
 
 
 

CRITICALLY EXPLORING THE ACCULTURATIVE JOURNEYS OF FORCED 

IMMIGRANT YOUTH AND THE ROLE YMCA SPORT PROGRAMS CAN PLAY IN 

PROVIDING SUPPORT DURING RE-SETTLEMENT   

 
 

 

by 

 

 

Thierry R. F. Middleton 

 

 

 

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment  

of the requirements for the degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) in Human Studies 

 

 

 

 

 

The Faculty of Graduate Studies 

Laurentian University 

Sudbury, Ontario, Canada 

 

 

 

 

© Thierry R. F. Middleton, 2021 

  



THESIS DEFENCE COMMITTEE/COMITÉ DE SOUTENANCE DE THÈSE 
Laurentian Université/Université Laurentienne 

Faculty of Graduate Studies/Faculté des études supérieures 
 
Title of Thesis     

Titre de la thèse   CRITICALLY EXPLORING THE ACCULTURATIVE JOURNEYS OF FORCED 

IMMIGRANT YOUTH AND THE ROLE YMCA SPORT 

PROGRAMS CAN PLAY IN PROVIDING SUPPORT DURING 

RE-SETTLEMENT 

 

Name of Candidate   

Nom du candidat    Middleton, Thierry 

       

Degree                            

Diplôme                            Doctor of Philosophy  

 

Department/Program    Date of Defence 

Département/Programme  Human Studies and Interdisciplinarity  Date de la soutenance April 14, 2021 

                                                       

APPROVED/APPROUVÉ 
 
Thesis Examiners/Examinateurs de thèse: 

                                                      

Dr. Robert J. Schinke  

(Supervisor/Directeur(trice) de thèse) 

 

Dr. Kerry R. McGannon    

(Committee member/Membre du comité)    

        

Dr. Diana A. Coholic      

(Committee member/Membre du comité)    

      Approved for the Faculty of Graduate Studies 

      Approuvé pour la Faculté des études supérieures 

      Dr. Lace Marie Brogden 

      Madame Lace Marie Brogden 

Dr. Diane L. Gill       Acting Dean, Faculty of Graduate Studies 

(External Examiner/Examinateur externe)   Doyenne intérimaire, Faculté des études supérieures 

 

Dr. Ratvinder S. Grewal  

(Internal Examiner/Examinateur interne) 

                                                                                                                                  

ACCESSIBILITY CLAUSE AND PERMISSION TO USE 
 

I, Thierry Middleton, hereby grant to Laurentian University and/or its agents the non-exclusive license to archive and 

make accessible my thesis, dissertation, or project report in whole or in part in all forms of media, now or for the duration 

of my copyright ownership. I retain all other ownership rights to the copyright of the thesis, dissertation or project report. 

I also reserve the right to use in future works (such as articles or books) all or part of this thesis, dissertation, or project 

report. I further agree that permission for copying of this thesis in any manner, in whole or in part, for scholarly purposes 

may be granted by the professor or professors who supervised my thesis work or, in their absence, by the Head of the 

Department in which my thesis work was done. It is understood that any copying or publication or use of this thesis or 

parts thereof for financial gain shall not be allowed without my written permission. It is also understood that this copy is 

being made available in this form by the authority of the copyright owner solely for the purpose of private study and 

research and may not be copied or reproduced except as permitted by the copyright laws without written authority from 

the copyright owner. 

 



 

 

iii 

 

Abstract 

The number of people worldwide who had been forced to flee their home country at the end of 

2019 was 26 million (UNCHR, 2019). Canada has a history of providing a home to those in need 

and the number of asylum seekers and refugees (i.e., forced immigrants) who have been offered 

safe haven has steadily increased (GOC, 2018). Forced immigrants arriving in Canada, and other 

countries of re-settlement, face numerous challenges, including the task of acculturating to a new 

society. Forced immigrant youth are often the most in need of help, as they are often the ones 

who suffer the most from conflict. Sport has been recognized as one method of helping 

newcomers with social integration, but it is not a context that is always free of exclusionary and 

discriminatory practices. The aim of the project that underpins this dissertation was to use a 

community based participatory action research (CBPAR) approach to engage forced immigrant 

youth in the process of bringing about transformative change to sport programs they were 

involved in so that community sport programs could become more meaningful and inclusive for 

all participants. The research presented in this dissertation stems from my role in the CBPAR 

process of working with forced immigrant youth and YMCA settlement staff members to 

develop a deeper understanding about the meaning of sport in youths’ lives and the way they 

storied their involvement in community sport programs in Sudbury, Ontario. The research 

process began with a meta-synthesis of qualitative research conducted with forced immigrants 

engaged in sport and physical activity from which we drew upon synthesized lessons related to 

understanding forced immigrants’ acculturative journeys from a critical lens and the importance 

of psychological and cultural safety during this journey. Arts-based conversational interviews 

and a collaborative reflexive thematic analysis were used to develop two polyphonic vignettes 

that (re-)storied the changing meaning of sport in forced immigrant youths’ lives and the role 



 

 

iv 

 

sport played in helping them feel a sense of belonging (or not) in Sudbury. Polyphonic vignettes 

which featured multiple composite characters were used as the method of sharing forced 

immigrant youths’ stories so that the anonymity and confidentiality of the youth was preserved, 

while bringing new co-generated knowledge to a diverse range of audiences in an evocative and 

engaging manner. The reflexive and interdiscipinary approach to this project enabled me to 

ensure disciplinary, as well as my own personal, assumptions were not privileged, but rather that 

I remained open to the insights and directions provided by the community members I worked 

with. Centralizing forced immigrant youth and YMCA Settlement Services staff members meant 

knowledge developed through the vignettes was locally relevant and meaningful. Finally, the 

collaborative process engaged in with forced immigrant youth, YMCA Immigrant Services staff 

members and academic project team members in the development of the two vignettes was 

critically examined. Lessons are shared from the twists and turns that defined the research 

process and led to the development of a community of practice between forced immigrant 

families and the YMCA that will be sustained beyond the involvement of the academic team.  

Keywords: asylum seekers; arts-based conversational interviews; community-based 

participatory action research; polyphonic vignettes; refugees; cultural safety; youth; sport 
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Chapter 1 

 1  Introduction 

“Now there was a famine in the land. So Abram went down to Egypt to reside there as an alien, 

for the famine was severe in the land.” Genesis 12:10 

“Don’t turn in a slave to his master, when he flees to you from his master. Let him dwell with 

you in your midst, in the place he chooses in one of your gates as suits him; don’t oppress him.” 

Deuteronomy 23:16 

“Those who believe, and adopt exile, and fight for the Faith, in the cause of Allah as well as 

those who give (them) asylum and aid, - they are (all) in very truth believers: for them is the 

forgiveness of sins and a provision most generous.” Surah Al-Anfal, 74  

The passages from three different ancient religious texts (i.e., the Bible, Torah, and 

Qur’an) reveal that, for as long as humans have documented history, there have been those who 

have fled persecution, war, famine, and disease. Our modern society is currently facing the 

largest displacement of people ever recorded by the United Nations (UN, 2017). The number of 

forcibly displaced people worldwide has increased by over 50% worldwide in the last 10 years 

from 42.7 million in 2007 to 68.5 million people in 2017 (UNHCR, 2018). While 58% of those 

who are forced to flee their homes never cross an international border (i.e., an internally 

displaced person), those who do seek sanctuary in another country must go through an 

application process to demonstrate their fear of persecution in their home country is well founded 

(i.e., an asylum seeker) in order to gain the legal protection and material assistance that comes 

along with being recognized as a refugee (USA for UNHCR, 2018). According to the UN 

Refugee Agency (1951) a refugee is someone: 



 

 

2 

 

(who has a) well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 

membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his 

(or her) nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself (or 

herself) of the protection of that country. (p. 14) 

For many asylum seekers and refugees, violence has torn apart their lives, families, homes, and 

communities; they are people who have run or are running for their lives. Many asylum seekers 

and refugees remain uprooted from their homes for 20 years (UNHCR Canada, 2019).  

 Canada has a history of providing a home to those in need and has actively worked to be 

a safe haven during the current crisis (GOC, 2018). From 2006 to 2016, Canada welcomed over 

3900 Karen refugees fleeing Thailand, 6600 Bhutanese refugees, over 23000 Iraqi refugees, and 

more than 40000 Syrian refugees. In 2017 and 2018, Canada also announced new increased 

commitments to resettling refugees from Africa and the Middle East, while also resettling more 

than 1300 survivors of Daesh (i.e., also known as ISIS) in 2017 (GOC, 2018). During this period 

of time Canada resettled the highest number of refugees worldwide (UNHCR, 2019). Over the 

past five years, there has also been an increase in the number of individuals who have applied for 

asylum in Canada, 9 999 in 2014 to 87 270 in 2019 (IRB, 2020). While I wish to acknowledge 

and iterate that asylum seekers, refugees, and re-settled refugees all navigate unique journeys to 

safety, for the purposes of this dissertation the term forced immigrants will be used to refer to all 

those who have been forcibly displaced from their home countries and resettled in Canada. As 

will be discussed later in the dissertation the use of this term is at the direction of the forced 

immigrant youth who became collaborators in the research presented herein.  

Forced immigrants arriving in Canada, and other countries, face numerous challenges 

including living in fragile family situations, social exclusion, discrimination due to ethnicity, 
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religion and/or colour, and a lack of sense of control over their lives (Correa-Velez, Gifford, & 

Barnett, 2010; Hartley, Fleay, & Tye, 2017; Mauro, 2013; Mohamed, Hassan, Weis, Sia, & 

Wieland, 2014; Palmer, 2009; Rich, Misener, & Dubeau, 2015; Spaaij, 2012a, 2012b, 2015). 

Additionally, forced immigrants face the task of acculturating to a new society, one that is often 

vastly different to their home culture. Acculturation, at an individual level, is an open-ended 

idiographic process of constant change constructed through a dynamic back and forth play 

concurrently between structure and self when culturally dissimilar people come into regular 

contact. The process is caught in a web of socio-political and historical forces and is not 

straightforward, direct, self-evident, or ever complete (Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Chirkov, 2009). 

Historically, acculturation has been conceptualized as the responsibility of those relocating to a 

new home. However, acculturative stories shared by immigrant athletes have highlighted the 

positive impact of acculturation when it becomes a mutual process experienced by both 

immigrants and members of the host country. Researchers working with athletes have found that 

the ability for immigrants to ‘share the load’ of acculturation has resulted in them feeling more 

integrated in their new society and reduced feelings of alienation (Schinke, McGannon, 

Battochio, & Wells, 2013).  

Sport has become recognized as a cost-effective method of helping newcomers (i.e., 

immigrants and forced immigrants) with social integration and increasing intercultural dialogue 

(Spaaij, 2015). However, sport is not a context that is always free of discrimination, racism, and 

exclusion, which can result in the sporting context becoming an outlet for a manifestation of 

societal exclusionary and discriminatory practices (Spaaij, 2015). The possibility of these 

negative consequences, resulting in newcomers feeling a sense of alienation from their new 

society (Schinke et al., 2013; Spaaij, 2015), has encouraged researchers and policy makers to 
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explore the factors that allow sport to produce (or not produce) positive social outcomes (Dukic, 

McDonald, & Spaaij, 2017). Researchers have largely focused on one-off sporting events 

designed to help create social opportunities for newly arrived forced immigrants (e.g., the 

community cup; Rich et al., 2015), and/or sport and physical activity programs geared towards 

adult forced immigrants. However, researchers in Canada have recently shown that connecting 

forced immigrants with sport at a young age and through their development into elite athletes can 

help them develop a sense of ‘feeling Canadian’ (Schinke, Blodgett, McGannon, & Ge, 2016).  

 

1.1 Making the case for conducting research with forced immigrant youth 

The UN Refugee Agency 2017 report on global trends in forced displacement highlighted that 

approximately 35.6 million of the 68.5 million (i.e., 52%) displaced people in 2017 were youth 

under the age of 18 (UNHCR, 2018). From January 2015 to August 2018, 42% of all the 

refugees that resettled in Canada were under the age of 18, while 26% of all asylum claimants 

during that period were under the age of 14 (IRCC, 2018a; 2018b). Forced immigrant children 

arriving in any country are often those in most need of help, as they have been found to be the 

ones who suffer the most from conflict. Former Secretary-General of the UN, Ban Ki-moon, 

urged resettling countries to help forced immigrant children learn skills and regain their 

confidence through sport programs (UN News, 2011). Playing their part, the UN has worked in 

conjunction with the International Olympic Committee and various sport federations to help 

bring sporting opportunities to forcibly displaced youth (UNHCR, 2019). One example of this 

work is the African Youth Action Network (AYAN) which is a UN supported organization 

whose staff strive to train forced immigrant and host community youth living in Uganda and 

South Sudan in peace building and conflict resolution skills through sport (AYAN, 2017). For 
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forced immigrant youth, sport programs have been seen as a cost-effective method for helping 

them with social integration and increasing their opportunity for dialogue with children from 

other cultures (Spaaij, 2015). Canadian researchers have recently shown that connecting 

newcomer youth with sport at a young age and through their development as athletes can help 

them develop a sense of ‘feeling Canadian’ (ICC, 2014; Schinke, Blodgett, McGannon, & Ge, 

2016). Sport is seen by many newcomers as offering a context in which they can learn about 

Canadian culture (i.e., jargon and slang, acceptable behaviours or gestures, how to handle 

conflict, and the Canadian sense of humour) and participate in social activities with people from 

other cultures who share their interests (ICC, 2014). Importantly, while many researchers have 

chosen to focus their efforts on sport and physical activity programs for adults, many newcomer 

adults to Canada have acknowledged that their experiences in sport were connected to their 

children(s)’ involvement (ICC, 2014).  

Sport is also not a context that is always free from discrimination, racism, and/or 

exclusion; the sporting context can in fact become an outlet for the manifestation of societal 

exclusionary and discriminatory practices (Spaaij, 2015). Mr. Ban Ki-Moon cautioned of the 

negative impact of sport in his address in 2011 saying “sport can also bring about the worst in 

human emotions and behaviour” (UN News, 2011). Seeking to deepen our understanding of how 

sport can be developed into a positive context, and not one which has the potential to alienate 

forced immigrants, researchers and policy makers have begun to explore the factors that allow 

sport to produce (or not produce) positive social outcomes (Dukic et al., 2017; Schinke et al., 

2013; Spaaij, 2015). Research that has looked at youth programming has rarely involved the 

children involved in those programs in the research process. Although drawn up almost two 

decades ago, researchers have been slow to follow the United Nations ‘Convention on the rights 
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of the child’ (1989), which advocated for researchers to include children and youth in research 

about them and research that had the potential to impact them. My aim through this project is to 

address the missing link within this line of research by exploring the life stories of forced 

immigrant youth searching for meaningful engagement with their new society through 

participation in community sport programs. An exploration of these stories is needed if I am to 

expand and transform how community sport programs are currently conducted. Bringing their 

stories into the conversation is important, because these programs are meant for them and so 

should serve their needs and not be conducted for reasons determined by myself or any other 

(western, white) adult.   

 

1.2 Purpose of the current research project 

My aim in this project is to bring the voices of forced immigrant youth into the current 

conversation in academia around understanding the impact of community sport programs on the 

acculturative journeys of forced immigrant youth. By engaging them in the knowledge 

generation process I hope to be able to help them bring about transformative change to the sport 

programs they are involved in so that these programs may become more meaningful for all 

participants; both forced immigrant and Canadian youth and the staff who lead the programs. 

Working within cultural sport psychology (CSP; see Schinke & Hanrahan, 2009) and grounding 

my work in a social constructionist epistemological position (Gergen, 2014), I, along with my 

supervisory committee, YMCA settlement staff, and forced immigrant youth collaborators, will 

critically explore the stories of forced immigrant youth and how these stories challenge the 

dominant construct of mainstream Canadian community sport. Through this approach my aim is 

to bring a deeper understanding to the positive changes, challenges and problems that forced 
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immigrant youth encounter due to the multiple cultural realities that they have to navigate and 

how this understanding can be used to bring about a more socially just sport context.  

1.2.1 Proposed Approach 

A community based participatory action research (CBPAR) approach, conducted from a 

social constructionist lens, is the overarching methodology that is employed for this project (see 

Schinke & Blodgett, 2016). Taking my cue from Indigenous researchers, this research project 

was developed at the local level and centralize the voices of the forced immigrant youth, their 

families and YMCA Immigrant services staff who become collaborators in the research process, 

rather than be based solely on my own knowledge base (Smith, 2007).  This dissertation 

represents a knowledge generation aspect of the project, in which the data collection process will 

occur through arts-based conversational interviews. Forced immigrant youth in living in 

Sudbury, Ontario will be asked to engage in an arts-based conversational interview, followed by 

a collaborative reflexive thematic analysis that leads to the development of polyphonic vignettes 

that (re-)story the stories they wish to share with members of their host community. Importantly, 

this knowledge generation process was a dynamic process, subject to change based on the ideas 

and desires of the community members (i.e., forced immigrant youth and YMCA staff).   

1.2.2 Local significance 

The Ontario Ministry of Finance (2018) has predicted that from 2017 to 2041 net migration 

will account for 76% of the population growth within the province of Ontario. Over this period 

of time, Northern Ontario is projected to be the only region in the province in which the 

population will not grow. This is typical of the region, which was a history of a decreasing 

population, primarily due to net migration of Canadian born individuals away from the region. 

Policy makers in Northern Ontario and at the Federal Government level have begun to work 
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towards addressing decreasing numbers by developing policies such as the “Rural and Northern 

Immigration Pilot” program that aim to attract newcomers to fill the labour gaps in the region 

(McKenzie, 2019). However, previous immigration programs have struggled to convince 

immigrants to remain in the area once the program is finished. A criteria of immigration 

programs is the onus put on communities to make immigrants feel welcome with one criterion 

being the need for the community to provide support for immigrants through helping them 

develop relationships with immigrant-serving organizations and the community at large 

(McKenzie, 2019).  

1.2.3 Community partnership  

The YMCA of Northeastern Ontario, based in Sudbury, was the community partner 

involved in this project. This organization was well situated to provide local knowledge to the 

project team as the staff working at their Immigrant Services office are charged with providing 

services to local forced immigrant families that help them settle into their new community 

(YMCA of Sudbury, 2012). Members of the YMCA management team provided the impetus for 

this project as they sought to explore how their organization could best provide support for 

families who had fled Syria and were being re-settled in Sudbury. Their aim was to discover how 

they could develop their programming to ensure it was supportive of these families as they faced 

a diverse range of stressors during their initial post-relocation. While the YMCA had committed 

to providing each re-settled family with a free one year membership, they were struggling to 

understand how to encourage the youth in these families to make use of the sport and physical 

activity programs they offered which they hoped would lead to the families remaining connected 

with the organization beyond the one year mark. Through early discussions with staff members 

from the YMCA the decision was made to broaden the scope of the research project to include: 
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(a) any forced immigrant youth living in Sudbury, and (b) involvement in any community-based 

and or school-based sport and physical activity program. Staff members from the Immigrants 

Services office believed that lessons learned from the broader spectrum of sport involvement 

would lead to a greater understanding of how YMCA programs could be transformed to become 

more inclusive of the needs of forced immigrant youth.  

 

1.3 Research Questions 

The data generated through this dissertation will be focused around exploring four questions:  

1) What are/were the initial catalysts that drew the forced immigrant youth and their 

families to the community sport program they are/were engaged in?  

2) What stories typify their current engagement with the program?  

3) What barriers exist to their involvement in community sport programs and how have 

the youth and their families navigated these barriers?  

4) What solutions that could lead to the development of more socially just sport 

programming can be found in the stories of the forced immigrant youth?  

 

1.4 Operational Definitions 

Acculturation. Acculturation refers to an open-ended idiographic process of constant 

change constructed through a dynamic back and forth play concurrently between structure and 

self when culturally dissimilar people come into regular contact. The process is caught in a web 

of socio-political and historical forces and is not straightforward, direct, self-evident, or ever 

complete (Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Chirkov, 2009). This definition primarily reflects a focus on the 

individual. However, it is important to note that cultural relations involve power and that 
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occupying positions of power and privilege are relational and dynamic and not always under an 

individual’s control (Bhatia & Ram, 2009). Additionally, the definition used above reflects an 

interdisciplinary approach to developing a deeper understanding of the complex process of 

acculturation. The move towards an interdisciplinary approach reflects a somewhat recent turn 

towards critical acculturation research (Chirkov, 2009a).  

Much research is still conducted through disciplinary approaches that are primarily focused 

on using deductive methods to explain acculturation, rather than seek to understand it (Chirkov, 

2009). Within psychology, the dominant paradigm has been forwarded by Berry (2005), who 

articulate four pathways of acculturation: assimilation (i.e., adoption of the host culture), 

integration (i.e., adoptions of host culture, while maintaining connection to home culture), 

marginalization (i.e., retention of only the home culture), and separation (i.e., rejection of both 

home and host culture). Sociologists have primarily been concerned with examining 

acculturation as a process in which newcomers adopt the culture of the host society (Gans, 

1997), while they have termed assimilation the move of newcomers from formal and informal 

ethnic associations to nonethnic equivalents found in the host society. The terms as sociologists 

use them would both refer to assimilation as defined by Berry (2005), leading to some confusion 

for academics from outside the discipline and to non-academics. For this reason, and in 

recognizing the need for simple terminology with youth just learning the language, the term 

acculturation will not be used explicitly in discussion with the youth participants.  

Asylum seeker. An asylum seeker is someone who has fled their country and is seeking 

sanctuary in another country by applying for asylum (USA for UNHCR, 2018). Before receiving 

the legal protection and material assistance provided to a refugee an asylum seeker must 

demonstrate that their fear of persecution in their home country is well-founded (USA for 
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UNHCR, 2018). An individual arriving at any port of entry into Canada can make an asylum 

claim at a Canada Border Services Agency (CBSA) office or at an inland office of Immigration, 

Refugees, and Citizenship Canada (IRCC). Officials from these agencies will then be responsible 

for determining whether they are eligible to claim asylum (GOC, 2019a). If an asylum claim is 

deemed to be eligible, the case is then forwarded on to the Immigration and Refugee Board 

(IRB) of Canada (GOC, 2019b). An IRB hearing then takes place in the province where the 

claim has been made to determine if the claimant meets the definition of a Convention refugee as 

defined by the UN (GOC, 2019b; United Nations Refugee Agency, 1951). While individuals 

wait for their hearing with the IRB, they may receive settlement services, which except for health 

services, are provided by the province (GOC, 2019b). Should an individual’s claim be denied, 

after all appeals have been heard, the individual will be removed from Canada by the CBSA. 

Should an individual’s claim be approved, they receive a protected person status and are eligible 

for the full spectrum of federally funded settlement services made available to them and be given 

the possibility of applying for permanent residence status (GOC, 2019b). The number of asylum 

claimants arriving in Canada has risen by 86176 (i.e., from 40887 to 127063) since 2016 (IRB, 

2019).    

Composite moving stories. A composite moving story is a contextualized, 

(re)presentation of multiple peoples’ stories which are drawn upon and amalgamated into a 

single, synthesized story that focuses on a specified theme (Middleton, Schinke, Oghene, 

McGannon, Petersen, & Kao, 2019; Ross, Renold, Holland, & Hillman, 2009; Spalding & 

Phillips, 2007). A form of creative non-fiction, this form of storytelling helps to preserve the 

confidentially and anonymity of the individuals whose stories are drawn upon and allow for a 

deeper portrayal of the complexity of power relationships in human interactions, and lived 
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experiences as opposed to traditional ‘scientific’ modes of storytelling (Angrosino, 1998; K. 

Frank. 2000). The use of a storytelling method for this project also enables the findings to be 

disseminated to community sport staff, YMCA immigrant services staff, and other members of 

the community and migrant community in a more accessible, enjoyable, and easier to read 

format (Christensen, 2012; K. Frank 2000). 

Community based participatory action research (CBPAR). Community based 

participatory action research (CBPAR) comprises a range of research approaches in which 

knowledge is developed within a community, based on the desires of the community, and 

involves the participation of community members throughout the research process (Israel, 

Schulz, Parker, & Becker, 1998; Reason & Bradbury, 2008; Schinke & Blodgett, 2016). Through 

collaboration with forced immigrant youth and YMCA staff, I aim to use this approach to bring 

about transformative change to community sport programming. The focus through this 

collaboration is to empower community members to lead the research process, while I, and the 

rest of the academic team, fulfill a supportive role in the collection and analysis of data, and 

insight into different modes of dissemination. The aim of this process is to build trust between all 

participants in the research process resulting in the co-generation of knowledge (Kral, 2014). 

This approach to research is characterized by the ‘messiness’ of shifting and adapting to different 

ways of seeing and thinking which provide inspiration for following different pathways to 

developing a deeper understanding of how forced immigrant youth acculturate to a new 

community and the impact of community sport programs during this process (Cook, 2009).  

Cultural sport psychology (CSP). Cultural sport psychology (CSP) is an area of research 

and practice primarily focused on exploring the unique point of view and stories told by 

community members from marginalized communities and cultures, and those who work with 
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them. Using a diverse range of theories and methodologies, scholars interested in this line of 

work focus on the sport performance/participation implications that result from the stories told 

by marginalized community members (Blodgett et al., 2015; Schinke, Blodgett, Ryba, Kao, & 

Middleton, 2018). Drawing upon the work of Indigenous scholars, feminist scholars, cultural 

studies, as well as paralleling a movement in sport sociology known as Physical Cultural Studies, 

CSP researchers aim to broaden the scope of sport psychology research from focused solely on 

individual sport performance to topics aimed at understanding the impact of social difference and 

distribution of power in sport (see Blodgett et al., 2015; Butryn, 2016; Fisher, Butryn & Roper, 

2003, 2005; Ryba & Wright, 2005).   

Culture. Culture is a complex term to define, and often attempting to do so reduces it to a 

static entity that does not reflect the true dynamic nature of how the meaning of culture is 

continuously negotiated at a local and individual level and in relation to a diverse range of 

narratives (Blodgett et al., 2015). Geertz (1973), an anthropologist by training, proposed 

focusing on the symbolic dimensions of culture. He defined culture as a “historically transmitted 

pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system of conceptions expressed in symbolic form 

by means of which men [and women] communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge 

about and attitudes towards life” (p. 89). Building on this definition, cultural sport psychology 

scholars have come to understand culture as a process of shifting discourses that produce 

meaning and identities related to nationality, ethnicity, race, gender religion, sexual orientation, 

physicality, socioeconomic status and other culturally available discourses that are constantly 

under construction (Ram, Starek, & Johnson, 2004; Ryba, 2017; Ryba & Schinke, 2009; Ryba & 

Stambulova, 2013). Culture, as it pertains to the current project, is viewed as a dynamic set of 

meanings that are used to describe the relationship between those participating in the research 
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process and the communities in which this project is embedded within and that individuals have 

lived within. Having each lived in different communities, forced immigrant youth, YMCA staff, 

and I will have different cultural narratives to draw upon as we fluidly construct how we make 

sense of the world around us and how we relate to one another. Understanding that our ‘realities’ 

may differ dependent on our subjective positioning within relationships, and acknowledging the 

power plays in these relationships, will help me to recognize differing storylines to my own, and 

help to centralize these storylines in the push for a more socially just approach to community 

sport.  

Ethnicity. Ethnicity refers to membership within a group of people that holds a specific 

heritage and are socially distinct because of a shared values, beliefs, worldviews, and customs 

(Hall, 2001; Ram et al., 2004; Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, & Szapocznik, 2010). Ethnic 

identity is the importance that one attaches to their ethnic background, and its values and 

practices (Schinke, Blodgett et al., 2018). Ethnicity, and in turn ethnic identity, has been an 

important construct in much of acculturation research as it is often used as a determining factor 

of how much value an individual places in remaining connected to their home (i.e., ethnic) 

culture. The forced immigrant youth involved in this project will have different ethnic identities 

to myself and many members of the academic team and YMCA staff. Additionally, they will still 

live at home with parents who may value strong connections to their home culture, further 

reinforcing a strong ethnic identity. Empowering the youth to explore and reflect on how they 

can share their ethnic culture, while learning the ethnic cultural ideals held by others can result in 

a sharing of cultural and behavioural elements and therefore not necessitating a relinquishing of 

their ethnic identity.  
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Forced immigrant. A forced immigrant is an individual who has been forced to flee their 

homes, been given refugee status in the country they fled to and been resettled in a third country 

with permanent resident status. While the term ‘refugee’ is used throughout the introduction and 

methodology sections of this project, a chapter on the process of conducting community based 

participatory action research will bring to light how this term was proposed by the youth 

involved in this project. Resettled refugees in Canada receive one year of resettlement assistance 

from either the government or their private sponsorship group. However, language training and 

employment-related support services continue to be provided for them until they become 

Canadian citizens (GOC, 2017).   

Intersectional identity. Identity refers to social categories in which an individual claims 

membership as well as the meaning associated with those categories often determined through an 

awareness of self, self-image, self-reflection, and self-esteem (Shields, 2008).  Developed by 

critical race and feminist scholars, intersectionality refers to understanding identity as a mutually 

constituted intersection of the diverse social categories an individual identifies with, rather than 

these categories operating as mutually exclusive to one another in an additive fashion (Crenshaw, 

1991; Gopaldas, 2013; hooks, 1984). The development of intersectionality has allowed scholars 

to move beyond reducing individual’s presentations of selves to static identity categories and 

recognize that human lives are complex, fluid, multi-dimensional, and involved in a constant 

power struggle (Gopaldas, 2013; Schinke, Blodgett et al., 2018). One way in which intersectional 

identities have been explored is through storytelling (Wilkins, 2012). Examining the stories that 

people tell themselves and others has revealed that people make sense of the world around them 

and enact their identities through the stories they tell. Furthermore, these stories are embedded 

within larger sociocultural narratives and intertwined with the stories of others which help shape 
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the way people see the world (Douglas & Carless, 2009; Smith & Sparkes, 2009; Wilkins, 2012). 

Understanding the sociocultural narratives and the stories that go against these narratives helps 

us to understand which identities are promoted and silenced, as well as stories that may bring 

about change to the dominant narrative for the betterment of the individual in relation to their 

mental health and the community as a whole.  

Praxis. Praxis refers to the dialectical process of action and reflection aimed at 

transforming our socially unjust world (Friere, 2017; originally published in 1970). Praxis 

requires the participation of all individuals to work together through the process of bringing 

about transformative change (Friere, 1970/2017). Critical reflection on how one is situated in 

their world, and also their relationship with this world, is vital to this process, as power relations 

are constantly negotiated and there is a need to avoid leaders’ ideas being imposed on others 

(Friere, 1970/2017). Cultural sport psychology scholars have adopted research approaches 

grounded in praxis in an effort to move academic research beyond the production of academic 

knowledge, to a process that beings about a more socially just sport context (Blodgett et al., 

2015). Forced immigrant youth and YMCA staff are centralized in this project as co-

investigators in the process of bringing transformative change to their community sport programs 

in the hopes of making community sport programming more equitable and socially just.   

Race. Race is a quasi-biological social construct of distinctive biological traits (e.g., facial 

features, skin colour, hair texture) that people use in their assessment and perception of their own 

racial group and the racial group of others (Hall, 2001; Ram et al., 2004). The social assumptions 

made regarding the phenotypic traits of racial groups are used to create and perpetuate a (mostly 

white and male) hierarchy of power and privilege. I am of a different racial background than the 

forced immigrant youth I will be engaging with in this project. My Caucasian racial background 
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endows me with a level of underlying power as Euro-American (i.e., white) and male discourses 

continue to be privileged in sport (Blodgett et al., 2015; Hall, 2001; Jeanes, O’Connor, & Alfrey, 

2015). I hope that empowering the youth to lead the research process will result in the 

identification of alternate discourses that can be used to transform the context of community 

sport to become more inclusive of individuals from diverse racial backgrounds. 

Reflexivity. Reflexivity is the process of a researcher (or any individual) turning the lens 

towards oneself in order to take responsibility for one’s own situatedness within the research and 

the impact this may have on the setting and other participants involved in the research process 

(Berger, 2015). Becoming a reflexive researcher is key in praxis-oriented research in which 

participants from marginalized communities may be, at the very least, uncomfortable in the 

presence of someone occupying a position of power (Schinke et al., 2012). Working with 

individuals who are youth and from a different cultural background requires me to work towards 

a reflexive understanding of my racial/ethnic background, the participants’ racial/ethnic 

backgrounds, and the role that race/ethnicity plays in our relationship (Kontos & Breland-Noble, 

2002). The process of self-reflexivity requires continuous attention to centralizing the 

participants’ voices in the research process, while understanding that any interpretations are done 

through my own eyes and cultural standards (Berger 2015; Schinke et al., 2012). The current 

project works towards centralizing forced immigrant youth by shifting the power over who 

controls what stories are shared through the use of an arts-based conversational interview and 

collaborative reflexive thematic analysis that concludes with the development of polyphonic 

vignettes youth feel convey important messages to host community members.  

Refugee. A refugee is someone who has a “well-founded fear of being persecuted for 

reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
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opinion, is outside the country of his (or her) nationality and is unable, or owing to such fear, is 

unwilling to avail himself (or herself) of the protection of that country (United Nations Refugee 

Agency, 1951, p. 14). The stories told by those fleeing their homes are unique to each individual, 

but the stressors experienced during these journeys can have significant ramifications for an 

individual’s health (Ley, Barrio, & Koch, 2018; Michelini, 2018). Canada has a history of 

providing a home to those in need, but refugees arriving face numerous challenges including the 

prospect of acculturating to a new society that is significantly different to their home culture 

(GOC, 2018; Berry, 2005).   
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Chapter 2  

2  Review of Literature 

The current chapter is meant to provide readers with an overview of literature that informs the 

current project. The chapter begins with an introduction to how universal approaches to social 

science began to be challenged and continue to be challenged today. Culminating in describing 

how this process in sport and exercise psychology has resulted in the development of cultural 

sport psychology (CSP), the interdisciplinary nature of such social inquiry is highlighted, along 

with the participatory and action-oriented nature of such research. Following this, one line of 

research within CSP, the impact of sport on the process of acculturation, is delineated. The final 

area of literature that is reviewed is that concerning forced immigrant involvement in sport. The 

chapter culminates with a synthesis of lessons learned from past scholarly work, areas of 

research that I believe warrant further inquiry, and an explanation of how this project fits within 

the broader aim of developing a deeper understanding about how sport can be a context which 

positively impacts the acculturation process. 

  

2.1 Foundations of culturally aware work within the social sciences  

The move towards culturally informed social research is one that is rooted in many different 

disciplines as researchers who are dissatisfied with a dominant, scientific approach within 

academia have joined together to explore alternative approaches to understanding our world and 

the role individuals play in constructing our world. The following section outlines the work of 

various researchers who have been discontent with the universalist approach and associated 

assumptions at different moments over the past century. Primarily covering the work of 
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psychological scholars, work from anthropologists and sociologists (amongst others) is also 

covered, concluding with an exploration of how the desire for an alternate way of knowing and 

understanding resulted in the development of cultural studies; an eclectic, interdisciplinary field 

focused on developing an understanding about questions emanating from general society.  

2.1.1  Discontent with Universality in Psychology  

Researchers in psychology during early-to-mid 20th century primarily conducted their 

research from an objective, positivist lens; perhaps a result of their desire for it to be considered a 

‘science’ (Vealey, 2005). The aim of this research was the formulation of universal laws; made 

possible when researchers worked under the assumption that core mental attributes are shared at 

a conceptual level by all human beings across cultures (Brock, 2016; Norenzayan & Heine, 

2005). The assumption of universality can be traced to two unspoken understandings within 

mainstream psychology. The first is that psychology has been profoundly influenced by biology 

(Benjamin, 1988). Much of the biological basis for psychology is provided under the assumption 

that the psychological mechanisms of another species are analogous to the human race 

(Norenzayan & Heine, 2005). Secondly, following the biological theory of evolution, 

psychology operates under the assumption that due to evolution, humans share a species-wide 

genome, hence psychic unity. The second unspoken understanding comes from the cognitive 

revolution; a change in the way human thought was understood to occur (Norenzayan & Heine, 

2005). Within cognitive science, the human mind is conceptualized to be akin to a computer, the 

brain hardware producing a universally similar software production in which output is observed 

as beliefs, values, and behaviours (Norenzayan & Heine, 2005).  

While the universal, objective approach to psychology still dominates much of literature 

today (Brock, 2016), cracks within the ranks of psychology researchers began appearing more 
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than 50 years ago as some became dissatisfied with the narrow scope of findings. Two examples 

can be found in Beck’s (1953) work on idiographic versus nomothetic approaches to research 

and Gergen’s (1973) work that critiques the lack of contextualization in universal approaches to 

building knowledge bases. Beck (1953), in his work on personality, described a dissatisfaction 

with the nomothetic approach to psychology through a vivid metaphor: “Now psychology, as a 

science, is comparatively young … It is characteristic of the young to look with reverence on, 

and worshipfully obey, their elders. Fortunately, children not only obey; they also rebel” (p. 

354). Beck’s (1953) dissatisfaction with a nomothetic approach was in part due to the inability to 

examine the interaction of behaviours, resulting in an inability to identify an entire personality. 

Similarly, to Kenyon and Loy (1965), Beck (1953) espoused the need for an interdisciplinary 

approach to understanding certain components in the study of personality. Interestingly, while 

Beck (1953) still promoted an objective, quantifiable approach to the study of idiographic 

personalities, he perhaps alludes to his openness to a more diverse methodological approach in 

his selection of a quote by Kurt Lewin (1951): “To proceed beyond limitations of a given level 

of knowledge, the researcher, as a rule, has to break down methodological taboos which 

condemn as ‘unscientific’ or ‘illogical’ the very methods or concepts which later on prove to be 

basic for the next major progress” (p. xv). Gergen (1973), a social psychologist by training, went 

further with his criticism of the universal assumption that pervaded his field of research. 

Gergen’s (1973) main critique of an objective, universal approach stemmed from his belief that 

knowledge could not be accumulated in social psychology in the usual scientific sense due to the 

inability for knowledge accumulation to transcend historical boundaries. Two main reasons 

comprised his argument for this belief: (a) the desire of many psychologists, based on their own 

personal values and dominant cultural values, for psychological knowledge to impact the society 
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they live in; and (b) the connection between observed regularities and historical circumstances. 

Beck (1953) and Gergen (1973) are just two authors whose work is used here to illustrate the 

growing dissatisfaction with a universal approach to psychological research.  

2.1.2 The development of cross-cultural psychology  

  The introduction of the Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology in 1970 came to fruition 

with the recognition that the undertaking of modern cultural sciences to that point had been done 

by members of western cultures (Murphy & Murphy, 1970). The aim by those undertaking early 

cross-cultural work was to move beyond colonialist assumptions of who was able to contribute to 

knowledge production and move beyond other biased assumptions that one could make un-

biased observations, perceptions could be value free, and that vested interests could be devoid of 

historical context (Murphy & Murphy, 1970). Cross-cultural psychology was conceptualized as 

the study of “subjects from two or more cultures, using equivalent methods of measurement, to 

determine the limits within which general psychological theories do hold, and the kinds of 

modifications of these theories that are needed to make them universal” (Triandis, Malpass, & 

Davidson, 1971, p. 1). Cross-cultural research is inherently multi- or interdisciplinary; a point 

emphasized by the inaugural editor in his greeting to readers in the first issue (Lonner, 1970). 

Many of those working on cross-cultural research remained in the belief that culture could be 

reduced to a number of finite variables that could be measured against each other. However, as 

admirable as their work to recognize differences was, some within the field quickly became 

critical of the work that was being done. Triandis and colleagues (1971) cited methodological 

issues with much of the cross-cultural research that being conducted. These issues were related 

to the inclination by many psychologists to undertake experiments. Difficulties with this 

approach were that cultural differences in experimenters existed (i.e., subjective approaches to 
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friendship, antagonism, respect, and willingness to cooperate with participants), sampling and 

control issues, problems with translating scales, and cultural differences in the way analyses of 

data were interpreted. These issues existed within cross-cultural research partly because many 

cross-cultural psychologists felt that culture was a given entity and so failed to work towards an 

understanding of what exactly culture is (Rohner, 1984).   

2.1.3 Towards understanding culture in psychology 

During the decade after the introduction of the Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 

some psychologists began to problematize the comparative focus of cross-cultural psychology 

given that the concept of culture itself was not well understood (Price-Williams, 1980). Price-

Williams in 1980 suggested one of the problems for psychologists was that the definitions that 

they chose to use were often too broad. He suggested borrowing from anthropology, and more 

specifically Geertz (1973), to focus on the symbolic dimensions of culture. Geertz (1973) 

defined culture as a “historically transmitted pattern of meanings embodied in symbols, a system 

of conceptions expressed in symbolic form by means of which men [and women] communicate, 

perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes towards life” (p. 89). While 

psychologists were keen to develop a ‘cultural psychology’ that was released from the scientific, 

universal psychology that had become Western tradition (Howard, 1985), anthropologists wished 

to better understand the person and not just the system within which people operated within 

(Shweder & Sullivan, 1993). The subfield of ‘cultural psychology’, an interdisciplinary subfield 

developed by anthropologists and psychologists was borne from this dissatisfaction. An early 

aim of cultural psychology was to “examine ethnic and cultural sources of psychological 

diversity in emotional and somatic (health) functioning, self-organization, moral evaluation, 

social cognition, and human development (Shweder & Sullivan, 1993). Blurring the lines 
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between disciplines allowed social scientists to let their work be shaped by the questions they 

sought answers for, rather than be forced to follow strict guidelines of what (and what not) to do 

(Geertz, 1980). Shweder and Sullivan (1993) outlined three assumptions that helped define the 

field of study: (a) knowledge production occurs in a realm where there is more to know than we 

can tell. We cannot know the ‘truthfulness’ of how people describe themselves and our 

representation of this description may diverge from what a person means. At most a cultural 

psychology researcher can hope to develop a conceptual representation of the psychological 

functioning of those we seek to understand, but we cannot claim to be able to bring to the fore 

the ‘true’ functioning of an individual; (b) cultural learning does not presuppose that infants 

come into the world a blank slate. Human beings are equipped with a complex and heterogenous 

array of different interpretive schemas; and (c) one can be both an anti anti-universalist and anti 

anti-relativist. Cultural psychologists do not deny the possibility of empirical universals, but that 

these universals may not be bound by strict uniformity. Based on these assumptions Shweder 

(1990) put forward an influential definition for cultural psychology:  

Cultural psychology is the study of the way cultural traditions and social practices 

regulate, express, transform, and permute the human psyche, resulting less in psychic 

unity for humankind than in ethnic divergences in mind, self, and emotion. Cultural 

psychology is the study of ways subject and object, self and other, psyche and culture, 

person and context, figure and ground, practitioner and practice live together, require 

each other, and dynamically, dialectically, and jointly make each other up. (p. 1)  

This definition represented a profound shift from the hegemonic Western psychology view of a 

person as independent and autonomous, to viewing the human psyche as constructed by both 

cultural context and social practices in which it develops (Ryba & Schinke, 2009). The current 
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project situates well with this definition as we seek to understand the meaning of culture, and 

how this meaning is changing, from the viewpoint of youth who are culturally dissimilar to us 

but are adapting to a cultural context that we are familiar with. To understand how these youth, 

construct their meaning of culture we are exploring how they dynamically produce and move 

through varying cultural constructs through their daily actions and social interactions (Kral, 

Burkhardt, & Kidd, 2002). This will allow us to develop a deeper understanding of the 

underlying narratives that form our own culture and how we use these to either promote or 

silence narratives which do not align with our own. Sport psychology researchers have helped 

shed light on the unhealthy and disempowering impact silencing an individual’s idiosyncratic 

identities can have (Schinke, Stambulova, Si, & Moore, 2017). Based on this evidence it is 

imperative that we (both academic and non-academics) strive towards developing our 

understanding of divergent cultural narratives and creating an inclusive context in which these 

can be shared. Centralizing forced immigrant youth as equitable participants in the construction 

of knowledge we broaden the horizon of what we may come to learn beyond the realm of 

narratives that we can draw upon.  

2.1.4  Problematizing culture through cultural studies  

During the 1960’s an alternate interdisciplinary group of scholars emerged working 

together in a re-emerging area of interest they termed cultural studies. As Stuart Hall (1990) 

writes, “cultural studies, was then, and has been ever since, an adaptation to its terrain; it has 

been a conjectural practice. It has always developed from a different matrix of interdisciplinary 

studies and disciplines” (p. 11). Many authors (e.g., Andrews & Loy, 1993; Hall, 1980, 1990; 

Hollands, 1984) agreed that contemporary cultural studies became an institutionalized area of 

study in 1964 with the opening of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at the 
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University of Birmingham, UK. The founder of this center, Richard Hoggart, in his inaugural 

lecture after being given a chair in the English department at the University of Birmingham, 

spoke of his aim of developing a center for cultural studies, because he believed an important 

part of the study of English had to do with “exploring human experience, in all its complexity 

and flux” (1964, p. 255). The interest in this complexity stemmed in part from the social and 

cultural change that post-World War II Britain was undergoing, with the break-up of the 

traditional class structures that had formed the hierarchical structure of British society for so long 

(Hall, 1990). The changing society in Britain empowered researchers to deconstruct the notion of 

culture, to no longer bear resemblance to high/low culture in which those in privileged positions 

determined what was worth studying, but rather democratizing and socializing the construct to 

include other meanings such as the general social processes that made up ‘common culture’ 

(Hall, 1980). However, the inception of the CCCS was not supported by many, with both 

scholars in the humanities and sociology making it clear that the work done by scholars 

associated with the center was not work that fit either discipline (Hall, 1990). Rather, it was an 

interdisciplinary undertaking in which scholars had to engage in various paradigms and research 

traditions that fit their research questions. As Hall (1990), a research fellow at the center during 

the 1970’s, wrote, “what we were inviting students to do was what we ourselves had done: to 

engage with some real problem out there in the dirty world” (p. 17). This question-centered 

research approach was only viable because of the openness and theoretical versatility, the 

appreciation of reflexivity, and the importance of critique that became traditions of cultural study 

work (Johnson, 1987). One problematic feature of early cultural study work was that many of the 

scholars involved in the work were white, male, and British, resulting in a focus on the problems 

that mattered to them and leaving out problems that women, blacks, and other marginalized 
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communities faced (Murdock, 1989). Hall (1990) argued that this narrow focus had become 

problematic because of scholars’ focus on research produced by the Birmingham centre. While 

he maintained that he could only speak to his experience there, this by no means meant that this 

was the only way to conduct cultural study work. Scholars within the sport sciences have begun 

to take the lessons learned by early cultural studies scholars (e.g., question driven research; 

interdisciplinary borrowing) to forge new and innovative paths to the study of cultural issues 

within sport and physical activity.  

