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Abstract 

Surfing is becoming increasingly popular, and is alleged to provide personal, social, environmental and economic benefits to an 

estimated 35 million surfers and thousands of coastal communities worldwide. Anecdotal evidence suggests that surfing is 

associated with positive mental and physical outcomes, greater community cohesion, health-promoting lifestyles and better 

ocean stewardship. However, despite its popularity, there is limited scientific research to date investigating the outcomes of 

surfing, particularly in Asia. This project aims to assess the effects of surfing in Hong Kong (HK) on its people, the community 

and the environment. Thus, adopting an underlying social constructivist framework, this mixed-method study collected online 

survey material from 106 participants investigating the personal, social and environmental outcomes of surfing in Hong Kong. 

Quantitative survey findings indicate that surfing had a positive effect on participants, particularly in terms of their personal lives 

and environmental awareness. Thematic qualitative analysis from open-ended survey questions and semi-structured interviews 

suggests that surfing has a positive effect on psychosocial wellbeing and environmental awareness. However, surfers are 

bewildered at the rationale behind the ban on surfing in HK, particularly since its inclusion as an Olympics sport and given that it 

is actively promoted in Mainland China. It is hoped that this research will draw attention from the public and policymakers into 

the importance of surfing in terms of psychosocial wellbeing and environmental protection. 
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1. Introduction 

Partly due to its inclusion in the Olympics Sports List and 

following a COVID-19-driven search for healthier lifestyle 

choices, surfing is becoming increasingly popular worldwide 

[1]. With its origins stemming from Polynesian and Peruvian 

indigenous practices [2], recent estimates by the International 

Surfing Association (ISA) suggests that there are approxi-

mately 35-50 million surfers worldwide [3, 4]. 

However, considering the global popularity of the sport, 

there has been relatively modest research conducted on surf-

ing. A few studies conducted over the past two decades have 

reported that surfing provides personal, social, and economic 

benefits [5-8]. Evidence also suggests that surfers also play a 

role in ocean stewardship and citizenship as 

first-hand-observers of environmental change [1, 9-11]. Thus, 

understanding the personal experience of surfers presents a 

fascinating subject for investigation. 

*Please note that the physical benefits of surfing, (includ-

ing but not limited to cardiovascular fitness, strength, balance, 
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coordination, core strength, flexibility and endurance) are 

well documented and beyond the scope of this study. Thus the 

main focus of this research will be on psychosocial outcomes 

and environmental awareness. 

1.1. Theoretical Framework 

Due to the inherent complexity of human behaviour and 

motivation, no one single theory is entirely able to explain 

behaviour. Thus, an underlying social constructivist frame-

work provided the ontological framework for data collection. 

Drawing on Self-Determination Theory (SDT) [12], Sense of 

Coherence (SOC) [13] and Ecological Dynamics Perspective 

(EDP) [14], this research investigated the personal, social and 

environmental outcomes of surfing in Hong Kong (HK). 

While SDT suggests that people are intrinsically motivated 

when their needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness 

(connection) are supported, SOC refers to an individual‘s 

ability to comprehend, manage and find meaning in their lives 

and the world around them [15]. EDP, as a multi-disciplinary 

theory that implements concepts from dynamical system 

theory, ecological psychology and complex system in neuro-

biology [16], takes into account the interactive relationship 

between the individual, their characteristics and experiences, 

the task (e.g. surfing) and the environment to explain indi-

vidual differences in performance, learning and behavioural 

change. Together these theories allowed for data collection 

and analysis in the ‗real world‘ setting of surfing. 

1.2. Literature Review 

Personal Benefits of Surfing 

Active nature-based pursuits have been shown to have 

positive physiological, psychological, spiritual and emotional 

outcomes [7, 17]. These health benefits have been well 

documented among surfers [6, 18-20], with researchers sug-

gesting that it is the immersive nature of surfing in blue spaces 

that influences and produces wellbeing [5]. For many, the surf 

zone is not just a place, but also a space of spirituality, acting 

as an important resource for human flourishing [21]. 

There are the obvious benefits associated with physical 

activity, but the perks of surfing extend beyond the physical 

wellbeing. In recent years, a number of countries have de-

veloped surf therapy for dealing with mental health concerns 

[22-24] including improving social skills in children with 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) [25] increasing personal 

wellbeing among at-risk youth [26-29] coping with post-

traumatic stress, depression and anxiety in members of the 

defence force [30] and for use with children with disabilities 

[31]. Although these preliminary findings are promising, they 

are limited by methodological concerns (e.g. small sample 

size and lack of control groups). Moreover, the physiological 

and psychological processes underpinning the positive effects 

of surfing remain unclear. 

