the final study analyses. To safeguard your rights, I will use the minimum 

personally identifiable information possible. If you withdraw your anonymised data may still be 

used for analysis and findings. 

 

Who will know that I am taking part in this research? 

All information collected about you during this research would be kept strictly confidential. All 

such data are kept on password-protected databases within a restricted access computer system 

and any paper information (such as your consent form, contact details and any research 

questionnaires) would be stored safely in lockable cabinets in a swipe-card secured building and 

would only be accessed by the research team. 

Anything you say during an interview will be kept confidential, unless you reveal something of 

concern that may put yourself or anyone else at risk.  It will then be necessary to report to the 

appropriate persons.  

 

What will happen to the results of the research? 

The audio recordings from the interviews will be analysed by the research team to see what 

opinions the group had about the topics discussed. The results may be presented in scientific 

journals. If you would like to receive a summary of the results, please let us know, however please 

bear in mind that this may be some time after your participation as the results have to be 

analysed.   

 

Support suggestions: 

If you feel affected by any of the issues that this research deals with, these contacts may be of 

use: 

• Solace Women’s Aid- offers free advice and support to women and children in London to 

build safe and strong lives. Futures free from abuse and violence. 0808 802 5565 

https://www.solacewomensaid.org/ 

https://www.solacewomensaid.org/
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• Women's Support Centre Surrey- counselling and group support that provides practical 

and emotional support to women.01483 726621 

 https://www.surreyinformationpoint.org.uk/Services/3548/Women-s-Support-Cent 

• Victim Support run these services for victims and survivors of any abuse or crime, 

regardless of when it occurred or if the crime was reported to the police- 08 08 16 89 111 

https://www.mysupportspace.org.uk/  

 

Contact Details: 

If you would like to discuss the research with someone beforehand (or if you have questions 

afterwards), please contact: 

Stephanie Barter- lgysb8@nottingham.ac.uk 

 

If you agree to participate in this study, please write your name and provide your signature: 

 

NAME:_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

SIGNED: ___________________________________________________ Date: ________________ 

https://www.surreyinformationpoint.org.uk/Services/3548/Women-s-Support-Cent
https://www.mysupportspace.org.uk/
mailto:lgysb8@nottingham.ac.uk