The current project represents one such pathway as the question that this project is based 

on is not one that researchers have identified within the community, but one that the community 

has identified as wishing to learn more about. Emphasizing the needs of the community from the 

very beginning of a research project immediately ensures that the influence of academic team 

members in the research process does not overshadow the participation and influence of non-

academic team members (Israel, Schulz, Parker, & Becker, 1998). This is particularly important 

with marginalised populations, such as the forced immigrant youth who we worked with, as their 

voices are often ignored by the researchers who simply assume that their work will benefit those 

they conduct research ‘on’ (Smith, 1999). Often employed with Indigenous populations, a 

decolonizing approach to developing research aims that are meaningful to a community results in 

a deeper integration of all team members (both non-academic and academic) with community 

members feeling emancipated to bring new ideas to the table and participate fully throughout the 

research process (Schinke, Middleton et al., 2018; Smith, 1999). The full involvement of 

marginalized community members within the research process then results in a deeper 

enlightenment and increased authenticity in our understanding of how sport impacts the way in 

which they dynamically construct their meaning of culture on a daily basis.  
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2.2 The move towards culturally relevant sport psychology research   

Sport science researchers have drawn inspiration from the aforementioned scholars in their work 

towards understanding culture in sport and physical activity. Beginning with early work by sport 

sociologists introducing social research into sport (Kenyon & Loy, 1965) to current work on 

acculturation (e.g., Schinke, Blodgett, McGannon, & Ge, 2016) sport researchers have been 

broadening and democratizing the meaning of culture in sport. The current section presents a 

brief overview of how the movement towards culturally relevant sport psychology research has 

developed both within and outside of sport psychology.  

2.2.1 The introduction of social research in sport 

Sport as a social presence and force to this point had largely been taken for granted by 

many social scientists and physical educators in North America during the early to mid 20th 

century (Kenyon & Loy, 1965). Although there had been some exploration of how sport could be 

used as a political tool (e.g., the furthering of specific political ideologies; Todd, 1951) sport 

research had mainly been focused on performance-related issues (e.g., Coleman Griffiths work in 

the 1920’s; Vealey, 2005). Kenyon and Loy in 1965 urged social scientists to begin examining 

the social phenomenon of sport in their call of a move towards a sociology of sport. They argued 

for a combining of sociological and social psychological principles to produce a 

psychosociological line of inquiry into social units (i.e., individuals, groups, institutions, 

cultures), primary social psychological attributes (i.e., interpersonal response traits, motives, 

attitudes), and fundamental social processes (i.e., socialization, social control, social conflict). 

This line of inquiry, they argued, should be approached as a value-free social science, as it was 

not the role of researchers to shape attitudes and values, but to merely describe and explain them. 

Those wishing to undertake such work would have to be trained in psychology, sociology, social 
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psychology, and cultural anthropology. While progressive in their call at the time, Kenyon and 

Loy (1965) still believed that this work should remain within the positivistic model that defined 

science at the time and be conducted from an objective stance.  

Rainer Martens (1979), while not primarily interested in cultural or social issues in sport, 

drew inspiration from the paradigmatic crisis occurring in social psychology, to become one of 

the first to question whether there was another way to ‘study’ sport psychology. Reflecting on his 

own research he concluded that the principles of scientific research did not allow for critical 

issues in sport to be studied because often scientists strove to deliver quantifiable results rather 

than true understanding of a problem. Martens deplored the impersonalized, statistical approach 

to the way sport psychology research was conducted and rather lauded those in social 

psychology who were pushing for research subjects, who were human beings, to be treated as 

such and so considered to be capable of interacting with researchers and changing depending on 

their environment. Recognizing that the internal psychological processes that occurred in sport 

do not occur in a vacuum, but rather in the social context of sport would be easier were sport 

psychologists to collaborate with sport sociologists (Martens, 1979). Martens (1979) did not 

think that ‘scientific’ research should be totally abandoned, he just felt that sport psychology 

would benefit from a diversity of approaches towards understanding problems that were relevant 

to the sporting context. Siedentop (1980) largely applauded Martens for his work the previous 

year but cautioned the assumption that an individual’s behaviour was entirely determined by 

one’s own cognitive schemas, but that the environmental conditions also needed to be accounted 

for when considering how behaviours came about. Martens (1979) and Siedentop (1980) set the 

stage for many researchers who followed them; however, as the next section will show it has 

taken time for researchers to become brave enough to follow in their footsteps.  
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2.2.2 Challenging mainstream sport psychology scholarship  

Following in the footsteps of Martens (1979) and Siedentop (1980) could not have been 

an easy task, as it was almost a decade or more before the number of researchers publicly 

challenging mainstream sport psychology research began to grow. Echoing researchers outside 

of the sport science, Hall (1988) and Oglesby (1993), conducting feminist research in sport, 

deplored the fact that much sport psychology research was the product of a desire for universal, 

apolitical, and objective laws that determined what the normal standard was. Dewar and Horn in 

1992 called for sport psychology researchers to examine “what it means to know” (p. 394) in 

sport psychology. They posited that controversies surrounding what constituted knowledge in 

sport psychology came down to the misguided assumption that it was possible to produce one 

grand theory to predict and explain sport behaviour. Duda and Allison in 1990 made a call for 

race and ethnicity to be given more consideration by researchers examining human behaviour. 

They substantiated their argument by highlighting the increasingly diverse U.S. population (i.e., 

at that time 22% of the population was made up individuals who identified as a racial/ethnic 

minority), along with the lack of inclusion of race/ethnicity as a factor in sport psychology 

research (i.e., 3.2 % of articles between 1979-1987 in the Journal of Sport and Exercise 

Psychology included references to race/ethnicity). An increasingly diverse community meant 

that there was a greater need for race and ethnicity to be included as conceptual and meaningful 

categories of human experiences and behaviours (Duda & Allison, 1990). Twelve years later, 

Ram, Starek, and Johnson (2004) conducted another review of sport psychology literature to 

gauge whether this call by Duda and Allison (1990), along with others during the intervening 

years (i.e., Gould, 1990; Vealey, 1994; Weiss, 1998) had been heeded. They noted that the need 

for the discipline, as with all other scientific disciplines, to become more inclusive was growing, 
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as the diversification of the U.S. population had continued to increase (i.e., by this time 35.2% of 

U.S. citizens identified as a member of a racial/ethnic minority group). To become more 

inclusive as a discipline, would require researchers to recognize that race, culture, ethnicity, 

gender, and sexual orientation were all characteristics that shaped every individual (Ram et al., 

2004). However, their examination of 982 manuscripts from the Journal of Sport and Exercise 

Psychology (1988-2000), the Journal of Applied Sport Psychology (1989-2000), and The Sport 

Psychologist (1989-2000) revealed that a mere 19.86 % of papers included references to race and 

ethnicity. While this represented an increase from Duda and Allison’s review, a deeper 

examination of these manuscripts made it clear that for the most part the inclusion of 

race/ethnicity was done at a surface level. Ram and colleagues (2004) stressed this surface level 

inclusion by finding that the authors of only 15 papers over the final decade of the 20th century 

had examined the meaning or influence of race and/or ethnicity on some aspect of sport or 

exercise behaviour. Problematically, the scope of aspects which may constitute an individual’s 

identity was limited to those of interest to the researchers. Ram and colleagues (2004) noted that 

although their search was focused on race and/or ethnicity, this represented just one 

characteristic of an individual’s identity, one which was inextricably linked to others.  

2.2.3 The role of Feminists in opening up sport psychology scholarship 

Some of the loudest voices within the chorus of scholars challenging dominant 

assumptions, and approaches used in sport psychology scholarship, has come from those who 

identify themselves as feminists. Feminism is not a new movement; however, as Fisher and 

Larsen (2016) noted it has moved from a movement seeking to gain a place within ‘the system’, 

to now entering a third wave marked by a move towards critical feminism and an 

acknowledgement of the diversity in women. Hall (2001) was an early proponent of this shift as 
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she argued that many within the feminist community were making the wrong assumption that 

“the concerns and priorities of white middle class women” (p. 391) were the norm for all women. 

For her, this was a systemic problem rooted in systems of power, in which those in privileged 

positions (i.e., men) still maintained a role in determining which members of the oppressed 

group (i.e., women) were acceptable within their ranks without losing power (Hall, 2001). 

Seeking to balance the power attributed to different components of identity, some feminist 

scholars have been drawn to Queer theory which approaches the exploration of intersecting 

identities by avoiding privileging any one component of an identity over another (Krane, 2001). 

Additionally, Queer theorists approach identity work with the belief that identity is not a stable 

construct, but rather one that is unstable and continuously being constructed (Krane, 2001). 

Gill’s (2001) guide for those embarking on a feminist journey within sport psychology 

scholarship highlighted that gender is inextricably intertwined with race, class, ethnicity, 

sexuality, and other cultural identities. She challenged sport psychology scholars to recognize the 

limits of biological and categorical models which have led to a focus on differences and failed to 

address and analyze the powerful ways in which an individual’s multiple, intersecting identities 

are socially and historically constructed. Feminist approaches to research and practice push 

scholars and practitioners to explore new ways of thinking that move beyond de-contextualized, 

universal theories that reflect the views, limits, and social contexts of those who created them. 

While feminist scholars are primarily interested in drawing attention to the marginalization of 

women in sport, the ultimate desire for many of these scholars is to help “transcend socially 

constructed barriers rooted in distorted human responses to differences of race/ethnicity, gender, 

sex, class, and religion, so that we may achieve dignity and freedom for all” (Bredemeier, 2001, 

p. 417). The development and continual construction of an individual’s identity occurs within the 
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larger culture; and so, while feminists specifically examine the role of gender in cultural 

interactions, the intertwined focus on alternate cultural identities encouraged cultural studies 

scholars to enter the conversation alongside their feminist colleagues (e.g., Fisher, Butryn, & 

Roper, 2003). More recent scholarship from Gill (2017) has pushed for gender and culture to be 

examined from “a multicultural framework that recognizes multiple, intersecting identities; 

power relations; and the action for social justice” (p. 1).  

2.2.4 Conceptualization of cultural sport psychology 

The void in recognition of culture1 within sport psychology research is still evident today 

(as noted by Blodgett et al., 2015). However, there has been progress made, primarily with the 

development of Cultural Sport Psychology (CSP) as a genre of research within the discipline. 

The development of CSP parallels a movement in sport sociology known as Physical Cultural 

Studies (Butryn, 2016). This connection may be traced back to the influence of cultural studies in 

inspiring the development of both movements. The discussion around how cultural studies could 

be used to impact research within the sport context began in sport sociology in the early 1980’s. 

Hollands (1984) was one of the first to examine how the critical interdisciplinary approach of 

cultural studies scholars could be adopted within sport. He believed that the willingness of 

cultural studies scholars to tackle the ‘high/low’ culture distinction as a socially constructed 

standard by those in privileged positions would result in the acknowledgment that sport was far 

more than just understanding technical knowledge and learning practical skills. For Hollands 

(1984) the implications of a sociocultural understanding of sport would result in understanding 

of cultural forms that reached beyond the sporting context. Understanding how the cultural 

 

1 Please refer to the operational definitions for how I have chosen to define culture.   
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processes of sport were linked to the broader features of society would allow for change to 

become possible and alternative forms of knowing become realities. What might explain the late 

arrival of sport psychology researchers to the table of interdisciplinary work that drives this work 

of cultural understanding? Hollands (1984) provides one reason: at the time of his writing, even 

though sport sociology researchers largely continued to adhere to natural science model, sport 

psychology researchers were “even more intimately tied to the domain assumption of the 

systemic empiricism” (p. 16). However, although this shift began later in sport psychology, it is 

beginning to become increasingly popular (Schinke et al., 2018).  

Fisher, Butryn, and Roper (2003; 2005) and Ryba and Wright (2005) may be credited 

with early work on examining how cultural studies could be drawn upon to inform a shift in 

sport psychological research to include understanding how to create a more socially just sporting 

environment. The aim was to help sport psychology as a discipline evolve from a discipline 

focused on individual performance, to a discipline that would include researchers focused on a 

diverse range of topics, including those aimed at understanding the impact of social difference 

and the distribution of power in sport and in turn achieving social justice through an 

interdisciplinary praxis (Fisher et al., 2003). Additionally, the influence of cultural studies has 

pushed sport psychology researchers to move and be impacted by work being done outside the 

realm of sport psychology (e.g., history, psychology, sport development, sport sociology), 

opening up new possibilities of research by bringing attention to issues such as identity and 

equity within sport (Roper, 2016; Ryba & Wright, 2005). Cultural sport psychology reflects the 

eclectic nature of cultural studies in that it is characterized by an openness to a diverse range of 

theories and methodologies, with a primary focus on exploring the unique point of view and 

stories told by community members from marginalized communities and cultures and those who 
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work with them, and the sport performance/participatory implications that result from the telling 

of these stories (Blodgett, et al., 2015; Schinke et al., 2018). For researchers grounding their 

work in social constructionism, such as this work, “a further emphasis (is placed) on exploring 

how cultural and personal meanings are (re)shaped through social and cultural practices and 

discourses” (Blodgett et al., 2015). From this approach psychological processes are viewed as 

constituted by cultural, social, and historical discourses that are present in people’s lives (Ryba, 

2017). The narratives that form a culture are under constant construction by the humans within 

that culture making the term ‘culture’ a complex concept to understand and articulate (Ryba & 

Stambulova, 2013; Schinke et al., 2018). The range of these narratives have become increasingly 

diverse as the globalization of our society has continued to surge (Schinke et al., 2013), but there 

continues to be the privileging of certain cultural discourses (i.e., often white, Euro-American) 

within sport (Blodgett et al., 2015; Jeanes, O’Connor, & Alfrey, 2015). The inclusion and 

supporting of alternate cultural discourses and identities has become a social mission within CSP 

as researchers and practitioners have recognized that to not do so can result in decreased 

participation levels (McGannon & Schinke, 2013), alienation and distress (Smith, 2013), failure 

to meet one’s performance potential (Schinke et al., 2013), and longer term ill-health (Carless & 

Douglas, 2012). A number of different progressions have been made in CSP towards the 

inclusion of minority sport participants’ worldviews and unique stories. This includes work that 

has focused on the multifaceted and intersectional nature of athletes’ identities and the processes 

by which the sporting environment could be conducive (or not) to the integrating of newcomers, 

by examining how these acculturation journeys are storied by both the newcomer athletes and the 

members of the societies in which they settle (Schinke et al., 2018). The current project 

contributes to this second line of inquiry by seeking to expand our understanding beyond elite 
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level immigrant athletes to community sport level forced immigrant youth. As will be detailed 

below, forced immigrants (and youth) have rarely been given a platform to tell their story.  

While sport sociology researchers were quicker to embrace the influence of cultural 

studies, their focuses on group level processes has exposed the need for sport psychology 

researcher to incorporate their ideas into work with individual athletes (Fisher et al., 2003). 

Seizing upon this opportunity, the field of CSP began to grow during the first decade of the new 

millennium, including edited books containing chapters dedicated to examining culture in sport 

psychology (e.g., Ryba, Schinke, & Tenenbaum, 2010; Schinke & Hanrahan, 2009), a special 

issue of the International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology pertaining to decolonizing 

methodologies in addressing power and cultural difference in sport (guest edited by Ryba & 

Schinke, 2009), and a special issue of the Journal of Clinical Sport Psychology that focused on 

cultural competence in research and practice (guest edited by Schinke & Moore, 2011). More 

recently, the members of the International Society of Sport Psychology (ISSP) have come 

together to develop position stands addressing various cultural issues in sport. These have 

included position stands on culturally competent research and practice in sport and exercise 

psychology (Ryba, Stambulova, Si, & Schinke, 2013) and transnationalism, mobility, and 

acculturation in and through sport (Ryba, Schinke, Stambulova, & Elbe, 2017). Blodgett and 

colleagues (2015), Ryba (2017), and Schinke and colleagues (2018) have all noted the increasing 

amount of attention paid to cultural diversity in sport psychology literature and the expansion of 

CSP research into the empirical arena.  

2.2.5 Cultural sport psychology as praxis 

While much of early sport psychology research was conducted by individuals who 

considered themselves both researchers and practitioners (i.e., Coleman Griffith), with the 
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professionalization of sport psychology a split emerged between those trained in psychology and 

those trained in physical education (Vealey, 2006). Rainer Martens in 1989 attributed this split to 

the desire on behalf of academic sport psychology researchers to rigidly adhere to orthodox 

science in the search of objective universal truths. As he noted, two very different sport 

psychologies emerged from this split:  

I have come to know quite intimately two very different sport psychologies – what I term 

academic sport psychology and practicing sport psychology. They have caused me to lead 

two very different lives. One is academic, scientific, abstract; the other practical, applied 

and, as seen by some, mystical. Why are these two sport psychologies on diverging 

courses? The answer, I contend, lies in sport psychologists’ perceptions of what constitutes 

legitimate knowledge. (p. 30) 

This split left many sport psychology researchers and practitioners struggling with understanding 

how to move beyond a universalist approach in their work with athletes (Schinke, Hanrahan, & 

Catina, 2009). CSP scholars have promoted adopting approaches grounded in praxis in an effort 

to move research work beyond the production of academic knowledge to one that pushes for 

social justice in sport (see Blodgett et al., 2015). Praxis, a term rooted in critical pedagogy, refers 

to the dialectical process of action and reflection in order to transform our socially unjust world 

(Friere, 2017; originally published in 1970). Friere (1970/2017) explained how true 

transformation could only take place if, and when, the oppressor (e.g., researchers, coaches) and 

oppressed (e.g., research participants, athletes) worked together to bring about change. Action 

and reflection were necessary on the part of all those active in bringing about change, without the 

imposition of a leader’s ideas on others. Engaging in praxis is not just limited to research but can 

also be engaged in by coaches and sport scientists practising within the field. Praxis, in fact, 
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bridges the gap between academic and applied sport psychology as it requires the participation of 

all individuals (including athletes) interested in bringing transformative change to sport. 

Importantly, this process requires a continuous critical reflection on how one is not just situated 

in their world, but also their relationship with the world (Friere, 1970/2017). Situated within 

cultural studies, this process is grounded in daily practices and the transformative change of 

these practices with the aim of bringing about a socially just sporting environment.  

2.2.6 Situating oneself within cultural sport psychology research 

Privilege in sport comes as a product of hegemonic power structures and are oppressive in 

the sense that through these structures power is derived at the expense of inequality, lack of 

autonomy, and lack of justice for ‘others’ (Fisher et al., 2003). As Fisher and colleagues (2003) 

noted, these power structures are often explained as insurmountable, because “it’s always been 

that way” (p. 396) is used as an explanation for why the privilege assumed by the dominant 

group is normalized. An excellent example of this is the process of conducting research that I 

have critiqued above. For many researchers, the participants in their research are objects who are 

being used to find an answer to a question that they have deemed important to investigate. The 

‘right’ way to find an answer is by following the scientific method and recruiting enough 

participants in order to find a statistically significant result. Researchers wishing to embrace a 

cultural praxis approach are often faced with the challenge of confronting questions from other 

academics as to why they have chosen to go against the dominant objectivist approach to 

scholarship. I ground my replies in the understanding that praxis is inherently rooted in a 

subjective research approach in which researchers (including me) strive to understand their role 

in the (re)production of knowledge that can either serve to empower or silence marginalized 

groups (Berger, 2015; Blodgett et al., 2016). Acknowledging one’s role in the (re)production of 
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knowledge begins with researchers accepting that they hold positions of power within the 

research process and work towards unpacking the authoritative nature of their voice in the 

research through a process termed reflexivity (Schinke et al., 2012). Schinke and colleagues 

provided a definition of this process: “Self-reflexivity is an innovation in qualitative 

methodology whereby investigators situate their own personal identities to explore surprises and 

un-doings in the research process (i.e., unexpected turns in the research), with the self of the 

researcher becoming the site of analysis and the subject of critique” (p. 35). This process of self-

reflexivity is key in a praxis-oriented approach to research in which participants from 

marginalised communities may be at the very least uncomfortable in the presence of a person 

viewed as occupying a position of power (Schinke et al., 2012). Becoming a culturally 

competent researcher/practitioner requires a reflexive understanding of one’s own racial/ethnic 

background, a client’s/participant’s racial/ethnic background, and the role that race/ethnicity 

plays within the relationship (Kontos & Breland-Noble, 2002). Finally, by acknowledging power 

differentials within a relationship and working in a reflexive manner to lessening the difference 

between researcher and participant begins by inviting participants to become co-researchers 

rather than participants that need to be studied. This process requires continuous attention but 

leads to the centralization of the participants’ voices in the research process and in the 

(re)presentation of results (Schinke et al., 2012). 

 

2.3 Acculturation  

With CSP becoming more popular and accessible within mainstream scholarship, scholars have 

chosen different areas of foci. With the number of people living in a country other than the one 

they were born in having increased by almost 50% since 2000 (UN, 2017), one turn in CSP 
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research has been towards newcomer and societal acculturation in and through sport and physical 

activity (Schinke, Blodgett, Ryba, Kao, & Middleton, 2018). While contact between peoples of 

different cultures is certainly not a new phenomenon, the increasing number of people migrating 

(whether by choice or not) is making research into how they acculturate to their new societies 

ever more necessary (Berry & Sam, 2016a). The following section provides a brief historical 

look at the progression of acculturation research over the past century and an outline of how 

acculturation is conceptualized within this work.  

2.3.1 Tracing the roots of current acculturation research 

The study of acculturation is not a new topic. Recognizing the importance of 

understanding the implications of how migrants experienced change due to contact with a new 

society, Redfield, Linton, and Herskovits (1936) were commissioned by the Social Science 

Research Council in the United States to publish a memorandum on the study of acculturation. 

Their framework for the study of acculturation within social sciences began with what has 

become the classical definition for acculturation: “Acculturation comprehends those phenomena 

which result when groups of individuals having different cultures come into continuous first-

hand contact, with subsequent changes in the original cultural patterns of either or both groups” 

(p. 149).  

During the first half of the 20th century acculturation was primarily studied by 

anthropologists and sociologists (e.g., Devereux & Loeb, 1943; Thurnwald, 1932). Those 

conducting early anthropological work had a global perspective on acculturation; working from 

an understanding that culture was not a static entity, but one that was impacted by history, 

power, and context (Guarnaccia, & Hausmann-Stabile, 2016; Herskovits, 1937, 1941). While at 

this time Herskovits (1937,1941) stressed that their definition was problematic because it did not 
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encompass the myriad of ways in which differing cultures could come into contact, 

anthropologists primarily focused on acculturation in the context of colonialism (Guarnaccia, & 

Hausmann-Stabile, 2016). The connection between these early studies and colonialism is one of 

the reasons that anthropologists began to step back from acculturation work and to this day are 

hesitant to re-enter the field (Guarnaccia, & Hausmann-Stabile, 2016). As anthropologists began 

to take a step away from acculturation work, sociologists filled the void focusing their work on 

the assimilation of various ethnic groups in the U.S.A. (Guarnaccia, & Hausmann-Stabile, 2016). 

For sociologists, the process of “acculturation refers mainly to the newcomers’ adoption of the 

culture (i.e., behaviour patterns, values, rules, symbols) of the host society (whereas assimilation) 

refers to the newcomers’ move out of formal and informal ethnic association and other social 

institutions into the nonethnic equivalents accessible to them in the same host society” (Gans, 

1997, p. 877). Sociologists used these terms to make a distinction between culture and society, in 

their assumption that immigrants would be swept up by the powerful American culture that their 

own home cultures could not compete with (Gans, 1997). As sociologists focused on the 

acculturation/assimilation of newcomers to the U.S.A., psychology became the dominant social 

science field studying acculturation (Guarnaccia, & Hausmann-Stabile, 2016). 

2.3.2 Psychological approaches to acculturation research 

The study of psychological acculturation came as psychologists sought to understand the 

acculturation process at an individual level. Despite psychologists using the classical definition 

of Redfield et al. in their work, the definition reflected the focus of anthropologists on group 

level processes of acculturation (Chirkov, 2009b). Researchers who have been at the forefront of 

inquiry into the psychological nature of acculturation have focused on investigating and 

attempting to predict, through the measurement of acculturation traits and strategies, how a series 
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of events undergone by an individual or group of individuals would culminate in their successful 

or unsuccessful incorporation into the host culture (Bhatia & Ram, 2009). Berry’s (1989; 1992; 

1997; 2005) two-factor model has become, and remains, one of the most widely cited both in and 

out of psychology. According to Berry, an individual’s orientation towards acculturation can 

result in four possible acculturation outcomes – assimilation (i.e., adoption of the host culture), 

integration (i.e., orientation towards both cultures), separation (i.e., retention of only the home 

culture), and marginalization (i.e., rejection of both cultures). Immigrants are either reactive or 

proactive in their motivation to adapting to their new society, partly dependent on the attitude of 

the new mainstream society. Attitudes (or strategies) of mainstream societies could either be 

supporting of integration (i.e., multiculturalism), expecting immigrants to assimilate (i.e., 

melting pot), expecting that immigrants should remain within ethnic enclaves (i.e., 

marginalization), and/or not support the assimilation of immigrants or development of ethnic 

enclaves (i.e., exclusion). This model suggests that the pathways associated with acculturation 

are fixed, applicable cross-culturally, measurable, and explanatory. The measurement of cultural 

changes was made possible through the reduction of culture into a series of characteristics 

including citizenship, race, ethnicity, and religious affiliation (Chirkov, 2009b), while adaptation 

could be measured through changes in food preferences, language acquisition and proficiency, 

and the adoption of dress and social norms (Berry, 2005). The measurement of these changes 

however is problematic because they are based on early acculturation presumptive beliefs that 

aboriginal and immigrant minority individuals would wish to embrace western cultural norms. 

Believing that their culture was inferior to the western culture they came into contact with would 

lead to distress being felt during early intercultural contact. A focus on how minorities 

experienced this process of acculturative change led to research centering around issues such as 
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stress and pathology (Rudmin, 2005). This focus on health has led to researchers focusing on 

developing universal, linear models that can be used to explain the health outcomes that an 

immigrant may experience (Bhatia, 2002; Rudmin, 2009). Additionally, the reduction of a 

complex concept such as culture, and in turn the process of acculturation, into cross-sectional 

Likert scales has ignored the symbolic and negotiated reality that people function in and resulted 

in a narrowing of our understanding of how acculturation was being experienced by those who 

were being ‘studied’ (Chirkov, 2009b; Guarnaccia, & Hausmann-Stabile, 2016).  

2.3.3 Critical acculturation scholarship 

Chirkov (2009a) critiqued acculturation psychology researchers for prematurely striving to 

develop models and theories of acculturation, which were largely superficial, and then working 

to conduct studies to verify these models in order to create the illusion that acculturation 

psychology was developing into a “‘real’, ‘hardcore’ science” (p. 100). Critical acculturation 

scholars have argued that this approach to research has ignored the dynamic and ever-changing 

nature of cultures and excluded subtleties such as the fluidity of acculturation in terms of how it 

is experienced as a continuous process, as immigrants navigate between cultural practices 

(Bhatia, 2002; Chirkov, 2009b). For Chirkov (2009a) and Rudmin (2009), the focus on 

explaining acculturation through universal models has resulted in minimal pragmatic use; with 

many anecdotal accounts from those working with immigrants feeling that much acculturation 

research is rarely useful and/or practical. 

Introducing an issue of the International Journal of Intercultural Relations in 1999, Chirkov 

called for a “new reflective, critical, cultural and multidisciplinary approach in studying 

acculturation processes” (p. 87). Bhatia (2002) urged scholars to re-examine how they 

approached acculturation research as the increasing level of globalization had made acculturation 
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increasingly complicated. For Bhatia (2002), acculturation involved immigrants constantly 

negotiating their multiple, and often conflicting, subjective positions in relation to those around 

them. These positions were “contested, multiple, and shifting” and “embedded in various cultural 

and historical practices” (p. 61). For researchers working from an interpretive lens, seeking 

universal causal laws that explained behaviours was impossible, because people “construct a 

personal, subjective meaning of their actions in a particular context which governs them through 

the socially constructed world of symbols and meanings” (Chirkov, 2009a, p. 96). The 

assumption from researchers adopting this position is that socio-cultural reality, knowledge, and 

meaning are socially constructed (Chirkov, 2009a). A condition of this research then would be 

that knowledge is historically and culturally situated in relation to the place, time, and the values, 

needs, and relational interactions of those involved, not something that can be objectively 

observed or discovered (Burr, 2015; Gergen, 2014). The subjective nature of actions and events 

would therefore make universal laws futile as each would be “historically and contextually 

bounded and its interpretation … unique and specific” (Chirkov, 2009a, p. 97). As part of his call 

to change in the way acculturation research was approached Chirkov (2009b) offered his own 

definition of acculturation: 

Individual acculturation (in contrast to group acculturation) is a process that is executed by 

an agentic individual (it is not a process that happens to an individual) after meeting and 

entering a cultural community that is different from the cultural community where he or 

she was initially socialized. Acculturation involves a deliberate, reflective, and, for the 

most part, comparative cognitive activity of understanding the frame of references and 

meanings with regard to the world, others, and self that exist in one’s ‘home’ cultural 

community and which one has discovered in a new cultural community. This process 
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emerges within the context of interactions, both physical and symbolic, with the members 

of the ‘home’ and new cultural communities. Acculturation is an open-ended, continuous 

process that includes progresses, relapses, and turns which make it practically impossible 

to predict and control. (p. 94) 

While the focus in this definition falls on the agency of the individual, within the same special 

issue Bhatia and Ram (2009) warned against assuming that the responsibility of acculturation fell 

solely on the acculturating individual who had recently re-settled, but rather that it was 

“constructed through a dynamic, back-and-forth play concurrently between structure and self, 

being privileged and marginalized and is caught in the web of socio-political and historical 

forces” (p. 147). Bhatia and Ram (2009) cautioned that cultural relations involve power and that 

occupying positions of power and privilege are relational and dynamic and not always under an 

individual’s control. Acknowledging that power relations operate in complex ways within our 

society further pushes us to work towards understanding acculturation from the stories told by 

those moving through the process, rather than seek to explain what path may be best for them. 

Acknowledging that developing an all-encompassing definition for acculturation may not 

currently be possible, but working from Bhatia and Ram’s (2009) and Chirkov’s (2009b) work, 

the following definition is used for acculturation within this work:  

An open-ended idiographic process of constant change constructed through a dynamic 

back and forth play concurrently between structure and self when culturally dissimilar 

people come into regular contact. The process is caught in a web of socio-political and 

historical forces and is not straightforward, direct, self-evident, or ever complete.   

2.3.4 Acculturation through Elite Sport 
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The study of acculturation and migration in sport has largely focused around the experiences and 

stories of elite and professional athletes. The current section begins by providing a brief 

overview of early sociological approaches examining the mobility of elite athletes at a macro 

level, before moving to reviewing more recent sociological, along with cultural sport 

psychological, approaches to examining the stories told by individual transnational, immigrant 

and Aboriginal athletes. Providing an overview of the trajectory of this line of research 

highlights the recognition by researchers of the need for more critical approaches to bring about 

a deeper understanding of the fluid, complex, and idiographic nature of acculturation.  

2.3.5  Foundational work in sport sociology 

Acculturation research within sport has mirrored work conducted outside of sport with 

sociologists providing much of the foundational work regarding the international mobility of 

elite athletes at a group level (e.g., Donelly, 1996; Maguire, 1994, 1999). Following the lead of 

Bale and Maguire (1994), sociologists focused on using globalization related frameworks and 

theories to examine the migratory networks of athletes, consequences of uneven globalization, 

and the implications of sport labour migration (e.g., Elliot & Maguire, 2008; Magee & Sugden, 

2002). One way researchers worked to understand the flow of labour migration was through 

seeking to understand how local and global perspectives intersected with migration processes 

(Maguire & Stead, 1996). The term ‘glocalization’ was coined to refer to the interconnected 

process of homogenization and heterogenization that occurs as local cultures critically adapt or 

resist global phenomena (Giulianotti & Robertson, 2007). Researchers whose work draws on the 

theoretical notion of glocalization challenge the assumption that globalization processes always 

endanger the local; rather the development of local cultures is under constant construction and 

may even include resist global phenomena (Guilianotti & Robertson, 2007). While the 



 

 

47 

 

theoretical basis of glocalization was developed in the late twentieth century, in 2007 Guilianotti 

and Robertson provided a framework that provided a typology of glocalization strategies that 

encompassed the shifts in cultural practices, identities, and meanings that may occur when two 

cultures come into contact:   

Relativization: here, social actors seek to preserve their prior cultural institutions, practices, 

and meanings within a new environment, thereby reflecting a commitment to differentiation 

from the host culture. 

Accommodation: here, social actors absorb pragmatically the practices, institutions and 

meanings associated with other societies, in order to maintain key elements of the prior local 

culture. 

Hybridization: here, social actors synthesize local and other cultural phenomena to produce 

distinctive, hybrid cultural practices, institutions and meanings.  

Transformation: here, social actors come to favour the practices, institutions or meanings 

associated with other cultures. Transformation may procure fresh cultural forms or, more 

extremely, the abandonment of the local culture in favour of alternative and/or hegemonic 

cultural forms. (p. 135) 

While the conceptualization of these four projects assumed that they are available to any modern 

migrant group, researchers working from this approach have historically assumed that nations 

are engaged in politically and economically uneven power relationships, with core nations (i.e., 

western nations) dominating and exploiting labour flows (i.e., one directional flow of athletes) 

from peripheral countries (Elliott & Maguire, 2008; Giulianotti & Robertson, 2007). The 

identification of this one-way flow of athletic migrants has implicitly informed research both 

within sport sociology and sport psychology with researchers from both fields largely examining 
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the acculturation processes of migrants moving from peripheral countries towards core countries. 

Alternatively, some sociological scholars have moved from examining group-level migration 

processes to an individual-level examination of the migration process. These scholars have 

sought to understand how individual athletes make a personal decision to migrate based on a 

rational cost-benefit calculation (Falcous & Maguire, 2005). Maguire (1999) defined five types 

of athletic motives for relocation: (a) settlers – interested in staying in the host country; (b) 

pioneers – engage with migration processes to promote the virtues of their sport; (c) nomadic 

cosmopolitans – wanting to experience other cultures; (d) returnees – aiming to return home after 

career; and (e) mercenaries – motivated by short-term gains. Magee and Sugden (2002) added 

three further categories: the (f) ambitionist – relocated due to the desire to play at the highest 

level; (g) exiled – migrated due to sports or political issues in native country; and (h) expelled – 

player who is forced to migrate. Researchers who have conducted work based on these 

categorizations have primarily focused on the motivations of migrants to leave their home and/or 

remain in a new country, further highlighting the complexity of the acculturation process at a 

group level. Problematically, these groupings still remain within an explanatory model and 

operate under the assumption that all individuals will fit with one of the eight categories. 

However, as Chirkov (2009a) noted we do not yet know enough about the complex process of 

acculturation to have moved forward into explanatory models. For instance, one might question: 

what is the difference between being exiled or expelled? And because they have been forced to 

migrate, does this mean that individuals within these groupings do not wish to return home? As 

we see below, seeking to understand acculturation at an individual level may help us to begin to 

understand the complex nature of this process and how individuals dynamically navigate their 

journey along it.  
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2.3.6 Transnational mobility research 

There has been a recent push by some sport sociologists to move beyond the examination 

of macroscale patterns of movement, to exploring the inherent tensions of migratory experiences 

by paying more attention to individual motivations, strategies, and experiences (Carter, 2011). 

Carter (2011) urged scholars to move beyond the top-down perspective of much work grounded 

in globalization theoretical related frameworks and embrace a bottom-up approach to 

understanding individual migratory practices and processes. He suggested transnationalism as an 

ideal theoretical construct for analyzing individuals’ movements and identities. Carter (2011) 

used Basch’s (1994) definition for transnationalism: “a social process whereby people forge and 

sustain multi-stranded social relationships that transverse geographic, political, and cultural 

borders” (p. 68). Agergaard and Ryba (2014) proposed that an interdisciplinary approach to 

examining the lived experiences of transnational migration and career development in sport 

would yield additional insights that would not be possible were researchers to remain bounded to 

their discipline. While making their arguments for an interdisciplinary approach these authors 

noted two key differences between sociological and psychological approaches to 

transnationalism: (a) sport sociological scholars tend to be focused on social relation or 

transnational networks that frame and enable subjective feelings of belonging whereas 

psychological researchers are more interested in the “individual practices and fluidity of cultural 

performativity in the course of life-span development” (p. 231); and (b) contention around the 

use of terminology such as assimilation, integration, and acculturation. They noted that 

sociological researchers have mainly focused on integration and assimilation, whereas 

psychological researchers, influenced by Berry’s work, have also included separation and 

marginalization as possible acculturation strategies. However, where scholars from these two 
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disciplines find space to work together is within a cultural studies framework, that as explained 

more in-depth above, seeks to critically examine the social, political, and historical contexts that 

influence the lives of individuals. They cite the influence of Bhatia and Ram (2009) and Chirkov 

(2009a, 2009b) as proponents of an interdisciplinary approach to understanding the relationships 

between individual experiences and social structures.  

Some cultural sport psychologists have moved further with this work by looking at 

migration motives through the lens of cultural transitions (Ryba, Ronkainen, & Stambulova, 

2016). Researchers investigating these transitions have largely focused on transnational athletes 

who are “mobile subjects, who conduct cross-border activities on a regular basis and whose 

athletic and non-athletic development is transformed through transnational practices” (Ryba & 

Stambulova, 2013, p. 11). Ryba, Stambulova, and Ronkainen’s (2016) cultural transition model 

sought to portray a transition process that, although depicted sequentially, is dynamic, subjective, 

and relational. Their model, based on interviews with 15 professional and semi-professional 

athletes, consists of a pre-transition phase, acute cultural adaptation phase, and sociocultural 

adaptation phase. The pre-transition phase in this model encompasses the time an athlete spends 

contemplating and preparing from transnational migration. This phase includes athletes making 

social connections with the place they are considering relocating to in order to develop more 

knowledge about the new cultural site. The acute acculturation adaptation phase was a time in 

which many athletes experienced loneliness and difficulty in fitting in with the new cultural 

patterns of life. During this phase, athletes went through a learning process of navigating, 

negotiating, and evolving their own understanding of the cultural pattern in their new culture. 

Dependent on the level of athlete this learning process was generally supported by formal 

support and guidance from their professional team, or through personal networks, teammates and 
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coaches. Importantly, this phase was a period of emotional intensity that could only be handled if 

an athlete was willing to establish an affective and cognitive connection with their locality by 

integrating new cultural meanings. For athletes whose stay in the new country was longer term, 

the next phase was sociocultural adaptation. This phase was generally experienced by those 

athletes who felt content with both the athletic environment and society at large, often feeling a 

congruency between their values and the cultural norms of their new society. This line of 

research brought to light important lessons including that activating psychosocial adaptation 

prior to transition is important, the loneliness experienced by many transnational athletes, that 

there are numerous ways in which athletes can experience a transnational career, and due to the 

short-term nature of many transnational migrant’s time within new countries the development of 

a transnational identity is vital in order to allow athletes to re-position themselves in transient 

contexts, be able to calibrate their social relations, and navigate the shifting cultural meanings of 

sport and success that they become embedded within. Additionally, the authors highlighted three 

underlying psychological adaptive responses to the transition process that helped lead to: (a) 

social repositioning, (b) negotiation of cultural practices, and (c) reconstructing meaning in 

specific sociocultural contexts. One drawback to this line of research is that transnational athletes 

constitute a small number of individuals who migrate and participate in sport and so the 

application of this model remains relevant to the small community of individuals who are 

privileged enough to have the opportunity to travel and experience new cultures as part of their 

profession. This limitation is particularly evident in their inclusion on a pre-transition phase. 

Relevant to this project, forced immigrants do not have the luxury of a pre-transition phase in 

which knowledge can be developed about the place they are migrating to. This would have a 

large influence on the acute acculturation phase, which for transnational athletes has been shown 
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to be a difficult adaptation period, and would be even more so for individuals with no knowledge 

of the cultural patterns of life of the society in which they find themselves in.  

2.3.7 Critical acculturation research in sport  

A second line of inquiry embraced by cultural sport psychologists has been critical work 

looking at the acculturation of elite Aboriginal and immigrant athletes (see Schinke, Blodgett et 

al., 2018). Schinke and colleagues have been at the forefront of this research with their work in 

Canada; in part inspired by Schinke’s experience as a sport psychology consultant with national 

sporting teams (Schinke, Middleton, Petersen, Kao, Lefebvre, & Habra, 2018). Stemming from 

this consulting work, along with a series of funded research projects with Aboriginal athletes, 

Schinke and colleagues came to find that Canadian Aboriginal athletes who sought to integrate 

into mainstream national level teams often deselected themselves after a single year on their 

respective teams (Danielson, Schinke, Peltier, & Dube, 2006). The reasons for opting out of their 

sport careers included the desire to return to their cultural communities in mentorship roles as 

staff, coaches, and/or role models, as they felt a sense of responsibility to give back to their 

reserves and the next generation of aspiring athletes (Blodgett & Schinke, 2015; Danielson et al., 

2006). Another factor that was cited by many athletes was the feeling of culture shock in their 

immersion into mainstream society, which came as a result of feeling overwhelmed with the 

change they were expected to undertake alone, made more intense by being billeted with non-

Aboriginal families, and surprise at the level of racism that they encountered (Blodgett, Schinke, 

Coholic, Enosse, Peltier, & Pheasant, 2014). The athletes also highlighted how the initial culture 

shock made it difficult to feel like they could make meaningful connections with members of the 

non-Aboriginal members of the mainstream society. Their stories told how this made them feel 

burdened with the responsibility to learning another’s culture in order to forge relationships 
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(Blodgett et al., 2014). Added to this difficulty, athletes spoke about the feeling of becoming 

disconnected from home, both in relation to family members and friends, as well as the 

Aboriginal culture in general. Particularly poignant in these stories was the difficulty associated 

with the feeling of slowly becoming an outsider in their reserve when they returned, as some 

members of their community regarded their decision to move to mainstream society as a betrayal 

(Blodgett et al., 2014). The feeling of becoming an outsider to both the mainstream society and 

their own Aboriginal community was often too much to bear for these athletes and resulted in 

many of them deselecting themselves from their teams and returning home (Blodgett et al., 

2014). Through this in-depth work with Aboriginal athletes, which progressively moved from a 

researcher-led endeavour to a community-based research process (see Schinke, Middleton et al., 

2018), support for critical research into acculturation came to the forefront. As Schinke and 

colleagues (2007) noted, the process of acculturating to a new society was revealed as a process 

of “ongoing, messy, and sometimes conflicting negotiations and making sense of relations, their 

place in them, and their (dis)connectedness with the social world” (p. 138).  

 Building from this work Schinke and colleagues embraced a social constructionist 

approach to their work and worked to become more reflexive in their consideration of how their 

own subjective positions have either contributed to the empowerment or marginalization of the 

athletes they work with in their research (Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Chirkov, 2009a, 2009b; 

McGannon & Johnson, 2009). Embracing this approach, they have moved to exploring the 

acculturation experiences of elite immigrant athletes and coaches in Canada (e.g., Schinke, 

Blodgett, McGannon, & Ge, 2016; Schinke, Blodgett, McGannon, Ge, Oghene, & Seanor, 

2016a, 2016b; Schinke et al., 2013). The stories told by these athletes and coaches have helped 

unearth the idiographic and continuous process of navigating between their subjective position in 
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relation to the meanings given to cultural norms and practices of their home and new 

communities. Scholars adopting a social constructionist approach have also begun to move 

beyond the assumption that the process of acculturation is solely the responsibility of the migrant 

athlete. Seeking to understand how acculturation is a socially constructed process, scholars have 

looked at the shared (i.e., two-way) or shouldered (i.e., one-way) nature of athletes’ relocation 

stories (Agergaard, 2016; Schinke et al., 2013). The importance of understanding who bears the 

responsibility of acculturating is due to shouldered acculturation processes having been shown to 

be maladaptive, resulting in higher acculturative stress leading to maladaptive acculturation (e.g., 

mental illness, under-performance), returning home, and/or the termination of one’s athletic 

career (Schinke et al., 2013). Further, more recent work with elite immigrant athletes in Canada 

has highlighted the important role that support from those around them in their new society plays 

in their settling in process. For immigrant athletes, being accepted into a sport team is more 

highly valued than a transnational athlete, as for these athletes immigrating to country means that 

a permanent commitment has been made, resulting in a greater emotional investment being made 

during the relocation and settling in process (Schinke, Blodgett, McGannon, Ge, Oghene, & 

Seanor, 2016b). However, the stories told by the immigrant athletes interviewed by Schinke and 

colleagues revealed that building friendships is not as easy as one might expect it to be, with 

many athletes feeling that those around them cared little in helping them adapt to the fast-paced 

life around them (Schinke Blodgett, McGannon, Ge, Oghene, & Seanor 2016b). The challenges 

encountered by these athletes included, but were not limited to, learning a new language, high 

level training demands, studying, working, and financial struggles (Schinke Blodgett, 

McGannon, Ge, Oghene, & Seanor 2016b).  
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2.3.8  Important actors in the social construction of the acculturation process  

For many immigrant athletes, the beginning of the acculturation process was storied as a 

solitary one with the key source of support being their family (Schinke, Blodgett, McGannon, 

and Ge, 2016). While parents in ‘western’ countries are expected to play large roles in the 

process of becoming immersed in sport, with the expectation of financial and career sacrifices 

not being out of the norm, for many immigrant athletes this can be problematic (Taylor & 

Collins, 2015). While financial struggles may be part of the problem for many athletes (see 

Schinke et al., 2016b), a bigger problem may be navigating the divergence in their priorities and 

their parents’ priorities (Schinke, Blodgett, McGannon, & Ge, 2016). However, the immigrant 

athletes interviewed by Schinke and colleagues, expressed that going through the trials and 

tribulations of the acculturation process with their family members by their side made success 

more meaningful (Schinke, Blodgett, McGannon, Ge, Oghene, & Seanor, 2016b). Most 

importantly the recent work conducted by Schinke and colleagues has brought to light the 

fluidity of the acculturation process, as the stories told by the interviewed highlights revealed 

ebbs and flows in the social relationships, they were engaged in. These social relationships were 

not limited to the sport context, as non-sport experiences during acculturation were also highly 

social and could either support or hinder the development of an athlete (Schinke, Blodgett, 

McGannon, Ge, Oghene, & Seanor, 2016a). An important step for sport clubs to take would be 

to assign immigrant athletes a mentor tasked with supporting them both within and outside of the 

sport context so that some level of shared acculturation may be achieved (Schinke, Blodgett, 

McGannon, Ge, Oghene, & Seanor, 2016a). Considering the athlete’s experiences both inside 

and outside of sport in their work with them and the willingness to listen and learn about the 

detailed twists and turns in an immigrant’s acculturation story were important recommendations 
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that emanated from this work (Schinke, Blodgett, McGannon, Ge, Oghene, & Seanor, 2016a; 

2016b).  