In an attempt to address this, Moreton et al [32] explored 

potential causal processes which could explain the psycho-

therapeutic effects of surfing. They highlighted and reviewed 

the following potential causal mechanisms through: physical 

exercise; immersion in water/natural environments; exposure 

to natural light; reduction in rumination; flow states and sat-

isfaction of basic needs (autonomy, relatedness and compe-

tence; components of SDT). As humans, we are motivated by 

three fundamental psychological needs: relatedness, compe-

tence, and autonomy and when these are thwarted, our mental 

health suffers. The authors maintain that, as surfing can help 

satisfy these basic requirements, it may be a beneficial activity 

to prevent and manage a wide range of mental health con-

cerns. Despite not fully understanding the mechanisms of how 

surf and surf therapy contributes to personal wellbeing, the 

literature suggests that surf programmes allow for a shared 

experience which enhances a shared identity and sense of 

belonging [5, 28, 33]. Affective bonds develop from enjoya-

ble surfing experiences and this sense of connection to others, 

nature and place helps to satisfy the basic human need of 

relatedness [32]. 

Social/Community benefits of surfing 

Surfing isn‘t merely about catching waves; it is also about 

connecting with others who share the love for the ocean. 

Whether you are a beginner or an experienced surfer, there is a 

bonding and camaraderie over the shared ‗stoke‘ which fos-

ters a sense of social belonging, cultivating positive inter-

personal relationships [18, 34]. Research suggests that surfing 

creates a ―social fabric‖, which helps in defining individuals 

and communities [35]. In examining the social construction of 

identity among surfers, [36] suggested that ―symbolic capital‖ 

(i.e. skills, sub-cultural knowledge, commitment and local 

affiliation) contributed to a sense of belonging. Conversely, 

those who did not demonstrate this symbolic capital were 

excluded from the group. Previous studies have found evi-

dence of surfer localism [37], where surfers are protective 

about the liminal space of their local surf break from outsid-

ers, with localism-aggression reported particularly in popular 

surf destinations [38]. However, there are also accounts of 

surf tourists or migrant surfers negotiating positive interac-

tions and bonds with local surfers [18], leading researchers to 

suggest that localism is complex, with simultaneous contra-

dictors for anti- and prosocial interactions [38]. The process of 

local surfer identity formation centres on specific so-

cio-spatial qualities including place, space, time and territory 

[39]. 

Surfers have often been criticised as being non-conformist 

and living in contrast to the communities in which they live 

[40, 41]. However, studies have shown that when constructing 

their local surfer identity, surfers sought a sustainable surfing 

environment not only with the surf breaks but also with the 

community in which they live [39]. Beaumont and Brown 

[34] undertook a qualitative ethnographic study on a village in 

Cornwall, United Kingdom (UK), focussing on local surfers‘ 

interaction with the wider rural community and found a strong 
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sense of communitas between local surfers and non-surfing 

locals, which was expressed through the shared experience of 

the place (sea, beach, break) and village life. Local surfers 

were, in fact, instrumental in constructing and maintaining the 

broader community of which they were a part. This finding 

corresponds with Stranger [42] who suggested that this ―col-

lective consciousness‖ occurs globally due to the surfers‘ 

shared knowledge and experience of self-transcendence – ‗a 

sublime loss of self in the act of surfing‘ (pp 1119). 

From a societal perspective, surfing has been shown to not 

only contribute to greater community cohesion and in-

tra-family relationships, but also to accelerate economic 

growth [1]. Manero et al [4] assessed the economic and 

wellbeing outcomes of recreational surfing in Australia and 

found that adult surfers directly contributed an estimated 

AUD2.71 billion per year into the economy, while statistics in 

other ‗surfanomics‘ studies reveal that the surf tourism in-

dustry today contributes more than $5 billion to global 

economy [2, 9, 10, 43]. 

Environmental benefits 

Surfing, for the most part, has a positive effect on marine 

and coastal systems with research demonstrating that extreme 

sports, like surfing, conducted in natural environments leads 

to an increased respect for nature and an altered perspective 

on the relationship between humanity and nature; recognising 

that humanity is part of, as opposed to separate from, nature 

[44]. Knowledge and an appreciation of the ocean is essential 

to surfing and as such, most surfers feel a particular connec-

tion with the ocean, its inhabitants and nature in general [45]. 

Other studies found that children and adolescents who par-

ticipated in outdoor blue spaces learned to interpret nature, 

climate conditions and meteorology [46]. 

The ability of marine and coastal ecosystems to provide 

recreational sports such as surfing is dependent on the man-

agement and sustainability of those ecosystems to ensure they 

remain clean and healthy [47]. Surfers are able to provide 

local environmental data to aid coastal management [48] or to 

assist projects related to the impact of rising sea-levels [49, 

50]. Research findings have also shown how surfing creates 

communities of activists who protect the ocean [5, 9, 51-55]. 

Surfers‘ environmental activism promotes sustainable envi-

ronment practices and the protection and safeguarding of 

natural resources [39, 47, 56]. As first-hand-observers of 

environmental changes, surfers play a significant role in ma-

rine environmental stewardship [1, 11]. Moreover, studies on 

human-nature interactions illustrate that the understanding of, 

and connection with, nature are important in shaping identity. 

Research has demonstrated that surfing fosters a deep sense of 

place which influences environment attachments and, in some 

indigenous cultures, ancestral connections too [11, 57]. 

1.3. Context of the Study 

Hong Kong, as a major gateway to, and special adminis-

trative region of, Mainland China, is a vibrant financial hub 

comprising more than 260 islands, many uninhabited. At 733 

kilometres, HK‘s coastline is the longest of any global city, 

making it an ideal oceanic sporting destination. And yet, 

surfing is prohibited at any of the 42 government gazetted 

beaches, only two of which have surfable waves ( Big Wave 

Bay and Shek O). According to the Bathing Beach Regula-

tions [58] (Cap. 132 sub. Leg E) ("the Regulation") Sections 

11(1) and 16 of the regulation, which focus on the protection 

of areas designated for swimmers, there are specific offences 

and penalties associated with violations. The Regulation 

states that ―no person shall, without reasonable cause or ex-

cuse, bring or use, or allow the use of any surfboard in any 

part of the waters adjacent to bathing beaches set aside for 

swimmers, as designated under Section 10(1). Any individual 

who contravenes Section 11(1) of the Regulation, or without a 

reasonable excuse, fails to comply with the requirements of a 

notice posted under Section 4(2) is guilty of an offence and is 

subject to a fine of $2,000 and possible imprisonment for 14 

days‖ [58]. 

Conversely, since surfing was included in the 2020 Olym-

pic games, there has been a vast increase in surfing in China, 

including the development of a national team [8], with teen-

ager, Yang Siqi, becoming the first-ever surfer to represent 

China at the 2024 Olympic Games [59]. HK has always been 

strong in oceanic sports, winning their first Olympic gold in 

windsurfing in 1996 [60], which makes the current prohibi-

tion of surfing somewhat bewildering. 

Rationale for the study 

Despite the growth of surfing in China [43], related aca-

demic research has lagged. While there have been a few 

studies on surf tourism in China in recent years [8, 43, 61], 

there remains a paucity of theoretical attention to outcomes of 

surfing. In fact, to the best of the researcher‘s knowledge this 

is the first empirical study investigating the outcomes of 

surfing in the region. 

Thus, this project aims to assess the effects of surfing in 

Hong Kong on its people, the community and the environ-

ment. It is hoped that this research will draw attention from 

the public and policymakers into the importance of surfing in 

terms of psychosocial wellbeing and environmental protec-

tion. 

2. Methodology 

2.1. Research Design 

This study adopted an exploratory mixed-method research 

design to assess the effects of surfing in Hong Kong on its 

people, the community and the environment. 

2.2. Participant Recruitment 

Participants (N=106) were recruited through social media 

platforms (e.g. Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn) and sub-

sequent snowball sampling. From this pool of participants, a 
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smaller sample (N=5) was selected via purposive sampling for 

in-depth semi-structured interviews. This was done to ensure 

that the sample was representative of the surfing population in 

terms of teaching experience, demographics and opinions. All 

participants were required to be 18+ years of age and to have 

surfed in Hong Kong. Demographic data were gathered from 

the survey, comprising the following variables: age, gender 

and surfing experience. 

Table 1. Participant Characteristics. 

Characteristics  N % 

Age (years)   

18-24 13 12.26 

25-35 29 27.36 

35-44 31 29.25 

45-54 23 21.7 

55-64 9 8.49 

65+ 1 0.94 

Gender   

Female 21 19.81 

Male 84 79.25 

Non-binary 1 0.94 

Surfing experience   

Beginner 16 15.09 

Intermediate 54 50.94 

Experienced 36 33.96 

#Although responses to nationality and occupation were optional, the 

largest representation came from Hong Kong, followed by British, 

Australia, United States of America (USA), Chinese, French and 

South Africa (SA). There was no overall trend for occupation and 

participants‘ responses ranged from retired to unemployed to finance, 

education, engineering, aviation, sports and marketing. 

2.3. Survey Instrument 

A purposefully designed, self-report survey contained 23 

questions, with opening questions relating to sociodemo-

graphic and surfing experience. Employing a 5-point Likert 

scale, participants were asked to rate the influence that surfing 

has on their personal, social/community life and environ-

mental awareness. They were then asked to what extent their 

surfing experience has affected them in terms of 

self-awareness, communication, emotional regulation, resil-

ience, social skills, empathy and understanding of others, 

self-confidence, decision making, spiritual growth/awe, 

knowledge and appreciation of nature, and appreciation of the 

simple things in life. 

Open ended questions included: 

1. What 3 words come to mind when you think of your 

experience of surfing? (Q21) 

2. Do you have any suggestions on how policy makers can 

promote surfing in Hong Kong? (Q22) 

3. Do you have any other comments regarding surfing in 

Hong Kong? (Q23) 

2.4. Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval was granted through the relevant institu-

tional research ethics board. Prior to the completion of the 

survey, participants were informed of the aims of the study 

and the voluntary and anonymous nature of participation. 

Confidentiality of the collected data was assured and in-

formed consent was obtained. The informed consent also 

contained information to facilitate contact with the researcher 

and institution if any clarification was required at any point of 

the study. The data will be stored securely for five years as 

required, with access limited to the researcher, and data used 

solely for the purposes of this study. 