 

2.4 Forced Immigrant Acculturation through Community Sport and Physical Activity 

While much of the work conducted in sport and exercise psychology has been conducted with 

elite and/or professional athletes, researchers have begun to turn their attention to the role of 

community sport and physical activity programs in helping immigrants and forced immigrants 

make connections with members of their new communities (for brief overviews see Jeanes, 

O’Connor, & Alfrey, 2015; Spaaij, 2015; Walseth, 2006). Sport has become recognized as a 

cost-effective method of helping forced immigrants and immigrants socially integrate into their 

new communities through increased intercultural dialogue (Spaaij, 2015). The importance of this 

research has become ever clearer as Government bodies have also published working papers and 

policy documents outlining the potential for sport to be a site of integration and community 

building (i.e., Canadian sport policy, 2012; the European Commission’s white paper on sport, 

2007). However, despite this push for sport to become a tool for integration, there remains a lack 

of evidence-based knowledge that details the mechanisms through which sport can facilitate the 

successful social integration of newcomers (Hatzigeorgiadis, Morela, Elbe, Kouli, & Sanchez, 

2013). Further, some scholars have warned against assuming that sport is the easy answer to 

connecting people from diverse cultures, as highlighted above, sport is not an apolitical context 

and can become an outlet for the manifestation of societal exclusionary and discriminatory 

practices (Spaaij, 2015). As Ryba and colleagues (2017) wrote in their position stand for the 

International Society for Sport Psychology, “sport participation per se does not necessarily 

promote integration, but rather can be used as a context for bringing together individuals with 
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different ethno-cultural backgrounds in a multicultural environment that can promote integration 

and multiculturalism” (p. 8). Recognition of the complexity of the sport context and 

acculturation through it, has pushed researchers and policy makers to explore the factors that 

allow sport to produce (or not produce) positive social outcomes (Dukic et al., 2017). The 

following section outlines current research findings in relation to why community sport can 

become a site of belonging for immigrant and forced immigrant, barriers and facilitators to this 

process, and finishes with examining why forced immigrants’ stories should be analysed 

separately to immigrants’ stories.  

2.4.1  Sport as a site of belonging 

Sport psychology researchers have approached their work through investigating the oft 

made assumption that sport can transcend cultural, social, and political boundaries in order to 

help build national identity and integrate ethnic and minority peoples into mainstream culture 

(Schinke, Blodgett et al., 2018). A group of European sport psychology researchers who have 

conducted research with youth involved in community sport have situated their work within 

Berry’s two-dimensional model of psychological acculturation, in which integration is assumed 

to be the most effective acculturation strategy (see Elbe, Hatzigeorgiadis, Morela, Ries, Kouli, & 

Sanchez, 2016; Hatzigeorgiadis, Morela, Elbe, Kouli, & Sanchez, 2013; Morela, 

Hatzigeorgiadis, Sanchez, Papaioannou, & Elbe, 2017). Reviewing literature connected to the 

acculturation of immigrants through sport, Hatzigeorgiadis and colleagues (2013) found that 

sport participation could not be said to promote social integration, but that it could be used as a 

context through which people from diverse cultures could be brought together in an environment 

that could promote integration and multiculturalism. Sport morality researchers have long held 

that while sport environments are highly unique and idiosyncratic, as are the individuals who are 
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present in them, they are generally socially rich environments that provide individuals with 

opportunities to interact (Shields & Biedermeier, 2007). Kouli and Papaioannou (2009) in 

research with multicultural high school sport classes in Greece provided empirical evidence for 

the importance of environment. They found that a task/mastery oriented motivational climate 

was related to both cultural maintenance and interaction, both linked to the process of 

integration. Elbe and colleagues (2016) found similar results with migrant youth who had 

relocated to Greece; autonomy support and task motivational climate being linked to an adaptive 

integrative profile. Morela and colleagues (2017) found that an empowering motivational 

climate, that supported autonomy, competence, and relatedness, was positively linked to 

multiculturalism attitudes in host population individuals. The sum of these findings has led these 

researchers to suggest that the environment in which sport takes places, rather than activity/sport 

itself, is what is key to promoting integration through sport. Additionally, their work has helped 

reveal that attempting to explain the relationship between ethnic cultural identity and sport 

environment factors is complex and dynamic. Factors such as motivational climate societal 

context, team composition, and stability of cultural and ethnic identities were all cited as factors 

that could impact reported interaction between youth from different cultures (Elbe, 

Hatzigeorgiadis, Morela, Ries, Kouli, & Sanchez, 2016). Additionally, as Schinke, Blodgett. and 

colleagues (2018) noted, findings from this work have highlighted that cultural and political 

integration is embedded within power relations and that sport may help induce desired socio-

moral outcomes.  

While the terminology used by sport sociological researchers may differ, similar work has 

been done recently in this field. Using qualitative methodologies, sociologists have moved 

further in critiquing and problematizing the use of sport to help with integrating immigrants and 
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forced immigrants into the mainstream societies to which they have relocated to. Walseth (2006) 

cited problems with the term integration in how it used in research, focused on the concept of 

belonging in her look at immigrants’ subjective experiences of integration. She conceptualized 

belonging as involving subjective dimensions of commitment, loyalty, and common purpose. 

Spaaij (2015) also focused on the concept of belonging; however, his conceptualization of 

belonging was a bit different. For him, belonging is a form of emotional attachment that relates 

individuals to other people, places, or modes of being. For either conceptualization, the authors 

agreed that to understand how individuals construct this sense of belonging, one would need to 

listen to the stories they tell about themselves as a member of a group and others in the group 

with whom they have developed (or not developed) connections with (Yuval-Davis, 2006). 

Additionally, Yuval-Davis (2006) emphasized that though a person might identify with 

belonging to one group, this does not exclude them from belonging to several groups, all at the 

same point in time. Belonging to these groups is constructed through the way an individual 

speaks about their membership of a group dependent on the context in which they are telling 

their story and who they are telling their story to. Finally, membership within these groups 

cannot be separated from one another, but rather intersect with each other along an axis based on 

social and power location. The intersection of membership to different groups and their impact 

on alternate forms of belonging is exemplified through Spaaij’s (2015) work with Somali 

refugees in Australia. Through interviews with these individuals, he revealed that feeling a sense 

of belonging to a sports team / physical activity club could influence everyday interactions 

within other societal domains. This was especially true for younger people, who wanted to be 

involved in sport because it allowed them to make connections and friendships within their new 

community (Spaaij, 2012b). Mauro (2013) in his work with young African footballers who had 
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relocated to Ireland found that sport was especially important in this regard, for individuals who 

were not welcomed within other spheres of the society. Nathan, Kemp, Bunde-Birouste, 

MacKenzie, Evers, and Schwe (2013) also found this to be the case for newcomer students 

participating in an Australian high school sports program. For these youth sport provided them 

an open forum to meet and find commonalities with youth who had not been accepted outside of 

the sport context. Aligning with Walseth’s (2006) conceptualization of belonging, Maxwell, 

Edwards, Stronach, and Brown (2014) also found that sport programs which helped participants 

find something in common with each other resulted in a greater sense of belonging. Their case 

study of Australian surf programs revealed that creating and developing opportunities for 

individuals to work together towards a common goal was a key to the longevity of successful 

programs. Finally, Rich and colleagues (2015) provided a Canadian example of a project that 

worked to bring people from diverse cultures who were new to Canada together based on a 

common interest, soccer. Their case study of the Community Cup program revealed that 

including forced immigrant and immigrants in the organization and running of the sports 

program resulted in more meaningful connections being made between those who became 

invested in the program.  

This last case study also reveals a commonality between much of the current research that 

has been conducted around refugees, immigrants, and belonging (integration). Soccer (football) 

as a sport that brings people together cannot be a commonality that is discounted. While soccer is 

not the only sport that researchers have examined, it has become a transnational cultural activity 

that is believed to reflect the influence of major changes on the broader society and other 

contemporary sport (Waalkes, 2016). Different cultures coming together to play soccer is not a 

new phenomenon as highlighted by Giossos (2008), through his historical look at the refugee 
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soccer team of Volos and their interactions when competing against other Greek teams. As 

Dukic and colleagues (2017) explained, soccer was a key sport for the asylum seekers they 

interviewed, as it was one that many had experience playing, as well as memories attached to it. 

They referred to the ability to play soccer and move beyond the natural level of consciousness as 

entering football habitus. They, along with other researchers (i.e., Nathan et al., 2013; 

Woodhouse & Conricode, 2017), found that participating in sport well known to them allowed 

forced immigrant and immigrant participants to overcome language barriers by communicating 

in a language that needed no words. Beyond allowing for communication to be made possible, 

participating in a sport that one is comfortable in has been shown to allow for the feeling of 

positive emotions for those with post-traumatic stress syndrome (PTSD). Further the practising 

of sport in a group setting has been revealed as valuable to those who suffer from PTSD (Ley, 

Barrio, & Koch, 2018). However, as Dukic and colleagues (2017), pointed out, not all sport 

settings are inclusive due to some barriers that are recognized and some that remain largely 

unexamined as a result of hegemonic power structures.  

2.4.2 Barriers to sport becoming a site of belonging 

The exploration of barriers that exist for forced immigrants and immigrants seeking to 

access sport and physical activity programs in their new societies has been well covered. Two 

barriers cited by many researchers are cost and travel (see Block & Gibbs, 2017; Devlin, Dhalac, 

Suldan, Jacobs, Guled, & Bankole, 2012; Dukic et al., 2017; Guerin, Diiriye, Corrigan, & 

Guerin, 2003; Hartley et al.,; Jeanes et al., 2015; Maxwell et al., 2014; Mohamed et al., 2014; 

Spaaij, 2012b; Wieland, Tiedhe, Meiers, Mohamed, Formea, Ridgeway, … Sia, 2015). Other 

logistical barriers cited by researchers have included inclement and unfamiliar climates (see 

Devlin et al., 2012; Mohamed et al., 2014; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009; Wieland et al., 2015), 
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language barriers (see Guerin et al., 2003; Hartley et al., 2017; Maxwell et al., 2014; Spaaij, 

2012a, 2012b; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009), and gender-specific barriers related to cultural values 

(see Devlin et al., 2012; Guerin et al., 2003; Moore, Ali, Graham, & Quan, 2010; Palmer, 2009; 

Pizzolati & Sterchele, 2016; Rosso & McGrath, 2016; Wieland et al., 2015). While the logistical 

barriers listed above have been well examined, researchers have recently begun to examine ways 

in which they can be tackled. One overlooked facilitator of inclusion has been the inclusion of 

key members of forced immigrant and immigrant communities included in helping organize 

sport and physical activity programs. The inclusion of these ‘cultural insiders’ can help with 

overcoming language barriers and having an intermediary in the process of building trust 

between culturally diverse group of people (Block & Gibbs, 2017; Maxwell et al., 2014). Hiring 

and putting local community members in leadership positions within sport and physical activity 

programs highlights the important role played by the community in determining the direction of 

programs to suit the community’s needs (Rosso & McGrath, 2016). Another way of working to 

include newcomers in the process of program development is through door-to-door visits, 

showing newcomers that local community members were willing and interested in interacting 

with them, helping to make newcomers feel valued as members of their new community (Stack 

& Iwasaki, 2009).  

 The lack of inclusion of newcomers, whether they be forced immigrant or immigrants, in 

the development of programs has recently received more attention from researchers. As Jeanes 

and colleagues (2015) outlined, part of the issue is that while many Western nations have 

developed integration policies, in practice these policies generally become assimilationist, as 

many sport organizations continue to believe that good resettlement means having newcomers 

conform to the system they have in place. The issues at play in the disconnect between policy 
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and practice are complex, dynamic, and contextually diverse. One issue is that many coaches 

within the sport system are there on a voluntary basis and many are ill-equipped in their 

understanding of how to work with youth and/or adults from diverse cultural backgrounds, with 

a diverse range of needs (Jeanes et al., 2015). Actions as simple as coaches not taking the time to 

learn the names of refugee athletes due to their own insecurity of having difficulty with the 

pronunciation can leave a lasting impression on young athletes (Jeanes et al., 2015). A second 

issue is the structured nature of sport in many westernized countries. The structured nature of 

sport and physical activity programs not only makes it difficult for newcomers to find the 

pathways to participating in these programs (see Rich et al., 2015), but also is at odds with many 

newcomers’ previous experiences with sport, as an unstructured and informal context meant 

solely for enjoyment (Jeanes et al., 2015). The inverse of this, for some elite athletes, is their 

experiences with more stringently structured sport environments (Schinke et al., 2013). This 

highlights the necessity for sport organizations to consult all members of the communities they 

work within, as many traditional sport organizations have different goals and interests than those 

of newcomers (Rosso & McGrath, 2016). One of these goals is the increase of participation rates, 

which has led to many sporting organizations developing ‘taste tester’ entry programs that aim to 

serve as a pathway into a sport organization that are usually unsuitable for newcomers (Jeanes et 

al., 2015).  

One way of tackling this issue that has been brought forward by many researchers is the 

development of ethno-centric clubs. Beyond sharing a more similar cultural construction of sport 

and physical activity, ethno-centric clubs have been recognized as an opportunity for newcomers 

to feel a shared sense of community and opportunity to preserve their home cultural identity 

(Giossos, 2008; Rosso & McGrath, 2016; Spaaij, 2015). Spaaij (2015), from his work with 
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Somali newcomers in Australia, described how they found it difficult to negotiate a sense of 

belonging within a multi-ethnic club as they felt that they were the ‘others’, and so, expected to 

assimilate rather than be able to share their own culture with those around them. However, the 

creation and development of ethno-centric clubs is not an unequivocally supported approach in 

research and in practice. As some researchers note, ethnic-centric clubs can become a divisive 

entity (Giossos, 2008) as sporting encounters can lead to social boundaries of ‘them’ and ‘us’ 

being created (Spaaij, 2015). However, as Spaaij (2015) noted, some ethno-centric clubs become 

more multi-ethnic over time, and perhaps this is a process that needs more attention from future 

researchers, as it may help us understand how ethno-centric clubs can be continuously developed 

to become an integrative environment over time. An additional issue for many communities is 

the struggle to garner funding for sport programs making an additional funded program 

unfeasible. While some researchers do believe that mainstream clubs have the greatest capacity 

to integrate newcomers (i.e., Block & Gibbs, 2017), this is a stance that is taken by many of 

those who actually work with newcomers on behalf of sporting organizations. The majority of 

Australian settlement staff interviewed by Jeanes and colleagues (2015) were critical of ethno-

centric clubs, as they felt that they were not as inclusive as mainstream clubs. However, these 

authors felt that the majority of workers failed to reflexively assess their own sport programs and 

chose to echo the broader policy.  

2.4.3 Forced immigrant involvement in sport and physical activity programs  

A separate issue that plagues much of the current research that has been conducted with 

newcomer participation in sport and physical activity programs is the lack of acknowledgement 
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by researchers of a difference between refugees and immigrants.2 The necessity of delineating 

between these two groups is a recognition of multiple differences faced by refugees and 

immigrants. According to the United Nations Refugee Agency (1951) an immigrant is someone 

who has chosen to move and settle in a new country, while a refugee is someone: 

(who has a) well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 

membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his 

(or her) nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself (or 

herself) of the protection of that country. (p. 14) 

The traumatic impact of fleeing one’s home, as well as the stressors experienced during 

migration and postmigration, can have significant ramifications for a person’s health including 

the onset of suffering from PTSD (Ley et al., 2018). The unique stories of fleeing to their country 

of refuge shared by young Syrian water polo players serve to highlight how diverse these 

journeys are (Michelini, 2018). Ley, Krammer, Lippert, and Barrio (2017), as well as Ley and 

colleagues (2018), provided early findings into the how sport can be used as therapeutic process 

for those suffering from PTSD. Their findings included the need for individuals to feel a sense of 

safety to achieve a fulfillment of basic psychological needs, along with evidence for sport being 

an activity through which PTSD sufferers may be able to connect with others. The refugees 

interviewed by Ley and colleagues (2018) also expressed their gratitude for the ability to practice 

sport and exercise within a safe group environment. For youth, not suffering from PTSD but 

participating in a sport setting, while any opportunity may be welcome, participating in a sport 

 

2 This project will not differentiate between refugees and asylum seekers although the author recognizes that 

significant differences exist between these two groups. Please see the operational definitions to be used for each. 
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setting with individuals from a similar culture may make them feel safer and more protected 

from the racist attitudes of some members of their local community (Mauro, 2013). For adult 

individuals not suffering from PTSD, many may feel isolated due to political policies governing 

their ability to find work until their refugee status is resolved. For asylum seekers, this limbo 

status leaves them struggling to bring meaning to their life every day, described by one 

gentleman as feeling like a dog, walking around the streets with nothing to do (Hartley et al., 

2017). Providing asylum seekers with physical activity opportunities allowed them to break the 

monotony of doing nothing and bring more structure and meaning back into their lives. Physical 

activity for asylum seekers can take on many definitions and researchers have found that 

developing programs using physical activities as defined by the participants brings more 

meaning to the activities than physical activity would have had otherwise. Finally, part of 

becoming isolated may also come as a result of being labelled as an ‘asylum seeker’ or ‘refugee’. 

Woodhouse and colleagues (2017), through interviews with soccer players and fans, revealed 

that participating in sport, as an athlete or fan, could help to supersede the labels that asylum 

seekers and refugees felt had come to define them in the eyes of others. The stories of some 

refugees and asylum seekers in the UK highlighted how the imposition of a label can create 

feelings of being a statistic and not a human being with feelings. Their findings remind 

researchers, that although we should aim to understand the differences in experiences between 

immigrants, asylum seekers, and refugees, we need to be careful in not contributing to the 

disempowering nature of labelling those we speak with, but rather empower them through 

allowing them to tell the stories they choose to tell.  

 Understanding the stories of forced immigrants has become increasingly important as the 

number of people forced from their homes has increased to record levels in recent years 



 

 

67 

 

(UNHCR, 2017). Over the past decade the number of displaced people has risen to 65.6 million 

people and this number continues to steadily rise (UNHCR, 2017). Canada has a history of 

providing a home to those in need and has actively worked to be a safe haven during the current 

crisis. During the past decade, Canada has welcomed 6600 Bhutanese refugees, over 23000 Iraqi 

refugees, and more than 40000 Syrian refugees amongst others (GOC, 2017). Researchers in 

Canada have largely focused on one-off sporting events designed to help create social 

opportunities for newly arrived forced immigrants and/or sport and physical activity programs 

geared towards adults (e.g. Rich et al., 2015; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009). However, through recent 

research in Canada with elite immigrant athletes, researchers have also found that connecting 

youth with sport at an early age and through their development into elite athletes has helped 

develop a sense of ‘feeling Canadian’ (Schinke, Blodgett, McGannon, & Ge, 2016). The missing 

link in this research has been the exploration of life stories of forced immigrant youth in 

community sport programs as they search for meaningful engagement within their new society. 

The stories that forced immigrant e youth who have come to live in the region of Canada where 

this project is being conducted will reflect the encountering of acculturation in all contexts to its 

fullest, as they do not have the typical cultural enclaves to settle into that are found in larger 

urban centers (Kumar, Seay, & Karabenick, 2015).  

2.4.4 Sport for Development  

One line of research that has sought to further our understanding of forced immigrant 

acculturation through sport and physical activity has been the interdisciplinary field of sport for 

development (SFD). Research within this line of research has come from sport psychologists 

(Schinke, Stambulova, Lidor, Papaioannou, & Ryba, 2016), sport sociologists (Hartmann & 

Kwauk, 2011), sport historians (Kidd, 2008), sport ethicists (Coakley, 2012), and feminist 
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scholars (Frisby, Reid, Millar, & Hoeber, 2005). While sport as a tool for social development has 

a long history, as Kidd (2008) outlined there has been a recent explosion of interest in 

international social development through sport projects as they have benefitted from financial 

support stemming from powerful international sport federations and been championed by the 

United Nations. Importantly, sport for development projects, while being linked to sport 

development projects are also significantly different. Sport development projects have a long 

history that can be traced back to ‘first-world’ coaches and teachers travelling to ‘third-world’ 

countries as sport missionaries (Kidd, 2008). As outlined in the acculturation section, this history 

has become clouded due to its connections to colonialism, as these sport missionaries were 

driven “by both improving and controlling political, ideological, and commercial motives” 

(Kidd, 2008, p. 371). 

Sport for development (and peace) programs have gained traction through their 

connection to the United Nations eight millennium goals: (a) eradicating human hunger, (b) 

achieving universal education, (c) promoting gender equity, (d) reducing mortality, (e) 

improving maternal health, (f) combating AIDS, (g) ensuring a sustainable environment, and (h) 

achieving global partnership (as cited in Schinke & Lidor, 2013). However, as Hartmann and 

Kwauk (2011) outlined, the dominant approach to sport for development has remained similar to 

sport development, in which sport is viewed as an effective tool for teaching marginalized 

populations the life skills, social knowledge, values, and leadership qualities needed to succeed 

in modern life. Put simply, sport has become seen as a healthy space for people to learn how to 

behave in modern, western society. Those in positions of power - most often elite, western 

trained athletes and coaches - see their involvement as a valuable asset to helping develop 

upstanding citizens. However, rarely do they take the time to take a reflexive step back and 
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critically examine their role in (re)producing the predetermined power and class differentials that 

have put them in a position of privilege. As a result, these programs do not truly aim for 

development, but rather to help maintain the current status of power and hierarchy evident in 

modern society, cultural hegemony, and the institutionalization of power and poverty (Hartmann 

& Kwauk, 2011). This has led to many of these programs becoming stifled by persistent 

inequalities and failure to bring about any form of social changes. However, funding for these 

programs continues to pour in as organizations remain steadfast in their belief of the positive 

impact of sport programs on individual and community transformation. 

2.4.5  Decolonizing the field of sport for development  

Recently there has been a push by some researchers for those involved in sport for 

development research and projects to critically examine what is meant by development and how 

they can best work to bring about development that is meaningful for the people who are 

involved in these (research) programs (see Darnell & Hayhurst, 2011; Hartmann & Kwauk, 

2011; Schinke et al., 2016; Schinke, Middleton et al., 2018). Making sport for development 

projects meaningful for those involved in them necessitates an appreciation for local realities and 

the engagement of the local community both in the creation, development, and running of a 

program (Schinke & Lidor, 2013; Schinke, Middleton et al., 2018; Spaaij, 2009). Darnell and 

Hayhurst (2011) implored us to “move towards ‘decolonizing’ sport as a tool for development 

and the SDP (sport for development and peace) movement” (p. 184). Decolonization in this 

sense, is not used in reference to former colonial times, but to the process of aiding marginalized 

communities in their challenging of ‘colonial’ authority and supporting their self-determination 

in regard to sport for development projects. For Schinke and colleagues (2016), in their position 

stand for the ISSP, these projects must be locally derived, highly organic, and culturally 
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saturated. Additionally, the place of power in relationships must be continuously reflexively 

examined by those in privileged positions as they work towards centralizing the intended 

community over external staff and researchers. Within research partnerships, working towards a 

more equal sharing of power includes determining how community members can become 

capable of enacting changes within their community and if not capable yet, helping them work 

towards this capability (Schinke, Middleton et al., 2018). Centralizing members of the intended 

community with sport for development projects indicates a willingness by those in power to 

work from the bottom up, rather than impose their own desires in a top-down approach (Darnell 

& Hayhurst, 2011). Finally, for sport for development projects to embrace this approach requires 

those working within them to recognize that sport does not always lead to positive outcomes 

(Coakley, 2012). There has remained a tendency on the part of those conducting sport for 

development project to continue to view sport as a hegemonic universal entity, rather than 

historically and materially contextual (Darnell & Hayhurst, 2011). To move beyond the narrow 

foci of many sport for development projects, the aim should be to spur broader human 

development that is characterized by longevity and social harmony with the local context 

(Schinke, Middleton et al., 2018).  

 

2.5 Joining the conversation 

While generally opposed to a reductionist approach (see methodology section), distilling the 

current literature review down to some key points helps to assess where I believe the current 

project can join the current conversation and make the most impact. This is an especially 

complicated exercise due to the interdisciplinary disparateness of the literature reviewed. 

However, Gergen and Gergen (2008) encouraged action researchers to acknowledge the 
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preceding practices and knowledge that they have drawn upon to inform their own work towards 

social change. By doing this, researchers can begin to collaborate and engage in a transformative 

dialogue. To follow on this advice, I begin by providing a synthesis of the most important points 

that emanate from the current literature review, follow this by detailing the gaps and uncharted 

topics that exist within current academic literature, and then proceed to describe the questions 

that the current work will explore.   

2.5.1 Synthesis of current literature from different fields 

Joining the critique of past notions of universal knowledge, my aim is towards generating 

knowledge that is locally, socially, historically, politically, and culturally contextualized. 

However, this does not discount the work that has been done and what we can learn from it. The 

following are some points that will be key to remember while the current project continues to 

develop, evolve, and transform according to local needs and constructed realities. 

1) All phases of migration should be taken into account when listening to a forced 

immigrant’s acculturation story. This includes pre-, during, and post-migration (Ryba, 

Stambulova, & Ronkainen, 2016). Our stories are both historically and culturally 

situated, and so the impact of past events cannot be discounted when critically examining 

a story (Chirkov, 2009a). Rather, appreciating that past events and differing cultural 

narratives impact the telling of another’s story allows the listener to participate in the 

telling of the story with a more open mind to how they interpret the diverse range of 

possible storylines that may come forth.  

2) Sport can be a site that aids in healthy acculturation processes and bringing culturally 

diverse people together to share the load of acculturation. However, this cannot be 

assumed to naturally happen. Those in positions of power (i.e., individuals whom are 
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privileged by the dominant discourses) can be hesitant to engage in processes that are 

designed to bring about change. To this day, even in countries where the dominant 

narrative has been that of integration, the onus has been put on newcomers to ‘integrate’ 

into existing sport structures and abide by existing cultural norms (Jeanes et al., 2015). 

Research with both immigrant athletes and Aboriginal athletes relocating to Euro- 

dominant contexts has shown that this process, more akin to assimilation than integration, 

results in athletes deselecting/removing themselves from the sport context, experiencing 

significant distress, and/or not performing up to their expected level of performance 

(Blodgett et al., 2014; Danielson et al., 2006; Schinke et al., 2013). Understanding how 

acculturation can become a shared process is vital to providing evidence for the needed 

changes in sport that would empower both newcomer and non-newcomer athletes alike to 

share in a collaborative learning process that results in an improved sporting experience 

for all involved.  

3) Acknowledging the idiographic, dynamic, and complex nature of acculturation entails 

seeking to understand how this process unfolds, rather than seeking to explain and predict 

the best way forward for others (Chirkov 2009a, 2009b). A focus on explanatory models 

has resulted in research that is rarely useful and/or practical for those working with 

newcomers (Chirkov 2009a; Rudmin, 2009). By working towards developing a deeper 

understanding of the meaning of integration at a local level for different groups of 

newcomers and how this process unfolds in their community we can come to understand 

what integration means to newcomers and the role that we, and others, may play in this 

process of learning and change. Developing a deeper localized understanding will also 

allow for meaningful action to be undertaken to bringing about change at the community 
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level. While these lessons may or may not be generalizable to other communities, 

learning from this process will help other communities and teams of researchers work 

towards developing their own localized understandings and plans for action.  

4) Interdisciplinary insights offer us valuable knowledge and theoretical frameworks from 

which to begin our work. Moving beyond the borders of one discipline enables us to 

situate our work within existing theories that may align more with the local cultural 

context we find ourselves in (Schinke et al., 2018). By being open to differing knowledge 

sets we can work towards reaching a common understanding between both academic 

researchers and those who we work with. This way, researchers remain open to insights 

provided by community members as to the direction research should take, rather than 

privilege certain disciplinary assumptions.  

5) Research must be praxis driven. Researchers should strive to bring about transformative 

change through an ongoing dialectic of research and action (Friere, 1970/2017). Through 

this approach, the process of research itself is designed to centralize community 

members, including both forced immigrant youth and YMCA staff, in the process of 

conducting meaningful research that can bring about actionable change in their 

community. Sharing the story of how this process is undertaken, and reflections made 

throughout this undertaking, with a broader audience results in the process itself 

becoming empirical evidence for how to bring about transformative change at a local 

level. To effectively share this journey, researchers must situate themselves within the 

research as active agents with transparent agendas and values (Berger, 2015; Blodgett et 

al., 2016). Critically examining power, privilege, and our own subjective place within the 

research is one way of ensuring the centralizing of community members participating in 
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the project. This process of reflexivity must be an ongoing exercise throughout 

involvement in the project (Schinke et al., 2012). 

2.5.2 Topics that remain unexplored 

There remains much to be explored regarding the complex nature of acculturation as a 

dynamic and fluid process; this project represents just one step in the direction to further this 

understanding. Chirkov’s (2009a) warning that many scholars conducting research into the 

psychology of acculturation have rushed to develop explanatory models before truly 

understanding the nature of acculturation is still relevant a decade later. While cultural sport 

psychology researchers have done their part in trying to advance the push for understanding, 

there remains much to be done. The introduction of new models (i.e., the cultural transition 

model presented by Ryba and Colleagues in 2016) highlights the desire on the part of many 

scholars to try and ‘tidy up’ our understanding of acculturation rather than embracing the 

messiness of a complex process that still requires a deeper level of understanding. This is 

evidenced by the similarities that exist between proposed models both in sport psychology and 

sport sociology.  

One issue of the majority of work conducted with newcomer populations has been the 

reliance on recruiting adult populations, as well as few researchers delineating between refugees, 

asylum seekers, and immigrants. A reason for this may be the difficulty and amount of time that 

researchers face in recruiting individuals, particularly youth, due to ethical concerns and lack of 

ability to make connections with individuals that are not part of one’s cultural group. While 

researchers working to develop sport for development programs have begun to turn their 

attention to forced immigrant youth in their work, many have not delineated between newcomer 

populations, merely leaving this as a suggestion for future research. This has meant that 
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explicitly exploring solely the acculturation journeys of forced immigrants has not been a 

common aim for many researchers. Recognizing the need for this form of research due to an 

increasing number of forced immigrants in our world, the current project seeks to fill this void. 

This will help us to broaden our understanding of the idiogrpahic nature of acculturation and 

introduce us to stories and narratives that are we may never have considered. Bringing this new 

knowledge into the conversation will allow for the transformation of community sport programs 

to encompass the needs of those for whom the programs are created for.  

While qualitative approaches have become more popular in use, methodologies that are 

explicitly aimed at influencing local change through action are still not commonly used. As the 

methodology section will outline, the reason for this may be the length of time needed for such 

work, the ‘messiness’ that such work entails, and the need for researchers to move to the 

background during the research process. For academic researchers who must be cognizant of 

publication and funding expectations, the amount of time needed for this process may be too 

demanding. Further, many researchers consider themselves to be experts within the field they 

research and so relinquishing control over the direction of the research process is difficult. 

However, by allowing community members such as the YMCA staff and forced immigrant youth 

to lead the research process, the possibility arises that I may hear stories that I never would have 

thought to ask about. Therefore, adopting such a research approach will help to reveal how 

seeking a deeper understanding of the acculturation process can result in knowledge that is 

practical and useful to the people that we work with.  

The community of people, and the programs they are involved in helping run and 

participate in, also reflect an area that has received little attention from sport and exercise 

psychology researchers. While sport for development scholars have focused on programs for 
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youth, many scholars working in the realm of sport and exercise psychology have remained 

steadfast in their focus on the acculturation journeys of elite level athletes. A focus on 

performance by many sport and exercise psychology scholars may be to blame for the lack of 

research projects involving non-elite athlete populations The current literature review has 

highlighted how important youth involvement in sport can be, not just for themselves but also for 

family members, during and after their immediate relocation journey. Developing this broader 

base of knowledge will allow for community agencies to provide support to forced immigrant 

families in a multi-faceted capacity with programs geared towards different age groups.  

Finally, in connection with the need for research that centralizes forced immigrant youth in 

the process of generating knowledge about their acculturation journeys, there remain few 

researchers who are willing to outline the subjective nature of their work; how the focus of their 

work fits their own interests, value, and priorities. Examples of the intricacies that lie behind the 

complex process of acknowledging and confronting one’s own involvement in the research 

process, and the negotiations of power that this entails, are few and far between. This may be in 

part because acknowledging one’s role in the research process means an acceptance that one’s 

‘findings’ are not universal to all; a difficult proposition for scholars who have striven to become 

‘scientists’ (Bal, 2012). However, outlining how awareness can be developed for those in 

positions of privilege of the power they hold to shape the narratives around them could be a step 

towards developing a more socially just sport context for ‘others’ to participate in. This 

dissertation provides such an example through detailing how a privileged white male confronts 

his own privileges while working to centralize the stories of those he works with. The lessons 

from this example will be relevant for both researchers and practitioners (e.g., sport and exercise 
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psychology consultants, coaches, sport administrators) as they adapt the lessons I learn to their 

own development.   

2.5.3 The current project 

With the move towards a more critical and decolonized approach to research and practice 

the questions that remain are far too vast to be covered by one project. Through the current 

project I am aiming to join the conversation around developing our understanding of the 

complexity and dynamic nature of acculturation as it is experienced at an individual level. One 

key area that will be addressed is the lack of agency given to youth within many projects. Many 

of the above projects that have been reviewed have been undertaken with adult populations, and 

the few in which youth have been the focus of research have rarely acknowledged the youth as 

experts of their own knowledge and stories; this project aims to empower the youth who are 

involved by allowing them to take control over the stories they share. To this end, the following 

research aims will be used to guide the current project.  

2.5.4 Research aims 

2.5.4.1 What new understandings of the acculturation process can we gain from the 

stories of forced immigrant youth community sport participants?   

2.5.4.2 What are the opportunities offered by, and challenges encountered in, 

community youth sport by forced immigrant youth from various countries?  

2.5.4.3 How can we develop a community of practice between forced immigrant 

youth and their families, coaches, and host community sport organizations?  
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Chapter 3 

3  Methodology 

I preface the following chapter by acknowledging that there are a diverse range of: (a) 

epistemological positions that inform how new knowledge is generated; (b) research 

methodologies that fit within these epistemological positions; and (c) methods that can be used to 

both collect and analyze data. The aim of this chapter is to explicate how the approaches that are 

used within this project aligned together to produce a high-quality project that both 

academicians, and those working in community sport found useful. Researchers seeking to 

understand meanings from the viewpoint of cultural insiders, rather than develop explanatory 

solutions, have generally adopted qualitative research approaches to their work (see Kral et al., 

2002). The history of qualitative methodologies is embedded in the struggle to understand those 

who are culturally different to the dominant society (Vidich & Lyman, 1994). Researchers since 

the time of post-Renaissance Europe have struggled with how to account and understand the 

diverse origins, histories, customs, and values of a society comprised of a multiplicity of races, 

religious followings, and cultures (Vidich & Lyman, 1994). Qualitative methods were first 

developed in sociology and anthropology disciplines that developed out of concern for the 

‘other’. The development of early qualitative methods aligned with the realist assumptions of 

these disciplines (at that time) that the researcher could be detached from those who they were 

studying (Vidich & Lyman, 1994). This continues to inform the traditional objective approach to 

qualitative research in which qualitative inquiry is judged by a “narrow set of criteria, (used to 

determine) objective, valid, reliable accounts of the ‘Other,’ and his or her way of life” (Denzin, 

2017, p. 12). However, as Denzin (2017) boldly stated: 
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Today, that picture has been shattered. The myth of the objective researcher has been 

deconstructed. The qualitative researcher is not an objective, politically neutral observer 

who stands outside and above the study of the social world. Rather, the researcher is 

historically and locally situated within the very processes being studied … there is no longer 

a God’s eye view that guarantees absolute methodological certainty. All inquiry reflects the 

standpoint of the inquirer. (p. 12) 

This move towards critical qualitative research has been borne out of necessity for researchers to 

contribute to a more socially just world in more ways than solely publishing research in 

academic journals. To do this, qualitative researchers need to move past interpreting the world, 

to helping change the world through emancipatory methods that empower those they work with 

to resist injustice and become fully engaged in the research process (Denzin, 2017; Reason & 

Bradbury, 2008).  

Through this project I sought to contribute to this paradigm shift by centralizing the 

involvement of community members, including forced immigrant youth, throughout the research 

process. The following section outlines how the project embraced a critical approach through the 

use of a community based participatory action research (CBPAR) process conducted from a 

relativist ontological and social constructionist epistemological position. Recognizing the role 

played by all individuals involved in the research process, the community leaders, forced 

immigrant youth participants, and myself, as one of the academic team members, are introduced. 

As well, the data collection and analysis methods are presented as well as connected to how they 

align with the chosen methodology. Finally, I propose a set of criteria that may be used to judge 

the quality of this process of knowledge production.  
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3.1 Philosophical Underpinnings 

While there are a diverse range of approaches to conducting critical qualitative research, 

illustrating one’s approach from ontological positioning to the methods used is of utmost 

importance in avoiding a misunderstanding of what one is claiming to have found. While few 

social and psychological researchers espouse a strict logical positivistic position in today’s 

academia, differences do exist in beliefs about the existence of truth and ‘reality’ and how these 

come to be understood (Madill, Jordan, & Shirley, 2000). Outlined below are the philosophical 

underpinnings upon which this project is grounded encompassing how I conceptualize ‘what is’ 

(i.e., ontology) and how I believe we come to know about what is (i.e., epistemology). 

3.1.1 Ontological positioning 

“Ontology is the study of being. It is concerned with ‘what is’, with the nature of 

existence, with the structure of reality as such” (Crotty, 1998, p. 10). The current project is 

grounded in relativism, a belief that there are an infinite number of alternative realities rather 

than one objective reality (Burr, 1998). This stance aligns with a critique of universalism that 

stems from cultural studies that local and historical conditions result in people developing unique 

forms of understanding and patterns of behaviour. Researchers adopting universalist approaches 

cannot account for cultural variation. Additionally, any universal claim to knowledge stemming 

from a singular cultural location is suspect to values and assumptions which inform this claim 

(Gergen, 2015). Researchers working from a relativist approach accept that there might be a 

reality, in the sense of a reality which is located in cultural, historical, and local value systems 

and dependent on human practice, but that this reality is just one of many that may be available 

dependent on a change in discursive practice (Brown & Pujol with Curt, 1998; Burr, 1998). Put 

in simpler terms, our social reality is what we come to understand it to be through our immersion 



 

 

81 

 

into the conversation that exists within our community; however, this reality is able to change 

should the form and content of conversation change due to any number of reasons. 

 To make this clearer in terms of this project, as covered in the literature review, 

integration has often been espoused to be the ‘best’ way for forced immigrants to acculturate to a 

new society (Berry, 1989; 1992; 1997; 2005). From a strict realist stance, this would mean that 

this pathway through acculturation would universally result in a healthy acculturation outcome 

for both the newcomer to a society and members of that society. However, what does integration 

mean? Does it mean the adoption of new cultural norms, while being free to maintain cultural 

norms from one’s home culture? To what extent do individuals who integrate in a healthy 

manner adopt new cultural norms or choose to maintain the cultural norms of their home culture? 

As Berry (2005) also explained, the ability for individuals to integrate is also dependent on the 

attitudes held by members of the community that they have moved to. A strict relativist would 

argue that there is no one healthy acculturation pathway. While this may be true, it also does not 

allow for any significant change to occur. While the current project is grounded in the belief that 

there are multiple, localized realities, understanding how these are constructed and are under 

continuous construction, is of utmost importance to also developing an understanding of how 

they can be changed.  

3.1.2 Epistemological positioning 

Ontology and epistemology tend to merge together, as understanding what is real, 

requires understanding how meaningful reality and knowledge about that meaningful reality is 

constructed (Crotty, 1998). While there has been backlash against the notion of multiple realities, 

particularly by those who view realism/relativism as a dichotomy rather than a continuum (Burr, 

1998), there has been a move by some qualitative researchers to understanding that: 
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What we take to be true as opposed to false, objective as opposed to subjective, scientific 

as opposed to mythological, rational as opposed to irrational, moral as opposed to 

immoral is brought into being through historically and culturally situated social 

processes. (Gergen, 2015, p. 161) 

This does not mean that just anything can be accepted as a reality. What is real in this 

understanding of ‘what is’ is what is meaningful for the people who take that reality to be true 

(Potter, 1998). The current project is grounded within social constructionism, an approach to 

scholarship that posits that “what we take to be knowledge of the world and self finds its origins 

in human relationships” (Gergen, 2014, p. 5).  While the focus in social constructionism is on 

human relationships, these relationships are also inseparable from human relationships with the 

natural environment. Humans can never be removed from their natural environment and in turn 

the natural environment inhabits us. However, our understanding of this relationship remains 

limited to the language that is developed, both culturally and historically, in relation to our 

environment (Gergen, 1999). Besides operating from the assumption that knowledge is a social 

construction, social constructionist researchers are bounded by three further assumptions. The 

first is the central role of language within the process of meaning making that occurs in social 

relationships. Language conventions are linked to certain activities, objects, and settings, and are 

bounded by the rules and conventions of the community in which it occurs. Second, knowledge 

is not apolitical, but rather very much tied to implications for cultural life that occurs when one 

reality is taken to be ‘the truth’. The connection between ‘truth’ and implication has removed the 

distinction between ‘fact’ and ‘value’ and made any form of inquiry very much a value laden 

enterprise. This is particularly important to critical research, such as this project, as it has pushed 

researchers to acknowledge the role of power relations in knowledge formation and brought to 
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the fore issues of social justice, oppression and marginalization. Finally, the last common belief 

shared by social constructionist researchers is the shift from the belief that individuals are 

imbued with powerful reasoning powers that allows them to charter their own course, to one that 

focuses on the role that the collective plays in determining individual beliefs. This shift to a 

‘relational self’ is based in the belief that thought processes are the product of cultural discourses 

rather than strictly a product of the independent mind (Gergen, 2008).  

 

3.2 Community based participatory action research 

One methodology that embraces the relational development of knowledge is community-based 

participatory action research (CBPAR; Kral, 2014). CBPAR is the development of knowledge 

within a community, based on the desires of a community and involves the participation of 

community members throughout the research process (Israel et al., 1998; Reason & Bradbury, 

2008; Schinke & Blodgett, 2016). Through collective action between academics and community 

members the aim of this research is to bring about transformative social change (Brydon-Miller, 

Kral, Maguire, Noffke, & Sabhlok, 2011; Kral, 2014; Israel, 1998; Schneider, 2012). The 

historical roots of CBPAR stem from the dissatisfaction with the assumption of value-free 

knowledge production forwarded by researchers conducting positivist social science (Brydon-

Miller et al., 2011) and the idea that the development of knowledge was solely an academic 

enterprise (Friere, 1970/2017). Moving beyond the academic boundaries of knowledge 

production has been strongly advocated for by Indigenous researchers who have argued for the 

research process to become decolonized. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012), a prominent Maori 

scholar, described how for Indigenous peoples researchers are mistrusted as historically they 

have been white, male researchers who have come into communities, gathered information they 
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have deemed valuable and then disappeared. While firmly rooted in Indigenous research 

projects, the current project drew upon the process of decolonization in focusing on shifting 

power from academic researchers to community members participating in the research process, a 

move grounded in building trust through a collaborative process of knowledge generation (Kral, 

2014). Connecting the lessons learned from Indigenous researchers, Friere’s (1970/2017) notion 

of conscientização (i.e., the empowerment of people to critically think about their world) in 

which researchers and research participants must act as co-investigators, and the cultural studies 

approach to developing research from the bottom-up based on a problem brings about a form of 

research that is distinctively different to dominant forms of scientific research (Heron & Reason, 

2006). The research process did follow an outlined model of conducting research, but rather was 

characterised by the ‘messiness’ of shifting and adapting to different ways of seeing and thinking 

which provided inspiration for following different pathways to developing further understanding 

of how forced immigrant youth healthy acculturation to our community is supported or hindered 

through their involvement in community sport programs (Cook, 2009). The current project was 

conceptualized to centralize the voices of forced immigrant youth in working towards 

transforming community sport programs available in our community to be more socially just. 

3.2.1  Knowledge generation through narrative inquiry 

The empirical knowledge generated for this dissertation stemmed from the first phase of 

data collection within a broader CBPAR project. The development of locally relevant knowledge 

with forced immigrant youth occurred through arts-based conversational interviews that were 

conducted as a form of narrative constructionist inquiry (Sparkes & Smith, 2007). Building on 

the social constructionist epistemological underpinning, great attention was paid to relatedness 

and generation of meaningful knowledge through social interaction (Gergen, 1999). Knowledge 



 

 

85 

 

was garnered through the stories that individuals told, to whom the stories were told, and the 

contexts in which they were told (Papathomas, 2016; Sparkes & Smith, 2007). Stories were 

examined in relation to the social and historical narratives that each individual drew upon and the 

relation of these to the both the storyteller and story listener’s values, needs, and relational 

interaction; they were not examined as a social artefact that could be observed or discovered 

(Burr, 2015; Gergen 2014). While researchers often refer to stories and narratives as one and the 

same, for the purposes of this work there is a clear distinction that must be made (A. W. Frank, 

2000). As the terms are used here, a story is a tale that people tell about themselves or others, 

while a narrative is a resource that they draw upon to frame their identity-related stories when 

negotiating life changing events such as acculturation to a new society (A. W. Frank, 2000). A 

clear example can be found in the stories that immigrant athletes tell about themselves and their 

families as revealed in a story I recently co-wrote (Middleton et al., 2019). Telling the story to a 

Canadian researcher, the athlete(s) told of a tumultuous journey of navigating competing 

narratives that underlay what it meant to be an elite athlete in Canada and what success meant to 

their parents.  

The use of a narrative approach within varying forms of participatory action research 

(PAR) has gained prominence as researchers have drawn upon the power of stories to produce 

alternate meanings and challenge the status quo (Delgado, 2013). Indigenous and critical race 

researchers have provided much of the groundwork to highlight the important role that 

storytelling can have in bringing about different ways of seeing the world (Caxaj, 2015; Delgado, 

2013). Using narrative inquiry to challenge dominant modes of understanding has also begun to 

take hold in sport and exercise psychology, where, for example, some researchers have 

challenged the dominant ‘performance narrative’ of elite sport (e.g., Carless & Douglas, 2012). 
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Carless and Douglas (2012) have been at the forefront of pushing sport researchers to work 

towards understanding how athletes can draw upon multiple narratives of success (i.e., 

performance, discovery, relational) to remain mentally healthy and have other stories to tell 

beyond their athletic lives. However, if researchers are to truly engage in a collaborative 

knowledge generation process, they have to be willing to relinquish power in the story telling 

process to allow for cultural narratives to come to the fore that they may never have considered. 

This is where a CBPAR approach can combine with a narrative inquiry process to bring about 

divergent stories that run counter to the dominant cultural narratives that researchers may 

consider (Caxaj, 2015; Delgado, 2015).  

Generating a deeper understanding through listening to and (re)telling stories allowed me 

to extend the general understanding of acculturation as a complex and dynamic process, that is 

constantly navigated in an idiogrpahic manner (Chirkov, 2009a, 2009b). Exploring the stories of 

youth who have been forced to flee their homes went beyond previous research that had 

highlighted the importance of a pre-transition phase for immigrants (e.g., Ryba et al., 2016); for 

these youth there was no option to plan their transition. For youth whose enculturation within 

their home culture is more limited than their parents and is impacted by the journey to Canada, 

the acculturative process can be even more dynamic and tension-filled as they struggle to 

straddle differing cultural meanings. Knowledge about how youth navigate this process is vital to 

our understanding of how they can best be supported in feeling a sense of belonging to both their 

home culture and the Canadian culture they are embedded within.  

3.2.2 Including youth in the research process 

The inclusion of youth within the knowledge production process was vital as young people 

often view problems, and solutions to problems, in a different manner to adults (Brydon-Miller et 
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al., 2011; Conrad, Hogeveen, Minaker, Masimira, & Crosby, 2015). The UN Convention of the 

Rights of the Child (1989) recognizing the right that children have in participating in research 

that has an impact on them, pushed researchers to include children within the research process 

rather than objectifying them as measurable units (Cahill, 2007). The ‘new sociology of 

childhood’ (e.g., Prout & James, 1997) also influenced researchers in the way children’s agency 

is conceptualized. Agency in this conceptualization is the capacity for youth to be active in the 

co-construction of their own lives. One of the more powerful aspects of including youth within 

the CBPAR project was the opportunity created for these forced immigrant youth to realize the 

power they hold to contribute to changing the community for the better (Conrad et al., 2015; 

Flicker, Maley, Ridgley, Biscope, Lombardo & Skinner, 2008). By empowering forced 

immigrant youth to become active agents in bringing about change to the community they live 

in, the research process helped youth build their self-respect and confidence when coping with 

other life situations (Flicker et al., 2008). Outlining the role youth played in the research process 

is crucial to being transparent in how knowledge is constructed and the role that different actors 

play in bringing about change. The current project, although not conceived by forced immigrant 

youth, did involve youth at various stages of the process of bringing about change to local 

YMCA programs. As outlined, the forced immigrant youth involved in this project were 

involved in the data collection, analysis and sharing of their stories. Youth were in control of 

where and when their involvement in the data collection phase occurred, as well as contributed to 

determining the stories that are shared with their community. This meant that some shared stories 

concerned their lives outside of the community sport context, but lessons that we learnt from 

these stories were connected back to, and applied to, how programs run by the YMCA of 

Northeastern Ontario could change according to the needs of forced immigrant youth they serve.  
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3.3 The community context 

The community that this project is taking place in is Sudbury, Ontario; a city of approximately 

162 000 in Northeastern Ontario, Canada (City of Greater Sudbury, 2019). Historically 

immigrants arriving in Sudbury came from Europe (i.e., 75% of those living in Sudbury 

identified themselves as ethnically European in 2016), but newly arrived immigrants (i.e., from 

2011-2016) predominately come from Africa and Asia (i.e., 79%; Statistics Canada, 2017). 

Some of these newly arrived immigrants are comprised of the more than 70 000 forced 

immigrants who have resettled in Canada over the past decade (Government of Canada, 2017). 

Many of these forced immigrants are feeling conflict in their home countries, including 

Afghanistan, Chechnya, and Syria. Newcomers arriving in Sudbury are forced to immediately 

encounter acculturation to its fullest, as they do not have the opportunity to connect with, or 

settle into, ethnic enclaves that are generally found in larger urban centres, where city sections 

may be bisected based on ethnic identity (Kumar et al., 2015).  

Using Brydon-Miller and colleagues’ (2011) metaphor, the current project was a coming 

together of forced immigrant youth, their families, community sport staff from the YMCA, and 

academic members of the community under the shade of a banyan tree to critically examine the 

issues that fostered or hindered forced immigrant youth involvement and feelings of safety in 

community sport programs. The aim was to learning from each other about alternate ways in 

which community sport programs could be conducted and take action to bring about these 

changes. Sudbury features a community of people who are proud of their immigrant roots (i.e., 

Finnish, Polish, Ukrainian, Italian, Croatian), and there are many sponsor groups who have 

helped bring refugees to Canada (Lifeline Sudbury, 2019a, 2019b). Understanding how to help 

newcomers feel they belong to the Sudbury community is vital to convincing them to remain 
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living in the city. For Sudbury, this is of importance, because of a declining population that is 

resulting in vital employment positions remaining unfilled (McKenzie, 2019).  

3.3.1 Community partners 

One of the local organizations that has assumed a large role in helping local forced 

immigrant families settle into the Sudbury community is the YMCA Immigrant Services 

(YMCA of Sudbury, 2012). The staff who work for the Immigrant Services office are both 

Canadian born and newcomers who have come from countries such as India and Syria. Staff 

from this office, as well as the main branch of the YMCA of Northeastern Ontario, were the 

community members who brought attention to the need for a better understanding of how to 

provide support for forced immigrant families to help ease the stressors they faced during their 

initial post-relocation. The specific issue they faced was understanding how to retain forced 

immigrant youth within physical activity programming. Throughout the research process, myself 

and the rest of the academic team followed the lead of the YMCA staff. Regular meetings were 

held with academic team members to continuously hear their viewpoints on how the project was 

moving along and what they thought could be done differently. This process showed that we 

were interested in working with them rather on or for them (Kral, 2014). Working in tandem with 

our community partners in a mutually respectful and genuine way required remaining patient and 

open to new experiences, as well as unpredictable changes (Cook, 2009; Kral, 2014; Schinke et 

al., 2013). Continuous reflection on the process was also required and then used to ensure that 

change was brought about in a bottom-up manner (Schinke et al., 2016). The relationship 

building process took time and resulted in the co-generation of local scholarly practices (Schinke 

et al., 2013). Additionally, Ha and Lyras’ (2013) suggestion for a cultural insider to be included 

in every step of the process will be followed. Bahaa, a staff member of the YMCA who fled 
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Syria, speaks Arabic, and shares certain understandings with many of the forced immigrant 

youth who were interviewed, was a co-investigator throughout the research process. Sharing 

control of the interview process with Bahaa helped bring local and cultural knowledge into the 

conversation, as he asked questions that were sensitive to the historical, social, and cultural 

contexts of the youths’ lives and helped them to feel comfortable in sharing their stories (Ha & 

Lyras, 2013). Strengthening the collaborative relationship between myself, the primary 

investigatory of the broader project, and the staff members from the YMCA also helped move 

the project to becoming sustainable beyond the involvement of academic team members 

(Schulenkorf, 2012).  

3.3.2 The forced immigrant youth participants 

The other community members who were actively involved in this project were forced 

immigrant youth who shared their knowledge through stories of participating in community sport 

programs in Sudbury. Their stories were the main source of knowledge that provided us with an 

understanding of how community sport programs could be transformed to help forced immigrant 

youth feel comfortable in continuing to participate in them. Thirty-three forced immigrant youth 

from 15 families became collaborators. At the outset of the project the youths’ average age was 

12.6 years (range = 8 to 21 years) and average time of living in Canada was 18.6 months (range 

= 4 to 44 months). Youth were originally from Syria (n = 20), Nigeria (n = 8), Libya (n = 2), 

Chad (n = 1), South Africa (n = 1), and the Bahamas (n = 1). Syrian youth had been resettled in 

Canada from the country where they applied for asylum, namely Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon, 

while non-Syrian youth were at varying stages of applying for asylum in Canada after having 

relocated directly from their home country or indirectly by crossing the U.S.A. border. All youth 

participants under the age of 13 were interviewed with a parent/guarding present at all times. 
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Youth under the age of 16 were asked to provide assent for their participation and in addition 

their parents/guardians were asked to provide consent for their participation. Youth aged 17 and 

18 were asked to provide consent for their participation. Youth were continually assured 

throughout each phase of the project that their participation was voluntary, and they were able to 

cease participation at any time with no disruption to their services or access to community 

programs. All youth and parents/guardians were notified of the researcher’s duty to report, as per 

the Child and Family Services Act, on the assent and consent forms provided to them. Other than 

information divulged under a duty to report, all data gathered during individual interviews was 

considered confidential and each participant had the right to redact any information they shared 

at any time during the study. The process of obtaining consent from youth and parents was 

undertaken with a co-interviewer (i.e., Bahaa) who spoke the native language spoken by some 

families (i.e., for most this will be Arabic). Prior to signing the consent form parents and youth 

were given time to ask any questions they had. If, and when, parents and youth felt comfortable 

that they understand the scope of the project they were asked to provide written consent prior to 

participating (see Appendices A-C). 

3.3.3 Introducing myself  

Researchers occupy privileged positions within the research process as they often control 

the final product of what is shared as knowledge with a broader audience within academia and in 

the case of this project outside of academia with staff of community sport programs and the 

YMCA. I participated in the research process as a collaborator and continuously strove to shift 

the power of what stories were shared during interviews, during analysis, and the final decision 

of the stories to be shared with the community to the forced immigrant youth. However, my mere 

presence in the research process was sure to have an impact on the co-constructed knowledge 
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stemming from my interactions with youth. To help reflect on how I would impact this work 

what follows is a reflective vignette of my journey to becoming involved in this research 

followed by a critical examination of influential moments that impact the positions I may have 

privileged in this project. This form of writing allows me to express my own subjective approach 

to the project in an emotional and interesting way and bring to the fore the diverse range of 

influences on my own subjective position rather than hide from them or pretend that they do not 

exist (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011).  

Growing Up as an ‘International’ Child. A mandala I drew at the outset of my Ph.D. journey 

provides a good visual of my identification as an international child (see Figure 1). I am a white, 

heterosexual male from a middle-income family. I was born on Männedorf, Switzerland, a small 

town on the east coast of the lake of Zurich. I have never called Switzerland my home; the time I 

spent in Switzerland after being born was likely the longest amount on time I have stayed in 

Switzerland in one stay. When I was born my parents were living in Ibadan, Nigeria. My mum 

had been born in Lagos, Nigeria 27 years earlier to Swiss and French parents. My dad, having 

visited Nigeria to meet my mum’s parents, accepted a job running the hotel and conference 

centre for the International Institute of Tropical Agriculture (IITA). My dad was born and grew 

up in Birmingham, UK to parents who worked for the Cadbury Factory in Bourneville. Two 

years after I was born, I was joined by my brother, Yves, and two years after that my sister, Lara. 

Growing up on the IITA campus was paradise for children. The campus was a gated community 

of international scientists and support staff who had full access to a swimming pool, tennis 

courts, a squash court, a nine-hole golf course, and numerous trails through the remaining 

tropical rainforest that had been left intact.  
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Figure 1  

Mandala drawn during the second semester of my PhD program 

 

 

My childhood was one spent outside playing with friends, who all lived in close 

proximity. My friends came from diverse backgrounds including the Democratic Republic of 

Congo, Kenya, South Africa, Nigeria, Benin, Mexico, Australia, China, Japan, Germany, 

England, Scotland, the U.S.A., and of course Nigeria. The teachers I had at school also came 

from diverse backgrounds and the diverse backgrounds of both students and teachers were 

continuously celebrated. One memorable project in grade three was the opportunity to visit 

various countries in a unit designed after the story ‘Around the World in Eighty Days’ by Jules 

Verne. We ‘flew’ in cars to the countries that our classmates were from, which meant that I got 

to visit Lebanon, India, Nigeria, Ghana, and a few more countries. Getting a history lesson from 



 

 

94 

 

my classmates’ parents, as well as getting to enjoy their countries cuisine is an experience I have 

never forgotten. This celebration of differences is a lesson that has had a big impact on my life. I 

do not think I have ever had the impression that ‘we are all the same’, but that our differences are 

what makes it so interesting to meet new people and hear their stories.  

The diverse cultural stories were not just heard outside my home, but also within my 

home. I grew up speaking both Swiss German and English at home (in fact Swiss German is my 

true mother tongue) and would later also learn and begin speaking French at home. Languages 

have always interested me, not just in the words that are used, but in the ‘how’ they are said and 

in the body language that accompanies words. Cultural traditions and their meaning, were also 

diverse in my home. While both my parents were raised as Christians, their Christmas traditions 

were quite different; my siblings and I were lucky in this regard and we benefitted from being 

able to become immersed in both with visits from both the Swiss ChristKindli and the British 

Father Christmas. Summertime was another mish mash of cultural opportunities as we visited 

family in Europe. This required visits to Switzerland, France, and England and with each stop 

there were those special stories that came to fruition; many of them centered around food and 

sport. To this day, when I am asked about the places I have been, beyond historic or prominent 

points of interest to visit, I am likely to share stories about the meals I had or the sporting events 

I partook in either as an athlete or fan.  

 My life story changed quite drastically when I was nine and a half years old. My dad had 

just finished his contract and did not wish to sign another so as to avoid having to send me to 

boarding school. Instead, my parents decided it was time to move. We moved to the small town 

of St. Marys, Ontario in the summer of 1997. I began to attend a rural school which, although 

considered small in Ontario, had three times as many students than the school I had left in 
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Nigeria. Another thing that stood out was the racial composition of my class, for the first time I 

was in a class of mainly Caucasian students. Although I looked more similar to my peers, I felt 

like the odd one out at many times, including sometimes due to the way I talked, the food I had 

in my lunch, and sometimes due to the games I knew how to play. Three instances that stand out 

to me are both related to language. One was the moment I pronounced the word yoghurt in the 

British way, rather than the North American pronunciation of yogurt. The second was when I 

was being tested for giftedness and was told that I had not passed due to the way I spoke and my 

differences in some vocabulary terms. Finally, in French class I stood out, in a good way 

academically, but for a student new to the school this made me feel even more different. My 

classmates were just beginning to take French, while I had taken French for the past 4 years in 

Nigeria, in fact my spoken French was better than my teachers. After the first few classes of 

French I became quiet and stopped speaking as I felt awkward being different. The hardest part 

of this transition for me, was what I took to be the expectation that I should be like the other kids 

around me. Differences were not celebrated like they had been in Nigeria. All of a sudden being 

good at school and sports made me stand out to my friends and instead of this being celebrated I 

felt it was just another difference between me and them.  

The one place that I found I could still be myself was in the swimming pool. Two weeks 

after moving to Canada my parents, whose support was admirable, signed me up with a 

competitive swim team in the neighbouring town of Stratford. My first practice I felt awkward 

asking if I could do flip turns while swimming, but as soon as I got into the pool and was able to 

swim up and down and be in my world, I felt comfortable. Swimming became my ‘happy place’. 

This is not to say that school and outside of the pool were always negative, I have many happy 

memories outside of the pool, but also many tough times and it was during these times that 
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swimming was my safety net. Even as I grew up and realized that I was never going to become 

the Olympian that I had dreamed about when I was younger, I continued to enjoy challenging 

myself in the pool and losing myself in the struggle to improve. I ended up swimming 

competitively for 15 years, including five years on the varsity team for Laurentian University. 

During my varsity years the swim team was not always the best atmosphere, but the opportunity 

to jump into the pool and push myself kept me going to practice every day. Now, as a coach, I 

have ensured that I have been involved in swimming every day that I have lived in Canada. I like 

to joke that I would not know how to live in Canada without going to a pool every day. As my 

life has changed, I have begun to cut back on my time at the pool, but still see my time there as a 

time away from everything else that is going on in my life.  

While school has not always been the most enjoyable aspect of my life it has played a 

large role in determining my path in life. Throughout high school I was not the most studious 

teenager, I think I was often bored; however, I worked hard enough to achieve my goal of going 

to university and being able to enrol in a concurrent education program that would result in my 

becoming a teacher. Before teacher’s college, I had to complete an undergraduate degree. I chose 

Sport Psychology as an undergraduate program that at 18 years old ‘sounded cool’ to me. My 

first day in the program, in a meeting with the other students entering the program, we were 

asked by the coordinator of the program at that time, Dr. Mark Eys, to tell the others about how 

we had chosen the program. Most students had fairly detailed reasons for how they had chosen 

the program and when it was my turn, I felt pressure to come up with a deeper reason than just 

the name sounding cool. However, I decided to answer truthfully, and was promptly told by Dr. 

Eys that I should perhaps consider another program. Having gotten to know Dr. Eys a bit better 

over the past 12 years I know he meant this sincerely, but at the time I took it as a bit of a 
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challenge. I would go on to finish the program, including a thesis, making the Deans honor list in 

3 out of 4 years and being a three-time All-Canadian student athlete. During my final year I 

completed a thesis based around swimmers’ use of music. For various reasons, my support 

structure while conducting this research was not great and when I finished, I realized that my 

work would never be published in an academic journal and this did not sit right with me. At the 

time I was convinced that I needed to do a master’s degree so that I could re-conduct my 

research and improve using the lessons I had learned. Standing in my way was a year of 

teacher’s college that I had left to complete if I was to become a teacher. While I was ready to 

give up this year, my mum convinced me to stick it out. I followed her advice and completed the 

year, but at the same time began to look for master’s programs that would suit me. While 

researching programs, I received an email from a friend wondering about whether I would be 

interested in covering their sabbatical year teaching physical education at an international school 

in Rome, Italy. I felt that this opportunity was too good to pass up and so agreed to teach that 

year in Rome. This experience would be quite different to other teaching experiences I had 

completed. These included a year that I took off from my undergraduate education to teach pre-

kindergarten in Nigeria at my old school and other work with children, including numerous years 

of working at summer camps. Before heading to Rome, I worked a summer at a camp for 

underprivileged kids nominated by agencies such as Big Brother and Big Sisters and various 

divisions of the Children’s Aid Society. To my great surprise, this summer would change my life 

more than my upcoming move to Rome as I met my future wife, Holly, that summer and I was 

lucky enough that she was adventurous enough to move to Rome three months later to live with 

me. My plan was to work one year in Rome and continue my search for a master’s program that 

would suit me. The program I found ended up being in Europe, the European Masters of Sport 
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and Exercise Psychology, a double-master’s degree program held jointly at the University of 

Jyväskylä in Finland and Leipzig University in Germany. As planned, I re-conducted my 

research this time with a great supervisory tandem of accomplished sport psychology 

researchers. During my time in this program Holly remained in Rome teaching and it was my 

decision to attend a conference in Rome, partly so that I could see her, that lead me to this 

project. At the International Society of Sport Psychology’s 50th Anniversary Seminar held in 

Rome, I re-connected with Dr. Rob Schinke, my supervisor for this dissertation. I mentioned to 

him that I was interested in pursuing a Ph.D. and he invited me to connect with him and discuss 

possibilities that existed with him and this led to a series of discussions around a project that 

extended his current work at that time being conducted with elite immigrant athletes. I was 

immediately interested in this line of work as it was very meaningful to me considering my own 

background as an immigrant in numerous countries. One constant reflection for me was the role 

that swimming had played for me in helping me adjust to life in Canada. I felt, and continued to 

feel, that even with my relatively ‘easy’ transition to life in Canada, sport had played an 

important role in helping me feel more at home. Through discussion with Dr. Schinke, the need 

to research around the acculturation stories of forced immigrant youth came about. Living in 

Europe and seeing the impact that the refugee crisis stemming from the war in Syria and the 

middle east was having on communities there, I was interested in pursuing this line of research 

that I felt would bring about meaningful change.  

Critical reflection. The last two and half years of my life have helped me become more 

aware of how privilege is an elusive construct that is found at the intersection of my multiple 

identities. The mere act of having the opportunity to complete a Ph.D. in a country like Canada 

highlights my privileged position in society. While I have parts of my life that are stressful, I am 
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privileged enough to have the opportunity (and funding) to pursue a learning journey that is of 

interest to me. Having written a brief vignette about some of my influential life moments, I have 

been forced to critically analyze how they will impact my work on this project. This begins with 

my desire to pursue a deeper understanding of the acculturation journeys of forced immigrant 

youth through sport. I believe this desire stems from the influential role that swimming played in 

the early moments of my acculturation journey in Canada and continues to play to this day. This 

has meant that I tend to privilege the belief that sport can be a positive context that can help 

newcomers adapt to life in Canada. However, I am not naïve in thinking that this is the only 

context that can be positive or that sport is always a positive context. My own story has 

influenced me to believe that sport holds the potential to be an integrative context. My past 

experiences also have influenced me to believe that differences should be celebrated; there is 

nothing wrong with learning new traditions and social norms, but there is also a case to be made 

for celebrating and sharing the differences in the way we live. On a theoretical level this means I 

am inclined to privilege integration as an acculturation journey for both newcomers and local 

members of the community. I think the sharing of cultural differences can occur in many 

contexts, but that participating in sport and sharing a meal together are two contexts that 

engender this possibility. I believe that my belief in celebrating differences allows me to 

naturally work towards empowering others to share their stories with me as I consider their 

stories as important, if not more important, than my own. Finally, my tendency to enjoy the 

struggle to prove people wrong is the basis for me believing that our sport system can be 

transformed to be equitable for all involved and to incorporate lessons from the diverse stories 

that can be told by all the participants within these programs.   
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3.4 Data Collection 

Centralizing forced immigrant youth in the data collection process represented the first step in a 

process of bringing about different ways of seeing the world as told through their stories. The 

move towards centralizing their knowledge represented a shift from the dominant approach of 

most social scientists who seek to explain human behaviours, to one grounded in German 

philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey’s concept of verstehen; a call for a move towards understanding 

unique events, situations, and people (see Klein, 2005). The following sub-section outlines the 

arts-based conversational interview method that was used to ‘collect data’ for this dissertation.  

3.4.1 Arts-based method 

Art has been positioned as an impactful method that can be used to centralise 

marginalized non-Western individuals in the research process (Huss, 2009). Engaging in art can 

help individuals think about, organize, and feel in control of sharing the stories they feel are 

important to be shared (Sinding et al., 2012). Making sense of one’s stories can be particularly 

impactful when wishing to share those related to troublesome times, in particular traumatic 

incidents, rendering stories ‘unsayable’ (Douglas & Carless, 2018; Leitch, 2008; Sinding et al., 

2012). As Douglas and Carless (2018) have noted, our bodies can ‘remember’ certain traumatic 

times that our conscious mind may not and as such these stories may only come to be expressed 

through a non-verbal manner of communication. Further, the use of an arts-based method 

provided youth with an opportunity to represent troublesome stories as fictional and/or in the 

past in an ethically safe context (Leitch, 2008). Arts-based interviews with Indigenous youth also 

showed engaging in art can help youth be less apprehensive in talking with a researcher and 

taking control over the storytelling process (Blodgett et al., 2013). The centralization of youths’ 

stories as the basis of the research process furthered the aim shifting power in the research 
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process (Spaiij et al., 2018) and engendering a more participatory and collaborative research 

process (Blodgett et al., 2013).  

The arts-based activity was used to facilitate the knowledge development phase of the 

CBPAR project by giving youth the opportunity to share stories related to engaging in sport in 

Canada. The process began with the prompt: “tell me a story about playing sport in Canada”. 

Youth were provided with blank white paper, coloured pencils, markers, and crayons. Youth 

were assured that the art was not the focus of the research process, but rather the accompanying 

stories. As such, they were assured there was no right or wrong way to draw and that the art 

pieces would only be shared with a broader audience with their consent. Youth who struggled to 

begin drawing were encouraged to doodle on a separate page as a way of becoming more 

comfortable with the process (Blodgett et al., 2013). Finally, the community co-interviewer 

(Bahaa) and I also created an art piece alongside youth and invited the youths’ siblings to join us, 

thereby making it a collective exercise which helped youth feel more comfortable. 

3.4.2 Conversational interviewing  

Conversational interviews followed the creation of art pieces. Each conversation was 

initiated by asking youth to describe their artwork and continued on in an unstructured manner 

with youth free to share the stories they felt comfortable sharing and other stories that came 

about in relation to their artwork (Blodgett et al., 2013). However, I was not a passive listener 

during these conversations, but rather an active participant asking questions and showing a 

willingness to reciprocate in sharing when needed. Waller (2006) urged researchers to show their 

interest and respect for youths’ stories and expertise by taking on an active role in conversations 

with them. To this end I asked the youth probing questions that related back to their daily lives in 

Canada, how these differed to their lives before coming to Canada, and how engaging in 
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community sport programs in Canada had impacted their daily lives. Further, our informal 

conversations were enriched by my shared background to West Africa with some youth and 

Bahaa’s shared Syrian cultural background with some youth. 

3.4.3 Reflexive Journal  

Reflexivity is a key to an authentic CBPAR approach as researchers must continuously 

examine who is in control of the directing the research process and to whose benefit and purpose 

actions are taken (Schinke et al., 2013; Spaaij et al., 2018). Reflexive journaling can help a 

researcher deepen their understanding of “unexpected research encounters and improve 

awareness of researcher positionality in order to render a more complete understanding of 

interview data, to contextualize findings” (Meyer & Willis, 2019, p. 578) and develop an 

interpretive account of how one has shaped the development of knowledge. I kept a reflexive 

journal that included my reflections and interpretations of events throughout the research process 

including formal and informal meetings with research team members, critical discussions 

between myself and research team members, and also reflective thoughts that arose during the 

analysis and writing process. Beyond noting contextual details, my journal entries primarily paid 

attention to my position in the research process and the power imbalances that arose between 

myself and other research team members. I used these reflections to not only debrief myself, but 

also to inform future actions and increase my ability to reflexively analyse my position during 

research encounters.  

 

3.5 Data analysis 

The data analysis process further brought about the sharing of stories as I collaboratively 

engaged in a reflexive thematic analysis process with forced immigrant youth and YMCA staff 
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member collaborators. The collaborative analysis process moved our team (including myself) 

from story analysts to storytellers (Smith, 2016), as we aimed not to reach an ‘objective 

consensus’ but bring about a nuanced understanding of what sport meant to forced immigrant 

youth (Braun et al., 2016). The analysis process began during the data collection phase as Bahaa 

and I became immersed in the forced immigrant youths’ stories during the arts-based 

conversational interviews, informal conversations with forced immigrant youths’ family 

members, and follow-up critical conversations amongst academic and YMCA research team 

members. As an academic outsider I deepened my immersion into the youths’ stories by 

transcribing the audio from interviews verbatim and then reading and re-reading the interview 

transcripts. During this initial step of Braun et al.’s (2016) recursive six-step analytical process I 

also noted interpretive thoughts regarding interesting features of the youths’ stories in my 

reflexive research journal. These reflexive notations, as well as critical conversations with 

research team members guided my actions as I moved through the CBPAR process. After 

multiple read-throughs, I began to inductively code the transcripts by annotating individually 

distinct key features of each youths’ story in the margins of their interview transcript. 

Annotations includes codes that were unique to each youth’s story as well as codes that related to 

stories told by other youth. During the immersion and coding process I communicated weekly 

with YMCA and academic research team members to discuss the shared meanings I interpreted 

from youths’ stories. The feedback I received, and my ever-changing interpretations were noted 

in the reflexive journal I kept to further inform the subsequent step of theme development. As 

each transcript is coded, the codes from each transcript were collated into one file. The collation 

of all codes allowed for a comparison and connection of meaningful features which led to the 

development of higher order themes related to themes that brought forced immigrant youth’s 
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stories together. The themes were then reviewed to ensure they adequately related back to the 

original transcript data, as well as helped in the development of telling compelling stories that 

youth wished to share with their host community about the role of sport in their lives. As the 

themes began to take shape academic jargon free titles and definitions were developed for each 

theme, and themes were organised into thematic frameworks that portrayed the coherent and 

compelling story they told. The thematic frameworks were then shared with forced immigrant 

youth so that they could provide feedback as to the authenticity of the analysis and the focal 

point(s) of each story. Youths’ feedback was garnered through formal and informal 

conversations either individually or in a group setting, dependent on which youth choose as more 

comfortable for them. The final step of the analysis was the development of polyphonic vignettes 

that portrayed the story told by our themes in a coherent, compelling, and evocative manner. 

While the process is described temporally, it was an iterative and dynamic process that entailed 

revisiting certain ‘stages’ of the process as research team members (including youth) met 

informally and provided further direction as to the stories that should be shared.  

 

3.6 Data (Re-)presentation  

Expressing the diverse constructions that make up the complex nature of what is held to be true 

within a community of people is a dilemma that has faced qualitative researchers who have 

aimed to shift the agency of the voices featured in research findings to those with whom they 

work (i.e., their research participants; Burnett, 2016). Varying forms of storytelling as forms of 

creative non-fiction (CNF) have become an increasingly common practice for researchers 

seeking a better approach to showing rather than telling readers the stories they wish to share 

(Smith, McGannon, & Williams, 2016). One way researchers have used CNF is through 
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vignettes, a form of short story that allows researchers to portray the intricacies of the twists and 

turns inherent to the complexity of life stories told by people (see Smith et al., 2016). Vignettes 

are often written as a monologue, usually from a participant’s (i.e., snapshot or portrait vignette) 

or aggregated participants’ (i.e., composite vignette) point(s) of view (Spalding & Phillips, 

2007). Researchers working with vulnerable populations have often chosen to protect the 

anonymity of participants by writing their vignettes as a monologue that incorporates the 

viewpoints of all participants engaged in the research process (i.e., a composite vignette; 

Spalding & Phillips, 2007; Schinke, Blodgett et al., 2016a, 2016b). However, composite 

vignettes written as a monologue can fail to capture conflicting accounts that encapsulate the 

complexity inherent in the idiographic stories individuals tell. The stories told in this dissertation 

moved past this problem through the development of composite polyphonic vignettes which 

featured multiple composite characters.  

3.6.1 Composite polyphonic vignettes  

Polyphony refers to a text in which the author takes a less authoritative role by developing 

a dialogical text in which different logics inform and shape one another; an approach that allows 

for complexity, diversity, and multiplicity to be shown, rather than providing solely one 

‘optimal’ storyline (Letiche, 2010). A polyphonic vignette is a form of short story that gives 

agency to multiple voices throughout the process of writing, in essence a shared authorship 

(Ghorashi, 2014). I maintained youths’ confidentiality and anonymity by drawing inspiration 

from composite vignettes in the development of multiple, composite characters and details from 

multiple interviews to develop composite scenes in which the conversations take place. By 

avoiding singling out youth individually, they felt more comfortable during their storytelling 

knowing that their stories would remain anonymous (Middleton et al., 2019). Angrosino (1998) 



 

 

106 

 

would have been supportive of the approach, as in his ethnographic work with individuals who 

had mental disabilities, he felt that the more he could do to disguise the identities of those he 

worked with through developing composite characters and scenes, the more comfortable he 

would feel he had not broken the confidences of those he worked with. Preserving the 

confidentiality and anonymity of the youths’ stories in an ethical manner is the prime reason for 

using polyphonic vignettes in the current project. As a white, male, Western researcher asking to 

hear the stories of youth whose life stories are much more tumultuous than mine, the least I could 

do was assure them of anonymity in the stories that were produced. 

The process of forming stories occurred in cyclical process of writing, reading, reflection, 

discussion, and re-writing. As the primary author of the stories, there was a certain amount of 

responsibility that I assumed, as I had to make important interpretive choices throughout the 

writing process (Sparkes, 2002). Importantly, at each step of the writing process I consulted with 

Bahaa and, when possible, forced immigrant youth collaborators. However, I also embraced my 

role in the story telling process, by including myself in each of the stories, a writing technique 

known as authorial presence (Sparkes, 2002). To form the bulk of the story I selected key words, 

quotes, and stories from the transcripts and my journal of field notes that best represented each 

theme and then merged these extracts into a compelling and evocative storyline that remained 

grounded in the accounts of the youth (Smith et al., 2016). The creative license that I afford 

myself was reflected in how these extracts were positioned in relation to each other, how I used 

contextual information from my journal to contextualize each scene in the stories, and the 

depiction of each composite character. Forced immigrant youth had the final say on the 

construction of the stories. Drafts of the stories were shared with youth and YMCA staff 
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members whose feedback was instrumental to ensuring the focus of each story reflected the 

message youth wished to share with members of their host community.  

Confidentiality and anonymity were not the only reasons for choosing a composite, 

creative non-fiction method of (re)presentation. K. Frank (2000) in her storytelling of sex trade 

workers’ life stories, reasoned that fictional story telling methods helped to elucidate the 

complexity of power relationships and human interactions. While the stories here are not entirely 

fictional, creative nonfiction allows for a deeper portrayal of the complexity of lived experiences 

as opposed to traditional ‘scientific’ modes of storytelling (K. Frank, 2000). Helping readers 

connect with the stories at an emotional and sensory level can help bring clarity to the 

complexity that underpins the stories told by forced immigrant youth (Diversi, 1998; K. Frank, 

2000). Additionally, by moving beyond the specialized jargon associated with academic writing, 

the stories became more enjoyable to read and allowed for an audience to be reached that would 

never dream of picking up an academic journal (K. Frank, 2000). For Christensen (2012), 

storytelling allowed her to disseminate the emotive, personal stories told to her by the homeless 

people she worked with in an adequate and more culturally appropriate manner. Through her 

storytelling she was able to share her research with the participants who had collaborated with 

her, as well as the communities in which the research took place.  Following on Christensen’s 

advice, the current project used storytelling as a mode of research that aligned with the 

community based approach of the project. Engaging the forced immigrant youth and YMCA 

staff in the storytelling process provided them with the opportunity to choose their level of 

involvement in every step of the research process from inception to final product.  
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3.7 Research Quality 

Judging the quality of CBPAR research, and for this project the authenticity of the stories that 

are (re)presented, is a messy proposition as there is no one model of research that is followed and 

the interpretations that are offered are very much tied to the needs and interests of the community 

that it is situated within and the individuals who are involved in the research process (Cook, 

2009; Sparkes & Smith 2009). Acknowledging the difficulty in meeting pre-ordained criteria of 

rigour and quality, the current section highlights some criteria that were used as a starting point 

from which the research process was judged. We proceed with a word of caution for readers as to 

the assumption that all criteria presented here will be relevant to each or any step in the research 

process. As readers will discern as they move through chapters four to seven, moving through a 

CBPAR requires a flexibility on the part of academic researchers as community members are 

centralized and assume control over the direction of the research process. The following criteria 

are those I feel are and were relevant to judging the research process (Sparkes & Smith, 2009).   

3.7.1 Community based participatory action research guidelines 

The current project drew inspiration from decolonizing methodologies that have emerged 

from Indigenous scholarship (see Smith, 1999). Wishing to move beyond the taken for granted 

assumption in academia that researchers work inherently benefits humankind, I have chosen to 

embark on a research process that centralizes community members, particularly the forced 

immigrant youth that may be treated otherwise as the ‘Other’ and so traditionally excluded from 

involvement in the research process (Ryba & Schinke, 2009). The following criteria were 

borrowed, and adapted from, Schinke, Smith, and McGannon (2013) proposals for criteria to 

consider when conducting community-based research that concluded a special issue of 

Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise, and Health focused on community-based research. 
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These criteria were augmented by criteria proposed by Schinke and Blodgett (2016), Schinke and 

colleagues (2018), and Spaaij, Schulenkorf, Jeanes, and Oxford (2018). 

Community Driven Research. The direction of this research project was determined, and 

continued to be directed, by the values and priorities of community members, both YMCA staff 

and forced immigrant youth, who participated in the research process. Monthly meetings were 

held with YMCA staff at which project updates were shared and their feedback was provided as 

to the next steps they felt should be taken. As the project progressed, these meetings took on an 

informal nature as YMCA staff members became comfortable with my presence in their offices. 

Bi-annual meetings were held with the forced immigrant youth, when possible ad they chose to 

participate, to update them on project developments. Additionally, a private Facebook group was 

developed in conjunction with the YMCA staff and forced immigrant youth to allow for lines of 

communication to be developed between all individuals involved in the research process. 

Throughout this process, the aim was to develop the space and opportunity needed for YMCA 

staff and forced immigrant youth to share their ideas and be active participants in the co-

generation of knowledge and related outcomes.  

Development of Authentic Relationships. A key aspect of ensuring the community 

driven nature of the CBPAR project was the development of relationships with the community 

members through respectful and genuine interactions, and a sense of humility on my part to show 

community members my desire to relinquish control over the research process (Kral, 2014; 

Schinke et al., 2018; Spaaij et al., 2018). The development of relationships built on trust took 

time and meant patience on my part and a willingness to embrace change (Kral, 2014; Schinke et 

al., 2013). One way I ensured I did not overstep my role, continued to reflexively analyze my 

position, and ensured critical reflections guided future action taken was through a reflexive 
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journal. The development of a trusting and open relationship with Bahaa was also key to the 

development of relationships with forced immigrant families who knew him from interactions at 

the YMCA Settlement Offices. Additionally, Bahaa’s shared culture with many of the Arabic 

speaking and Syrian families brought about numerous critical conversations which were a lesson 

in themselves for me and helped me to better understand how my actions centralized or 

marginalised forced immigrant youth and their family members in our interactions and 

relationships.  

Prolonged Engagement. The CBPAR project that this work is situated in received funding 

for a six-year period of academic team member involvement. Further, I was fortunate to be 

granted a three-year SSHRC Joseph-Armand Bombardier scholarship which allowed me to 

spend more time focused on my work on the project. This was important as it took considerable 

time to immerse myself in the community and garner the trust of the community members I 

worked with (Schinke et al., 2013). Showing my deep desire to work with forced immigrant 

youth and their families began from the outset of the project when I visited many of the families 

homes to tell them about the project and introduce myself, before asking and arranging for an 

interview with the youth. Prolonged engagement also related to the amount of time spent with 

different community members. Engaging with and collaborating with all members of the 

research process was critical to centralizing them in the research process (Schinke et al., 2018). 

An example of such a scenario was a planned two hour interview with one youth which became 

a seven and a half hour fully immersed day spent with the family. To garner the trust of forced 

immigrant families, almost all of whom came from different cultural backgrounds to me, meant 

showing a deep interest and desire to learn more about their stories and their cultural traditions. 

While the scenario presented above is one example, immersing myself into the youths’ stories 
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meant returning to their homes for interviews and on many occasions staying beyond the planned 

time and/or returning once again for coffee and meals. The introductory meetings and arts-based 

interviews moved at the pace of the family’s desire to share their stories with me, often lasting 

longer than I planned for. Showing a willingness to spend time with them listening to their 

stories, and sharing some of my own, was crucial to building respectful relationships with the 

forced immigrant youth and their family members. 

Ensuring Project Sustainability through Community Capacity Building. A key aspect 

of CBPAR is helping community members and groups build the capacity to initiate and conduct 

their own research (Schinke et al., 2013). As described above, one of the ways this was done 

through partnering with a YMCA staff member in the research process through his role as a co-

interviewer, leading to becoming a co-author in all the three publications stemming directly from 

work with the forced immigrant youth and their families (i.e., chapters five, sis, and seven). The 

strengthening of a collaborative relationship through joint planning and execution of the research 

process moved the project closer to becoming sustainable beyond the academic team’s 

involvement (Schulenkorf, 2012). Throughout the project a community of practice between the 

forced immigrant youth and the project team members was also developed. The process began 

with some forced immigrant youth who volunteered to participate in sharing their ideas on how 

communication between the project team (i.e., the forced immigrant youth, YMCA staff, and 

academic team) could occur. Through an invited lunch and subsequent round table discussion, a 

Facebook page and group, and Instagram page were created. The youth expressed great 

excitement at being included in the early development phase of these platforms and their 

involvement continued to inform how these platforms were utilized. The hope was that the 

development of these lines of communication would result in collaborative efforts between the 
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forced immigrant youth and YMCA staff beyond the academic team involvement; however, for 

this to occur these platforms will have to be revisited as the project team continues to work 

together. At the time of writing this dissertation a further development of including YMCA staff 

members throughout the research process resulted in the application, on their part, for funding 

for a new project to be conducted with newcomers to Sudbury using a storytelling methodology.  

Project Deliverables. The above sections have already previewed many of the project 

deliverables that will result from this research project. From an academic viewpoint, publishing 

and presenting new knowledge and ideas are products that must be produced in order for a 

project to be deemed ‘successful’ (Schinke et al., 2013). Some of these publications appear as 

chapters of this dissertation (i.e., chapter four, five, six, seven), a necessary ‘reality’ of my 

objective of completing my doctorate. Of equal, or more, importance in this project is the 

development of long-lasting solutions that produce transformative change in the community 

(Schinke & Blodgett, 2016). Some of the deliverables that were produced towards bringing about 

this change are the collaborative productions of the polyphonic vignettes that will be written and 

shared with the community via the project Facebook page. Further, the polyphonic vignettes will 

be used to form the basis of a cultural sensitivity training program for YMCA staff and a 

dedicated sport program for newcomer youth that will be unveiled at the YMCA (when possible 

due to COVID-19). The forced immigrant youth and YMCA staff will be at the forefront of 

producing these products so that they remain useful and under development beyond the academic 

team involvement (Schinke et al., 2013).   

3.7.2 Authentic story-telling  

Ensuring the stories told here are relevant to the community members, required assuring 

readers of the stories’ authenticity. Several well-published storytellers in sport and exercise 
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psychology were drawn upon to guide this process (see for example Douglas & Carless, 2009; 

Smith, 2018; Smith & McGannon, 2018; Sparkes, 2002). Employing a CNF approach, rather 

than a fictional approach, assures those reading that while the portrayed events may not have 

taken place in the exact order in which they were portrayed, they were grounded in the stories of 

forced immigrant youth living within their community (Smith, 2016; Sparkes, 2002). By 

contextualizing the stories through rich descriptions of the settings the stories were told in, as 

well as providing an adequate description of each individual involved in the storytelling, readers 

are encouraged to reflect upon the stories and connect them to the stories they tell of their own 

daily lives (Smith, 2018). Throughout this process the “authenticity” of the forced immigrant 

youths’ voices was preserved and centralized as the stories were primarily composed of carefully 

chosen extracts from the transcripts of the arts-based interviews, enabling a form of naturalistic 

generalizability (Smith, 2018; Smith et al., 2016). The aim was also to tell the stories in an 

evocative manner that will allow readers to feel they are participating vicariously. This was done 

in part through dialogue, helping to bring emotion into the story and show how the stories were 

told by the forced immigrant youth (Smith et al., 2016; Sparkes, 2002). My hope is that through 

experiencing the stories in a vicarious manner, readers will be encouraged to not only think about 

how the stories connect to their lives, but also to the stories told by youth they work with and the 

dominant narratives they are situated in on a daily basis (Smith, 2018).  
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Chapter 4  

4  Community sport and physical activity programs as sites of 

integration: A meta-synthesis of qualitative research conducted 

with forced migrants 

This article (see Appendix E) is published in Psychology of Sport and Exercise 

Middleton, T. R. F., Petersen, B., Schinke, R. J., Kao. S.F., & Giffin, C. (2020). Community sport and physical 

activity programs as sites of integration: A meta- synthesis of qualitative research conducted with forced 

migrants. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 51, Article 101769. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101769 

The number of forcibly displaced people worldwide reached 74.8 million people in 2018 

(UNHCR, 2019). Those who are forced to seek sanctuary in another country (i.e., asylum 

seekers; CCR, 2010) must prove through an application process that their fear of persecution in 

relation to their “race, religion, nationality, and/or membership of a particular social group” is 

well-founded in order to receive the protection and assistance that comes with being recognized 

as a refugee (United Nations Refugee Agency, 1951, p. 14). The journey to safety taken by 

asylum seekers and refugees (referred to henceforth as forced migrants) is often filled with 

traumatic incidents that can result in an immeasurable impact on their mental health, including 

recurring bouts of major depression, developing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and 

being an acute suicide risk (George, 2012; Ley et al., 2017, 2018; Steel et al., 2006). 

Concurrently, forced migrants must also begin to acculturate to their host community. 

Acculturation is the open-ended process of continuous change individuals go through as they 

navigate cultural differences when in regular contact with individuals who are culturally 
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dissimilar to themselves (Chirkov, 2009). At an individual level, the stress of navigating cultural 

divides can manifest in psychosomatic symptoms related to anxiety and depression (Berry, 

2017). The concurrent impact of trauma and acculturation means forced migrants often struggle 

with their mental health in a more severe manner than immigrants (i.e., individuals who have 

chosen to migrate; George, 2012). Helping forced migrants integrate into their host communities 

(i.e., maintain and regain connections with their home culture while developing connections with 

their host culture) has been posited as providing them with the necessary support to regain and/or 

maintain their mental health (Keles et al., 2018).  

Sport has been proposed as a method of helping newcomers (i.e., any individual who is 

outside their country/region of origin) navigate the cultural divides they face in their host 

community in a healthy manner (Ryba et al., 2017). The primary focus of sport and exercise 

psychology (SEP) researchers has been on the acculturative journeys of individuals who have 

chosen to migrate (e.g., Elbe et al., 2018; Ryba et al., 2016; Schinke, Blodgett et al., 2016). 

Examples include Elbe et al.’s (2018) work with immigrant youth sport participants in Spain and 

Greece, Ryba et al.’s (2016) study with (semi-) professional athletes who engaged in 

transnational careers for athletic purposes, and Schinke, Blodgett et al.’s (2016) project with 

immigrant athletes in Canada. Researchers conducting this work have highlighted the importance 

of societal context in understanding how newcomers’ acculturation journeys unfold (Elbe et al., 

2018; Ryba et al., 2016). Further, researchers using qualitative methodologies to explore what 

acculturation means for newcomers have brought to light that acculturative journey stories do not 

come to an arbitrary end. Rather, the transition to a feeling of having adapted to a new culture is 

one that is context specific, dynamic, and may change due to changes in the athletes’ socio-

cultural contexts (Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Ryba et al., 2016; Schinke, Blodgett et al., 2016). 
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Schinke, Blodgett et al. (2016) referred to navigating cultural divides as trying to put a puzzle 

back together with mismatched pieces. The process of putting the pieces together can be messy, 

filled with uncertainty, and feel like a never-ending endeavour. However, with support, some 

athletes may find enough pieces to match, resulting in the creation of a new picture.  