2.5. Data Collection and Analysis 

Data was collected between 28
th

 November – 6
th

 December 

2024. This was done via online surveys and followed up with 

semi-structured interviews via Zoom calls. The survey was 

self-paced and took approximately 10 minutes to complete. 

Interviews typically ranged between 45-60 minutes. The 

survey included both categorical and open-ended items. 

Categorical data were analysed with bar or pie charts, while 

qualitative data from surveys and semi-structured interviews 

was transcribed verbatim. Qualitative data were analysed 

using [62] thematic analysis, which included: familiarisation 

with the data; generating initial codes; searching for themes; 

reviewing themes; defining and naming themes and produc-

ing the report. 

2.6. Reflexivity 

As an intersubjective reflection, reflexivity is an important 

factor in improving the rigor and trustworthiness of qualita-

tive research. This refers to the researcher‘s reflections on 

influences that may have affected the design, collection and 

interpretation of the data (i.e. personal background, beliefs, 

values and biases). The researcher is cognisant of their own 

opinions, preconceived ideas and assumptions as well as 

recognising the role of their own reflections on the findings. 

As a beginner surfer living in HK and having conducted ex-

tensive research on the psychosocial benefits of outdoor 

pursuits, it was impossible to fully remove myself as the re-

searcher from this study. Whilst every attempt was made to 

allow the findings to emerge from the data, the inquiry was 

undoubtedly shaped in part by personal values. 
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3. Findings and Discussion 

3.1. Quantitative Results 

Results from participants‘ survey responses on whether or 

not their experience of surfing has influenced their personal 

lives, community/social lives and/or environmental aware-

ness are illustrated below. 

More than 82% responded that surfing influenced their 

personal lives ―a lot‖ or ―a great deal‖. Although there was a 

more moderate influence on community/social lives, 87% 

reported that surfing influenced their environmental aware-

ness ―a great deal‖ or ―a lot‖ (see figure 1). This was corrob-

orated by responses to the survey questions ―To what extent 

do you feel that your surfing experience has affected you in 

terms of Knowledge, Understanding and Appreciation of 

Nature?‖ where 92.5% responded ―a lot‖ or ―a great deal‖ and 

88% to an appreciation of the simple things in life (see figure 

2). 

 
Figure 1. Influence of surfing on personal life, social life and environmental awareness. 

 
Figure 2. Influence of surfing on appreciation of nature and simple things in life. 

Survey responses pertaining to intra and interpersonal skills 

varied with 78% reporting that surfing had influenced emo-

tional regulation ―a lot‖ or ―a great deal‖, 76% for resilience, 

71% for self-awareness, 69% for self-confidence and 63% for 

spiritual growth/awe (see figure 3). The influence of surfing 

on communication, empathy and social skills were more 

moderate with approximately one-third of participants re-

porting ―a moderate amount‖. 
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Figure 3. Influence of Surfing on Intrapersonal Skills. 

3.2. Qualitative Findings and Discussion 

As expected from qualitative data, prevailing ideologies 

and individual differences resulted in different opinions and 

experiences. In order to glean an overall understanding of how 

participants felt about surfing, a word cloud was generated 

from the survey responses requesting three words that came to 

mind when thinking of their experience of surfing. The most 

frequently used words are depicted bolder and bigger (see 

figure 4). Thereafter, adopting the acronym STOKED (Stoke, 

Tranquillity, Outlet, Kinship, Environment, Decree), themes 

will be explored with references both to the evidence in the 

data, as well as to links made to the literature. 

 
Figure 4. Word cloud illustrating participants‟ responses to surfing. 
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Stoke 

There are many surfing terms, but one that arguably em-

bodies the surfing experience is ‗stoked‘: an expression of 

pure joy, of freedom and the sheer exhilaration felt by surfers 

during and after a good surf session. As seen from the word 

cloud, (see figure 4), joy, freedom, exhilaration and happiness 

were frequently expressed words which the participants used 

when describing surfing experience. Research suggests that, 

regardless of age or experience, surfers share the feeling of 

‗stoke‘, of being in the zone and at one with the environment 

[21, 63]. Below are a few examples from the survey responses 

to the question ―what 3 words come to mind when you think 

of your experience of surfing?‖ 

Respondent 2: joy, peace, freedom 

Respondent 9: stoked, fun, relax 

Respondent 21: stoke, freedom, nature 

Respondent 97: exhilaration, calm, connection 

This sense of stoke was corroborated in the semi-structured 

interviews with respondents suggesting that surfing allowed 

participants to be ―totally integrated into whatever‘s going 

on‖. Consistent with research on the mystical and sublime 

experiences of extreme sports, participants expressed a sense 

of awe and transcendence while surfing. This heightened 

sensory experience [33] or altered state of consciousness 

(ASC) can be likened to a Zen state, a peak experience or 

Csikszentmihalyi‘s [64] state of flow. As an autotelic expe-

rience, requiring the balancing of challenge and skill, unam-

biguous feedback and total concentration on the task, one can 

appreciate how surfers experience ―being in the zone‖. 