Missing from work conducted by SEP researchers are the stories, and analysis of stories, 

told by forced migrants in community sport and/or physical activity programs. The differing 

ways in which individuals come to live in a new culture can impact their power and rights, as 

well as their motives and abilities to connect with a new culture, resulting in an increased 

number of psychosomatic symptoms due to feelings of uncertainty. Forced migrants also 

encounter different hurdles (e.g., lack of material and financial resources) than immigrants when 

integrating into host communities (Berry, 2017). The involuntary manner in which forced 

migrants leave their homes, and their lack of control over which host country they seek refuge in, 

stands in contrast to the luxury that immigrants have of living in a host community of their 

choosing. Further, the wait for a decision to be made on their asylum application can compound 

the impact of trauma along their journey to safety and the stress of acculturating to a new 

community (George, 2012; Steel et al., 2006). The exploration of how to support forced migrants 

during their acculturative journeys has been conducted by scholars across disciplines (e.g., 

psychology, sociology, leisure studies, health, sport management). However, the terminology 

used to define research related to acculturation can differ dependent on discipline. For example, 

some sport sociologists have focused their work on the concept of belonging. For Spaaij (2015), 

belonging is a form of emotional attachment that relates individuals to other peoples, places, or 

modes of being. Yuval-Davis (2006) added that individuals’ feelings of belonging to one group 

did not exclude them from belonging to other groups at the same moment in time. Membership 
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within these groups intersected along axes of social and power location. Sociological researchers 

regard sport as a common interest that can help people with unique life stories feel a sense of 

belonging to one another. Although the terminology used by scholars across disciplines differs, 

we believe that SEP researchers will benefit from, and be able to build upon the work of, 

scholars within multiple disciplines should a viable integration of knowledge be made available.  

One way of integrating knowledge is through a systematic review of qualitative research 

to provide a meta-synthesis of multi-disciplinary work (Walsh & Downe, 2005). A meta-

synthesis differs from a meta-analysis as the aim is to garner a deeper awareness of the nature of 

a construct (e.g., acculturation, belonging) from the stories of those whose lives we are interested 

in rather than increase our certainty as to the cause and effect of particular researcher-driven 

interventions (Walsh & Downe, 2005). Sociological researchers have argued researchers cannot 

explore how individuals construct their sense of belonging without examining the context in 

which their stories are told (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Psychological researchers have postulated that 

interpretive qualitative methodologies have the potential to provide contextualized 

understandings of events and/or actions from the stories told by those whose lives we want to 

learn more about (Berry, 2017; Chirkov, 2009; Denzin, 2017). Therefore, we felt that the work 

conducted by researchers using qualitative methodologies enabled us to examine the intricacies 

of how forced migrants gave meaning to the change in their thoughts and behaviours within 

communities that they had settled in (Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Chirkov, 2009). Our aim was to 

synthesize multi-disciplinary qualitative research and through a sport and exercise psychology 

lens develop novel interdisciplinary insights of how sport and physical activity may become an 

integrative context for forced migrants.  
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4.1  Methodology 

We conducted our qualitative meta-synthesis from a social constructionist epistemological 

standpoint. Our understanding of forced migrants’ acculturative stories was constructed through 

the words used by researchers and participants in studies conducted within, and in relation to, 

community sport and physical activity programs (Gergen & Gergen, 2008). We felt that 

analysing previous findings, taken-for-granted assumptions, and approaches to understanding the 

integration of forced migrants through community sport and physical activity programs would 

bring about new insights into how sport and physical activity may foster integration at a 

community level (Walsh & Downe, 2005; Williams & Shaw, 2016). Further, the current meta-

synthesis underpins the inception of a broader community-based participatory action research 

(CBPAR) project. Prior to engaging with forced migrants in the community we reside in, we 

believed it was necessary to learn from previous researchers’ findings and the approaches they 

employed to help shape the progression of our own work (Gergen & Gergen, 2008). As Gergen 

and Gergen (2008) have noted, “by acknowledging these sources, not only do we begin to see 

continuity, but we credit the process of collaboration that is so central to action research itself” 

(p. 169). The synthesis unfolded through four phases: (1) identifying articles relevant to the 

topic, (2) appraising the studies for research quality, (3) descriptively analysing and synthesising 

relevant data, and (4) interpretively (meta-) synthesising the descriptive analysis and synthesis by 

comparing, contrasting, and going beyond what was explicitly stated (Thomas & Harden, 2008; 

Williams & Shaw, 2016). 

4.1.1  Situating the Researchers 

Aligned with our epistemological standpoint we felt that it was not possible to remain 

objective and neutral in our interpretations (Denzin, 2017). As such, we begin by acknowledging 
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our backgrounds so that readers may discern how our positions may have impacted our 

interpretive insights. Four of us are white, male researchers, privileged to work in a country that 

we consider safe and prosperous. We have each been involved in competitive sport and believe 

that all people can benefit socially, physically, and mentally from involvement in sport and 

physical activity. Thierry is an immigrant Ph.D. candidate for whom sport provided a form of 

sanctuary when he felt alone in his new community. Motivated by his desire to learn how sport 

may help youth who feel alone in their new home, his dissertation is formed around work he is 

conducting for a broader CBPAR project seeking to understand the acculturation of forced 

migrant youth through community sport. Brennan and Cole are fellow Ph.D. scholars in the same 

qualitative laboratory as the first author. They have lived their entire lives in the country in 

which this work is conducted, providing them with a host-country member understanding of 

participating in sport alongside newcomers. Brennan’s previous work on systematic reviews was 

valuable in shaping the process followed during this qualitative synthesis. Rob, head of the 

qualitative laboratory and the primary investigator of the broader CBPAR project, has an 

extensive background of work experience with migrant athletes in his consulting practice as a 

mental performance consultant and has been at the forefront of a push towards contextualized 

and personalized approaches in work with athletes. Sanfu works in a different country than the 

other authors but has at various points faced acculturation periods in North America. His 

background in cultural psychology provided an alternate lens during the interpretive meta-

synthesis phase.  

4.1.2  Identifying Relevant Papers 

An electronic database search was conducted to identify relevant articles published from 

January 1990 to July 2018 in the following databases: Anthropology Plus, ERIC, 
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PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, SPORTDiscus, Sociological Abstracts, and Web of Science. The 

date range chosen coincided with the beginning of the Persian Gulf War on August 2, 1990 

(Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2019), which contributed to the largest increase (i.e., over 2.5 million 

people during 1990) in refugees worldwide since 1971 (UNHCR, 2018). The search terms used 

to capture relevant articles were developed through a preliminary exploration of acculturation 

research to identify pertinent terminologies used in varying disciplines. The terms used to define 

sport and physical activity were developed to include any form of physical activity conducted in 

a group setting. We did so to adhere to the Canadian Sport for Life philosophy where each 

individual should be supported in one’s own unique journey to becoming active for life (Higgs et 

al., 2019). We also believed that due to our cultural backgrounds differing from those whom we 

wanted to learn from, it was imperative to remain open to alternate interpretations of what 

constituted these terms. Subsequently, the final search terms for the current meta-synthesis were:  

(1) Terms for methodology: “qualitative research*” OR “interview*” OR “focus group*” OR 

“life world*” OR “lived experience*” OR “participant observation” OR “ethnograph*” OR 

“thematic analysis” OR “content analysis” OR “conversation analysis” OR 

“phenomenolog*” OR “grounded theory” OR “mixed method*” OR “hermeneutic*” OR 

“interpret*” 

(2) Terms for sport/physical activity: “‘sport*” OR “physical activity*” OR “leisure*” 

(3) Terms for population: “refugee*” OR “forced migrant*” OR “asylum seek*” 

The initial database search took place on July 27, 2018 and identified 1647 citations after the 

removal of duplicates, non-articles, and non-peer-reviewed resources. This search was updated 

on November 15, 2019 seeking any recent articles published since the initial search (i.e., July 

2018 to November 2019), returning 348 additional unique citations. Articles returned through the 
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electronic database search were screened for relevancy based on six specific inclusion criteria: 

(a) the researchers focused entirely on refugee and/or asylum seeking individuals, (b) the 

participants were living in a new country, (c) the paper focused on forced migrants’ participation 

in sport and physical activity, (d) a qualitative research methodology was used, (e) the study was 

published in a peer-reviewed journal, and (f) the full text was English. Using these criteria, the 

first two authors progressively reviewed each article by title, abstract, methodology section, and 

a final full text review. Articles not meeting the inclusion criteria were removed at each stage of 

screening (e.g., not delineating between forced migrants and immigrants). The remaining 22 

articles were deemed relevant to the review aim and, following a systematic search of the 

reference lists of these articles, one additional paper was deemed as fitting the inclusion criteria, 

resulting in 23 total included articles (see Figure 2). These articles have been distinguished by 

bibliographical codes within the results and discussion section, references, and tables.  

Figure 2  

Flowchart of Systematic Search Process 
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4.1.3  Appraising the Chosen Studies for Research Quality 

Assessing the quality of qualitative research included within a meta-synthesis has become 

a vital step to ensuring that the conclusions drawn are not misleading or a result of unreliable 

research (Williams & Shaw, 2016). Given the variety of research approaches that may be used, 

and epistemological backgrounds research may be grounded in, there has been no consensus as 

to how the quality of qualitative research should be assessed (Garside, 2014). Following 

Garside’s (2014) recommendations, each study was carefully considered and assessed by its own 

merits based on three broad criteria: (a) the alignment between study design and the research 

question (i.e., epistemological aspects), (b) the connection of the findings to a wider body of 

knowledge (i.e., theoretical aspects), and (c) recommendations for policy (i.e., practical aspects). 

Following from these assessments, the decision was made to not exclude any studies meeting the 

inclusion criteria based on quality, but rather ensure that the contribution each study made to the 

results of the synthesis were based on the strengths associated with that study (Williams & Shaw, 

2016). For example, Guerin and colleagues (2003) explored the benefits and challenges of a 

physical activity program. While the authors did not connect their findings to previous research, 

or provide a theoretical underpinning, their work contributed primarily to descriptive content on 

the strengths and barriers of physical activity programs designed for forced migrant participants.  

4.1.4  Descriptive Analysis and Synthesis  

Descriptive data including study aims, participant demographics, the context in which 

each study occurred, and methodological information (e.g., research design, data collection, data 

analysis) was collated from each study (see Table 1). The results and discussion section of each 

selected article were then semantically coded line by line in order to closely capture the findings 

and interpretations presented by the author(s) of each study. Original participant quotations were 
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also coded so that our own interpretation of their words may come forward (Williams & Shaw, 

2016). Codes were extracted and developed into first order descriptive themes that we believed 

captured the essence of each article (Thomas & Harden, 2008). Using an iterative process, 

involving returning to the articles, original codes, and first order themes, we constructed three 

second order themes that we believed synthesized meaningful commonalities across the included 

studies (Williams and Shaw, 2016). 

4.1.5  Interpretive Meta-Synthesis 

The interpretive meta-synthesis involved a more thorough exploration and interpretation 

of the second-order descriptive themes to develop third order theory-driven analytical themes 

that related our descriptive themes to our research aim. We explored the unique challenges faced 

by forced migrants and how sport and physical activity may be used to support them through 

their acculturative journeys (Thomas & Harden, 2008; Williams & Shaw, 2016). The 

development of third-order themes occurred as a continuous conversation held between authors 

as they provided their own interpretations based on their background knowledge. During this 

time, the first author was in the process of completing the comprehensive examination portion of 

his PhD candidacy, which included a broad review of multi-disciplinary literature pertaining to 

process of acculturation from the vantage of sport researchers. Concurrently, the third author was 

in the process of conceptualizing a funded project focused on how sport organizations could 

support forced migrant athletes. The background reading needed for these pieces of work 

informed the two themes that form the basis of the interpretive synthesis. 
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Table 1 

 Summary of included papers in meta-synthesis 

Authors Aim Participants Sport and Physical 
Activity Contexts 

Data Collection Data analysis 

1Devlin et al., 2012 Determine 
behavioural 
elements of 
physical activity 
participation 
 

30 female Somali 
refugees, 
Age 18-60 (M = 39)  

 

Mainstream 
physical activity 
programs; USA 
 

Focus groups, 
structured 
interviews 

Fisher’s Exact Test, 
thematic analysis 

2Dukic et al., 2017 Identify how 
participants 
experienced social 
inclusion through 
sport 
 

9 refugees and 
asylum seekers (2 
staff members, 7 
players)  

 

Football team for 
asylum seekers; 
Australia 

Semi-structured 
interviews, field 
notes journal 

Thematic analysis 

3Giossos, 2008 Examine the social 
conditions under 
which refugees 
founded a soccer  
 

Refugees  
 

Refugee soccer 
club; Greece 

Interviews, 
articles, and other 
secondary sources 

Not described 

4Guerin et al., 2003 Facilitate Somali 
women’s access to 
physical activity 
programs 

>100 Somali 
female refugees, 
Age 17-67 (M = 33)  

Ethnocentric and 
mainstream 
physical activity 
opportunities; New 
Zealand 

Semi-structured 
interviews, 
observations, 
casual 
conversations 
 

Not described 
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5Haith-Cooper et al., 
2018 

Identify barriers 
and facilitators to 
uptake of, and 
adherence to, 
physical activity  

36 (20F,16M) 
asylum seekers 
from 18 countries. 
Age 18-59 

Physical activity 
engagement; 
Northern England 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Framework analysis 
underpinned by 
Theoretical Domains 
Network of 
behaviour change 
 

6Hartley et al., 2017 Examine the 
experiences and 
physical activity 
participation 
 of asylum seekers 
living in Australia 
  

29 (23M, 6F) adult 
refugees from 
Afghanistan, Sri 
Lanka, Iran 
 

 

Physical activity 
engagement; 
Australia 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Thematic analysis 

7Hurly, 2019 Explore the effects 
of leisure time and 
activity for post-
settlement African 
refugees 

3 adult female 
refugees from 
South Sudan and 
Democratic 
Republic of Congo 
 

Leisure activities of 
female African 
refugees; Canada 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Thematic analysis 

8Ley et al., 2018 Explore 
therapeutic 
processes and 
effects in a sport 
and exercise 
program for war 
and torture 
survivors 
 

1 male, Age 18+ Exercise therapy 
program for war 
and torture 
survivors  

Semi-structured 
interviews, 
observations 

Inductive analysis, 
open and focused 
coding, thematic 
grouping, 
triangulation 
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9Ley et al., 2017 Explore torture 
and war survivors’ 
experiences of 
flow during sport 
and exercise. 

4 (3F, 1M) from 
Chechnya, 
Afghanistan, Iraq, 
and Iran, Age 18+ 
 

Exercise therapy 
program for war 
and torture 
survivors  

Observations, 
field notes 

Custom coding 

10Michelini, 2018 Explore the 
experiences of 
former young elite 
athletes from Syria 
during forced 
migration and as 
an asylum seeker  

4 male refugees, 
Age 20-24 

Mainstream sport 
participation; 
Holland, Sweden, 
and Germany 

Semi-structured 
interviews, 
observations, 
social media 
analysis 

Content analysis 

11Nathan et al., 2013 Investigate the 
implementation of 
a football program 
and its effects on 
individual health, 
well-being, social 
inclusion, and 
cohesion. 

Experimental 
group: 48 (39M, 
9F) 
Comparison group: 
31 (22M, 9F) 
 

Mainstream sport 
for development 
football program; 
Australia 

Surveys, 
unstructured 
interviews 

ANOVA, chi-square, 
thematic analysis 

12Palmer, 2009 Explore the 
experiences of 
playing in a soccer 
team as a way of 
establishing 
particular cultural 
identities  
 

13 youth female 
Muslim soccer 
players, 4 (3F, 1M) 
parents  

Refugee soccer 
program; Australia 

Interviews, focus 
groups, on-site 
discussions, 
observations 

Not described 
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13Pizzolati & 
Sterchele, 2016 

Examine the 
effects of 
participation in 
mixed-gender 
sport on 
integration 
through social 
mixing and 
interaction. 
 

10 (6F, 4M) adult 
refugees 

Refugee touch 
rugby team; Italy 

Interviews, 
document 
analysis 

Thematic analysis, 
narrative analysis 

14Rich et al., 2015 Examine how a 
participatory 
sporting event can 
influence the 
acculturation 
processes of 
newcomers to 
Canada 
 

9 (6M, 3F) adult 
refugees from 
Burundi, Russia, 
China, Argentina, 
Algeria, United 
Kingdom, Somalia, 
Senegal  

Refugee and 
immigrant sport 
event; Canada 

Observations, 
semi-structured 
interviews, focus 
groups, document 
analysis 

Thematic analysis 

15Smith, 2018 Understand why 
Karen youth in the 
United States 
engage in the 
production of 
traditional Karen 
dance and public 
performances 
 

10 (7M, 3F) youth 
refugees 

Karen refugees 
producing 
traditional Karen 
dance 
performances; USA 

Interviews Thematic analysis 
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16Spaaij, 2012a Understand social 
integration within 
resettled refugees 
through critical 
analysis  

51 adult male 
refugees (39 
players and 
volunteers, 12 local 
community 
members) 
 

Ethnocentric and 
mainstream soccer 
clubs; Australia 

Observations, 
interviews, focus 
groups 

Not described 

17Spaaij, 2012b Explore the key 
factors that affect 
resettled refugees’ 
sport participation 
experiences 

51 adult male 
refugees (39 
players and 
volunteers, 12 local 
community 
members) 
 

Ethnocentric and 
mainstream soccer 
clubs; Australia 

Observations, 
semi-structured 
interviews, 
participation in 
daily life 

Not described 

18Spaaij, 2015 Examine 
community sport 
as a site where 
refugee youth 
negotiate 
belonging 

51 adult male 
refugees (39 
players and 
volunteers, 12 local 
community 
members), Age 16-
25 
 

Ethnocentric and 
mainstream soccer 
clubs; Australia 

Observations, 
semi-structured 
interviews, 
participation in 
daily life 

Not described 

19Stack & Iwasaki, 
2009 

Explore the effects 
of leisure pursuits 
on adaptation in 
Afghan refugee 
women and men in 
Canada  
 

11 (4M, 7F) 
refugees from 
Afghanistan, Age 
19-60) 

Mainstream 
physical activity 
participation; 
Canada 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Phenomenological 
analysis 
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20Stone, 2018 Explore the notion 
that sport can have 
a positive impact 
on the feelings of 
belonging for 
forced migrants.  
 

Male asylum 
seekers, Age 18-52.  

Recreational 
football sessions for 
asylum seekers.  

Observations, 
field-work 
interviews.  

Not described 

21Waardenburg et 
al., 2019 

Understand the 
meaning of sport 
activities for 
refugees living in 
spaces of 
liminality 
 

18 adult refugees 
(14M, 4F) 

A reception center 
where asylum 
seekers await 
refugee status 
approval; 
Netherlands 
 

Semi-structured 
interviews, photo-
elicited interviews 

Open, axial, and 
selective coding 

22Whitley et al. 2016 Evaluate 
participants’ 
perceptions and 
experiences of a 
sport-based youth 
development 
program for 
refugees  
 

16 male refugees 
from Tanzania, 
Burundi, and 
Eritrea, Age 10-17 

Refugee sport for 
development 
program; USA 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Content analysis 

23Woodhouse et al. 
2017 

To explore how 
soccer can 
alleviate the 
pressures of being 
an asylum seeker 
and create a sense 
of belonging in the 
host country 
 

5 male refugees, 
Age 22-45 

Mainstream sport; 
UK 

Semi-structured 
interviews 

Thematic analysis 
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4.2  Results and Discussion 

The synthesized studies had a diverse range of aims that included identifying barriers and 

facilitators to forced migrants’ involvement in sport and physical activity, the storied role of 

sport and physical activity in forced migrants’ lives, and the potential for sport and physical 

activity to foster the integration and/or inclusion of forced migrants in their host communities. 

Eighteen studies were conducted through varying forms of interviews with adult (i.e., above the 

age of 18) forced migrants. Seven research teams focused specifically on forced migrants’ 

participation in mainstream host community sport and physical activity programs as compared to 

nine research teams focusing on sport and physical activity programs developed specifically for 

forced migrants. The following section presents the three second order descriptive themes we 

believe capture the content of the included articles followed by two third order interpretive 

themes that portray novel insights pertinent to SEP researchers.  

4.2.1  Descriptive Synthesis  

Researchers’ interpreted findings and quotations from forced migrant participants 

brought to light similarities and differences in forced migrants’ stories related to participating in 

sport and physical activity. Therefore, these themes should not be read as providing a homogenic 

viewpoint. The three themes developed as a result of our descriptive synthesis were: (a) the 

beneficial role of sport in the life stories of forced migrants, (b) sport as an integrative context, 

and (c) barriers to sport and physical activity. 
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Table 2  

Outline of themes derived from results and discussion sections of the synthesized studies 

Authors Theme 1: The Beneficial Role of 
Sport in the Life Stories of 
Forced Migrants 

Theme 2: Sport as an Integrative 
Context   

Theme 3: Barriers to Sport and Physical 
Activity 

1Devlin et al., 
2012 

1. Health-conscious women 1. Social facilitators included  
2. Programs catered to cultural needs by 
incorporating community input necessary 
to develop programs 
3. Barriers to participation in sport and 
physical activity programs eroded over 
time 
 

1. Cultural/religious barriers 
2. Environmental barriers 

2Dukic et al., 
2017 

1. Familiarity with soccer allowed 
forced migrants to participate in 
something that “makes sense” 

1. Ethnocentric clubs created a center of 
belonging 
2. Sport led to us vs. them exclusion 
 

1. Benefits associated with sport require 
well-run programs 

3Giossos, 2008 N/A 1. Forced migrants created an ethno-centric 
club that allowed for a connection to their 
home culture 
2. Created a sense of togetherness within 
the community of refugees 
3. Created us vs. them exclusion 
4. Refusal to integrate from both forced 
migrants and host community members  
 

N/A 

4Guerin et al., 
2003 

1. Female participants wanted to 
increase the amount they 
exercised in response to a more 
sedentary lifestyle 

1. Participation in a mainstream gym led to 
social relationships 
2. Important to include community 
members in program development 

1. Logistical barriers 
2. Cultural/religious barriers 
3. Participation required alignment with 
cultural ideals (e.g., no men, unseen, 
interpreter) 
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5Haith-Cooper 
et al., 2018 

1. Forced migrant participants 
wanted to exercise in order to lead 
a healthier lifestyle in response to 
a more sedentary lifestyle  
2. Competing activities reduced 
time for sport and physical 
activity 
3. The stress of potentially being 
moved or deported inhibited 
motivation to exercise 
 

1. There were different understandings of 
physical activity 

1. Cultural/religious barriers 
2. Logistical barriers 

6Hartley et al., 
2017 

1. Sport broke up the monotony of 
waiting for refugees who were not 
allowed to work 
2. Physical activity provided 
structure 
3. Stress from journey, thinking 
about those left behind made 
physical activity difficult 
 

1. Engaging with forced migrant 
community members was important in the 
development of appropriate programs 

1. Logistical barriers 

7Hurly, 2019 1. Different activities were used to 
pass the time 
2. Leisure was used to help leave 
past trauma behind 
3. Physical activity had various 
positive effects  
 

1. There were different understandings of 
physical activity 
2. Finding activities that remind them of 
home increased their motivation to 
participate  

1. Logistical barriers 
2. Challenges of different climate 

8Ley et al., 
2018 

1. Sport had a positive impact on 
mental health (PTSD specifically) 
2. Sport allowed forced migrants 
to leave negativity behind 
3. Sport helped to develop forced 
migrants’ self-efficacy 

1. Participation in sport resulted in positive 
social interactions with other forced 
migrants and host community members  

N/A 
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9Ley et al., 
2017 

1. Sport and physical activity has 
unique benefits for forced 
migrants 
2. Sport and physical activity can 
help forced migrants leave 
stressors and anxiety behind  
 

N/A 1. A facilitative sport environment is 
important to ensuring positive impact 
2. There are potential drawbacks to sport 
participation such as flashbacks 

10Michelini, 
2018 

1. Understanding forced migrants’ 
journeys to safety can help host 
community members better 
understand their life stories 
2. Stress from the journey and 
thinking about those left behind 
made physical activity difficult 
 

1. Sport provided social and integrating 
opportunities. 

1. Lack of sport during migration had 
negative repercussions 

11Nathan et al., 
2013 

1. Sport provided an opportunity 
to build confidence 

1. Sport helped increase comfortability of 
being around those from non-host culture 
2. Participation resulted in development of 
social connections 
3. Sport provided a space to find 
commonalities with host culture 
 

N/A 

12Palmer, 2009 N/A 1. Generational differences in accepting 
religious/cultural barriers 
2. Important for sport and physical activity 
to cater to cultural needs 
3. Sport provided a space for forced 
migrant youth to negotiate their 
intersecting identities  
 
 

1. Religious/cultural barriers 
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13Pizzolati & 
Sterchele, 
2016 

1. Refugees live transient lives 
2. Trust was built with refugees 
through off-pitch activities 

1. Sport allowed refugees to feel like they 
belonged to something 
2. Sport was a difficult program to attract 
women to because of their lack of sport 
socialization 
 

1. Darkness was a barrier to participation 

14Rich et al., 
2015 

N/A 1. Structured nature of Canadian sport can 
make it difficult to find entry 
2. Sport (in this case soccer) brought 
people together due to a common interest 
3. Inclusion of individuals from diverse 
backgrounds made forced migrants feel 
comfortable in connecting to ethnic origins 
4. Diverse needs and desires within the 
forced migrant community 
 

N/A 

15Smith, 2018 N/A 1. Unique style of dance emphasized the 
boundary what distinguished them as 
Karen 
2. Dance allowed youth to feel connection 
to cultural heritage in a country where the 
vast majority don’t know their cultural 
background because of the recent history 
4. Dance helped individual and collective 
identity construction 
5. Dance offered youth an opportunity to 
teach the larger host community about 
their cultural heritage 
6. Cultural traditions are practices which 
are dynamic and not static 
7. Strong connection between identity 
construction and mechanisms used to cope 
with personal and community trauma  

N/A 
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16Spaaij, 
2012a 

N/A 1. Sport helped forced migrants rebuild 
connections to home country that were 
eroded by war and displacement 
2. Ethno-centric clubs were a site of 
exclusion. Limits to who could participate 
3. Women wished to participate in sport 
for social interaction 
4. Higher level of trust between ethno-
cultural community members  
5. Ethno-centric groups allowed for social 
interaction to be uncomplicated 
 

N/A 

17Spaaij, 
2012b 

1. Financial difficulties of 
supporting family members 
remaining in home country or 
other place of refuge 

1. Language barrier resulted in feeling 
unable to navigate sport system 
2. Sport organizations built trust with 
forced migrants through involving family 
members 
3. Subtle forms of discrimination were 
more typical and perhaps more damaging 
than overt racism 
 

1. Lack of belief in importance of sport 
held by parents was a barrier to youth 
involvement  
2. Cultural gender norms limited female 
involvement in ethno-centric sporting 
opportunities 
 

18Spaaij, 2015 1. Family and clan networks were 
profoundly transnational with 
most having lived in multiple 
countries or having family 
members in multiple countries 

1. Divisions within ethno-centric 
communities (e.g., clans) 
2. Us vs. them exclusion 
3. Involvement in mainstream clubs was 
difficult due to always be the 'other' 
4. Sport team/club became a key social 
network, 'family' during early times in host 
country 
5. Gender boundary was difficult to cross 
 
 

N/A 
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19Stack & 
Iwasaki, 2009 

1. Sport and physical activity 
contributed to quality of life in 
personal, social, and cultural 
manner 

1. Sport and physical activity was a site of 
connection within and between cultural 
groups 
2. Sport and physical activity provided 
opportunity to learn cultural ideals/norms 
3. Sport and physical activity offered 
chance to engage in cultural sharing 
4. Structured nature of programming was 
hard to navigate 
5. Willingness on part of host society to 
reach out was impactful in showing forced 
migrants they were welcome 
 

1. Language barriers 
2. Weather 

20Stone, 2018 N/A 1. Soccer was a gateway to further 
engagement in community 
2. There was a desire to be part of a group 
that was not labelled as refugees due to 
perceived negative categorization 
3. Forced-migrant sporting clubs offered 
space in which individuals felt better 
understood as they felt others have shared 
experiences 
4. Inclusive and collaborative environment 
was key to helping individuals feel like 
they belonged 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Not all forced migrants wanted the same 
out of sport. Some forced migrants want 
more competitive sport than others 
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21Waardenburg 
et al., 2019 

1. Lack of control and need to 
wait for others to make decisions 
lead to increased stress 
2. Sport provided relief and 
structure during time of waiting 
3. Refugees lived in reception 
centers 
4. Refugees were not able to be 
committed to sport clubs due to a 
lack of control over their lives 

1. Sport activities provided an opportunity 
to escape the label of being a refugee and 
associated negative connotations 
2. Development of personal relationships 
was more impactful than mere sport 
involvement 
3. Interaction with individuals from a 
similar background made life a bit easier, 
helped forced migrants to develop a better 
sense of belonging 
 

N/A 

22Whitley et al. 
2016 

1. Sport provided youth with an 
activity where focus was on them. 
2. Programs designed to meet 
forced migrants’ needs were 
especially valuable 
3. Skills learned within the sport 
context were transferred to life 
within their new community 

1. Mainstream sport programs were a site 
of exclusion 
2. Opportunity to learn sports amongst 
other forced migrants helped youth 
develop knowledge and confidence to feel 
more comfortable joining mainstream PE 
classes and sport clubs 
3. Inclusive, collaborative environment 
was key to helping forced migrant youth 
feel like they belonged 
 

N/A 

23Woodhouse 
et al. 2017 

1. Label of asylum seeker was 
isolating and created stress (in 
some cases was self-imposed) 
2. Soccer helped forced migrants 
feel like they were seen as human 
again and not just a statistic 
3. Soccer offered a site where 
forced migrants felt in control of 
one aspect of their life 

1. Soccer offered a common ground in 
which to meet people 
2. Soccer offered forced migrants an 
opportunity to connect with community 

N/A 
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The Beneficial Role of Sport in the Life Stories of Forced Migrants. The process of 

acculturation for forced migrants was portrayed as transnational. Forced migrants spoke about 

constantly needing to negotiate a myriad of cultural divides between themselves and persons 

they encountered during the journey to their host country (e.g., Michelini, 2018) and within their 

host country communities (e.g., Stone, 2018). Additionally, connecting with their home culture 

often required connecting with individuals from their home culture residing in other countries 

(Pizzolati & Sterchele, 2016). Sport helped ease the navigation of this process for some forced 

migrants (Dukic et al., 2017; Michelini, 2018; Nathan et al., 2013), as it provided them with a 

connection to a familiar environment during this time of transition (Dukic et al., 2017; Stack & 

Iwasaki, 2009). Sport was also employed as a form of therapy for forced migrants who have 

faced mental health challenges due to the violent nature in which they were forced to flee their 

homes and the resultant journey to safety (Hartley et al., 2017; Ley et al., 2017, 2018; Michelini, 

2018). Ley and colleagues (2018) provided the background of a young man with whom they 

worked. Rashid witnessed the murder of his parents, lost his brother, was imprisoned in his first 

port of refuge, and lived homeless in multiple other countries before finally claiming asylum in 

Austria. The impact of his journey to safety led to Rashid developing PTSD, a recurrent 

depression disorder, and becoming an acute suicide risk. For forced migrants like Rashid 

suffering from PTSD, participation in a sport or physical activity program that induced feelings 

of flow was found to provide a respite from flashbacks, as concentration during a flow 

experience left no span of attention for non-activity thoughts (Hurly, 2019; Ley et al., 2017; Ley 

et al., 2018). An adequate balance between demands and skill allowed for mastery experiences to 

occur and feelings of self-efficacy to be developed. Increased self-efficacy was instrumental to 

helping those suffering from PTSD feel a state of flow (Ley et al., 2017; Ley et al., 2018). 
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The impact of exposure to trauma was compounded by a lack of control that forced 

migrants have over their lives during the period of time they awaited a decision on their 

application for asylum (Hartley et al., 2017; Hurly, 2019; Waardenburg et al., 2019; Woodhouse 

& Conricode, 2017). Living in this liminal space (i.e., living in the boundaries of two dominant 

spaces, but not fully a part of either; Waardenburg et al., 2019) was descriptively expressed to 

Woodhouse and Conricode (2017):  

People in my situation are not being treated as human beings rather we are being treated 

as statistics … put in an in-tray and possibly pushed onto another out-tray, and not 

realising that you are actually a human being who’s got emotions …. (p. 948) 

Concurrently, many forced migrants also faced constant negative news from their home 

countries. As told to Michelini (2018), being separated from family members living in precarious 

situations resulted in the development of apathy and negative coping behaviours:   

But I’m just too lazy, that’s the problem. And you know, because of the situation in 

Syria. Every day, you hear bad news, every day, someone dies. That’s why I started to 

smoke … a lot, which makes me even lazier. (p. 15)  

Another source of stress for some forced migrants with limited rights during the asylum seeking 

process was the knowledge and desire to be more active as they recognized the positive impact 

of sport and physical activity on their physical and mental health (Devlin et al., 2012; Guerin et 

al., 2003; Hurly, 2019; Ley et al. 2018). Forced migrants described how sport provided them 

with the opportunity to feel human again and forget feelings of isolation exacerbated by 

monotonous days due to a lack of access to activities and being unable to work (Hartley et al., 

2017; Pizzolati & Sterchele, 2016; Waardenburg et al., 2019; Woodhouse & Conricode, 2017). 

As described to Hurly (2019, p. 7), “… if I go out for a walk, or ride a bike, I just forget 
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everything and keep going. Your body becomes good. You come back with a fresh mind”. 

Another forced migrant described sport and physical activity as a form of stress relief and a 

context in which forced migrants felt “a sense of freedom, relaxation, and energy” (Hurly, 2019, 

p. 7). The opportunity to immerse oneself in an activity alleviated the negative feelings 

associated with a lack of control over their lives, while also providing an opportunity to foster 

self-efficacy and learn life skills that are transferable to life within their host community (Ley et 

al., 2018; Whitley et al., 2016).  

Sport as an Integrative Context. An inclusive sport and physical activity context was 

also portrayed as one where positive social interactions between culturally dissimilar groups 

helped forced migrants connect with members of their host society (Dukic et al., 2017; Guerin et 

al., 2003; Michelini, 2018; Nathan et al., 2013; Pizzolati & Sterchele, 2016; Rich et al., 2015; 

Spaaij, 2012a, 2012b, 2015; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009; Whitley et al., 2016; Woodhouse & 

Conricode, 2017). The development of an inclusive context was dependent on the needs of, and 

values held by, individual forced migrants relative to the host community in which they had 

sought refuge. For many forced migrants, the period immediately following their re-settlement 

(which can differ in length of time) was one during which there was a need to be active in a 

space where they felt that they were not the “other” for a portion of their day. Participants in a 

refugee sport program interviewed by Whitley et al. (2016) explained that their desire to play 

with other refugees was linked to the desire to “play with the other people, like me” (p. 186). The 

ability to interact with others who shared similar life stories helped simplify social interaction 

(Devlin et al., 2012; Giossos, 2008; Ley et al., 2017; Spaaij, 2012a). An ethno-cultural sport club 

staff member speaking with Spaaij (2012b) provided some reasons why ethno-cultural 

interactions were found to be easier:  
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The mother doesn’t speak much English so she prefers to talk to other Somali women at 

soccer. Easier interaction. High level of trust as well: they don’t really know what 

happens to their kids when they drop them off at another club, whereas here they know 

other people will look after them. Also more flexible: the adapt playing and training 

times to school times, mosque, Ramadan, et cetera. Normal clubs don’t do that. (p. 1526)    

As alluded to by the participant’s words, ethno-centric clubs, where culturally or ethnically 

similar people participated in sport and physical activity together, provided a feeling of safety 

and help forced migrants develop the skills needed to cope with their past traumatic ordeals 

(Nathan et al., 2013; Smith, 2018; Spaaij, 2012a, 2012b, 2015; Stone, 2018). Additionally, 

ethno-centric clubs helped forced migrants feel a sense of comfort, connect with their home 

culture, and increase their confidence and self-efficacy, positively influencing everyday 

interactions within other contexts in their host community (Devlin et al., 2012; Ley et al., 2018; 

Nathan et al., 2013; Smith, 2018; Spaaij, 2012a; Stone, 2018; Whitley et al., 2016). 

Generational differences often determined who forced migrants preferred to participate in 

sport and physical activity with. Younger forced migrants expressed a stronger interest in 

participating with culturally dissimilar others as they sought to develop their evolving identities 

within their new communities (Palmer, 2009; Spaaij, 2012b). A youth worker explained to Spaaij 

(2012b) how forced migrant youths’ desire may put their parents in tough situation:  

Parents don’t like letting young people play sport a lot of the time. A lot of our Somalian 

parents don’t understand the value of sport. A lot of our Somali parents see sport as an 

extra, as a luxury. (p. 6) 

Spaaij (2012b) noted that the reluctance on the part of some parents was due a lack of trust for 

mainstream sporting organizations. One method that helped counter the issue of trust was the 
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inclusion of cultural insiders (i.e., individuals who forced migrants viewed as sharing a culture 

with them) in the organization of said programs (Devlin et al., 2012; Guerin et al., 2003; Hartley 

et al., 2017; Rich et al., 2015; Stone, 2018). Cultural insiders helped forced migrant parents feel 

safe in allowing their kids to participate in sport and physical activity due to a deeper sense of 

trust with an ethnically similar staff member (Spaaij, 2012a), while also helping organizations 

become cognizant of the values held by forced migrants in the community they serve (Guerin et 

al., 2003; Hartley et al., 2017; Rich et al., 2015). Participating in a sport known to them also 

helped forced migrants feel more comfortable in culturally diverse settings by enabling them to 

communicate in a language that needed no words (Nathan et al., 2013; Stone, 2018; Woodhouse 

& Conricode, 2017). Soccer was the sport most often cited as being known to forced migrant 

communities no matter from where they had fled (Dukic et al., 2017; Giossos, 2008; Nathan et 

al., 2013; Palmer, 2009; Stone, 2018; Woodhouse & Conricode, 2017). 

Regardless of the approach taken to facilitate the inclusion of forced migrants in sport 

and physical activity programs, many authors highlighted the need for researchers and 

practitioners to address the often-held misconception that sport participation inherently creates a 

sense of connectedness. Rather, the manner in which sport programs were organised and 

conducted allowed for individuals from different cultural backgrounds to connect with each other 

and engage in cultural learning (Dukic et al., 2017; Rich et al., 2015; Spaaij, 2012a; 

Waardenburg et al., 2019; Whitley et al., 2016). Focusing on the needs and values of participants 

was imperative to developing a sport or physical activity context capable of imparting integrative 

benefits (Palmer, 2009; Smith, 2018; Whitley et al., 2016), allowing individuals to engage in 

sharing cultural knowledge and develop connections based on commonly shared values and 

desires (Michelini 2018; Nathan et al., 2013; Rich et al., 2015; Smith, 2018; Stone, 2018; Stack 
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& Iwasaki, 2009; Waardenburg et al., 2019; Woodhouse & Conricode, 2017). How forced 

migrants engaged in sport and physical activity was not a one-time choice, it changed over time 

as barriers to communicating, and feeling safe, with culturally dissimilar individuals became 

easier to navigate (Devlin et al., 2012; Nathan et al., 2013; Smith, 2018; Whitley et al., 2016). 

Barriers to Sport and Physical Activity. Despite the numerous benefits detailed above, 

sport and physical activity was found to be a context that could exhibit societal exclusionary 

practices. For some researchers, the focus was on how forced migrants navigated host society 

sport and physical activity programs (Devlin et al., 2012; Guerin et al., 2003; Michelini, 2018; 

Rich et al., 2015; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009). Subtle forms of discrimination in host society sport 

settings, such as the words used by an Australian referencing Somalians playing soccer, “We’re 

not in Africa here, but in Australia. Get used to it” (Spaaij, 2012b, p. 9), exacerbated forced 

migrants’ feelings of isolation from the host society (Spaaij, 2015). Feelings of isolation were 

further heightened by the need to navigate logistical barriers to participation in organized sport 

and physical activity programs, such as travel to specific locations, arranging childcare, 

participation costs, and limited free time (Devlin et al., 2012; Guerin et al., 2003; Haith-Cooper 

et al., 2018; Hartley et al., 2017; Hurly, 2019). Logistical barriers were compounded by the 

difficulties associated with a language barrier (Dukic et al., 2017; Hartley et al., 2017; Spaaij, 

2012a; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009). The barriers to participation in sport and/or physical activity 

programs were contextual to where forced migrants found refuge. Some forced migrant women 

found walking to be the most beneficial activity to engage in, as it was associated with the chores 

they had been responsible for in their home countries (Devlin et al., 2012; Guerin et al., 2003; 

Hartley et al., 2017; Hurly, 2019; Pizzolati & Sterchele, 2016). However, walking outdoors in 

countries with harsh winter climates made this activity at times untenable for some women 
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(Devlin et al., 2012; Hurly, 2019). Location also determined the time of day women felt the 

safest walking outdoors. For forced migrant women in Rome walking during the daytime was the 

safest option, while those living in the United States felt most safe when walking at night with 

other women in their community (Guerin et al., 2003; Pizzolati & Sterchele, 2016).  

The positioning of walking as a preferred way of engaging in sport and physical activity 

was one example of the different cultural understandings of sport and physical activity. 

Relatedly, cultural barriers to sport and physical activity were also explored by some authors. 

The privileged position that adult males occupy within Muslim communities determined the 

allowable level and type of participation in sport and physical activity afforded to women and 

youth (Devlin et al., 2012; Guerin et al., 2003; Haith-Cooper et al., 2018; Palmer, 2009; Spaaij, 

2012a, 2012b, 2015). Muslim females encountered sentiments from male members of a sport 

club such as: “A soccer team for girls; that’s very hard for us because it’s against Islamic values 

in a way. It’s not something I would promote” (Spaaij, 2015, p. 310). The exploration of barriers 

to sport and physical activity has received attention from researchers, but we posit further 

exploration is needed to bring a nuanced understanding of the barriers to sport and physical 

activity faced by different members of forced migrant communities. Research conducted 

specifically with female and/or youth members of forced migrant communities would bring 

about a more nuanced understanding of the (unique) barriers to sport and physical activity that 

they face in their host and ethnic communities. Understanding the cultural needs of different 

members of forced migrant communities can help them reap the benefits of sport and physical 

activity participation.  
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4.2.2  Interpretive Meta-Synthesis 

 We outlined some of the different ways in which sport and physical activity programs can 

foster or hinder healthy acculturative journeys through the descriptive synthesis. The following 

section was developed through a continuous discussion between authors related to the connection 

of the developed descriptive themes to the broader multi-disciplinary, and more specifically SEP, 

literature pertaining to supporting the facilitation of healthy acculturative journeys. Having noted 

the importance of context on the dynamic unfolding of acculturative journeys we feel that it is 

important to note that the synthesized studies were conducted in predominantly secular, 

urbanized, and modern geographical areas (e.g., Australia, Canada, Europe, the United States, 

New Zealand), while the majority of participants were forced migrants who had fled countries in 

the Middle East or Africa and followed the Islamic faith. Societal forms of discrimination, based 

on an individual’s race, religion, national or ethnic origin (in addition to other factors such as 

gender, age, and socioeconomic status), can manifest and turn sport into a site of exclusion 

(Jeanes et al., 2015; Mauro, 2019; Spaaij, 2015). Our meta-synthesis, developed from a SEP lens 

is comprised of two themes: (a) fostering improved intercultural learning through a critical 

consideration of the dynamic acculturation journeys undertaken by forced migrants, and (b) the 

development of sport and physical activity contexts into safe and inclusive spaces by providing 

forced migrants opportunities to re-construct their home culture identities.  

Understanding Forced Migrants’ Life Stories Through a Critical Lens. Forced 

migrants’ life stories offer rarely considered unique insights into how acculturative journeys 

dynamically unfold over time in varying sociocultural contexts. Similar to critical work 

conducted with elite immigrant athletes (e.g., Middleton et al., 2020), the stories told by forced 

migrants further highlight the dynamic and perpetual nature of acculturation. The difference 
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between immigrant and forced migrant athletes is that, while immigrant athletes’ cultural 

transition stories focus on a pre-migration component and post-migration component in two 

localities (i.e., their home culture and their host culture; Ryba et al., 2016; Middleton et al., 

2020), the migration period of forced migrants’ journey to safety can be particularly impactful in 

understanding their life stories (George, 2012; Hartley et al., 2017; Ley et al., 2018; Michelini, 

2018; Pizzolati & Sterchele, 2016; Spaaij, 2015). For forced migrants, it is important to examine 

the process of acculturation as one negotiated within multiple cultural sites and impacted by the 

sociocultural context within which they are embedded (Bhatia & Ram, 2009). The lack of control 

is further exemplified by the initial immersion period into a new culture, a time that can be the 

most stressful in relation to feelings of loss and loneliness for immigrant and transnational 

athletes (i.e., the acute cultural adaptation phase; Ryba et al., 2016). However, for the most part 

immigrant and transnational athletes and/or their parents retain connections with their home 

culture and hope for, and belief in, the new opportunities that were the basis for their relocation 

(Middleton et al., 2020; Ryba et al., 2016). Contrastingly, forced migrants still awaiting a 

decision on their application for asylum, may face this period of acute stress with little 

connection to their home country (Spaaij, 2012a), little control over their lives (Haith Cooper et 

al., 2018; Hartley et al., 2017; Pizzolati & Sterchele, 2016; Waardenburg et al., 2019), and little 

hope due to an uncertain future (Fegert et al., 2018).  

The idiographic nature of forced migrants’ life stories provides insight into how the 

process of integration can become more closely aligned with assimilation (i.e., the expectation 

that forced migrants solely focus on developing connections in their host community). While 

integration necessitates a sharing and valuing of cultural differences, host community members 

often view the process as having been successfully achieved when forced migrants have learned 
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how to fit their identities within the existing host community structure (Berry, 2017; Jeanes et al., 

2015). Jeanes and colleagues (2015) provided an example of this problematic approach in 

practice, with settlement workers believing that host community programs offered the optimal 

form of involvement in sport and physical activity for forced migrants as it allowed them to build 

connections with host community members. However, the theorized notion that newcomers must 

build connections with their host community (and vice versa) in order to integrate, can only 

occur when individuals feel a sense of cultural, economic, and personal security (Berry, 2017), 

and, as detailed above, the development of a sense of security can take time for forced migrants. 

Ethno-centric clubs can provide forced migrants with an opportunity to feel a sense of cultural 

security; however, by suggesting these clubs as an option we wish not to argue that intercultural 

interaction should be avoided. Rather, we wish to highlight that a forced migrant’s willingness to 

engage in intercultural interaction may be fostered through allowing them to reconnect and 

develop their ethnic identities and build the confidence needed to engage in such interactions 

inside and outside of sport (Devlin et al., 2012; Michelini, 2018; Nathan et al., 2013; Rich et al., 

2015; Stone, 2018;Whitley et al., 2016), which can result in an improved state of mental and 

physical well-being (Berry, 2017).  

The synthesized work also provides more nuance to our understanding of how 

acculturation is relationally constructed through those with whom one socially interacts (Ryba, 

2016). Through social relationships forced migrants may begin to position themselves as 

members of their host community. Concurrently, through listening to forced migrants’ life 

stories, host community members may begin to change the way they view refugees. The 

development of social relationships can help to challenge and transcend historical and political 

narratives associated with refugees (Woodhouse & Conricode, 2017). The process of developing 
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bonds is also fundamental to ensuring that sport can help individuals manage the impact of 

trauma on their lives (Bergholz, 2016). For forced migrants who are unable to work in their host 

community, sport can become a venue that, if developed properly, can help them feel a sense of 

connection with members of their host community (Michelini, 2018; Woodhouse & Conricode, 

2017). Researchers who are willing to listen and learn from the stories of forced migrants can 

attempt to help support forced migrants’ in developing connections with their community 

(Hartley et al., 2017; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009; Whitley et al., 2016), and understand the unique 

forms of support required for them to maintain or regain their mental and physical health.  

Sport and Physical Activity as a Safe Space. The unique life stories of forced migrants 

include a journey to safety and waiting for approval of their asylum application that can have a 

significant impact on the mental health of forced migrants and leave them feeling the world is an 

unsafe place (Bergholz et al., 2016; Steel et al., 2006). Sport and physical activity programs must 

be designed with forced migrants’ emotional and physical safety as guiding principles in order to 

provide relief and healing in relation to previous traumatic incidents (Bergholz et al., 2016). 

Researchers of the synthesized work presented here have proposed two approaches that could be 

used to develop a safe sport context for forced migrants: the creation of ethno-centric clubs and 

the inclusion of cultural insiders in the development of sport programs designed for all members 

of a community.  

Ethno-centric clubs can provide forced migrants opportunities to reconstruct their ethnic 

identity by providing an opportunity to reconnect and explore their connection with their home 

culture values, norms, traditions, language, and other traits (Smith, 2018). Reconstructing one’s 

ethnic identity may require participation in sports and/or physical activities unique to one’s home 

culture with individuals from one’s home culture (i.e., Karen dance; Smith 2018). Therefore, an 
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important aspect of providing space for forced migrant participants to reconnect with their ethnic 

identities is maintaining an openness as to what is defined as sport and/or physical activity. A 

strong connection to one’s ethnic identity can help forced migrants feel a greater sense of 

security and more willing to engage in intercultural dialogue (Berry, 2017). 

Some forced migrants may only have an opportunity to participate in host community 

sport and physical activity programs which dictate the type and form of sport and physical 

activity available (Jeanes et al., 2015). While forced migrants may be subject to racist 

discriminatory taunts within the context of sport, the expectation for them to assimilate into the 

established norms of sport and physical activity participation within the host country can be more 

damaging (Jeanes et al., 2015; Mauro, 2019). The inability for forced migrants to have an 

opportunity to share their stories may compound the impact of traumatic episodes. Limiting the 

stories athletes are permitted to share in the sport context (i.e., solely in relation to performance) 

can negatively impact their mental health and holistic development (Carless & Douglas, 2013; 

Schinke, et al., 2017). Determining what safety means is a subjective decision making process 

that is, more often than not, taken out of the hands of forced migrants who, because of their 

traumatic pasts, may be the most in need of determining their own understanding of what it 

means to feel safe (Bergholz, 2016). The inclusion of cultural insiders as staff members within 

community and physical activity organizations can help forced migrants feel more comfortable 

in sharing their stories with host community staff members, helping them to develop a better 

understanding of the support they require to feel safe and maintain or regain their mental health 

(George, 2012; Schinke et al., 2017). Helping forced migrants improve their mental health can 

also aid them in coping with the acute stress felt during their immersion into a new culture (Ryba 

et al., 2016; Schinke et al., 2017). Providing forced migrants with the opportunity to improve 
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their mental health, while also reconnecting and developing their ethnic identities can help foster 

more positive relations with culturally dissimilar individuals within their new communities 

(Berry, 2017; Devlin et al., 2012). Developing a sport and physical activity context that is safe 

for all participants to express their identities, can help individuals acknowledge and appreciate 

another’s different cultural values (Berry, 2017).  

 

4.3  Concluding Reflections  

Our meta-synthesis of multi-disciplinary literature provides insight into how bridging the gap 

between disciplines may yield novel interdisciplinary insights. One example is the insight 

provided by sociological researchers into how ethno-centric sport and physical activity 

opportunities can impact forced migrants’ sense of belonging to multiple groups at one time. 

Spaaij (2012b) revealed how Somali refugees’ sense of belonging to a sport and/or physical 

activity club could influence their everyday actions within their host community.  Similarly, SEP 

scholars have begun to focus on athletes’ intersecting identities; that is, the concept that “who we 

‘are’ is the product of multiple discourses” (Schinke & McGannon, 2015). Further bridging the 

gap between sociological researchers’ work on belonging and SEP researchers’ work on 

intersectionality can help advance the goal of providing space for marginalised identities in the 

sport context. Moving beyond disciplinary borders and working to develop interdisciplinary 

knowledge can provide a unique opportunity for researchers to develop novel insights into how 

sport can be used to support forced migrants as they navigate their everyday lives.  

We acknowledge that our backgrounds have an impact on the synthesised insights we 

believe are important to share. We have aimed to be transparent in who we are and where our 

interests lie so that readers may critically appraise the interpretations we have made and feel 
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comfortable in deriving their own interpretations. One limitation to our work is that although we 

come from diverse backgrounds in relation to characteristics such as age and culture, we are all 

male, which may have influenced our interpretations of the synthesized knowledge from a 

gendered lens. Owing to the role that gender can play in determining access to sport and physical 

activity programs, gender differences are a line of research that deserves attention.  

We also acknowledge that we are not forced migrants. The stories shared by forced 

migrants through the words written by researchers of the synthesized studies highlight the 

subjective nature of what it means to feel safe and its importance in the fostering of intercultural 

interaction. We urge researchers to carefully consider what safety means to forced migrants they 

engage with. Further, researchers and practitioners should engage in continuous dialogue with 

forced migrants rather than seek a ‘quick’ solution. Owing to the precarious nature of forced 

migrants’ lives during the asylum-seeking process and compounding impact of trauma and 

acculturation on their mental health forced migrants’ feeling of safety may change over time. 

Forced migrants’ stories presented here provide indication that the provision of space to re-

construct home cultural identities can foster improved mental health and an increased willingness 

to interact with host community members. Accordingly, it is imperative researchers account for 

the dynamic meaning that safety has for forced migrants, and critically examine how their 

research can or will help those they are working with.  

We sought to highlight the need for a critical approach to developing sport and physical 

activity programs into safe spaces that can impact forced migrants’ acculturative journeys in a 

positive manner through our meta-synthesis. We feel the synthesised insight promotes bringing 

together community members from diverse cultural backgrounds and providing a safe space for 

each to share the differing needs of sub-groups within the community (particularly those who are 
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more vulnerable, such as forced migrants). Empowering members of the community to lead 

research taking place in their community can help programs become more meaningful and 

remain sustainable beyond the involvement of an academic research team.  
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Chapter 5 

5  The Changing Meaning of Sport During Forced Immigrant Youths’ 

Acculturative Journeys 

This article (see Appendix F) is published in Psychology of Sport and Exercise 

Middleton, T. R. F., Schinke, R. J., Habra, B., Coholic, D., Lefebvre, D., & McGannon, K. R. (2021). The changing 

meaning of sport during forced immigrant youths’ journeys. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 54, Article 

101917. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.101917 

Every day approximately 37 000 people are forced to flee their homes (UNHCR, 2019). 

Individuals forced to escape across their countries’ borders (i.e., asylum seekers) must provide 

tangible proof they face a well-founded fear of persecution in their home country. Asylum 

seekers able to sufficiently prove their fear is well-founded are legally afforded the status of 

‘recognised refugees.’ Refugees are provided legal protection and material assistance by the 

country granting them asylum (UNHCR, 2019). A drastically increasing number of individuals 

have applied for asylum in Canada; 9 999 in 2014 to 87 270 in 2019 (IRB, 2020) with Canada 

also having resettled the highest number of refugees worldwide in 2018 (UNHCR, 2019). The 

journeys asylum seekers and refugees (from here on referred to as forced immigrants at the 

request of our participants) take to reach safety are often filled with traumatic incidents that have 

an immense impact on their mental health (George, 2012). The negative impact on mental health 

can include the development of a prolonged mental disorder including but not limited to 

depression and/or post-traumatic stress syndrome (Steel et al., 2006).  

Forced immigrants also face the challenge of acculturation, the process of cultural and 

psychological change that individuals undergo when resettling a culturally dissimilar community 
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(Berry, 2017; Chirkov, 2009). While all newcomers must navigate this process of change, forced 

immigrants arriving in Canada are less likely to speak the main language of their host 

community, have fewer social networks and less economic capital than immigrants (i.e., 

individuals who have chosen to leave their home) (Hynie et al., 2016). The lack of resources to 

help with navigating cultural differences can compound the impact of trauma and manifest in 

feelings of exclusion and isolation, anger, uncertainty, anxiety, and depression (Berry, 2017; 

George, 2012). Sport has been posited as a context that facilitates the acculturation process of 

newcomers (i.e., any individual resettling in a culturally dissimilar community) in a healthy 

manner (Schinke, Stambulova et al., 2016). The most recent Canadian sport policy recognized 

that sport programs could be developed to support the integration of newcomers to Canada 

(Sport Canada, 2012). Integration, a process by which newcomers to a community choose to 

remain connected to their home culture while simultaneously engaging in daily interactions with 

host community members, has been posited as an ‘optimal’ form of acculturation by researchers 

using nomothetic-deductive research approaches (Berry, 2017). Participating in sport, even 

informal actions such as kicking a ball around with others, can help alleviate feelings of 

exclusion (McDonald et al., 2019). The opportunity to become immersed in an activity that 

diminishes language barriers can also help traumatised individuals feel an embodied connection 

to sport, enabling forms of physical and mental escapism that can be beneficial for well-being 

(Ley et al., 2018; Massey & Whitley, 2016; Whitley et al., 2018). Sport can also help forced 

immigrants feel an increased sense of control over their lives and learn the life skills needed to 

adapt to life in their host community (Ley et al., 2018; Whitley et al., 2016). However, sport can 

also be a context in which societal exclusionary and discriminatory practices manifest 

(Agergaard, 2018; Spaaij, 2015). Sentiments such as “we’re not in Africa here … get used to it” 
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(Spaaij, 2012, p. 9) can leave forced immigrant youth feeling excluded unless they change who 

they are to fit the accepted norms of their host community. The different ways in which sport 

holds meaning for forced immigrant youth is one reason critical scholars have proposed 

exploring acculturation, and in turn integration, as a dynamic and context-specific journey 

individuals continuously navigate throughout their lives (Schinke et al., 2018; Chirkov, 2009). 

From this lens, cultures are not static, measurable ‘realities’, but dynamic, relationally 

constructed norms people use to make sense of the world around them (Ryba & Stambulova, 

2013).  

Stories shared by immigrant athletes have shown the dynamic process through which 

they construct their identities as they relationally negotiate context-specific cultural practices 

(Schinke, Blodgett et al., 2016; Ryba et al., 2016). Ryba et al. (2016) posited that immigrant 

athletes’ acculturative journeys often unfolded as a series of transitional phases, including a pre-

transition phase, acute cultural adaptation phase, and sociocultural adaptation phase. While the 

phases are presented in a linear manner, the authors warned that, similar to Schinke, Blodgett et 

al.’s (2016) portrayal of immigrant athletes’ acculturative journeys, the process should be viewed 

as filled with progress and relapses that result in increased feelings of stress when athletes were 

left to shoulder the burden of adapting to the host culture. Forced immigrant sport participants 

have shared stories that show how sport is viewed as a continuous presence during a journey to 

safety that includes the need to navigate multiple cultural divides (Dukic et al., 2017; Stone, 

2018). Preferred modes of sport often mentioned were those in which forced immigrants did not 

feel like the ‘other’ and so felt a sense of physical, psychological, emotional, and cultural safety 

(Spaaij, 2012; Whitley et al., 2016). For some forced immigrants this can mean engaging in 

ethno-cultural sport opportunities that facilitate connections with other home country members 
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who had been similarly displaced (e.g., Smith, 2018; Spaaij, 2012; Stone, 2018), while for others 

this can mean engaging only in sports they have previously played. Dukic et al. (2017) explained 

that football was a sport of choice for asylum seekers in his community due to the memories they 

attached to playing the game and the ability to communicate with culturally dissimilar others 

through actions rather than words. However, as Jeanes et al. (2015) noted, despite often having 

stated policies of integration, a process more akin to assimilation (i.e., the expectation that 

newcomers shoulder the responsibility for changing) is often faced by forced immigrant youth 

wishing to participate in host community sport programs. Shouldering the burden of learning the 

social and cultural norms that embody host community sport programs can be especially 

problematic for forced immigrant youth who often struggle more than immigrant youth to re-

settle in culturally dissimilar communities (George, 2012).  

The most common approach to developing sport programs for forced immigrant youth 

remains a top-down approach, in which host community organizations design programs without 

input from those they seek to serve (Agergaard, 2018; Woodhouse & Conricode, 2017). For 

instance, the premise of successful ‘outcomes’ to acculturation can lead to sport organizations 

providing introductory opportunities to newcomer youth for a limited time period after which 

they are expected to join existing (often competitive) programs (Jeanes et al., 2015). These 

approaches often do not recognize the diverse and unique experiences of forced immigrant youth 

which can compound the trauma and desperation they faced during their journey to safety 

(Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018). However, should host community members consider forced 

immigrant youths’ subjective understandings of safety and recognise the benefits of cultural 

differences, a process of shared learning, and in turn inclusive sport contexts, may be fostered 

(Bergholz et al., 2016; Berry, 2017 Schinke, Stambulova et al., 2016).  
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This paper is the first of two related to empirical data developed in a community-based 

participatory action research (CBPAR) project conducted with forced immigrant youth living in 

Sudbury, their families, and host community members. The use of a CBPAR approach meant the 

direction of the research process aimed at developing social just sport programming originated 

in, and remained relevant to, the community it was being conducted in (Schinke et al., 2018). 

The aim of the forthcoming initial story developed with forced immigrant youth was to begin 

facilitating intercultural understanding by centralizing youths’ voices in the conversation around 

what sport participation meant to them during their acculturative journeys.  

5.1  Setting the Context 

Situated in a region with a recent history of a declining population, Sudbury has had a recent 

influx of asylum seekers and refugees due to shorter wait times for social housing. The YMCA3 

of Northeastern Ontario is one organization tasked with providing settlement services to 

newcomers. The settlement services office recorded a 100% increase in the number of forced 

immigrants they provided services to from 2018 to 2019. The current project was initiated by 

YMCA management staff who sought to improve sport programming that would support forced 

immigrant youth in the community during their resettlement. A focus on youth was important for 

two reasons. First, 52% of displaced people worldwide are under the age of 18 (UNHCR, 2019). 

Second, Canadian researchers have found newcomer adults are more likely to become involved 

in sport because of their children’s involvement in sport (ICC, 2014). Therefore, connecting 

forced immigrant youth with sport programming could result in family members also benefitting 

from sport involvement and developing connections with host community members. The 

 

3 The YMCA of Canada does not go by the full name so as not to exclude anyone from the services they offer.  
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following research questions guided the present project: (1) What stories do forced immigrant 

youth wish to share about the role sport has played during their resettlement in culturally 

dissimilar communities; and (2) What insights do forced immigrant youths’ stories provide about 

why sport contexts may foster or hinder integration in Canada?  

5.2  Methodology 

Our work is situated within a critical theoretical paradigm, where our aim is to engage in a 

deliberate collective social action of developing community sport programs into more socially 

just contexts for all participants by listening and sharing the stories of forced immigrant youth 

(Kemmis, 2008). We engaged in our storytelling relationship with the belief that our social 

reality is relationally co-constructed within historically and culturally situated social processes 

(i.e., social constructionist epistemological position; Gergen, 2014). We recognised that 

academic researchers and YMCA staff members may be seen as having the ability to impact 

decisions made on asylum claims and/or determine how forced immigrants are viewed by 

members of the host community through the stories they share (Bohmer & Shuman, 2007). At 

minimum, we believed that forced immigrants may be concerned about becoming a statistic for 

researchers using a top-down approach to ‘collect knowledge’ rather than being acknowledged as 

experts of their own acculturative journeys (Woodhouse & Conricode, 2017). CBPAR is a 

relational research approach in which researchers and participants become co-investigators 

seeking to co-construct new knowledge that benefits the participants’ community (Kral, 2014). 

Further, storytelling is a relationship between storyteller and listeners (A. W. Frank, 2000), 

through which power differentials are decreased and multiple meanings may come forward 

(Caxaj, 2015). The forthcoming story was developed from arts-based interviews held during the 

‘get to know each other’ process of a CBPAR project involving academic researchers, staff 
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members from the YMCA of Northeastern Ontario, and forced immigrant families living in 

Sudbury. The following section continues with a brief introduction of the individuals who 

participated in the project.  

5.2.1  The Research Participants 

 Rob is the primary investigator on the CBPAR project. As a member of the YMCA he 

was approached by management staff who wished to engage his expertise to help them build 

their capacity to serve forced immigrant youth in their community. Thierry is a PhD candidate 

recruited by Rob to be the lead research assistant on the CBPAR project. Thierry’s life story 

began in Nigeria and includes various acculturative periods in Canada, Italy, Finland, and 

Germany. Through encounters with forced immigrants living in Italy, he realised how privileged 

he was to embed himself with ease into different communities. Bahaa is a YMCA immigrant 

services staff member originally from Syria whose resettlement in Canada was sponsored by the 

university the academic authors are affiliated with. Deborah is a life-long resident of the host 

community and has a thorough understanding of how different programs could benefit from co-

produced knowledge. Diana is a licensed clinical social worker who has focused on how arts-

based mindfulness activities can improve the resilience and self-concept of marginalized youth. 

Kerry is a sport and exercise psychology researcher who has published extensively on the socio-

cultural influences of sport participation with a diverse range of marginalised populations.  

Participant inclusion criteria was guided by YMCA management staff to ensure that 

interviewed youth resembled the proportion of forced immigrant youth living in Sudbury. The 

youth who shared their stories were born in Syria (n = 17), Nigeria (n = 2), Libya (n = 2), and 

Chad (n = 1). The youth from Syria resettled in Canada from the country in which they applied 

for asylum, namely Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon. Non-Syrian youth arrived in Canada directly 
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from their home country or crossed the border from the U.S.A. The average age of the youth was 

13.4 years (range = 8 to 21 years) and average time of living in Canada was 21.8 months (range 

= 8 to 44 months). Youth had to have participated, or expressed an interest in participating, in a 

community sport program. Finally, most youth were Muslim. With the exception of two Muslim 

families, only male youth were permitted to share their stories. Owing to the cultural preference 

for genders to be segregated when participating in sport, Bahaa suggested only including male 

youth in the current story. A contribution related to female youths’ stories is in development.  

5.2.2  Data Collection 

 Following approval from the institutional ethics board, we posted recruitment posters in 

English, French, and Arabic at the YMCA and met with host community groups supporting 

Syrian refugee families. Initiated by YMCA immigrant services staff, word of mouth became the 

best form of recruitment. Author 3 spearheaded contacting families who expressed an interest in 

participating in the project and set up introductory meetings so Author 1 could introduce himself 

and the aims of the project. Author 1 was joined by Author 3 whose involvement was crucial to 

parents feeling comfortable inviting Author 1 to talk with their children due to their prior 

interactions at the Immigration Services office of the YMCA. The first families to express 

interest in participating in the project were Syrian Muslim families who invited Thierry and 

Bahaa to meet in their home. Bahaa explained to Thierry that Arabic tradition dictates the 

provision of hospitality to strangers. Sharing in food and drink in one’s home indicates that the 

invited person(s) becomes accepted as part of their extended ‘family’ and Bahaa felt following 

this tradition would help youth and their parents feel comfortable telling their stories.  

Similar to the introductory meetings, Thierry and Bahaa were invited to each family’s 

home for the arts-based interviews. Thierry began the arts-based activity by asking youth to draw 
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any image or symbol they felt meaningfully depicted their story related to playing sport in 

Canada. Many youth had questions centered around what they were to draw, with some older 

youth asking why they had to draw rather than answer questions Thierry and Bahaa had for 

them. Thierry tried to assuage nervousness by explaining that there was no right or wrong, and it 

did not matter how well they could draw. The drawings were solely being used as a creative 

means of expression that helped them think about, organize, and feel confident to tell the story 

they chose to share (Sinding et al., 2012). When the youth appeared to be finished drawing, 

Thierry would begin a conversational interview by asking them to describe their drawing. 

Interviews were conducted primarily in English, with Bahaa providing translations when 

necessary. Using their drawings to facilitate an informal dialogue meant youth were able to exert 

control over the direction of the conversation in relation to pertinent topics present their drawing. 

Thierry’s shared connection to West Africa with some youth and Bahaa’s shared cultural 

background with some youth provided them with the background needed to ask relevant 

questions sensitive to the historical, social, and cultural context of the stories shared by the 

youth. Following each interview, Thierry and Bahaa engaged in critical conversations as Thierry 

drove Bahaa back home. Thierry recorded field notes of his observations, conversations with the 

youths’ family members, and an interpretive account of events that unfolded each day.  

5.2.3  Data Analysis and Representation  

 Audio from the arts-based interviews (m time = 38 minutes) was transcribed verbatim 

and analyzed following Braun and colleagues’ (2016) reflexive thematic analysis process. The 

iterative process of a reflexive thematic analysis ensured we continuously examined our place in 

the storytelling relationship with a focus on ensuring the story to be shared reflected the voices of 

the forced immigrant youth. The analysis began with Thierry and Bahaa becoming immersed in 



 

 

162 
 

the stories of forced immigrant youth during conversations with youth, their family members, 

and amongst research team members during the data collection process. To ensure complete 

immersion in the stories Thierry read and re-read the transcripts and noted interpretive thoughts 

in his research journal. Reading the transcripts was followed by an inductive coding process 

where Thierry systematically identified interesting features of each youth’s story as they related 

to the aim of understanding the role sport had played in their lives. Throughout the data 

immersion and coding process Thierry and Bahaa met to discuss insights they had taken away 

from the forced migrant youths’ stories. A common discussion point revolved around the role 

sport played in helping forced immigrant youth feel safe during their journeys to Canada. A 

meeting was also held with interested forced immigrant youth who voiced their support for 

sharing a story with their host community that highlighted their journey to Canada. Thierry 

participated as a listener during the conversations and reflexively engaged with his 

interpretations by asking the youth and Bahaa clarifying questions and continuously writing 

reflections in his project journal. The theme development phase began with Thierry sharing his 

notes and collated codes with Bahaa. Thierry and Bahaa then developed potential overarching 

themes into a thematic skeleton they felt highlighted the role of sport at different points along 

forced immigrant youths’ journeys to Canada (i.e., in their home country, during their flight to 

safety, and the initial period following resettlement in Canada). The thematic skeleton was then 

shared with Rob, Deborah, Diana, and Kerry whose critical feedback over several months helped 

refine each theme and the relation between themes in the skeleton. Titles and definitions were 

developed for each theme to ensure a clear and compelling story related to forced immigrant 

youths’ journeys to Canada would be told. When the thematic skeleton was sufficiently 

developed (see Table 3), a creative non-fiction approach was undertaken to present the story. 
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Table 3  

Chapter 5 Thematic Skeleton 

Theme / Scene Subtheme Example codes  Abdo Saad Deji 

“I will always be 
connected to my 
home country”  
(Part One) 

 

Pride in home country   

Pride in home culture   X X X 

Home does not exist as they knew it  X X X 

Connect to home country through stories 
told by family members and/or media X   

Connect to home country through specific 
personal stories X X X 

Early enculturation in 
sport 

 

Sport played with family and/or 
neighbours  X X  

Family is a constant presence X X X 

Family well-being prioritised ahead of 
sport participation   X  

Connect to home country through football  X X X 

Home country connection through e-sport 
and/or televised professional sport    X 

Non-soccer sport involvement  X  X 

Non-sport activities  X X  
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“We just wanted 

to be safe and 

accepted”  

   (Part Two) 

 

Life in asylum-granting 
country  

Introduction to new sports and physical 
activities based on what is available  

 
 X N/A 

Still surrounded and interact with mainly 
kids/adults from home country   

 
X X N/A 

Unsure of all of the ‘rules’ related to sport  
 X  N/A 

Sport became a secondary activity, 
supporting family was the priority  

 
X X N/A 

Positive memories of second country  X N/A 

Mixed memories of second country   X  N/A 

Hard to leave a country they had become 
accustomed to    X N/A 

Motivation to learn English 
 X  N/A 

Re-settlement / Asylum 
Application Process 

 

Long, difficult process during which they 
never knew if they would actually make 
it to Canada (or another country)  

 

X X X 

Made it hard to make long term decisions  
  X X 

Knowledge about Canada  
 X   

Still in asylum seeking process in Canada   X 
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“The Beginning 

of a New 

Adventure” 

(Part Three) 

 

Settling in host 
community  

Welcomed by reception at airport X X  

Unsure of permanency of resettlement    X 

Initial support very helpful, but 1-year cut 
off period presented difficulties  X X  

After initial settlement struggled with 
sharing home culture stories  X X X 

Ability to join sport team is harder after 
initial settlement support   X  

Sport in host 
community 

Need to feel safe  X X X 

Willingness to try new sports X   

Hesitant to try new sports  X  

Athletic talent results in increased self-
confidence  X   

Improved host community language skills  X  X 

Formal sport limited participation   X X 

Development of host community 
connections X  X 

Alternate intercultural contact sought   X  
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5.2.4  Polyphonic Vignette 

Using the thematic framework as a starting point, a polyphonic vignette was developed to 

shift the agency of the voices featured in research to the forced immigrant youth (i.e., our 

research participants; Smith et al., 2016). A polyphonic vignette is a dialogical text that brings to 

light the complexity, diversity, and multiplicity in forced immigrant youths’ lives, rather than 

providing one ‘optimal’ story line (Letiche, 2010). The inclusion of multiple voices was key in 

explicitly acknowledging differences in, and encapsulating the complexity of meaning 

underlying, the stories told by forced immigrant youth about their acculturative journeys. While 

this entailed taking a less authoritative role in deciding on what story was told, we did play an 

active role in deciding how the story would be told. Quotes from interviewers and interviewees 

the research team felt best represented each theme were extracted from the transcripts and 

merged into a compelling and evocative story. Creative licence was taken in deciding in which 

setting each conversation would take place and which quotes, and how the quotes, would form 

the voices of the three composite characters developed to centralize the forced migrant youth. 

The use of composite characters resulted in the loss of some of the idiographic nuance of each 

youth’s story but still allowed for competing storylines to be told while also helping protect 

participant anonymity (Spalding & Phillips, 2007). Similar to forced immigrants interviewed by 

other researchers (e.g., McDonald et al., 2019; Spaaij, 2012), anonymity was paramount for 

forced immigrant youth to feel safe and comfortable sharing their stories. To augment the level 

of detail in each character’s story while maintaining youths’ anonymity the research team 

decided upon featuring two Syrian (i.e., Abdo and Saad) composite characters and one non-

Syrian (i.e., Deji) composite character. Lastly, we included Thierry and Bahaa in the story to 
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acknowledge the role we played in co-constructing the stories told during the interviews 

(Gergen, 2014). The provisional polyphonic vignette was shared with the forced immigrant 

youth and their parents. The primary feedback received was in relation to cultural values and the 

portrayal of their home country. Parents wanted readers to understand the cultural values 

embedded in their children’s actions and to emphasize this was a sign of respect in their culture. 

Youth wanted to ensure the portrayals of their home country captured how beautiful it was prior 

to being forced to flee. Feedback related to the vignettes helped convey the story youth and their 

parents felt was important to share with members of their host community.   

5.2.5  Quality and Authenticity 

We propose judging the quality of our work according to several defining characteristics of 

community-based research (Schinke et al., 2013). To align with the community’s interests, the 

project’s conceptualization and direction were determined, and continues to be determined, by 

YMCA staff members, forced immigrant youth, and their family members (Schinke et al., 2013; 

2018). One example is the use of the term forced immigrants. At the outset of the project the 

research team used the word refugee. The problematic use of the term refugee was initially 

voiced by a YMCA staff member and corroborated by forced immigrant youth participants who 

advocated for the term forced immigrants as they did not wish to be labeled by the term refugee. 

Continued discussion, including critical feedback during the writing of the vignettes, occurred 

through informal discussion both in person and online.  

The forthcoming polyphonic vignette is also one of our CBPAR deliverables (Schinke et 

al., 2013). Publishing out story is done with the aim of broadening the community that is brought 

into our storytelling relationship. We aimed to make the story accessible to audiences that may 

have never picked up an academic journal by moving beyond specialized jargon associated with 
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academic prose. This is important as the forthcoming story and those to be written, will be used 

by YMCA management in the cultural safety training of their staff members and the 

development of a transitional program for forced immigrant youth (Schinke et al., 2013). YMCA 

research team members have also requested the story be shared to the CBPAR project Facebook 

page (see https://www.facebook.com/Activitypageforforcedimmigrantyouth) so readers 

worldwide may follow the stories still to be published. 

 

5.3  Results: The Polyphonic Vignette 

The polyphonic vignette presented here is a three-scene story told as a conversation between 

Thierry, Bahaa, and our three composite youth characters. Scene one is a conversation 

highlighting the importance placed by youth on remaining connected to their home country 

through sport. Scene two focuses on stories related to the youths’ lack of time available to spend 

on sport during their journeys to safety. Scene three brings our vignette to a close with the 

portrayal by youth of the impact sport has had on their settlement into their new community.  

5.3.1  “I will always be connected to my home country” (Part One) 

“Salam Alaykum. Please come in,” says Abdo as he invites Thierry and Bahaa into his home. 

“Wa-alaykum salam. How are you today?” reply Thierry and Bahaa almost synchronously.  

“I am fine, thank you. Please come, everyone is in the living room.” says Abdo. As they enter the 

living room the youth get up from the couches and take a seat on the floor (an action expected of 

youth as a sign of respect for adults in Arabic culture) and Thierry and Bahaa circle the room 

shaking everyone’s hand as they greet them individually, “Salam Alaykum. Good morning.”  

Thierry begins to take out the art supplies and paper and asks the youth if they are ready to 

begin. The three youth nod shyly. “To begin I would like to ask you to draw your story of how 
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you have played sport while living in Canada. Bahaa and I will draw at the same time and 

please ask us questions at any time.” As Thierry speaks he notices the younger siblings of the 

three youth staring longingly at the art materials. “You can draw with us if you want.” Looking 

at the fathers in the room he also asks, “Would you like to draw too?” “No, no, is ok” reply the 

fathers (nervous laughter). For the next 20 minutes the youth, Thierry and Bahaa quietly draw. 

As the youth begin to put down their colouring utensils, Thierry senses it is a good time to begin.  

Thierry: Thank you Abu Abdo4 for inviting us into your home. Thank you Abdo, Saad, and Deji 

for sharing your stories with me. Could we start by having you tell me about your pictures.  

Abdo: I can start. My drawing is in Syria because it is where I was born. I have mixed feelings, 

not good or bad, it’s just Syria. It will always be a special thing to me. I think all of us from Syria 

remember what it was like and what happened. Not all memories are sad. One thing I miss the 

most is playing football with my cousins, we all lived beside each other. It was great family time. 

Saad: Football was a big part of my life in Syria too. My friends would come and say, ‘hey let’s 

go play football.’ 25 people would come; the first two hours would be spent trying to make 

teams. Sometimes we organized ourselves into a team and played another neighbourhood of 

kids. There were fields we played on, but most of the time we just put two rocks on each side and 

play between our houses or in the middle of the street. We would play anywhere.  

Abdo: Yeah that is why I chose to draw two football fields for my drawing. I mean the story in 

my art is made-up, but some of it is real. Here people are playing on the football field with their 

friends. Everything was good and then two airplanes from the army come and they throw bombs 

and rockets. Buildings fallen down, grass, water, everything on fire. The bombing stuff didn’t 

 

4 Abu means “father of …” in Arabic. Used in reference to a father’s eldest son.  
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happen in front of me, but I … picked up stuff, damages and stuff, bombs and stuff that I have … 

I saw it on the news, but we did see some helicopters before we left, but then we left.  

Saad: It’s awful to look at pictures of destruction. I think it is hard for people here to imagine. 

For instance, people here buy pre-built houses. In Syria we build our own houses. We designed 

them; we built them. Imagine everything destroyed that you built. People here think Canada is 

awesome, and the US is awesome, but they don’t understand how beautiful our country was. The 

Mosque in my home, is one of the most beautiful things you could ever visit. I try not to get 

offended when people ask me about Syria, because I know they have never been there. I don’t 

mind telling people if they are willing to listen and show they care; you know what I mean?  

Abdo: I do. Because I still want to be a part of Syria. Part of me is always going to be Syrian, 

that will never go away. I do miss Syria too; I mean there are times I really want to go back.  

Deji: I can’t imagine what it is like for you. I have a very different story. It was hard for me to 

leave my home country. There’s no war, like war you see on TV, but I know we can’t go back. I 

was sad when we left, but when we finally got to safety, I was happy we left. I miss my home the 

most when I want to play football. My drawing is of a football field with people watching. The 

stadium I drew is at home. The game is between the two best teams in my home country. I grew 

up as a fan of this team and still watch them in TV. I don’t like Canadian football teams, so I 

found sites on the internet where I watch games from my home country. In my home country I 

used to go watch their practice. Fans would watch the practices to help inspire the players. It 

wasn’t expensive to go to a game, but on popular match days we had to be at the stadium early to 

get a ticket. I miss being able to watch the games a lot, it was always a fun time. Games are only 

90 minutes long, but my friends and I always spent the whole day together. I also played on a 
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football team, but mainly I just played with friends. We could go to a stadium and rent it. We 

played 7 against 7. Even my friends that didn’t like football would come watch and have fun.  

Bahaa: I also know football is the most popular sport, but did you play other sports? 

Saad: I just went hunting and fishing. We could hunt anywhere, there’s no rules like here. We 

hunted mostly small birds, rabbits and ducks. We would go hunting at our farm. Our family farm 

was in a really small village outside of the city. We had grapes, bees and our own garden where 

we could grow flowers and vegetables.  We would go there with our family; like people go 

camping here. We would spend 2 – 3 nights, but it was always just with our family - my cousins. 

Abdo: Our family had a farm like that too. We used to go and go biking and swimming, and 

fishing and walking, but it was always just with our family. In school, I played basketball. I 

remember because the ball was so colourful and different to the football. 

Deji: We played basketball in my home country too. We didn’t have a lot of teams to play 

because only private schools played basketball. I was in a private school, so I learned how to 

play. If I was in a public school I wouldn’t have been able to play. I’m happy I learnt because I 

play online against my friends that are back in my home country. When I play with them it’s like 

they are next to me, it gives me a connection to them. I miss them ... I really miss them, so to 

play with them over online games, to interact with them it’s nice. We talk about studying or our 

families, or what’s new while we play. I go on every day to play with them. During the journey 

here I used WhatsApp, but now I like that I can play games with them.  

5.3.2  “We just wanted to be safe and accepted” (Part Two) 

“Let us have some coffee please,” says Abu Abdo as Deji finishes off his sentence. Sensing it is 

time to take a break, Thierry and Bahaa agree, and Abdo heads into the kitchen to collect the 

coffee and some small snacks for the adults. The coffee is beautifully served in small cups and 
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the smell of cardamom fills the room. Thierry begins to appreciate the pride forced immigrants 

have in sharing their culture. “This is Syrian coffee, not Canadian coffee. Please do not drink to 

the end,” instructs Abu Abdo as he serves Thierry, “And please take some food, eat, eat.”  

As the coffee cups are finished, Thierry feels it’s time to resume the conversation.  

Thierry: It sounds to me like family is a very important part of your lives.  

Abdo: Family is the most important and helping them is important so there isn’t always a lot of 

time for sport. When we left Syria, like when we were in Country A5 I spent a lot of time helping 

my dad with his job.  Most of the time I went with my dad and helped him at work. I carried stuff 

around and memorized stuff for him. I was learning from him. That’s why next year when I’m in 

grade 10, I’m looking forward to taking the business class.  

Saad: Yeah, when I was in Country B, I worked ten hours a day at a pizza place. I worked there 

in the summer. When I was in school, I worked less. But I did learn one new sport in Country B. 

It was my first time swimming in Country B; there was lessons to learn how to swim. They put 

me in the pool and said, ‘swim and if you don’t like to swim, we will push you.’ So, I learnt how 

to swim, and I liked it, like I go swimming every day with my friends. It was always warm, not 

cold like here. My friends spoke Arabic, so it was easy to talk. And most friends were my 

neighbours, so we would visit each other’s house. I was sad to leave them, I miss them.   

Abdo: We didn’t have the same feeling in Country A. It wasn’t really a good place to live 

because we didn’t feel welcome. They like … if something happened, they would say that’s from 

the Syrians and so they blame us a lot for stuff. And they didn’t like playing sport with Syrians. 

 

5 The Syrian youth were resettled to Canada from their initial receiving country. To protect their anonymity these 

countries have been anonymized.  
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When I played sport it was just with my cousins, usually just football. They did have basketball, 

but I wasn’t interested, it had more rules in it. In Syria we just played for fun. So yeah it wasn’t 

as good in Country A as in Canada, it was a hard time. When I look back, I am thankful for 

Country A, I have some love and hate memories, it just wasn’t the greatest sometimes.  

Saad: It seems like life was easier in Country B. We could even go fishing. My dad used to 

catch many fish. He used to put a net in the lake, and we would come back the next day, round it 

up and there would be so many fish stuck in it! My dad used to keep fish for us to eat. 

Deji: I didn’t live long in another country, but there were hardships in my journey to Canada. 

People trying to stop me and my family … trying to stop us from coming and on the way we saw 

hell. We didn’t have time to think about or play sport. Some of my brothers are still in my home 

country. To come to Canada is expensive, that’s why we’re separated. It isn’t our choice to not 

be together, but to get papers takes time. I still have five brothers waiting to come to Canada. But 

I don’t really think I can talk anymore about the trip, it’s … it’s personal.  

Abdo: Wow, I feel like we went through that process when we were in Country A. My sister and 

her family are still in Country A, so we are hopeful they will arrive soon. We had interviews and 

stuff and you never know if they will accept you or not. While we were waiting there we were 

just hoping we would be able to come to Canada. I was always hopeful. I even did my best to 

learn English. My mum and dad put us in English school so that helped. I remember when we 

found out we were coming; we were so excited! I didn’t know Canada would be so far away. It 

was my first time getting on a plane, I was scared because I was thinking the plane might crash.  

Saad: When we got on the plane we didn’t know if we would actually make it until we landed in 

Canada. It was strange because I didn’t know about Canada. My parents put us in a school that 

had English lessons, but I didn’t pay attention. I didn’t think it was possible we would leave. 
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5.3.3  “The Beginning of a New Adventure” (Part Three) 

As Abu Abdo re-enters the room, he notices Thierry and Bahaa have not eaten much. Abu Abdo 

insists everyone take a break, “Please eat, this food is what we make in Syria. Come let us sit at 

the table.” And so, the party move into the dining room to take a seat at the table. 

Bahaa explains to Thierry what some of the dishes are. He also recounts about the family’s 

reputation for making wonderful food and how the father brings food to his son’s football team. 

Thierry is not disappointed. The food is wonderful. Rather than interrupting the meal, Thierry 

continues the conversation while they all eat seated at the dining room table.  

Thierry: What was it like to arrive in Canada?  

Deji: When I arrived in Canada I was feeling so happy! It was a hard bumpy bus ride to come up 

here, but when I finally made it I just felt so happy, like happy the adventure is over.  

Abdo: I felt the same way when we landed at the airport. When we arrived it was so peaceful! 

There were people in the airport welcoming us and already felt more like home than Country A.  

Saad: We never thought when we got here people would be so welcoming. People were all 

saying, ‘Welcome! Welcome to your new home!’ It was a really nice start to life in Canada.  

Deji: You guys are lucky! When we came we didn’t know anybody. It was stressful. English 

isn’t my first language, but here I could talk with some people because they spoke French. The 

French they speak here is different. My accent is more like they speak in France because that is 

how we spoke in my home country. School was the hardest. I was too shy to talk to people. On 

the first day some people came up to talk to me, but I was so nervous. Then I got to play on the 

football team and made a lot of friends; it was the first time I met friends and it really helped. 

Abdo: Sports was really how I met new people too. Like one time, I was at the park playing with 

my brothers. Then these other kids asked us if they can play with us, we said yes, and we became 
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friends. When we first came I was happy to join a summer football team. ‘Cause the coach and 

the kids talked to me. The coach took time to tell me small things, like he would take the football 

and say, ‘this is a football.’ One friend who realized I said yes to everything he asked me took 

time to teach me words and show me what they mean on google translate. Even if they weren’t 

talking to me I just paid attention. Sometimes I didn’t understand what a word would mean but I 

didn’t mind asking them to explain and they wouldn’t mind helping me. When I first joined the 

team, I couldn’t speak English good, but after some time with people talking to me I got better. 

Saad: We arrived in the summer too and I remember going to the park. There were people 

playing football there, but they weren’t Syrian, they were Canadians from Italy. When I saw 

people playing football, I didn’t feel anything really, I just felt like I wanted to play. The sponsor 

group connected me with a football club, so I thought there was hope for me to play. Then school 

started and … I thought maybe I will find people from my school to play with. But no. I didn’t 

find any people. School was hard because I didn’t really find any people to play with me. People 

would come up and say ‘hi’ and stuff, but I didn’t answer them. I didn’t want to say the wrong 

word or anything, because I thought if I say the wrong word, they would think I know what I 

said, and what if I said a bad word? So, it was hard … (the other participants in the conversation 

give him some time to collect himself). It just makes me sad when I can’t play football; that is 

why my picture shows me crying next to a football field covered in snow.   

Deji: I can understand that feeling. I didn’t make the football team at school this year and I feel 

like it doesn’t make sense. There’s one guy and he’s not really good at football and I’m better 

than him and the coach picked him and not me so it’s confusing. It makes me feel really sad.  

Abdo: At school I tried other sports and made every team. I think the coaches thought I had the 

physique for sport, so they wanted me to be on the teams. It made me feel happy and great about 
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myself, because it helped me realize I’m good at sports and helped me meet many nice people. I 

think I surprised some people, because I know when some people saw I could do cross country 

running, volleyball, basketball, and other sports they were surprised. They thought I would only 

play football. Before I came here, I didn’t play other sports, but now I really like other sports.  

Saad: I tried playing some other sports, like the sponsor family tried to teach us how to play 

hockey. In the winter my brothers and I would go outside and play. The first times was fun! But, 

now my brothers are better than me and it is hard because I was always the one better at football 

than them. I also tried swimming at the YMCA, because I liked it in Country B, but here they put 

me in a class with younger children. I just felt like it was not the right for me, it wasn’t fun. I did 

like going to the YMCA for the gym, but I don’t have a membership. We used to have a 

membership for one year that was activated like 2 or 3 months after we arrived, but I didn’t 

really know the city. For me to take the bus to the YMCA, it’s a really long ride, almost an hour. 

So, I only got comfortable using the YMCA in the last couple of months and then it expired. 

Now, it’s really expensive, like $8 a day. So the sport I play right now is football with my 

brothers and every Friday and Saturday night with Arabic people. When I found the Arabic 

group, I was so happy. I feel more comfortable with them because it is easier for me to speak 

Arabic. The sport isn’t different, but when you play with people who speak your language, you 

can talk a lot, you can hear a lot, it makes me feel good, and helps me to remember the old days.   

Deji: I play sometimes with people from my home country also, but only in the summer. We 

play on a field close to my home. I started going to the field with my brother and dad because the 

field is just down the street from my house. It’s been fun to play with people from my home 

country because we can speak French, but it’s also not the same because some of the men who 

play are 50, 60 years old so you have to be careful when you’re playing, like try not to hurt them. 
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You should try the indoor football league I play in. I know it’s not the same, but it is fun. One of 

my friends from high school invited me when our football season in school finished. He played 

on a team that needed a player, so I said yes. I’ll be playing again on the team next winter. It’s 

nice because we will have the same group, we decided to stay together. I’m happy I found it 

because I also tried other sports, and, yeah, I’m not a fan of the other sports kids play here.  

Saad: Thank you for the suggestion of joining an indoor league I will have to think about it. I am 

busier now because I decided to get a job. I thought it would help me mix with Canadians and 

learn English by communicating with them. My plan hasn’t really worked because I don’t talk 

with customers. I’m working in an autobody shop for cars. It’s hard because I see other Syrian 

youth learn English faster than me, but I just have to think to myself ‘I have a profession.’  

Bahaa:  So after 1-3 years living here, what does life feel like now in your new home?  

Abdo: I think I feel safe here because there isn’t a war going on and I don’t have to worry about 

something falling on my head or getting shot … and people don’t rob you. We’ve lived here for 

over a year now and not much has changed. I can speak English. I know a lot of people. That is 

good. It’s also a bit strange because some of my friends have started asking me about Syria and 

what’s going on there. I tell them there’s a war going on there for six years and they start 

laughing thinking I’m joking. They have no idea what’s going on there. They don’t understand 

why I’m here. Last summer I didn’t tell my football team I was from Syria and they didn’t ask 

me. I think this summer I will tell them. I will be playing with the same boys and they are my 

friends now. Maybe it’s not important that they know I’m from Syria, but this summer I want to 

tell them.  

Saad: People here not understanding what my family and I have been through has been hard. I 

don’t know … some people just ask too many questions. The hardest for me was when someone 
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asked, ‘why did you choose Canada.’ I just said, ‘I didn’t choose Canada, Canada chose me, like 

Canada told us if you want to come to Canada we will accept you, so Canada chose me, I didn’t 

choose it.’ I didn’t choose to leave my home. But we are happy Canada asked us to come. And I 

do have some friends here now. I don’t trust all of them, but I have one good friend. He is from 

the Bahamas. He just arrived in Canada and he is a little different also because of his accent.  