As participant A suggests: 

It's definitely got a post-surfing sort of afterglow that no 

other sport or physical activity has…But yeah, I think that 

the joy you get from surfing is just incomparable to any-

thing. I've done a lot of sports and a lot of like, physical and 

mental stuff, but I don't think anything has come close to the 

life satisfaction and the immediate joy that I've got from 

surfing. 

For many surfers, the stoke mentality extends beyond the 

beach as it exemplifies the laid-back, relaxed lifestyle that has 

come to define the surfing community. For many, surfing is 

more than a sport, it is a pathway to self-discovery [32]. 

It‟s like shown me a whole different side of life that I 

wouldn't have imagined existed before, both in terms of, 

like, personal ambition, but also in terms of realizing what 

actually matters and what makes me happy. So, yeah, I'd 

say it's totally changed my life over the last five or so years 

- Participant D 

Stoke is about embracing life‘s ups and downs, of finding 

that tranquillity. This is consistent with EDP theory, with 

research proposing that immersion in the ocean aids the 

feeling of peace and calm [65]. 

Tranquillity 

Surfing and mindfulness both entail being fully present in 

the moment, with surfers reporting feeling calmer after 

catching a few waves [66]. While immersion in nature has 

long been shown to facilitate wellbeing, researchers have 

found that ―blue spaces‖ are especially beneficial [4, 9, 

67-70]. The endorphins, adrenaline and serotonin received 

from surfing, combined with the dopamine reward of catching 

a wave helps surfers feel good [32]. Research has demon-

strated that surfing presents ‗grounding‘ or anchoring proper-

ties [69], pp16 with many countries implementing surf ther-

apy to address mental health concerns [23-24, 71] and im-

prove personal wellbeing [27-29]. 

Tranquillity refers to an untroubled state, a state of peace 

and quiet, free from stress or emotion. Survey responses in-

dicated that many participants found this sense of peace and 

calm while surfing as illustrated below: 

Respondent 35: peaceful, content, fun 

Respondent 50: calming, meditative, focussed 

Respondent 61: peace, meditation, nature 

Respondent 86: zen, calm, beauty 

Research has shown that the wild untamed spaces of the 

open sea provide a place of escape [21]. Findings from this 

study support this notion that surfing allowed them the free-

dom to (temporarily) escape from life‘s stressors [69] as el-

oquently stated by participant E: 

And I think it's almost a cliché, but like when you enter the 

water, you leave your land-based problems and life behind. 

There is like a real kind of mental, psychological demar-

cation that goes on. 

For participant A, surfing provided a sense of purpose: 

I think it's given me a lot of purpose in life. It‟s like shown 

me a whole different side of life that I wouldn't have im-

agined existed before, both in terms of, like, personal am-

bition, but also in terms of realizing what actually matters 

and what makes me happy. So, yeah, I'd say it's totally 

changed my life over the last five or so years. 

While for participant B, life altering: 

Surfing has saved my life quite a few times. It‟s pulled me 

back from an edge, and that is why I keep going. That‟s 

what keeps me going with surfing. 

Outlet 

Research suggests that surfing provides an outlet physical 

and emotional outlet [1, 71]. The physicality and exhilaration 

of catching a wave can provide a healthy means of emotional 

expression, allowing individuals to channel their emotions 

into the powerful energy of the ocean. This combination of 

physical exertion, adrenaline and being in nature provides a 

cathartic experience that contributes to overall health and 

wellbeing [4, 69, 72]. Central to both SDT and SOC, the 

development of skills and feelings of mastery are fundamental 

to a sense of wellbeing. Moreover, dealing with uncertainties, 

facing challenging conditions and overcoming wipeouts 

builds patience, perseverance and resilience [73]. 

This was evident in the quantitative data (see figure 3) 

where respondents reported that surfing had influenced their 
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emotional regulation and resilience. This was also apparent in 

the 3-word survey responses: 

Respondent 16: solitude, humbled, tenacity. 

Respondent 42: challenging, endurance, blissful 

Respondent 75: calming, anti-depressant, fun 

Respondent 92: harmony, outlet, mindfulness 

Open-ended responses in the survey included participants 

referring to the balance that surfing brings to their lives, al-

lowing them to ―de-stress and re-centre‖ themselves and how 

surfing transformed their life from ―a focus on nightlife and 

decadence to early mornings and fitness‖. Others were sad-

dened ―to see the surfing ban reduce the number of physically 

and mentally healthy sport options for HK residents‖, urging 

policy makers to ―understand the mental, physical and social 

benefits‖ of developing a surfing culture in Hong Kong and 

―realising the positive impact that surfing, ocean swimming, 

being close to nature, has on mental health‖. 

All of the above were further substantiated in the 

semi-structured interviews as illustrated by the following 

comments: 

It‟s an amazing thing for character-building (participant 

D). 

I‟ve seen scary things. I‟ve overcome fears (participant B). 

Rejuvenates you mentally and physically (participant C). 