Deji: I think the biggest thing for me has been that I am more comfortable now with English. I 

always used to have to ask my mum to help me with everything, but not anymore. It feels good 

to be more independent. Some of my friends I made in Toronto have also moved up here and one 

lives close to me. They’re both from my home country, but I met them in Toronto. It’s nice to 

have them here. I have been thinking I would like to get into coaching. I know it’s not easy, but I 

like the feeling of being in control, being able to tell other people what to do. I know I have lots 

of experience as a player, but I would like to start coaching younger kids. I just don’t know how.  

 

5. 4  Discussion 

The vignette above depicts prominent storylines related to how forced immigrant youth engage 

in and benefit from (or not) from sport at various points in their journey to safety. Similar to 

previously shared stories of forced immigrant adults, the youths’ stories extol the importance 

they place on being active in sport (e.g., Stone, 2018). Importantly, through their story telling the 

youth also show how their participation in sport, the meaning they ascribe to their participation 

and the manner in which they feel safe in sport contexts shifts over time and place.  

 Previous stories shared by elite immigrant and transnational (i.e., athletes temporarily 

relocating for athletic purposes) athletes largely focused on the transition from home country to 

receiving country (e.g., Ryba et al., 2016; Schinke et al., 2016). The stories shared here add 
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further layers to Ryba et al.’s (2016) cultural transition model, showing how forced immigrant 

youth must navigate multiple transitions during which they have little control until they reach a 

‘home’ where they feel safe and able to have a sense of hope for the future. As noted in our 

introduction, the lack of control over their complicated transition(s) leads to sport becoming a 

context in which youth may feel a sense of freedom and safety, and an ability to have some sense 

of control in their lives (Hurly, 2019; Whitley et al., 2016). Informal sport is often a preferred 

choice for youth, as shown in the story, as it provides youth with a connection to their home 

country and an opportunity to engage in play with their peer groups on their own terms (Guest, 

2013; Spaaij, 2015). During times of feeling unwelcome in their host community this may mean 

engaging in sport and physical activity alongside family members and youth with similar life 

stories in order to feel a sense of comfort and safety. Similar to previously told stories, ethno- (or 

lingo- and/or religio-) centric sport groups are positioned as providing youth an opportunity to 

feel safe and able to re-connect with their home culture (Smith, 2018; Stone, 2018). Deji’s story 

provides a unique perspective on how the maintenance of relationships with friends from their 

home country through e-sport can be an alternate method to maintain connections with one’s 

home culture. Retaining home culture connections has been posited to help forced immigrant 

youth develop resiliency in the face of trauma and provide the confidence needed to engage in 

intercultural interaction (Berry, 2017; Keles et al., 2018). 

 The story shared here also shows how youth who express feelings of being safe in their 

host community engage in sport in order to meet host community youth. While neither Abdo nor 

Saad had a choice in having to flee Syria, Abdo’s belief and preparation for his move to Canada 

(i.e., pre-transition phase) during his time in the intermediary country seems to have potentially 

helped mentally prepare him for the challenges and opportunities that lay ahead (Ryba et al., 
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2016). The difference in how youth engage in sport in North America as compared to their home 

countries is one such challenge forced immigrant youth face. The youths’ stories portray sport as 

an important childhood pastime through which they develop personal relationships with family 

members and neighbourhood friends, rather than a context in which skills for adulthood are 

developed (Guest, 2013). This view of what sport means is quite different to the North American 

views of sport as a necessity for ensuring the individual growth of youth leading to future 

success in life (Coakley, 2012). As told by elite immigrant athletes competing for Canada, the 

expectations of parental commitment and family resources to sustaining youth involvement in 

formal sport programs can lead to divisions in values and priorities among family members 

(Middleton et al., 2020). As shown in the story, should forced immigrant youth not find a 

program that understands their needs and/or not be able to fulfill the time commitment needed 

they may turn to finding employment. For some youth this may come due to a sense of filial 

obligation in providing needed financial support while their parents are in the process of securing 

employment (Tonui & Mitschke, 2020). While employment is important, youth also portray it as 

a context that does not provide the same opportunity to develop relationships with host 

community youth as occurs within sport.  

Entry into formal sport programs can also pose a challenge for forced immigrant youth. 

Some youth, such as Abdo and Saad in the story, received formal support to gain entry into sport 

programs, although the amount of support is dependent on their sponsor groups. For youth such 

as Deji, recognition of their athletic talent during informal play with neighbourhood youths 

provided an entry point into formal programs (Middleton et al., 2020). However, the story 

presented here shows how recognition of athletic talent can have a positive and negative impact 

on forced immigrant youth. For most youth, recognition as a talented athlete occurred in a sport 
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that was familiar to them, which for many was football. The opportunity to engage in a familiar 

sport provided forced immigrant youth with a respite from traumatic flashbacks through 

thoughtless play (Ley et al., 2018). Further, recognition as a talented athlete helped youth interact 

with culturally dissimilar youth develop affective bonds with their teammates without the worry 

about the broader connotations associated with being labeled as a refugee (Burrman et al., 2017; 

Spaaij, 2015). However, Abdo’s mention of being accepted in the sporting context due to his 

physique also shows how young athletes may feel pressure to hide aspects of themselves that are 

different to the norm in the sport environment they find themselves in (Blodgett et al., 2017). For 

Abdo this might be why he chose not to share his story with teammates during his first year in 

the team. Wishing to be known as more than a forced immigrant, youth may unknowingly tie 

their self-worth to a singular athletic identity which can lead to a sense of loss if/when they are 

unable to navigate the divide between their home cultural values and the host society sporting 

context (Carless & Douglas, 2012), as is shown in Saad’s storying of his inability to find a host 

community football team to play with. Contrastingly, in Abdo’s story we see how when youth 

feel safe in a sport setting they come to feel comfortable in expressing their diverse identities. 

The individuals forced immigrant youth storied as being best positioned to help them feel 

comfortable expressing their identities in sport were their team’s coaches. Coaches who were 

accommodating of forced immigrant youths’ needs and took a vested interest in them outside the 

scope of athletic performance have the opportunity to support youth as their identities continue to 

evolve in their host communities (Massey & Whitley, 2016; Spaaij, 2012).  

5.4.1  Practical Considerations  

As shown in the current story, psychological, emotional, and cultural safety are 

subjectively constructed feelings, and so therefore, is the notion of a ‘safe space’ (Bergholz et al., 
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2016). However, as our social mission is locally derived Schinke et al., 2016) and as we continue 

to work together to develop socially just sport programs as part of the CBPAR project, the story 

shared here provides us with an understanding of what safe space might mean for forced 

immigrant youth living in Sudbury. During resettlement in Canada host community members 

who show a genuine interest in listening to their stories are storied as valued friends to whom 

youth felt able to express their identities without fear of physical and/or psychological danger. 

Within sport this enabled youth to feel comfortable in taking the risk of sharing their story with 

teammates (i.e., psychological safety; Newman et al., 2017). The opportunity to share their story 

can also result in youth feeling that host community individuals recognise their cultural 

differences as an opportunity to learn from one another and engage in a shared process of 

acculturation (i.e., cultural safety; Schinke, Stambulova et al., 2016). One way of providing 

youth with these opportunities is by including a storytelling approach in one’s practice as a 

method of developing relationships. Entering into a storytelling relationship can also support the 

healing process of forced immigrant youth as they regain or maintain their mental health and 

develop the resilience needed to cope with their traumatic pasts (George, 2012; Keles et al., 

2018). Importantly, and as shown in the story, the stories we tell change over time and place 

(Gergen, 2014). A storytelling relationship is therefore not a one-time act, but an embedded 

component of one’s practice. Additionally, coaches and consultants may consider opportunities 

for cultural sharing beyond the sport context and inclusive of athlete’s family members. Similar 

to a previous story we told with elite immigrant athletes (Middleton et al., 2020), the current 

story provides an example of how cultural understanding may be shared through a meal.  

Extending interest in forced immigrant youths’ stories beyond the sporting context can help 
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youth feel secure developing athletic and non-athletic identities during their acculturative 

journeys.  

5.4.2  Methodological Considerations 

Spaaij et al. (2019) concluded that, due to the time commitment required in community-

based projects and/or the uncomfortableness of moving from an us/them approach to an inclusive 

‘we’ approach, unequal relations between researchers and participants continues to define 

research with forced immigrants. From the outset, centralizing the youth and their parents in the 

research process was prioritised so that different ways of thinking about forced immigrant youth 

involvement in sport could be brought about. From the beginning of the CBPAR project, 

academic research team members examined their position in the research process and worked to 

take a step back (Schinke et al., 2013). One example was the change in my (Thierry’s) focus on 

forced immigrant youths’ vulnerability to recognising their strengths and the pride that forced 

immigrant youth maintain in their home country. As shown by the drawings youth chose to 

draw, youth expressed a desire to share their home culture with me. Researchers have tended to 

focus on the negative circumstances that caused forced immigrants to flee their homes (Spaaij et 

al., 2019). However, during a reflexive arts-based conversation, I began to recognize my role in 

amplifying awareness of forced immigrant youths’ stories rather than focusing on what I could 

fix. Viewing social knowledge as a process of co-construction, resulted in the research process 

becoming a relational storytelling endeavour through which all involved explored other ways of 

thinking about, and engaging in, sport with the aim of making a difference in our community 

(Kemmis, 2008; Kral, 2014). As shared with Pratt (2007) by a collaborator in her work with the 

Filipino community in Vancouver, Canada there is a need for “stories to come out because that’s 

part of the process of change” (p. 95). The story shared here will be used to spur change by 
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fostering a shared acculturation process through deeper intercultural understanding and increased 

awareness of how sport may contribute to, or hinder, the process of integration in Sudbury.    

 

5.5  Conclusion  

The story shared here shows how the meaning of sport, and what it means to be safe in sport, 

changes over the course of forced immigrant youths’ acculturative journeys. Youth can develop 

and maintain meaningful connections through e-sport, ethno-centric, informal, and formal sport 

opportunities. Informal sport is a sport context that deserves more attention as it represents a 

familiar context that provides a sense of continued safety for forced immigrant youth. 

Centralising forced immigrant youth and their parents in the research process facilitated different 

ways of thinking about how sport can help youth feel safe and able to share their story which can 

result in the development of a shared acculturation process. Through showing how we worked 

together to develop the presented story we also provided researchers and practitioners insight as 

to how they may provide space for forced immigrant youths’ voices through an openness to 

listening to, and sharing one’s, stories. The story presented here contributes to the CBPAR 

projects aim of developing a socially just sport context by showing how, if developed in a 

manner that fosters the sharing of cultural values, sport organizations can engender a meaningful 

integration of culturally dissimilar youth.  
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Chapter 6 

 6  Centralising Forced Immigrant Male Youths’ Stories in the 

Development of Socially Just and Inclusive Community Sport 

Programs 

*This chapter has been submitted for publication.  

There are currently an approximate 13 million youth worldwide who have sought asylum outside 

their countries borders (UNHCR, 2020). Youth (and family they have fled with) must provide 

proof to host country governments they fear for their lives due to their race and/or membership in 

a particular religion, and/or social group to receive the protection and assistance afforded 

recognized refugees (UNHCR, 2020). The process of finding safe refuge can take years and 

include resettlement to a third country after having received refugee status (Lindert et al., 2016). 

From January 2015 to January 2021, 41.5% of resettled refugees in Canada were under the age 

of 18, while 23% of all asylum claimants during that period were under the age of 14 (IRCC, 

2021a; 2021b). Finding safe refuge, which often includes subjection to traumatic incidents (e.g., 

torture, death, extreme fear), can be particularly harmful for youth (WHO, 2017). Asylum 

seeking and refugee (i.e., forced immigrant) youth often struggle with increased levels of 

anxiety/depression, attention problems, and withdrawal behaviour as compared to non-forced 

immigrant youth (Buchmüller et al., 2018). Engaging forced immigrants in sport has been 

posited as one way through which to support their physical and mental health and help them 

develop social connections in their host communities (Hurly, 2019; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009).  

 The benefits of engagement in sport have been explored through numerous lenses. Sport 

has been explored as a form of therapy for forced immigrants suffering from mental health 
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challenges. For example, inductions of feelings of flow have been posited to provide a respite 

from flashbacks, as no attention span is left for non-activity thoughts (Hurly, 2019). Engaging in 

sport can also help forced immigrants regain a sense of being recognised as human again and not 

just a statistic noted in a book (Whitley et al., 2016; Woodhouse et al., 2017). Sports have also 

been posited to be socially rich contexts that provide youth from culturally diverse backgrounds 

with opportunities to ‘integrate’ through shared interests (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2013; Luguetti 

et al., 2021; Whitley et al., 2021). Recently, researchers reviewing studies conducted with forced 

immigrant youth over the past 20 years revealed that a sense of belonging fostered through social 

activities can contribute to youths’ psychological resilience (Pieloch et al., 2016).  

The development of connections through sport can increase an individual’s sense of 

belonging to the sport group and broader community (Stone, 2018). However, sport contexts do 

not necessarily ‘create’ a sense of connectedness (see Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2013). Sports can 

also be contexts in which societal exclusionary and discriminatory practices manifest (Spaaij, 

2015). One example is the manner in which ‘integration’ is put into practice by some sport 

organizations. Integration, as conceptualised by post-positivist researchers, is a shared process of 

learning through which individuals remain connected with their ethnic (i.e., home) cultural 

norms while also adapting to the cultural norms of those they are interacting with and has been 

regarded as an optimal form of acculturation (Berry, 2019). However, the onus is often asked of 

forced immigrant youth to change the way they engage in sport to fit the sport programs 

available in the host community due to an assumption on the part of program administrators and 

coaches that all youth enter into sport for the same reasons (Jeanes et al., 2015), such as a desire 

for individual success and development (Gould & Walker, 2019). A lack of appreciation for 

culturally infused reasons for sport participation can also lead to the expectation forced 
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immigrants will learn to navigate and participate in existing sport programs without support from 

host community members (Jeanes et al., 2015; Spaaij, 2015; Schinke et al., 2016). Forced 

immigrants navigating cultural barriers to sport participation may also face exclusionary and 

discriminatory practices in sport contexts, such as coaches not taking the time to learn the 

pronunciation of names or expected compliance with dominant cultural sport practices (Jeanes et 

al., 2015; Luguetti et al., 2021; Spaaij, 2012). Subsequently, forced immigrant youth may 

disengage from sport programs and fail to reap the benefits sport engagement can provide. 

Conversely, should youth feel able to share their stories, and therefore safe and supported in 

remaining connected to their home culture, they are more likely to remain engaged in sport and 

interact and participate alongside host community youth (Middleton et al., 2020).   

 Ethno-centric sport programs (i.e., programs for individuals from similar cultural and/or 

ethnic backgrounds) have been examined as an alternative form of sport program for forced 

immigrant youth. Qualitative researchers sharing stories from youth participants in ethno-centric 

sport programs have revealed such programs provide youth the opportunity to reconnect and/or 

maintain a connection with their home culture values and traditions (e.g., Smith, 2018; Spaaij, 

2015). Some sport programs developed by academics and/or host community sport organizations 

have also focused on providing forced immigrant youth with space to share their own stories and 

feel comfortable in remaining connected with their home culture (Nathan et al., 2013; Whitley et 

al., 2016). Supporting forced immigrant youth feeling connected to their home culture can be a 

contributing factor to increased psychological resilience and increased confidence in interacting 

with youth from different cultural backgrounds (Pieloch et al., 2016, Smith, 2018). 

Relatively unexamined is forced immigrant youth involvement in host community sport 

programs not designed for them (Middleton et al., 2020). The lack of attention paid to forced 
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immigrant youth engagement in host community sport programs is problematic, as forced 

immigrant youth may be especially interested in participating in sport with host community 

youth, further developing their identities and recovery from pre-relocation challenges and trauma 

(Luguetti et al., 2021). Relevant to the current paper, ethno-centric sport opportunities may also 

not be available to forced immigrant youth arriving in Canada, as they often have a greater lack 

of connection to their home community than individuals who voluntarily relocated (Hynie et al., 

2016). Overcoming barriers to engaging in sport has meant, for many forced immigrant youth, 

playing with those they felt safe doing so with at different points in time (Middleton et al., 2021). 

Recognising the resilience shown by youth during their forced migration also means 

acknowledging their intellectual authority on matters related to the development of socially just 

and culturally safe sport contexts. However, youth are rarely consulted on how to improve sport 

programs they are involved in (Bailey, 2008). Collaborating with youth as equal partners in an 

iterative research process of dialogue, action, and reflection (i.e., praxis; Friere, 1970/2018) 

holds potential to engender new ways of thinking about, and developing, inclusive and culturally 

safe community sport programs (Fehr, 2011); which sustain youths’ involvement and 

subsequently enable them to enjoy the accompanying benefits.  

 

6.1  Purpose   

The current submission is the second empirical manuscript stemming from a larger Social 

Science and Humanities Research Council of Canada funded community-based participatory 

action research (CBPAR; Authors, 2016) project aimed at developing inclusive and culturally 
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safe sport contexts in the community. The aim with this paper is to share forced immigrant male6  

youths’ stories related to involvement in community sport programs so as to diversify the voices 

and insights given credence in the development of socially just sport programs that foster 

positive intercultural interactions. The first research question guiding this manuscript related to 

centralising youths’ stories in the research process: 1) How do forced immigrant male youth 

living in (Blinded) story their involvement in sport? The research process was informed by a 

second question focused on YMCA team members’ desire to know how to better sustain forced 

immigrant youths’ engagement in their sport programs: 2) What positive and negative stories do 

youth share related to engagement and (sustained) involvement in community sport programs?  

 

6.2  Methodology 

The CBPAR project is grounded in the belief that while there are an infinite number of socially 

constructed realities in any context, there are generally a number of ‘accepted’ ways of thinking 

and/or doing (i.e., a social constructionist epistemological position; Gergen & Gergen, 2008). 

We critically approached changing accepted practices in the community by inviting youth to join 

the research team and share meaningful sport-related stories youth felt would broaden the 

communities understanding of how sport impacted their resettlement in (Blinded) (Kemmis, 

2008). The focus was on moving beyond preconceived notions of ‘optimal’ forms of sport 

participation by garnering new insights into how forced immigrant youth storied their 

involvement in host community sport programs (Phillips & Bunda, 2018). The creation of the 

 

6 Due to the cultural preferences of some families for genders to be segregated while participating in sport a future 

contribution related to female youths’ stories is in development.  
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story that follows was a collective effort engaged in by forced immigrant youth, YMCA staff 

members, and academic researchers towards bringing forward new knowledge in a more 

accessible manner (i.e., story form). As the ‘first’ author of this manuscript, I (Author 1) seek to 

centralize the collective authorship of the story. However, the process undertaken to write the 

story was a dynamic shifting of power constantly navigated by all members of the research team 

(Spaaij et al., 2018). Intentionally or not, I (first author) made decisions in the writing of this 

story (Kincheloe, 2011), which were reflexively examined in an individual manner in a research 

journal and interpersonal manner with critical friends (see Schinke & Blodgett, 2016). The 

remainder of the paper is written from my first-person point of view to explicitly unmask my 

position and role in the entirety of the research process (Darnell et al., 2018).  

6.2.1 Context Setting 

The YMCA of Northeastern Ontario has struggled to maintain the engagement of forced 

immigrant youth in their sport programs. As one of the organizations tasked with supporting 

newcomers during their resettlement in Sudbury, management staff sought to understand what 

change they could bring to sport programming to better serve forced immigrants resettling in the 

community. Unlike larger metropolises in Canada where more than 3000 people may live per 

square kilometre, in Sudbury a mere 50 people live per square kilometre (Statistics Canada, 

2017, 2019). Newcomers arriving in Sudbury do not have access to large cultural enclaves found 

in larger urban centers (Kumar et al., 2015). However, unlike larger metropoles, Sudbury also 

has more available housing for forced immigrant families and more open space, playgrounds, 

and parks for youth to play in. The initial choice to focus on forced immigrant youth was due to 

the resettlement of multiple Syrian families in Sudbury. The importance of focusing on forced 

immigrant youth was bolstered when the YMCA settlement services office recorded a 100% 
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increase in the number of forced immigrants they provided services to from 2018 to 2019. 

Management staff also focused on working with youth following Canadian researchers’ findings 

that newcomer adults were more likely participate in sport should their children become involved 

(ICC, 2014). YMCA management and the academic research team felt working with youth 

would lead to family members also benefitting from engagement in community sport programs.  

6.2.2  Story Tellers 

The 22 male youth who helped co-construct the forthcoming story are from Syria (n = 

17), Nigeria (n = 2), Libya (n = 2), and Chad (n = 1) and had participated in, or expressed an 

interest in participating in, community sport programs in Sudbury. Following inclusion criteria 

developed by YMCA management staff with the hope of resembling the population of forced 

immigrant youth in Sudbury, the average age of youth was 13.4 years (range = 8 to 21 years) and 

they had lived in Canada for an average of 21.8 months (range = 8 to 44 months). Syrian youth 

were resettled permanent residents in Canada after having fled their homes and seeking asylum 

in Lebanon, Turkey, or Jordan. Their families had been privately sponsored by, and were 

recipients, of support from community groups for a one year period. Non-Syrian youth were 

asylum claimants in Canada and as such did not receive and/or qualify for the same support 

programs. For a more detailed story related to their journeys to Canada see Middleton et al. 

(2021).  

Rob, Diana, Kerry, and Cole are academic members, while Deborah and Bahaa are 

YMCA Immigrant Services staff members of the research team. Rob is the primary investigator 

of the CBPAR project and recruited me to join the research team for my Ph.D. At the outset of 

the project, Deborah took a lead role on behalf of the YMCA as the Immigrant Services 

Department is responsible for providing newcomers to Sudbury with help navigating 
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administrative issues such as enrolling children in school and finding employment. Recognising 

our limitations as ‘outsiders’ in relation to the forced immigrant community in Sudbury, Deborah 

recruited Bahaa, a staff member in the Immigrant Services Office to the project team. Originally 

from Syria and having worked as a resettlement worker in Jordan before being sponsored to 

resettle in Canada by Laurentian University, Bahaa played a primary role in recruiting forced 

immigrant families to join the research team. Bahaa also provided invaluable contextual 

expertise related to multiple sites of importance to many forced immigrant youth in his role as a 

co-interviewer. Prior to meeting with forced immigrant families, Rob and Diana suggested Bahaa 

and I get to know each other through the same arts-based method which would be used in initial 

interviews with forced immigrant youth. During these interviews Diana also helped Bahaa and I 

develop the skills needed to shift the storyteller position to forced immigrant youth. Kerry’s 

expertise in work examining the provision of safe spaces for athletes from marginalized social 

locations was drawn upon through her feedback related to the novel contributions made by 

forced immigrant youths’ stories to broader academic literature. Cole is a Ph.D. student whose 

work as a local youth community soccer coach extended our understanding of dominant local 

practices, as he also coaches newcomers in the community.  

6.2.3  Data Collection 

Following approval from the institutional research ethics board, forced immigrant youth 

collaborators were recruited through posters in English, French, and Arabic at the YMCA and 

local schools, and by staff members of the YMCA Immigration Services Office. Interested 

families were contacted by Bahaa. He set up introductory meetings between the families, 

himself, and me. Bahaa and I used these meetings to forge relationships with forced immigrant 

youth and their families by introducing the project aim, answering each family’s questions and 
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concerns, and ensuring youth and their parents understood the consent form. While written 

consent was given during the initial meeting, I also gained verbal consent from youth during 

each encounter to ensure they wished to continue participating in the project.  

  Bahaa and I returned to the forced immigrant families’ homes to conduct arts-based 

conversational interviews. Arts-based interviews were the chosen method to foster storytelling as 

they have been shown to help youth feel less apprehension in talking to a researcher and become 

comfortable taking control as storytellers (Blodgett et al., 2013). Shifting control to youth was an 

explicit aim so as to move towards an inter-relational form of reflexive engagement and shift 

away from pre-conceived assumptions held by community and academic researchers (Gilbert & 

Sliep, 2009). I began each arts-based interview by asking youth to draw an image or symbol they 

felt meaningfully depicted stories related to playing sport in Canada. Youth were assured there 

was no right or wrong way to draw, and the art pieces would only be shared with a broader 

audience with their consent. Bahaa and I also drew with youth and invited youth(s)’ siblings to 

join us, making it a collective exercise which helped youth feel more comfortable. With the 

youths’ permission, interviews were recorded from the onset of the art exercise to capture 

conversations occurring during the drawing period. I aimed to finish my drawing at the same 

time as youth and initiated a conversational interview by asking them to describe their artwork.  

 Facilitating informal dialogue related to youths’ artwork meant youth shared stories they 

felt were important. Bahaa and I participated in the conversation by asking clarification questions 

and providing personal anecdotes in response to the youths’ questions. The conversations were 

enriched by my shared connection to West Africa with some youth and Bahaa’s shared Syrian 

cultural background with some youth. Sharing these connections helped us to ask questions 

related to the historical, social and cultural context of youths’ stories. Bahaa and I discussed our 
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interpretations of the youths’ stories during the drive home after each interview. Along with 

observations and notes from conversations with youths’ family members, details from the critical 

conversations were recorded in my field journal, which was used to provide the contextual 

details that precede each scene in the forthcoming story.   

6.2.4  Data Analysis  

 Braun and Clarke’s (2020) reflexive thematic analytical process was chosen as a 

continuation of the shared reflexive process of bringing about a nuanced and contextual 

understanding of what participating in sport in Sudbury means to forced immigrant youth. 

Reflecting the social constructionist approach to knowledge development, the aim was to 

engender a shared process of continuing to centralize youths’ voices, while also transparently 

examining the role academic and community researchers played in shaping the story ultimately 

shared here (Braun & Clarke, 2020; Gilbert & Sliep, 2009). The analytical process began with 

Bahaa and I becoming immersed in youths’ stories during the arts-based interviews and informal 

conversations with youths’ family members. As an academic outsider I felt it incumbent to 

continue to immerse myself in youths’ stories and did so by reading and re-reading the interview 

transcripts and noting interpretive thoughts and questions that challenged my interpretations in 

my field journal. The immersive process included the inductive coding of features in each 

youths’ story I felt portrayed the role sport played in their lives. Throughout the immersion and 

coding process I communicated weekly with Bahaa and discussed my interpretation of the 

youths’ stories. Bahaa was instrumental in challenging my assumptions and privileging of certain 

stories over others due to his cultural connection with some of the forced immigrant families and 

shared story of having to flee one’s home country. Relevant to the story shared in this paper and 

the broader project in general, focus on the way in which youth engaged in sport in Sudbury was 
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a common discussion topic. While initially YMCA staff and academic team members had sought 

to understand youths’ involvement in YMCA programs, my initial interpretation was that youth 

had centralised the role of informal sport in their stories. My initial reasoning was that youth 

perhaps felt unable to navigate the logistics of formal sport programs. While not dismissing my 

interpretation Bahaa challenged my interpretation and spoke about the cultural dimensions of 

informal sport related to how youth had engaged in sport in their home countries and so felt a 

greater sense of cultural safety. After sharing an initial draft with youth of a proposed thematic 

framework one youth wrote the following to me in an email:  

I also want to touch on life here in Canada, the YMCA offers really good programs for 

younger kids so it can allow them to interact with kids from the Canadian community and 

that gives the refugee kids a sense of being included and that creates a great environment 

to learn English and make friends. (Personal communication, June 25, 2020) 

Several other youth also expressed an interest in developing a story centralizing their accounts 

related to engagement in sport programs in Sudbury. Collaborating to write a story also fit the 

scope of the project as had initially been conceptualised by YMCA and academic team members. 

Rob and I were intrigued as we knew of few accounts shard by forced immigrant youth in host 

community sport programs had been published in academia (see Middleton et al., 2020). 

However, wishing to be cautious the story did not merely fit our pre-conceived ideas, at Rob’s 

urging I returned to the inductive codes as a ‘re-immersion’ into the youths’ stories and began to 

craft the outline of a story related to youths’ engagement in host community sport programs. The 

inter-relational process of reflexivity (see Gilbert & Sliep, 2009) continued once I shared my 

interpretations with youth, YMCA and academic project team members and building upon their 

feedback developed a framework of subthemes that portrayed the diverse meanings ascribed by 
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youth to their sport participation in Sudbury. Example contributions during these conversations 

included Bahaa’s feedback in relation to the role of informal sport for Syrian youth and how 

changes in the way they engaged in sport were reflected in their lives outside of sport. Rob, 

Diana, and Deborah provided feedback in relation to previously told acculturative stories (re-) 

told by academic researchers, and Cole’s feedback related to competitive soccer programs in 

(Blinded). Academic jargon free titles and definitions for each theme were developed as themes 

began to take shape. While the process is described temporally, it was iterative and dynamic. As 

the themes were developed into a thematic framework leading to a coherent story, youth began to 

share that they ‘could see’ themselves in the story but felt they would be able to provide better 

feedback once the story was written using their words. Importantly, the aim of the analytical 

process was not to reach an ‘objective consensus’ (Braun et al., 2020). As such the decision was 

made to craft a polyphonic (i.e., multi-voiced) short story that would reveal the role played by 

different research team members, as well as a contextual and shared understanding of the 

different meanings sport can hold for forced immigrant youth living in Sudbury.  

6.2.5  Data (Re-)Presentation 

Creative non-fiction is a genre of research reporting that draws on ‘real’ words spoken by 

participants, but through fictional writing techniques invites readers to vicariously participate in 

the story (Smith et al., 2016). A polyphonic vignette is a form of creative non-fiction short story 

that gives agency to multiple voices throughout the process of writing, in essence a shared 

authorship (Ghorashi, 2014). Using the thematic framework as a guide, the aim was to re-story 

and represent the complex, diverse, and multiple meanings present in forced immigrant youths’ 

stories about their involvement in community sport in Sudbury. Revealing the differences 

between, and complexity in, stories told by forced immigrant youth was key in showing the 
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heterogeneity of youths’ acculturative stories, rather than grouping youth into a ‘them’ category 

and furthering the notion of an inferior ‘otherness’ (Land, 2015). The story features composite 

characters so as to ensure youths’ anonymity and help them feel safe by not being singled out in 

the re-telling of stories (Lewis, 2016), as well as Bahaa and I in order to locate ourselves in the 

story-telling process. One composite character (i.e., Tarek) was developed from stories shared by 

the five non-Syrian youth, and two composite characters (i.e., Omar, Mohammad) were 

developed from stories shared by the 17 Syrian youth. The development of three characters was 

agreed upon with youth so contrasting anonymous stories could be shared. The pseudonyms 

chosen for these characters were suggested by youth and open to change if opposed by any 

member of the research team. My role as a storyteller came to the fore as I merged selected 

quotes from the transcripts into the voices of the three composite characters’ and a coherent and 

compelling story. Recasting the story through the youths’ words could have been more 

immersive if youth had been the one’s to write the story with my help. However, due to 

anonymity concerns this was not possible. Recognising the limitations we (as an author team) 

faced in providing an authentic account, each draft of the vignette was shared with youth who 

had volunteered to help in the writing process. Examples of alterations to the story provided by 

youth via email or discussion over Zoom include highlighting the role learning sport(s) in school 

played in their stories. Youth also felt informal and formal sport should be presented as 

complementary rather than exclusive forms of sport involvement.  

6.2.6  Quality and Authenticity  

 The authenticity of the story is grounded in Phillips and Bunda’s (2018) principles of 

storying, Schinke and Blodgett’s (2016) do’s and don’ts of CBPAR, and Spaaij et al.’s (2018) 

three dimensions of participatory research. The research team approached the process of 
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authentic storytelling with the aim of writing a story that brought forward novel insights related 

to forced immigrant youths’ engagement in sport that would be meaningful to the community 

(Phillips & Bunda, 2018). The centralization of forced immigrant youth in the storytelling 

process unfolded over a three-year period as trusting relationships developed between research 

team members (Schinke et al., 2016). The collective authoring of the vignette through 

deliberative dialogue was imbued with a collaborative form of iterative reflexivity (Caxaj, 2015; 

Phillips & Bunda, 2018). I (as the primary academic contact with forced immigrant families and 

first author of the story) also recognised that, as a white male with Canadian citizenship and 

graduate education, I held a privileged position in the research process and so a continued 

reflexive analysis of my position in the storytelling relationship was particularly important 

(Spaaij et al., 2018). I did so by engaging in critical conversations with youth, Rob and Bahaa 

and interpreting my actions in a field journal (Schinke & Blodgett, 2016; Spaaij et al., 2019). 

Informal interactions with youth and their questions about my story pushed me to examine my 

place in the storytelling relationship. Rob provided interpretive insights that pushed me to 

critically examine my role in the research process, in his words ‘to go deeper’ by, for instance, 

examining the questions I asked during the interviews. Bahaa provided culturally relevant 

insights, in particular in relation to stories shared by Syrian youth and through questions about 

how my story of migration related to his own and the youths. While each critical friend asked me 

questions which gave me pause and led to feelings of discomfort, such as why I had at first 

privileged stories related to informal sport, they did so in a manner where I was able to deepen 

my own reflexive understanding in a supportive dialogic rather than monologic context.   

The story is written creatively to connect with readers at an emotional level and help 

them identify with the characters (Oatley, 1999). Such an emotional connection is imbued with 
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authenticity as the story brings forth an embodied, relational form of meaning making (Phillips 

& Bunda, 2018; Smith & Sparkes, 2009). The story is written free of academic jargon so 

academic and non-academic readers may connect with the characters’ values and goals, leading 

to awareness and possible action-oriented change in the community (Frank, 2000; Oatley, 1999; 

Schinke & Blodgett, 2016). A creative non-fictive approach to writing the story was chosen as it 

will be included in a cultural sensitivity training program for YMCA staff members who will be 

encouraged to critically examine their life stories in relation to those told by forced immigrant 

youth, leading to improved cultural awareness and sensitivity. 

  

6.3  Results 

The three-scene polyphonic vignette that follows is a conversation between Author 3, the three 

composite characters, and me. The conversation begins with a scene focused on how forced 

immigrant youth became engaged in sport in (Blinded). The second scene of the conversation 

brings to light the varying intra- and inter-personal factors that facilitated or prevented youth 

from participating in sport. The final scene focuses on forms of support forced immigrant youth 

storied as helping them feel comfortable engaging in host community sport programs. 

6.3.1  “All You Need is a Ball”  

Omar, Mohammad, Tarek, Bahaa, and I are seated around a large coffee table in the middle of 

the living room floor of Omar’s family’s house. The table is strewn with markers, pencil crayons, 

pencils, and the ever elusive pencil sharpener. Each is engaged in drawing a picture that 

represents the story they wish to tell the others about engaging in sport in Sudbury. Informal 

conversation takes place as they draw, but for the most part it is quiet. As the Omar, 
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Mohammad, and Tarek begin to finish their drawings, I look up and feel it is time to begin a 

conversation about their art.  

Thierry: Do you guys feel ready to talk about your art?  

The youth look around at each other and each begin to hesitatingly nod.  

Thierry: Who feels comfortable beginning to share their story first?  

Omar: I can. I like to play lots of sports (see Figure 3), but when we first arrived in Sudbury I 

saw some kids outside playing soccer. I was happy to see that people play soccer here. They saw 

me and asked me if I wanted to play and that made me even happier. Now in the summer we 

meet at the park and play together, it’s nice because my friends live close to here.  

Figure 3  

All the sports I love to play 

 

Mohammad: I have a park close to my home too, and I usually go there to play soccer on the 

weekends. But the other kids don’t play with us, because they don’t play soccer, they play 

baseball. So normally I play with my brothers (see Figure 4) and with other Syrian families.  
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Figure 4 

 Playing soccer outside with my brother  

 

Tarek: I think that is a cool thing about Sudbury, all of the parks and even that all the parks have 

pitches for basketball. Everyone seems to like basketball here; in the summer I play with my 

friends in the park. It was cool when I first met kids in the neighbourhood, they were really nice. 

If I needed someone to translate words for me, one would help me communicate with the others.  

Omar: You’re right, it is nice to have the parks. There’s also lots of fields. We have a big field 

close to my house too that used to have soccer nets, but they took them off now and they play 

cricket there now. That was a little sad, I was like ‘nooooo’, but I still go to play soccer, I don’t 

care, you just need a ball to kick around with friends, and if not with friends, then with family.  

Mohammad: The parks are nice, but for me it was still hard to meet people. That’s why, if we 

can be part of this group and this group can connect kids, it will be easier for me to go 

somewhere and play. Like to do some more activities and have more of an opportunity to learn 

English. I do remember when we first came we went to the YMCA and I would play with my 

brothers. We could play some sports there and play with our friends sometimes.  

Omar: Yeah, I do like being part of a group also. Like coming from Syria I liked soccer, but 
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now it is even more fun. We didn’t have coaching in Syria, and I didn’t really play on a team. 

My dad taught me a bit, but now coming here I’m better because I know more skills and playing 

on a team means it’s not as boring sometimes, because it has helped me to meet people.  

Mohammad: I started playing on a school soccer team last year. When I saw that kids played 

soccer I was so happy because it was something I knew. When we were playing it was like there 

was no difference between my home country and Canada, it was just a game I know how to play. 

But this year I started at a new school and they can’t make a team. I was hoping they would 

make a team; the teachers told me they are trying to make a soccer team and if I was interested to 

go to gym. Like they made an announcement for the team, but when I went to the gym only my 

Syrian friend was there. The boys don’t like soccer, they all play football or volleyball instead. I 

don’t know why they don’t like to play soccer, other schools make teams, so maybe it’s just my 

new school. Maybe because of the snow they’re not used to playing soccer.  

Tarek: That’s hard, I have a similar story because when I arrived there was no soccer team 

because it was wintertime. So I began to play basketball and when the basketball team started I 

decided to go straight to play for the basketball team. Basketball is a good sport, but soccer 

would have been nice because it’s nice to play something fun that you know. Now I just play 

soccer for fun with some of my friends.  

6.3.2  “I Tried to Play Other Sports”  

As the youth have been telling their stories, Abu Omar7 has quietly brought in a tray laden with 

small coffee cups, glasses of water and a plate filled with small snacks. Seeing him walk into the 

 

7 A brief reminder that Abu means “father of …” in Arabic. Used in reference to a father’s eldest son. 
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room, Bahaa and I quietly begin to clean up some of the drawing utensils to make space on the 

table. Throughout this brief interruption the youth continue to tell their stories.  

Omar: When I first came I also tried other sports, like floor hockey, volleyball, and basketball. I 

think it’s good we learn those sports in school because I never played them before. It was fun 

learning those sports in school. But I think if you want to play a sport, you focus on that sport. So 

I decided to focus on basketball. I still play soccer on a team for fun, but I feel like basketball 

was easier to get involved in all the year, so if I had a choice I would choose basketball.  

Mohammad: I also tried playing other sports, but I found it hard. I tried playing basketball in 

school, but I only knew how to dribble with two hands, I couldn’t control the ball. Like I was 

used to playing soccer with my feet, not using my hands. I felt different because all of my 

classmates know how to play basketball and I didn’t. When they told me there was no soccer 

team I decided to try for the baseball team. I was excited to try it because it was outside. I tried 

for the team, but I didn’t make it because I am not good enough. There was many kids and they 

only want those who can play baseball, they just take the best and tell the others ‘we don’t need 

you; we don’t want you’. They didn’t say that to me, but that is what it felt like, it was sad. I just 

find all the sports here have so much rules. In my home country we just played for fun, I never 

played on a team, most of the time it was just with my cousins and brothers.  

Tarek: I got lucky in finding friends to play soccer with for fun, because even though I enjoyed 

the basketball team when I played on it I don’t have time now for it. I’m in the last year of high 

school now and I have exams and homework that I need to focus on. I might even get a job if I 

have any time. So I’m happy that I have the friends to still play soccer with a little.  

Omar: I have thought about getting a job too. Sport is very expensive here, the cheapest shoes 

for soccer are probably like $70 or $80. A lot of kids have new shoes, but my dad has other bills 
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to pay and things. In the winter I shoveled snow because I wanted some money. And I did want 

to try and play hockey last winter, because the boys in my class play with a team, but my dad had 

to work so I didn’t have anybody to drive me to practice. When we first came we did have help. 

Our sponsor group would drive us to soccer every time we had practice. It was a lady in the 

sponsor group that helped us register for the soccer team. Her two sons and their friends played 

on my team, so they drove us to every practice and game. And like for hockey, the reason I know 

how to play is because a person in our support group taught my brothers and I every weekend. 

Now I play mostly with my brothers, we don’t usually see anybody else playing.  

Mohammad: A person in my sponsor group also tried to teach us how to play hockey. I tried to 

learn how to shoot the puck, but like when the puck hits the stick it hurts my hand. I wear gloves, 

but I didn’t have hockey gloves and the sponsor group gave me a stick, but the stick is the 

opposite side. Like when I got the stick I didn’t know there is two sides, so now if I want to play 

I have the wrong side stick. I still don’t really like skating, but it is starting to get better. Like the 

rink is just close to here, like a 10 minute walk so my brothers and I go two to three times a 

week. I guess I just have to learn how to skate and then maybe I will like it more. The sponsor 

group also brought me and my brothers to swim at the YMCA. They said we have to go because 

there is a lot of lakes here and so we need to learn how to swim to be safe. So we went 

swimming, but I still have only swam in the pool, I haven’t gone in the lake yet, it’s too cold.  

Tarek: We didn’t have anybody to really help us like that, I just tried sports that people living 

close to us told us to try. But like, one person told me to try American football, because he said I 

have the size for it, and I tried it, but I didn’t like it. The second day I told them ‘no, I’m not 

gonna play, I’m not a fan of it’. But they were like ‘ahh come on, you should do it’, they were 

just for football, but I really didn’t like it. I tried hockey too, because they were playing outside. 
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It was hard using the stick and like some of the people they shoot the ball so hard and far.  

6.3.3  “Sport Helped Me Make Friends”     

Bahaa and I have largely been quiet as youth have been telling their stories. Urged on by Abu-

Omar they have been enjoying the coffee and snacks that he brought out for them. However, as 

the youth talk about the factors that helped or hindered them from engaging in community sport 

programs Bahaa poses a question of interest to him.  

Bahaa: So what do you think that community sport groups could do to help forced immigrant 

youth feel comfortable and want to keep participating in the group?  

Omar: One thing that helped me when I was trying a new sport was if the people spoke Arabic 

like me. Like this summer I went dragon boating with some Arabic friends, and it was nice to be 

able to speak Arabic with my team. At that time I wouldn’t have done the dragon boating with a 

Canadian team, because like people from Canada can be together, but they speak English a lot 

better than me. Being able to speak Arabic was better, it made it easier for me.  

Tarek: When I first came it wasn’t even being with people who spoke the same language, my 

friends were just other people whose first language also wasn’t English. Like some were 

Chinese, Japanese, some Arabic, they were all from different countries, but we all felt the same 

thing you know, like the feeling of I can’t understand them, and they can’t understand me.  

Mohammad: Yeah, the feeling of being new to somewhere is hard, like one of my best friends 

now is from the Bahamas. He felt the same thing as me when he came here, he was quiet for like 

half the year. I just told him you don’t have to be scared; our school is a good school.   

Omar: I do enjoy being part of my basketball team too though. Even though it is mostly 

Canadian kids they were all my age and helped me a lot. When I first started playing basketball 

my teammates showed me how to do a layup, how to shoot properly, and how to scrimmage.  
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Mohammad: I wish my swimming had been like that, but in the YMCA they saw that I couldn’t 

swim well, so they put me with younger kids. And I was a bit mad at myself that you know, like 

when people see me I thought they would not be that impressed, so I was a little embarrassed 

being with younger kids. But at least now I know how to swim, but I just go by myself.  

Tarek: I think the most helpful people for me when I joined a team were the coach and assistant 

coaches, they were really nice and when I didn’t understand something they would say it slower 

and help me. And like, even when I joined the soccer team and knew how to play, I realised I 

had a lot to learn. Like I never knew some of the rules that exist in soccer, or even how to referee 

or coach. But the coaches on the teams here have helped teach me all the rules of the game, how 

to teach others some of the skills we know, and even how to referee a game.  

Mohammad: The coach that I had during the first year was really helpful. He always spoke 

slower for me. I could tell it was important to him that I understood what he was saying and he 

wasn’t the type of guy that was like ‘oh if you miss a practice you’re out’. He knew I had stuff 

going on, and he would always come back to me and explain things again if needed and show me 

like by drawing on the board. If I didn’t get what he was saying, the drawing was really helpful. I 

mean he knew I didn’t understand the language so well, but he knew I had the skills to play.  

Omar: The coaches also helped me on the teams I joined, but I preferred to watch my 

teammates. If I didn’t understand what we were doing I would wait and be the last person so then 

I see what they are doing. I liked it because the coach just treated me the same as everyone, he 

didn’t treat me as special. But if I needed extra help the assistant coach would help me, I mean 

he knew I spoke Arabic and not English, so he did help me and it was nice of him, because he 

helped me know when I am supposed to go and help me to know what I have to do. But I found 

that teammates and even some of the kids I played against were also happy to help. I felt nervous 
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asking them for help, but they were usually nice and said yes. It felt good to get help from them.  

Mohammad: You’re right, watching others was helpful. I do remember, even though I didn’t 

like the swimming at the YMCA because of being with younger kids, the teachers were good. 

They made it easy to understand because they didn’t talk much like in soccer, they just show you 

how to do it and then we would do it. It didn’t matter if you spoke English or not.  

Tarek: I also liked having someone help me to meet other kids. Sometimes the coaches took us 

on trips as a team to roast marshmallows, eat hot dogs, play some frisbee. Eating marshmallows 

was new for me, I never roasted them before, so when I saw my teammates roasting them it was 

strange for me. But it was a lot of fun and it helped me to be table to talk with my teammates.  

Omar: Yeah, being part of a competitive team was nice. It was expensive, like there was a lot of 

games in other cities, but I usually went with friends. Travelling with them I learned more about 

Canada. It was nice to travel and see more of the country. Now those guys are my good friends. I 

know some are going to play again this season, but I don’t know if we will be on the same team, 

I hope so! We don’t get to pick the teams, coaches do, so we will see if we will be together. 

  

6.4  Discussion  

The three-scene polyphonic conversation is a creative non-fictional story that portrays how 

forced immigrant youth have engaged in sport in (Blinded). The story reveals a number of 

storylines related to youths’ engagement in sport and the accompanying facilitators and barriers 

to their sustained involvement including previously noted logistical barriers such as 

transportation and cost (see Middleton et al., 2020). We (as a research team) have chosen to 

concentrate on how an underlying focus on individual development and performance in 

community sport programs can be a barrier to forced immigrant youths’ sustained engagement in 
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sport. We posit that intentionally shifting the focus to the development of relationships through 

sport may impact the sustained engagement of ALL youth in community sport programs.  