It‟s the holistic approach of what surfing is. If I was to talk 

about how it‟s impacted my life, it has helped me with 

mental health. It has helped me with physical health. It‟s 

helped me with financial health….definitely with spiritual 

health. Well, I think spiritual is like what holds [it] all back 

together (participant B). 

And I think it's almost a cliché, but like when you enter the 

water, you leave your land-based problems and life behind. 

There is like a real kind of mental, psychological demar-

cation that goes on (participant D). 

Mental health benefits of surfing are thought to arise from a 

sense of accomplishment, respite from day-to-day stressors, 

the physiological neurochemical responses of surfing and an 

increased sense of social connection [67, 74]. 

Kinship 

Kinship is associated with social belonging, how people 

relate to one another and their surroundings, with the objec-

tive of creating a cohesive and harmonious community. For 

the purposes of this study, kinship refers to having a sense of 

connection and belonging with others through shared expe-

riences, effectively satisfying the basic need of relatedness 

[12, 75]. Despite being a heterogenous population, surfers the 

world over share a common interest in riding waves [6]. Re-

search has shown that surfing provides opportunities for de-

veloping and strengthening interpersonal relationships by 

facilitating social interactions [32] and helps foster social 

connectedness [18, 66] and a deeper connection with the 

community [45]. Moreover, studies suggest that being in 

beautiful natural environments increases prosocial behaviour 

and reduces aggression [8, 76]. Indeed surf therapy pro-

grammes have found that surfing strengthens social connec-

tivity with surfing peers [22, 77]. 

Whilst the quantitative data revealed a more moderate in-

fluence on community/social lives, more than 57% reporting 

that surfing influenced this aspect of their lives ―a great deal‖ 

or ―a lot‖. Participant responses to question 21 included sev-

eral mentions of friends and community as illustrated below: 

Respondent 22: community, adventure, comfort 

Respondent 56: community, nature, happiness 

Respondent 62: magical, community, health 

Respondent 83: waves, friends, joy 

This sense of kinship was corroborated by the open-ended 

survey questions with participants saying that HK has an 

“amazing surfing community”, ―generally a benevolent one, 

comprised of professionals and participants from all walks of 

life”. They argue that surfers are an integral part of the local 

community, bringing people together and supporting local 

businesses. Most of the references were made in connection 

with Big Wave Bay, (BWB) with many participants men-

tioning that the proximity of the beach to the ‗megacity‘ is an 

asset to Hong Kong that needs to be celebrated and supported: 

Big Wave Bay is iconic, its history of surfing, its local 

characters, identity and community need to be celebrated 

and supported (participant C). 

This sense of community in BWB was echoed in the 

semi-structured interviews with participants suggesting that, 

despite coming from all walks of life, there was a common-

ality in surfing, a love and appreciation for nature, particularly 

the ocean. This is consistent with Beaumont & Brown‘s study 

[34] which found a strong sense of community between local 

surfers and non-surfing locals through the shared experience 

of the beach. 

It's totally changed my friend circle, and I also really enjoy 

living in, like, a community-centric place in HK, which is 

not very common. So yeah, and everyone sort of is brought 

together by surfing here, at least in some way or the other… 

even if they're not surfers, they're here because of the waves 

and the ocean, and by the beach sort of thing (participant 

A). 

Living in Big Wave Bay, it ends up almost being more about 

the intangibles than the actual surfing, right? You can walk 

to a beach. There's, it's like a quaint, third-world village 

vibe. There's beautiful hiking trails. I mean, we do every-

thing in the ocean. We open-ocean swim, we spearfish, we 

free-dive. So I guess it's just if anything, I would say more 

embracing, maybe, the island lifestyle (participant D). 

However, surfing can cause adverse social outcomes, par-

ticularly as waves are a limited resource to which anyone can 

gain access. This often results in contentious and stressful 

interactions, where local surfers aggressively protect their surf 

break [38]. This was alluded to in the interviews, particularly 

in BWB as it is a small beach where “everybody‟s fighting 

over a finite resource‖ (participant E). There were some re-

ports of surfers opting to leave BWB as it was not conducive 
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to their mental health, whilst acknowledging the inherent 

difficulty for the surf community to manage this resource. 

An added difficulty was defining who represents a local. 

Whilst the population of HK is predominantly ethnically 

Chinese, there are many 
#
Gweilos that live and surf in BWB. 

This concept and confusion of what represented ‗local‘ versus 

non-local was raised a few times during the interviews but 

ultimately, it was those that lived in the village that were 

regarded as local as evidenced from this excerpt: 

She was screaming at some guy saying, „It‟s locals only.‟ 

And this poor guy, he just kind of looked at me. And he had 

actually moved into the village. So I said, „He lives here in 

the village. He's more local than you.‟ (participant E). 
#
Gweilo is Cantonese slang for Westerners 

Environment 

Corroborating previous research which suggests surfing 

has positive effects on the marine and coastal environment [1, 

5, 11, 47, 56], the quantitative results indicate that the biggest 

outcome for participants of this study was the influence that 

surfing had on their environmental awareness and appreciate 

of nature (see figures 1 and 2). 

This was validated in the open-ended questions and 

semi-structured interviews, where participants not only ap-

preciated the waters of HK but felt that surfers contributed to 

preserving the environment, that they are: ―the backbone of 

water safety, cleanliness and community in Hong Kong”. 

Participants reiterated how surfing influences their environ-

mental awareness, appreciation and stewardship as the fol-

lowing excerpts illustrate: 

Respondent 56: HK is a beautiful place, surfing is a great 

way to gently experience HK‟s beauty and makes you want to 

treasure the place. 

People aren‟t in touch with nature. They don't go outside. 

They're afraid of the bugs. Afraid of the dust. They're afraid 

of sand. They're afraid of the heat. They don't like the sun. 

So when you get those who do like it, and get them into the 

environment, then they start to be interested, to protect that 

space, so they like it. They enjoy it. They want to go more. 

They bring their friends. Then they ask the question, „Why 

is there plastic bags and shit in the water? Why is the water 

so polluted?‟ You know, without that kind of touch, people 

don't, don't react (participant C). 

I would say surfing has definitely made me more marine 

conscious, you know, using less single-use plastics, be-

cause I've travelled around the world itself, and you go to, 

like, third-world countries and see the amount of garbage 

that's in their seas, while surfing (participant A). 

Previous research has demonstrated that surfing facilitates 

a profound and positive understanding of self and one‘s place 

in the environment, fostering environmental attachment [11, 

44], as eloquently stated in this extract: 

And the ocean, and being in nature, and being a part of 

home was always accessible through surfing. It was a place 

that I felt accepted in. It was a place that, it just, I felt a true 

sense of belonging, and it was a place that was always 

there with open arms (participant B). 

Managing marine and coastal systems is fundamental to 

providing recreational sports such as open-water swimming 

and surfing [47]. Participants suggested that the government 

developed environment education programmes to teach peo-

ple ocean awareness and water safety as well as sustainable 

practices and marine conservation. Many felt that HK, with its 

extensive coastline, provides an ideal environment for ocean 

sports and eco-tourism and should be promoted as such. In-

terviewees concurred, suggesting that HK should capitalise on 

this asset. 

But, you know, HK should be proud that there is surfing. 

Most people in the world would never even think that HK 

had surfing… they should be proud that the waters are now 

cleaner than they used to be. So they should be proud 

people wanting to use the water. They should be proud that 

our youth are getting into the water, you know, for swim-

ming or surfing or wakeboarding, or, you know, all these 

things. And that should be one of HK's big assets… (par-

ticipant C). 

10-year old surfing wunderkid, and Olympic hopeful, 

Mahohi Nguyen Tang has joined the Swiss junior national 

team since the surfing ban in HK was enforced [78]. Partici-

pants expressed concern that the ban has resulted in many 

surfers to leave HK and surf elsewhere. 

HK has the ability to hold a rich surfing experience, but if 

you want to do that, somewhere like Bali would be better off 

to do that. Somewhere like Hawaii. And that‟s what a lot of 

surfers in HK do, is they leave to go and surf. But that‟s not 

HK surfing. That‟s leaving HK (participant B). 

Surfers are perplexed as to the rationale behind the current 

enforcement of the regulation, questioning whether there was 

any proof of an incident to warrant the ban. A major issue that 

emerged from the research was the lack of communication 

between policy makers and HK surfers as the following sec-

tion will attest. 

Decree 

The most resolute consensus from this study was that the 

surfing ban in HK was unreasonable and should be lifted. In 

June 2024 the Leisure and Cultural Services Department 

(LCSD) erected new ―no surfing‖ signs at Shek O and Big 

Wave Bay beaches, and in October 2024, two surfers were 

apprehended for violating the ban during a red-flag period 

(meaning the water was deemed unsafe for swimming). De-

spite the official regulations stating that surfing activities are 

banned at these beaches, this ruling has only recently been 

enforced, leaving surfers bewildered as to why now? [79] 

The appeal from most participants was to lift the ban, as 

illustrated by these statements: 

Respondent 11: Don‟t make it illegal 

Respondent 55: DON‟T BAN SURFING 

Respondent 80: Let people surf – no need to ban surfing or 

enforce a ban. 
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Respondent 90: Don‟t ban it. Trust the experts, the surfers 

know their limits. Promote surf etiquette and limit rental. 

Many participants from the survey found the outright ban 

―too draconian‖, arguing that “to have non-surfers in office 

making policy for something they have no idea about without 

consulting with people in the field they are implementing policy 

for does not make sense” (participant D). Others were fearful of 

standing up against the ban, questioning whether this could 

result in ruining the little bit of fun that they do have. 

Archival newspaper articles suggest that there was an in-

cident in BWB in 1997 involving an out-of-control surfboard 

injuring a swimmer which resulted in the implementation of 

the ban. This resulted in the formation of the Hong Kong 

Surfing Association (HKSA) which successfully lobbied the 

government in setting up demarcated surfing and swimming 

areas [79]. Although acknowledging the difficulty of doing so 

due to so many differing opinions, interviewees suggested 

setting up a governing body to represent surfers of HK, 

something that was in place in the late 1990‘s. 

We don‟t have a surf federation. It actually has ceased to ex-

ist. It did exist, and if you‟re to look on Facebook you can find 

evidence of the Hong Kong Surf Federation that once was. 

And it is no longer, and it states that very clearly. So the issue 

now is that one needs to be created (participant B). 

Moreover, as many participants attest, surfers generally 

know their limits, even during typhoons, and in fact surfers 

are often the ones who save swimmers and yet swimmers are 

not prosecuted for entering the water, despite many more 

swimmers drowning at beaches than surfers [80]. 

….and people who know how to surf, they go where the waves 

come and the waves come on these typhoons nearby….They're 

totally manageable. Any surfer who knows how to surf when 

they go to Big Wave Bay, and it's too big, because you can see 

the water washing off the walls. No one goes in the water. 

Everyone totally respects it. They know how to deal with it, 

and they don't go in (participant C). 

It was Typhoon 3, and there's two surfers out there, but 

there was like, five or six people. At least five people in 

neck-deep water, just sort of, you know, just jolling around, 

and it's just such a head-scratcher, because, like, why are 

the surfers getting fined? (participant A). 

A number of respondents provided suggestions on how to 

promote surfing in HK including open communication, edu-

cation and youth programmes, building wave pools or creat-

ing artificial surfing reefs and sponsoring local events and 

athletes. Many participants felt that HK should follow China‘s 

lead and place surfing under the HK Olympics committee. 

The consensus seemed to be to implement sensible regula-

tions including dedicating certain beaches to surfing and 

others to swimming; allowing surfing at beaches in winter and 

swimming in the summer months; demarcating certain sec-

tions for surfing and others for swimming. However others 

argued that keeping some part of the beach as a surf zone and 

some as a swim zone may not work as it depends on “swells, 

and the conditions, there's different parts of the beach work-

ing in terms of waves” but felt that a fair compromise would 

be “November to April being surf season, or even October 

maybe. And then the summer months being purely for swim-

mers” (participant B). 

The overall consensus from open-ended questionnaire re-

sponses to the interviews, was to allocate BWB as a surfing 

beach, with swimmers entering at their own risk. 

There's no other beaches in HK that you can surf out at, 

anyway, that are gazetted. So all we need to do is open this 

one beach. The other point of the matter is people do not go 

swimming in Big Wave Bay. As swimmers, they go there to 

wade and dance around in the water. They're not swimmers. 

They're not going there to do laps. They're not going there 

as a real swimmer (participant C). 

Having established their own ―code of conduct‖, surfing has 

traditionally been free of legislative intervention and legal con-

sequences. Feeding into this sense of autonomy, one of surfing‘s 

greatest attractions is the ability to detach from the bureaucracy 

that people generally contend with in their daily lives. Caprara 

[81] pp 30 unequivocally states: ―The bottom line is that, to the 

extent possible, surfing and the law should not be mixed.” While 

research on surfing regulation is limited, studies suggest that 

surfers across the globe are highly self-regulated, adhering to the 

accepted rules and customs [82]. 

However, with the substantial increase in the number of 

surfers in recent years, there is greater potential for conflict 

between surfers and swimmers, resulting in a number of 

beaches in Australia and USA implementing regulations to 

protect both surfers and swimmers [83]. 

Limitations and Future Research 

Although this study is the first of its kind to explore the 

effects of surfing in Hong Kong on its people, the community 

and the environment, there are several limitations of this study 

that need to be noted. Due to the investigative nature and its 

execution within the real-world situation, the research is lim-

ited to surfers in HK and thus the results may not be general-

isable across other populations or settings. The online survey 

produced a data set that cannot be considered random or 

representative and there is no way of knowing what the re-

sponse rate was or how many chose not to respond. Fur-

thermore, although there was an option to complete the survey 

in Chinese, the initial content was in English which meant it 

may have limited accessibility. There was some possible bias 

as the samples were predominantly selective and relied on 

participants' subjective experiences and evaluations. These 

data are preliminary and exploratory and require further rep-

lication and investigation. Another limitation is the possibility 

of the researcher influencing the interviews and data collec-

tion due to their own preconceived ideas on the benefits of 

surfing. 

4. Conclusion 

Despite its limitations, this research sheds light on the 

perspectives and experiences of Hong Kong surfers that may 
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assist in understanding the importance of surfing in terms of 

psychosocial wellbeing and environment protection. Overall, 

the findings suggest that surfing has a positive effect on 

psychosocial wellbeing and environmental awareness. Hence, 

surfers are perplexed at the rationale behind the ban on surf-

ing, particularly as the sport is now actively promoted in 

China since its inclusion in the Olympics. It is hoped that this 

research will provide sufficient evidence to policy makers as a 

starting point to initiate conversations with all stakeholders 

regarding safely sharing the waters of HK. 
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