The story presented seems to echo researchers in Canada and Australia who have touted 

informal sport opportunities as a way of engaging youth from marginalised backgrounds in sport 

(Jeanes et al., 2019; King & Church, 2017). Informal sport enabled youth to fully immerse 

themselves in a known sport activity (which more often than not was soccer) that was a part of 

their early enculturation into sport (see Authors, 2021) and subsequently feel a sense of cultural 

safety which has been considered to be a precursor to feeling comfortable engaging in 

intercultural interactions (see Berry, 2019). The story portrays how engaging in informal sport 

can help youth from diverse cultural backgrounds build connections through the ability to just 

play the game (see also McDonald et al., 2019). However, the prioritization of informal sport 

runs counter to the formal, organized sport programs that organizations provide for youth (Jeanes 

et al., 2015). The underlying dominant performance narrative that frames much of competitive 

sport in North America (see Coakley, 2012) comes to the fore as youth began to story how their 

engagement in sport in (Blinded) changed over time from meeting to play in the park to having 

to think about sport equipment and transportation to practices and games. As Douglas and 

Carless (2006) explained, the performance narrative suggests that to be successful athletes must 

singularly focus on their individual development and depreciate other aspects of their lives (e.g., 

relationships). Researchers have recommended that a more multifaceted identity, rather than sole 

focus on performance and success, results in better psychological health and well-being of (pre-) 

elite and professional athletes, particularly during times of injury or transition (Carless & 

Douglas, 2012; Ronkainen & Ryba, 2020). The story we presented illustrates how a dominant 

performance narrative can also exclude marginalized youth from engaging in sport either through 
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a lack of skill and knowledge for a sport (i.e., Mohammad and baseball) or through the expected 

commitment that stems from a performance narrative (i.e., Tarek and education/employment). 

Elite immigrant athletes have also shared stories related to navigating culturally different 

narratives in relation to expected commitment to sport (Middleton et al., 2019). However, many 

forced migrant youths must navigate cultural related challenges with the lack of status as an elite 

athlete (Middleton et al., 2019), a greater lack of financial and social resources (Hynie et al., 

2016) and a sense of filial obligation to support their family (Tonui & Mitschke, 2020).   

 The story reveals an alternate narrative, the relational narrative, which if drawn upon to 

inform the foci in the sport environment can help sustain the engagement of forced immigrant 

youth in community sport programs. The inter-personal value of feeling a sense of belonging to a 

group rather than prioritizing individual development and/or success has previously been 

examined in stories told by elite athletes as a counter to the dominant performance narrative 

extolled in competitive sport (Carless & Douglas, 2012; Ronkainen & Ryba, 2020). As Douglas 

and Carless (2006) described, the relational narrative underpins stories that focus on care and 

connection to others, rather than individuality, hierarchy, and competition. Careful attention to 

the positive aspects in youths’ storytelling reveals the importance placed on connections made 

through sport, rather than individual success or development. The youths’ previous story (see 

Authors, 2021) revealed how the underlying relational narrative stemmed from early 

enculturation in sport during which connection with family was prioritised. The story told here 

shifts to youth prioritising the development of connections with teammates and coaches in and 

outside the sport context. While relatedness has been examined by researchers working with 

youth athletes, it is often overlooked as a basic need for youth (Gould & Walker, 2019). One of 

the few times relatedness was the prime focus of researchers in a study with youth, a clear link 
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was found between positive relationships and a desire to continue playing sport (Gardner et al., 

2016). Should the aim of a sports program be to sustain youth involvement one way may be 

through focusing on nurturing relationships rather than individual development.   

The story also adds further nuance to why a focus on helping forced immigrant youth 

develop relationships through sport is important to their sustained engagement. Prioritising 

youths’ desire to connect with others rather than focus on individual development reveals the 

subtle ways in which integration may be fostered through sport (Stone, 2018). The ability for 

youth to feel a connection to their home culture through being able to control the development of 

their connections with others in sport (i.e., as would happen through informal sport), can help 

them feel more comfortable learning new skills from host community members (Berry, 2019). 

However, the story also reveals the dynamic nature of integration as youth navigate changing 

sport and non-sport contexts and the different individuals they interact with in the host 

community (Chirkov, 2009). Examples include Mohammad’s transition to a new school leading 

to a shift from feeling welcomed to feeling excluded from engaging in both soccer and baseball. 

Tarek’s story also features a transition into a period of time where education took precedence; 

however, in his story the bonds developed through sport are not left behind perhaps due in part to 

connections built outside the sport context. Extending a sense of belonging to a group beyond 

sport by stringing together moments of belonging both in and out of sport can help forced 

immigrant youth develop a holistic feeling of belonging to their host community (Stone, 2018). 

As Spaaij (2012) has noted, feeling a sense of belonging to a sport group/team can positively 

impact forced immigrants’ everyday interactions in other contexts in their host community.  

Facilitating non-sport social opportunities is one way in which coaches can foster shared 

cultural learning between youth from different cultural backgrounds. As described by McDonald 
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et al. (2019, p. 944), activities such as roasting marshmallows by a fire with other youth are often 

“taken-for-granted activities that a sense of belonging affords.” Coaches and program leaders can 

also play an important role in facilitating relationships in sport by taking an interest in and 

listening to youths’ stories and providing opportunities for peer interaction (Gardner et al., 2016). 

Spaaij and Schulenkorf (2014) described how peers may foster cultural safety by acting as role 

models for youth who are ethnically similar, but the story here reveals how culturally dissimilar 

youth may also be role models for forced immigrant youth through actions such as visually 

showing how to perform a new skill or translating important words. By having host community 

youth take on mentorship roles, coaches can foster further opportunities for shared cultural 

learning to occur between culturally dissimilar youth in a more formal manner.  

Engaging in a methodological approach focused on centralising forced immigrant youth 

in the research process and examining what is ‘real’ as a community-developed construct subject 

to change, reveals how providing oft-marginalised voices the space to be heard can challenge the 

status-quo (Fehr, 2011; Gergen & Gergen, 2008). Sport-related youth development research 

tends to be informed by psychological frameworks developed in North America which place 

importance on individual development (see Gould & Walker, 2019). While not disputing the 

importance of youth development, had academic research team members used a deductive 

methodological approach informed by a dominant psychological framework the importance of 

relationships may have been missed and reinforced the dominant performance narrative in sport. 

Drawing upon youths’ insights and diversifying the voices contributing to youth sport 

scholarship could be beneficial to scholars seeking to help improve community sport programs in 

North America, which although popular, also face high rates of attrition (Fehr, 2011; Gould & 

Walker, 2019). Engendering change through de-centering pre-conceived assumptions and 
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centralising youths’ stories is an example of how a new shared vision of how community sport 

programs could better serve ALL youth could come forward (Gilbert & Sliep, 2009). What is 

required is a humble acceptance on the part of adult researchers and coaches that youth can be 

active agents in the development of engaging sport programs that meet their needs.  

6.5  Conclusion 

The importance of focusing on the development of relationships rather than individual 

performance/success underscores the contribution of the presented story to literature on the role 

of sport in helping forced immigrant youth integrate into a culturally dissimilar host community. 

Sport coaches and program leaders may develop trusting relationships with youth by facilitating 

inter-personal youth communication both in and out of sport and showing forced immigrant 

youth they care about their holistic development through taking the time for individual 

interaction. However, caution should be taken in taking the story shared here as a ‘real’ account 

that encapsulates all forced immigrant youths’ stories. The stories we tell and the stories we hear 

are constantly unfolding and related to the context that we are embedded in. Researchers and 

practitioners are encouraged to work alongside forced immigrant youth in their communities so 

sustainable programs are developed which reflect local needs and values held by participants. 
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Chapter 7 

 7  Critically examining a community-based participatory action 

research project with forced immigrant youth 

*This chapter has been accepted for publication in Sport in Society. No publication details are available at the time 

of completion.  

One in every 97 people was living forcibly displaced from their home by the end of 2019 due to 

persecution, conflict, and/or violence (UNHCR, 2020). Individuals who cross their country’s 

borders seeking asylum (i.e., asylum seekers) must provide sufficient proof of fear of persecution 

to be afforded the legal protection and material assistance granted to ‘recognised refugees’ 

(UNHCR, 2020). For many asylum seekers and refugees (from here on referred to as forced 

immigrants at the request of youth collaborators) returning home is not an option in the short-

term. Hence, they seek to be permanently re-settled in a third country (UNHCR, 2020). The 

number of individuals seeking asylum in Canada has steadily increased over the past five years 

(i.e., 9 999 in 2014 to 87 270 in 2019), while at the same time Canada has consistently been 

among world leaders in resettling refugees (IRB, 2020; UNHCR, 2020). The increasing number 

of forced immigrants has resulted in the tension that comes about as culturally dissimilar 

individuals come into constant contact with one another. The process of, including resistance to, 

cultural and psychological change individuals undergo when in constant contact with members 

of a culturally dissimilar community is known as acculturation (Berry, 2017). Psychological 

integration, an acculturative process through which individuals maintain connections to their 

home culture while engaging in daily interactions with culturally dissimilar others, has been 

posited as an ‘optimal’ form of acculturation by researchers using nomothetic-deductive research 



 

 

214 
 

approaches (Berry, 2017). However, more often than not, the onus of undergoing a process of 

change is shouldered by newcomers who are expected to adapt unilaterally to the host 

community (i.e., assimilation; Agergaard, 2018; Jeanes et al., 2015). The subsuming of 

assimilation under the guise of integration can be stressful and lonely for newcomers and 

compound the negative impact on mental health forced immigrants encounter due to traumatic 

incidents faced during journeys to safety (Berry, 2017; George, 2012). The compounded impact 

can leave forced immigrants with feelings of exclusion, isolation, anger, uncertainty, anxiety, 

and potential prolonged mental health challenges such as depression and/or post-traumatic stress 

syndrome (George, 2012; Steel et al., 2006).   

Sport is often portrayed as a method through which to support the integration of 

newcomers (e.g., Sport Canada, 2012). Participating in sport can help newcomers improve their 

physical and mental well-being, develop connections with others, and learn relevant life skills 

(Ley et al., 2018; Whitley et al., 2016). Sport can also help forced immigrants feel in control of 

defining who they are (Woodhouse & Conricode, 2017) and simplify interaction with culturally 

dissimilar others (Nathan et al., 2013; Stone, 2018; Woodhouse & Conricode, 2017). However, 

without critically examining how individuals engage in sport and who determines what forms of 

sport engagement are prioritized, the complex social and cultural issues present in sport may be 

ignored resulting in the marginalization of forced immigrants who view engagement in sport 

differently than what is accepted as normal in the host community (Jeanes et al., 2015; Spaaij, 

2015). An important first step is acknowledging that sport can also be a context in which broader 

societal issues of racism (e.g., Farquharson et al., 2018), discrimination (e.g., Mauro, 2013), and 

a lack of understanding for cultural differences (e.g., Jeanes et al., 2015) manifest. Recognition 

of the complexity of intercultural interaction in sport has led to researchers exploring the factors 
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that help or hinder the development of sport contexts capable of producing positive social 

outcomes (e.g., Dukic et al., 2017).  

We (the authors) remain skeptical universal factors (i.e., applicable to ALL sport 

contexts) exist. We concur with sport morality researchers’ (e.g., Shields & Bredemeier, 2007) 

views of sport environments as highly idiosyncratic and socially rich whose ‘reality’ is produced 

by the individuals present in them. The philosophical underpinning of our work is rooted in 

ontological cultural relativism and epistemological social constructionism. We believe 

understanding how individuals continuously engage in the co-construction of multiple, localized 

realities enables us to also understand how change may be brought to our ‘realities’ through the 

introduction of new stories (Gergen & Gergen, 2008). Wishing to bring change to the realities 

present in the community our author team is part of a research team comprised of YMCA 

community settlement staff, forced immigrant families, and academic researchers engaged in a 

community-based participatory action research (CBPAR) project. Currently in year four of six, 

this paper is the fourth stemming from the CBPAR project. The first paper was a meta-synthesis 

of qualitative research related to forced immigrants’ involvement in sport and provided academic 

team members with an opportunity to learn from previously developed knowledge (Middleton et 

al., 2020). The second (Middleton et al., 2021) and third paper (Middleton et al., under review) 

centralized the re-storying of forced immigrant youths’ stories through empirical data. Having 

completed the knowledge generation phase, the aim in this paper is to provide a critical analysis 

of the continuous process required to engender a collaborative effort towards developing socially 

just community sport programs.  

The critical analysis is underpinned by conversations and email exchanges between 

research members throughout the CBPAR project which were tracked and reflected upon by me 
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(first author) in a project journal. The analysis is interspersed with a number of creative non-

fiction literary devices to bring forward the different voices of research team members and reveal 

the dynamic navigation of power differentials that occurred throughout the knowledge 

development process (Spaaij et al., 2018). By doing so the aim is to provide an authentic account 

of how local knowledge was centralized in the social construction of a new shared ‘reality’ 

(Gergen & Gergen, 2008; Kral, 2014). Forced immigrant youths’ voices are brought into the text 

in two ways: (1) brief dialogic accounts of events that occurred during the data collection process 

when the team could meet in person, and (2) purposefully chosen quotes shared over Zoom and 

email that reveal how power shifted to youth during the analytical process. Youths’ anonymity is 

protected throughout the manuscript through the use of (forced immigrant youth chosen) 

pseudonyms so that youth felt safe sharing personal stories (McDonald et al., 2019). 

Proactively shifting power in the research relationship is incumbent on academic 

researchers who are generally viewed as occupying positions of power in the research process. 

As Kwan and Walsh (2018) noted, to ethically navigate power differentials between research 

team members, academic researchers must be aware of and address power dynamics 

continuously throughout the research process. Doing so includes acknowledging my (Thierry) 

role in shaping this manuscript by writing in first person. Further, reflexivity is inextricably 

linked to (academic) researchers shifting power as they continuously use their reflections on the 

unfolding of the research process to ensure future actions continue to centralize community 

members as the lead decision makers charting the course of the project (Schinke et al., 2013; 

Spaaij et al., 2018). While reflexivity has become increasingly used in qualitative research texts, 

rarely are readers privy to the researcher’s reflective thoughts. Rather than seek to portray the 

CBPAR process as one of continuous equal participation (Kaukko, 2016), the aim herein is to 
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provide reflexive accounts of how I continuously examined my position in the research process 

and the subsequent impact on knowledge development (Spaaij et al., 2018). Three brief asides 

(see Lopez, 2003), a drama literary device used to interrupt a text to provide readers (or viewers) 

with insight into a characters thoughts, are used to share my personal interpretations of how 

intentionally or not I felt my decisions shaped the stories shared by forced immigrant youth.  

 

7.1  Introducing the CBPAR Project 

CBPAR projects, rooted in concerns brought forward by community members, use research 

methods that reflect local practises and result in project deliverables (e.g., training protocols, 

sport programs) that centralise local customs and are sustainable beyond the involvement of 

academic researchers (Schinke et al., 2013; Spaaij et al., 2018). The project analysed in this 

paper was initiated by management staff from the YMCA of Northeastern Ontario seeking to 

develop improved sport programming that would support forced immigrant youth resettling in 

the community. Having provided resettled Syrian forced immigrant families with a free one year 

membership, YMCA managements’ desire for improved programming was borne from a 

realization that forced immigrant families had not renewed memberships beyond the first year. 

YMCA management staff approached Robert, a long time YMCA supporter and academic 

known in the community for previous work helping a local Indigenous community develop sport 

programming for youth.  

7.1.1  Setting the Context 

Sudbury is a city in Northeastern Ontario, a region of Canada that has had a recent influx 

of forced immigrants, primarily from Syria and Western Africa. The YMCA of Northeastern 

Ontario, a community organization tasked with providing settlement services, recorded a 100% 
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increase in the number of forced immigrants they provided services to from 2018 to 2019. The 

majority of the host community have European ethno-cultural heritage backgrounds. Hence, 

forced immigrants arriving in Sudbury do not have access to large cultural enclaves found in 

larger urban centres (Kumar et al., 2015; Statistics Canada, 2019). Additionally, forced 

immigrants must contend with negative portrayals of their presence in Canadian host 

communities (Esses et al., 2013). Forced immigrant youth were the chosen research partners as 

Canadian researchers had previously found newcomer parents more likely to become involved in 

sport programs through children in the family (ICC, 2014). The academic research team believed 

working alongside forced immigrant youth would lead to youths’ family members also 

benefitting from sport involvement. 

7.1.2  Project Collaborators  

From the outset of the project, Deborah took the lead on behalf of the YMCA in 

continuing to develop the project’s aim, defining inclusion criteria for forced immigrant youth, 

and developing recruitment materials. As a life-long resident of Sudbury, Deborah’s 

understanding of the dominant ‘realities’ in the community and the different YMCA programs 

that could benefit from the co-produced knowledge were invaluable in charting the project. 

Deborah also recruited Bahaa, one of her staff members at the YMCA Immigrant Services office, 

to join the project and help recruit forced immigrant families. Bahaa was forced to flee Syria, 

finding refuge in Jordan where he helped other Syrian asylum seekers. After five years he was 

sponsored by Laurentian university to resettle in Canada. Bahaa proved invaluable in helping 

interested forced immigrant youth and their families join the research team as collaborators.   

Thirty-three forced immigrant youth from 15 families have become collaborators. At the 

outset of the project the youths’ average age was 12.6 years (range = 8 to 21 years) and average 
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time of living in Canada was 18.6 months (range = 4 to 44 months). Youth were originally from 

Syria (n = 20), Nigeria (n = 8), Libya (n = 2), Chad (n = 1), South Africa (n = 1), and the 

Bahamas (n = 1). Syrian youth had been resettled in Canada from the country where they applied 

for asylum, namely Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon, while non-Syrian youth were at varying stages 

of applying for asylum in Canada after having relocated directly from their home country or 

indirectly by crossing the U.S.A. border.  

I (Thierry), am a PhD candidate and the lead research assistant on the CBPAR project. 

Born in Switzerland, I grew up in Nigeria prior to moving to Canada at the age of 10, and more 

recently, taught physical education in Italy and completed my master’s degrees in Finland and 

Germany. Originally having been taught by Robert during my undergraduate education, I was 

invited to join the project team for my PhD. Diana is a licensed clinical social worker in addition 

to her faculty position. Her research has focused on the use of arts-based mindfulness activities 

to improve the resilience and self-concept of youth from marginalized backgrounds. Cole is a 

Ph.D. student who has recently joined the project team. As we move into program delivery 

phase, Cole will be assuming my duties supporting the launch of the co-developed staff training 

and youth-centered sport programs as my time living in Sudbury closes as I complete my Ph.D.  

7.1.3  Building Relationships  

The foundation of high-quality and impactful CBPAR rests on the development of 

relationships between academic and community collaborators grounded in respect, reciprocity, 

and trust (Gergen & Gergen, 2008; Kral, 2014; Spaaij et al., 2018). Developing relationships can 

be a ‘messy’ process but is facilitated if researchers work alongside community partners with 

humility and openness to engage in new ways of seeing the world (Cook, 2009; Schinke et al., 

2016). From the outset, relationships were developed through formal meetings, shared meals, 
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informal coffee times, unplanned encounters in the community, and intermittent messages via a 

collaboratively created Facebook group. A crucial component to the development of 

relationships between academic and YMCA team members and forced immigrant families came 

from Bahaa’s suggestion to visit families’ homes rather than hold formal recruiting events. Initial 

introduction meetings were held in each family’s home during which I, as the outsider, was 

introduced to the cultural values and traditions of families over shared cups of coffee, new foods, 

and instruction on how to speak a few words in the families’ native languages. As Bahaa 

explained, by sharing in food and drink with the families in their homes, I moved from being a 

stranger to becoming a part of forced immigrant youths’ extended family.  

 

7.2  Decolonizing Knowledge Development  

CBPAR draws upon Indigenous scholars’ calls for researchers to move beyond academic 

boundaries of knowledge production in order to reverse damage done by oppressive research 

practices (Smith, 2012). While decolonizing methodologies are rooted in Indigenous scholarship, 

they are applicable to research with individuals from marginalised backgrounds as they offer an 

openness to different ways of thinking about cultural norms, co-constructing knowledge, and the 

dissemination of findings (Land, 2015; Smith, 2012). The decolonization approach to knowledge 

development used in the CBPAR project analysed here followed Darnell and Hayhurst’s (2011) 

lead, in that the term is not used in reference to a historical era, but rather in relation to 

challenging unjust social structures and supporting the self-determination of forced immigrant 

youth in regards to the research process. Similar to Kaukko (2016), the current project was 

developed with the belief that each forced immigrant youth was an expert of her/his own story 

and for meaningful change to be brought to community sport programs their accounts needed to 
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be centralised in any discussion about the impact of sport during acculturative journeys. Hence, 

the reflexively engendered approach to participation in the CBPAR procession on the part of 

academic researchers was explicitly aimed at recognising and addressing practices through 

which those in positions of power perpetuated disempowering research structures (Schinke et al., 

2012). As such, the project team did not adhere to a prescriptive model; the research process was 

characterised by twists and turns as different ways of thinking about the world provided 

inspiration for developing novel pathways to bringing about change (Cook, 2009). The following 

sections show the dynamic unfolding of the knowledge development process beginning with 

arts-based conversational interviews followed by a reflexive thematic analysis and culminating 

in the development of collaboratively written creative non-fiction polyphonic vignettes.  

7.2.1  Arts-Based Conversational Interviews   

 Building upon Rob and Diana’s previous use of an arts-based method to develop locally-

relevant knowledge in community work with Indigenous youth (see Blodgett et al., 2013) and 

inspired by a collage of art created by youth hanging in the YMCA Immigrant Services offices, 

an arts-based method was used during the initial ‘get-to-know-each other’ interviews. Once 

again, Bahaa and I were invited by the families into their homes for these interviews which 

began with me asking youth to draw any images and/or symbols that meaningfully depicted 

personal stories related to playing sport in Canada. While arts-based interviews were selected by 

academic researchers as a method of fostering space for youth to control which stories were 

shared, the following two brief creative non-fiction accounts portray how youth and their 

families took control and shaped how the process unfolded. The accounts are portrayed in a 

creative non-fiction manner so readers may envision themselves sitting in the room alongside the 

researchers (Rolfe, 2002).      



 

 

222 
 

Event 1: Art as a collective exercise 

 “While you draw, Bahaa and I will also draw our stories of playing sport in Canada at the 

same time. Feel free to ask us questions at any time,” I say as I hand a piece of paper to Abdo 

and spreads out markers, pencil crayons, and crayons on the table.  

 “Would you mind if my brother joined me?” Abdo asks. As I look up I see Abdo’s younger 

brother staring longingly at the colouring utensils and paper.  

 “Of course, I’d be happy if he did,” I say offering a piece of paper to Abdo’s younger 

brother. I then looked to the other siblings, “Would you like to join us too?”  

 Interpreting Event 1  

 The first event reveals how youth developed an interview context that helped make them 

feel more comfortable. While Bahaa and I attempted to help youth feel comfortable by 

assuring them the artwork was solely to be used as means of self-expression and would not 

be analysed, as well as drawing alongside them, for many of these youth drawing alongside 

siblings felt most comfortable. Feeling comfortable in the interview setting can help youth 

feel confident directing conversation by choosing the stories they wish to tell (Sinding et al., 

2012). The act of drawing in this case catalysed a shifting of power in the research 

relationship rather than merely becoming a data source (Leitch, 2008; Sinding et al., 2012). 

For instance, one youth uncomfortable with the prospect of drawing asked if he could answer 

questions we wanted answered rather than partake in the arts-based exercise. After Bahaa 

and I explained that we did not have specific questions to ask, but rather wished to hear 

stories he wanted to tell us and re-iterated that the art was solely to facilitate the storytelling 

process, the youth decided to draw alongside his brothers. Following the drawing period, the 

youth was eager to share his story first and proceeded to direct the entire conversation based 
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around his drawing which touched on the different activities he enjoyed engaging in and how 

engaging in the activities differed from his home country to his host community. Using arts-

based methods with youth can also help them share stories that may have previously been 

‘unsayable’ (Leitch, 2008; Sinding et al., 2012). Some of these unsayable stories may have 

been related to traumatic incidents encountered during their journey to safety. For youth who 

wished to share trauma-related stories, using an arts-based method provided an opportunity 

to represent these stories as fictional and/or in the past within an ethically safe context 

(Leitch, 2008). 

Event 2: The freedom to draw what you want  

“Finished!” Exclaims Deji as he sets down his marker and looks at his drawing. 

I look up at Deji and then down at his drawing and have to stifle a reaction. On the paper is 

the drawing of a man with weapons, a strange looking creature, and what looks like a meteor 

heading for Earth. Interested to hear Deji’s story in relation to his picture I ask, “Wow that is 

cool! Would you mind telling me about your picture?” 

Deji launches into telling me all about the book they are reading in school and how he can’t 

wait to finish it. After about five minutes Deji’s mum softly lays her arm around Deji’s 

shoulder and says, “Deji, why don’t you tell Thierry about the football game you have 

tomorrow? He would probably be interested to hear about your team.” Without hesitation 

Deji launches into a story about his team and his excitement for the upcoming game.  

Interpreting Event 2 

The second event reveals the precariousness that comes with CBPAR; when co-researchers take 

control of deciding what knowledge is developed they may share stories which differ greatly to 

those expected by academic researchers (Darnell & Hayhurst, 2011; Spaaij et al., 2018). Perhaps 
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more common were instances when youth shared stories related to their desire for employment. 

An important story for one youth was related to the gardening company he had self-started 

during his first summer in his host community. Rather than talk about sports he spoke about how 

he had begun the company to continue to help financially support his family just as he had in the 

country they had first fled to. As Darnell and Hayhurt (2011) noted, if community members are 

more concerned with employment than sport, then truly decolonizing the research process may 

mean moving beyond a focus on sport. However, many youth also lamented that many 

employment opportunities did not provide the same intercultural interaction as they had within 

sport, raising the spectre of examining the intersection of sport with other social fields in youths’ 

lives (Spaaij, 2009). Shifting control over what stories were focused on in the storytelling 

relationship to youth was a continuing priority for the academic research team. 

Thierry’s 1st Reflexive Aside: As an academic researcher, listening to stories youth wished to 

share was at times uncomfortable, particularly stories related to traumatic events in their lives 

as I feared causing re-traumatization through my questioning. During a debrief session with 

Diana, she assured me that it was ‘ok to be uncomfortable’ and that if youth were willing to 

share trauma-related stories my questioning would not be the cause of re-traumatization. My 

realization in this case was that my uncomfortableness was not solely related to youths’ well-

being, but also my own difficulty with ‘putting a face’ to the stories I had read/heard through 

media accounts of events occurring in war-torn areas.  

7.2.2  Reflexive Thematic Analysis 

 Conducting a reflexive thematic analysis (see Braun & Clarke, 2019) was a continuation 

of the knowledge development process as the research team worked together to develop stories 

forced immigrant youth deemed important to share with host community individuals. Braun and 
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Clarke (2019) noted a reflexive thematic analysis is not about “finding the ‘truth’ that is either 

‘out there’ and findable from, or buried deep within, the data” (p. 591) but about interpreting and 

creating context-bound stories that hold meaning to storyteller and story listener. Further, the aim 

was to share stories that would bring about change and the development of socially just 

conditions for all youth in community sport programs (Land, 2015). With forced immigrant 

youth being experts of their stories, it was incumbent on academic and YMCA research team 

members to become immersed in youths’ stories – especially academic team members who’s 

analytical and writing skills would be relied upon to bring together forced immigrant youths’ 

stories into resonating creative non-fiction stories (Middleton et al., 2020; 2021). Immersion into 

youths’ stories began during the arts-based interviews and continued through a recursive process 

of reading and coding interview transcripts during which interesting common features across 

stories were noted. Discussions occurred amongst all research collaborators related to the 

development and subsequent organization of codes into sets of interrelated themes that would tell 

compelling and important stories.  

Thierry’s 2nd Reflexive Aside: There were many points during the analysis process where I had 

to assess why I found certain aspects of stories interesting such as the journeys the families had 

taken to resettle in (Blinded). The difference in youths’ journeys as compared to mine piqued my 

interest, as my journey had left me without strong ties to one specific country, but rather to 

multiple. Despite having been forced to flee their homes, many youths remained very proud of 

their home culture as shown by their desire to invite me into their homes to share their stories 

with me. Being invited to learn about their culture in such a personal fashion made me realize 

how limited I would have been trying to re-tell youths’ stories without their collaboration. While 

I understood the theoretical importance of decolonization, building relationships with youth and 
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their families led to a greater appreciation of how shifting power and control in the research 

process to community members can lead to the development of locally relevant knowledge.      

7.2.3  Co-Developing Creative Non-Fiction Polyphonic Vignettes 

   The analysis continued through the development of creative non-fiction stories using the 

thematic frameworks as guides. Reflecting the co-authorship of the stories, polyphonic vignettes 

were developed; short stories that gave agency to multiple voices throughout the writing process 

and portrayed the complex, multiple, and diverse meanings related to forced immigrant youths’ 

accounts of the role sport played in their lives, including during their journeys to Canada 

(Letiche, 2010). Developing polyphonic vignettes was also an ethical decision so as to highlight 

differences, as well as similarities, in forced immigrant youths’ stories and not further contribute 

to grouping forced immigrant youth as the ‘other’ under one label (Kwan & Walsh, 2018; Land, 

2015). Using the youths’ words drawn from the transcripts of the arts-based interviews, the 

stories feature composite characters that resemble forced immigrant youth research team 

members yet adequately protect anonymity. Stories related to male youth collaborators featured 

two Syrian characters representing the 17 male Syrian youth collaborators and one non-Syrian 

character representing the five male non-Syrian youth collaborators. Stories related to female 

youth collaborators had yet to be drafted at the writing of this paper but will also include 

multiple characters.  

I composed the initial draft of male youths’ stories. I took creative license in determining 

how content drawn from the transcripts was rearranged into a compelling and coherent story. 

Once completed, the stories were shared with forced immigrant male youth collaborators and 

family members, YMCA, and academic team members whose feedback was provided via email 

or over Zoom due to COVID-19 restrictions. Two pieces of feedback received from the youth 



 

 

227 
 

show the shifting of power to youth during the analysis process. The first piece of feedback was 

shared over a Zoom call with one family during the analysis of the first story to be disseminated 

to the community. Having read the first draft of the story as a family, the eldest youth, Tarek, 

provided the following feedback: 

We think the story is good, but it’s missing some of our culture. My dad especially wanted 

to comment on your description of how we kids stood up from the couch when you arrived 

at our home and then sat on the floor so that you could sit on the couch. You didn’t explain 

that this is our cultural custom for any adult that comes into a room. We think you need to 

explain this so that Canadians understand our culture. Also, your description of how we 

played football anywhere we could makes it sound like we didn’t have fields to play on, 

but that isn’t true. We did go play on football fields, it’s just that we would also play 

anywhere we could at any time, but the way you wrote it, I think, makes our country look 

poorer than it was. 

This feedback from Tarek raised several points which fundamentally altered the writing of the 

story and shows how youth maintained control of themes centralized in the stories. Rather than 

the focus being on where football was played, the focus shifted to how football was played (i.e., 

in an informal manner) which forced immigrant youth felt was a more important aspect in the 

storying. Further, pride in their home culture was further emphasized with the desire for 

underlying cultural norms behind actions to be explicitly described within the stories.  

A second piece of feedback sent to me via email by another youth, Omar, provided further 

insight into the multiple benefits that underly a storied methodology: 

I thought I had a unique childhood but it seems that all Syrian kids had the same childhood. 

I can definitely relate ... Especially when they touched on the way the teams are split up 



 

 

228 
 

when they are playing football, given the amount of time it takes to split the teams, it’s 

VERY accurate. Also the location of the ‘field’ is very relatable because we played in any 

open area where we could put two rocks on each end as goal posts.  

The use of composite characters to re-story seems to have provided Omar with a comforting 

sense that he was not alone. For youth who must tackle feeling the ‘other’ everyday, the 

knowledge that youth with similar life stories lived in the community can provide a connection 

back to their home culture and help them to feel that diverse cultural values and norms are 

accepted by others in the host community, which can help foster resilience and increased comfort 

in engaging in intercultural interaction (Keles et al., 2018; Berry, 2017). Combined with 

connecting youth through involvement in the project, this feedback reveals how including youth 

as active research team members in the CBPAR process resulted in ‘action’ also occurring 

naturally rather than through a planned approach. 

Thierry’s 3rd Reflexive Aside: I felt a great sense of responsibility in writing the initial draft of 

the polyphonic vignettes. While the stories were developed from collaboratively developed 

thematic frameworks, I understood that how I pieced together the youths’ words in a manner that 

conveyed the stories they wished to share would be closely scrutinised. I was not wrong. The first 

piece of feedback shared earlier was a turning point for me in my relationship with some of the 

forced immigrant youth. Rather than feeling defensive, their willingness to provide critical 

feedback and assert control over how the manner in which the story was shared made me feel 

that the relationship had reached a deeper level of trust at which they felt comfortable explaining 

to me my cultural mis-understanding, thereby providing me with a unique and fortunate 

opportunity to further learn from the youth.   
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7.3  Conclusion 

Earlier on in the CBPAR project, the author team outlined the importance of decolonization, 

collaboration, and praxis to engendering socially just change (Schinke et al., 2018). This 

contribution brings a deeper understanding to how knowledge can be co-constructed through 

CBPAR and as such we conclude by focusing on the importance of constantly attending to the 

dynamic sharing of power as the research process unfolds (Kral, 2014; Schinke et al., 2013; 

Spaaij et al., 2018). Drawing upon the critical analysis three lessons are shared that further 

understanding of how CBPAR approaches, and attention to who directs the development of 

knowledge, can contribute to locally relevant and sustainable community sport programs.  

 First, we (as an author team) believe the use of storied method(ologies) provide 

marginalized, in this case forced immigrant youth, with the space needed to share stories that can 

become the starting point of engendering socially just change within a community (Pratt, 2007).  

The research process detailed here is one approach to supporting an environment in which forced 

immigrant youth feel psychologically, emotionally, and culturally safe enough to take control of 

the storytelling relationship. Through youth taking control of the knowledge development 

process, the research project developed accurate and meaningful sport and non-sport specific 

stories that show how sport is an embedded component of youths’ lives, and yet not of more 

importance than other parts such as family, work, and school. Prolonged engagement through 

interviews and analysis of shared stories illustrates how story-telling relationships are an 

embedded component of the research process as the stories which get shared may change over 

time and place (Gergen & Gergen, 2008).  

 The development of storytelling relationships also meant that, while similarities were 

found across stories, differences were also brought forward so as not to make any claim as to a 
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universal story that could be told to portray forced immigrant youth. As Land (2015) noted, 

grouping individuals into ‘us and them’ categories is not a neutral approach but one grounded in 

maintaining a status quo of which cultures are considered to be superior and inferior. Further, 

failing to recognize youths’ divergent stories could have resulted in some youth, whose stories 

were different than those found to be ‘common’, feeling marginalised in the research process 

(Kwan & Walsh, 2018). Therefore, the aim was to consider the complexity inherent in the youth 

collaborators’ stories, and to portray the rich stories identified as important to be shared with host 

community members.   

 The second lesson we (as an author team) have learnt is the need to reconcile the 

aforementioned prolonged engagement with forced immigrants’ transient lives. The time and 

effort needed to build trusting and respectful relationships has previously been discussed in 

relation to the constraints academic researchers face in terms of finite research timelines 

(Schinke, et al.,, 2013). However, the transient nature of forced immigrants’ lives as they search 

for a host community in which they feel safe and hopeful for the future (see Pizzolati & 

Sterchele, 2016) is another factor that must be taken into account. During the research process, 

contact was lost with some of the families as they moved away from the community. While there 

is the opportunity to recruit new youth to join the research team, such as Kidd et al. (2018) have 

done in work with street-involved youth, there is an imperative need for visible action to take 

place expeditiously while still ensuring that such action reflects the needs and values of those for 

whom the change is meant to serve.   

 Finally, the aim of moving beyond academic boundaries by shifting control over the 

storytelling process to youth meant that academic researchers and YMCA community staff 

members retained little control over the stories which were shared (Cook, 2009; Smith, 2012). 
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As shared earlier, for some youth this meant a desire to share traumatic personal stories. Sharing 

stories related to difficult times in one’s life through the research process can be a form of 

catharsis and our author team hope that engagement in the research process helped some forced 

immigrant youth collaborators further develop the resilience needed to cope with traumatic pasts 

(Papathomas & Lavalee, 2012). However, it is important to acknowledge the difference between 

research and professional therapeutic services. From an ethical standpoint, academic researchers 

must consider the well-being and safety of those they work with. While working with forced 

immigrant youth, academic and YMCA research team members have continued to provide 

youth, and their families, with numerous resources that can be accessed if professional and/or 

clinical assistance is required. 

 The sharing of personal traumatic stories during the research process also brought about a 

deeper appreciation for ensuring the well-being of academic and community research team 

members. Our author team implore academic and community researchers to also consider the 

impact of the research on themselves. Researchers, particularly those involved in the day-to-day 

interactions with community members and/or the transcription of interviews, can be subject to 

vicarious trauma (Parker & O’Reilly, 2013). Openly embracing complexity, (inter-)subjectivity, 

and researchers positionality entails also critically analysing researchers sense of safety and 

emotional well-being in the research process. While each researcher’s sense of 

uncomfortableness will be unique, the presence of team members who encourage critical 

reflection and support during these times may be the epitome of what it means to have critical 

friends. While critical friends have been discussed as helping to foster reflexivity by encouraging 

reflection and exploration of alternate interpretations (see Smith & McGannon, 2018), our author 
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team suggest the role be extended to include providing support and care for all research team 

members through regular preparation and debriefing sessions.  

The critical analysis presented here has helped show how the dynamic unfolding of a 

CBPAR project can result in the development of locally relevant knowledge that contributes to 

socially-just sport programming. We conclude by acknowledging the co-authors who are not 

listed in the by-line for reasons of anonymity and confidentiality, namely the forced immigrant 

youth members of the research team. We (as an author team) feel fortunate to have been afforded 

the opportunity to listen to youths’ stories and have been inspired by youths’ resiliency and 

desire to contribute to the community.  
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Chapter 8 

 8  Conclusion 

The CBPAR project described herein had multiple aims which were approached through three 

distinct methodologies, a meta-synthesis of qualitative research conducted with forced 

immigrants (i.e., chapter four), two narrative inquiry approaches that centralised forced 

immigrant youths’ stories through the development of polyphonic vignettes (i.e., chapters five 

and six), and a critical analysis of our CBPAR process to date (i.e., chapter seven). While these 

chapters provide their own conclusions, this final chapter draws conclusions from across the four 

papers to answer the three research questions posed at the end of chapter two. The aim of this 

chapter is not to present universal, generalizable conclusions, but rather contextualized 

conclusions of knowledge developed in relation to the research aims. The first conclusion 

provides novel insight into the conceptualization and exploration of acculturation by examining 

the dynamic and subjectively constructed concept of cultural safety. The implications that 

developing culturally safe spaces can have on fostering a positive and healthy acculturative 

process for forced immigrant youth, their family members, and host community members and 

recommendations on how such spaces may be fostered are also provided.  The second conclusion 

provides insight into the benefits offered by, and challenges encountered in, community sport by 

forced immigrant youth. The implications of sport as a mixed blessing in helping and or 

hindering forced immigrant youth from developing a sense of connection with their host 

community are explored. The third and fourth conclusions are primarily related to the third 

research aim of examining how a community of practice can be developed between forced 

immigrant youth and their families, coaches, and host community sport organizations. Owing to 
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the importance of developing trusting and respectful relationships in CBPAR (Kral, 2014), 

recommendations for how and why to focus on the research process rather than solely on the 

outcomes are made. These recommendations are contextualised through accounts of how a 

decolonizing approach to power sharing during the research process and attentiveness to 

positionality on the part of academic researchers helped develop a collaborative process from the 

outset of a research project and the natural development of actionable impacts on community 

development. The final two conclusions are not presented as a prescriptive guide for how high-

quality CBPAR should be conducted, but rather insights and lessons I believe researchers, 

practitioners, and other readers may find transferable to their own work in supporting forced 

immigrant youths’ acculturative journeys through sport.  

 

8.1  Fostering Integration Through Cultural Safety  

The youths’ stories reveal the complex and dynamic acculturative process forced immigrant 

youth navigate during their journeys to, and resettlement in, Canada. As the first polyphonic 

vignette shows, the acculturative process does not come to a conclusion after a finite period of 

time but rather changes in response to changes in relationships between forced immigrant youth, 

host community members they socialise with, and the context they are interacting in. The 

concept of integration can be fraught with difficult explanatory concepts, such as: How does one 

measure integration? How does one know if they have integrated ‘successfully’? The stories 

provide an alternate lens, namely the development of a culturally safe space, through which to 

view how a positive and healthy acculturative process can be fostered.  

 A culturally safe space can be defined as a space that facilitates interaction between 

culturally dissimilar individuals in a meaningful and respectful way regardless of social locations 
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(Spaaij & Schulenkorf, 2014). The vignettes shared in chapters five and six show the importance 

of examining everyday encounters between individuals as key to understanding how feelings of 

cultural safety can be fostered. The local and context-specific nature of the dialogic and dynamic 

construction of cultural safety provides a manner through which a shared process of 

acculturation (see Schinke et al., 2013) can be fostered or hindered. Should researchers explore 

the cultivating of safe space, rather than the individual negotiation of integration, focus is shifted 

to the negotiation of shared learning leading to transformative change (Hunter, 2008). Despite 

acculturation being defined as a two-way process of change for all individuals, researchers 

conducting acculturation related research, including those purporting to show how integration 

can be fostered, often focus on newcomers due to their marginalised position in their host 

communities (Tsouvelas & Pavlopoulos, 2018). The few instances in which host community 

members’ acculturative processes have been explored in Canada have been through large-scale 

national surveys (e.g., Berry & Kalin, 1995; Berry, 2013). Exploring acculturation from the 

contextual and environmental lens of cultural safety offers the opportunity of developing deeper 

understandings of the inter-subjective process of acculturation on the part of both forced 

immigrant newcomers and host community members.  

8.1.1  Implications  

Incorporating the concept of a culturally safe space into acculturation work offers 

numerous future directions for researchers. Safe space is a term used by sport psychology 

researchers conducting research with a diverse range of athletes; however, most often safe space 

is referred to in relation to gender and sexuality (e.g., McGannon et al., 2019; Morris & Van 

Raalte, 2016). SFD researchers have also included the notion of safe spaces in their work; 

however, primarily with sport participants living in the developing world (e.g., Brady, 2005; 



 

 

236 
 

Spaaij & Schulenkorf, 2014). As such, there has been little research conducted with forced 

immigrant (youth) living in a culturally dissimilar host community.  

The vignettes shared in chapters five and six offer some novel insights into how a 

culturally safe space may be conceptualised. First, there are several differences between forced 

immigrant youth and the athletes featured in many of the stories shared by researchers. Similar to 

the female boxer who shared her story with McGannon et al. (2019), youth storied feeling safe 

when engaging in sport alongside other youth who looked like them or spoke the same language 

as them; however, these instances were not common for many youth. As such youth also spoke 

about feeling safe in a space in which they felt they were not the only individual from a minority 

background and/or engaging in an activity of shared interest with host community youth, which 

for many was soccer. Second, unlike Morris and Van Raalte (2016) who advocated for cis-

gendered individuals to take responsibility for learning how to help transgender and gender 

nonconforming (TGNC) individuals rather than rely on TGNC individuals to educate them, the 

desire on the part of forced immigrant youth to share their stories shows the value in learning 

from those who are experts of their own life stories. Sharing culture through the stories we tell is 

a path towards engaging in a shared process of learning and bringing about transformative 

change as individuals incorporate the stories they hear when considering future actions. The 

novel insights brought forward by this project highlight the need for safe space 

conceptualizations to also include an element of risk, whether in terms of forced immigrant 

youth taking the risk of sharing their culture through telling their stories or further embracing 

their host community culture by taking the risk of learning a new sport (see Figure 5 page, 239). 

From a host community member vantage, a culturally safe context can support the risk of asking 

forced immigrant youth questions related to their home culture rather than avoiding the spectre 
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of an uncomfortable conversation. As such I posit that Spaaij and Schulenkorf’s (2014) notion of 

open dialogue as a component of political safety be expanded to cultural safety, with individuals 

negotiating the sharing of culture in a manner that brings about transformative change to inter-

subjective understandings between culturally dissimilar individuals; in other words integration.  

Figure 5  

Taking a risk of learning a new sport in a culturally safe space 

 

Examining acculturation from an inter-subjective lens further illustrates how it is a 

dynamic and never-ending process (Chirkov, 2009). As the youths’ stories alluded to, their sport 

teams are not static entities, but rather change year-to-year. As the individuals in the environment 

change so do inter-subjective understandings. While forced immigrant youth may begin to 

express they feel safe in sharing their story at a certain point in time, a changing in who the story 

is told to might impact whether a story gets told or not. Further, the broader societal context may 

also have implications for how inter-subjective understandings of safety develop in a sport 

context. The vignette depicting the various stories forced immigrant youth told about their 
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journeys to Canada shows how feelings of safety outside of sport can impact who forced 

immigrant youth choose to engage in sport with. Understanding the inter-personal factors that 

impact who forced immigrant youth choose to engage in sport with and why can also provide 

insight into the degree to which they feel safe developing relationships with host community 

individuals.  

8.1.2  Recommendations  

Developing a culturally safe space entails an active, rather than passive, approach on the 

part of researchers, consultants, coaches, and other individuals in positions of power in sport 

organizations. One example of a practice that can be developed that can foster initial interaction 

between culturally dissimilar individuals is the terminology used on the part of those in positions 

of power in formal and informal communication (Morris & Van Raalte, 2016). Our CBPAR 

project shows how a mis-step in terminology can lead to forced immigrant youth potentially 

feeling unsafe in engaging in dialogue with host community members. The terms ‘refugee’ and 

‘asylum-seeker’ have developed negative connotations and diminish the humanness and 

individuality of forced immigrant youth (Esses et al., 2013). One could argue the label of ‘forced 

immigrant’ does the same; however, the use of this term in the current project represents a shift 

of power to youth who took control of deciding their preferred term to describe their collective 

similarity in having been forced to flee their homes.  

Shifting power in relationships is key to developing culturally safe spaces in communities 

and groups that feature individuals with diverse life stories (Spaaij & Schulenkorf, 2014), such as 

forced immigrant youth joining host community sport programs. One way of stimulating the 

shifting power is through informal opportunities for interaction that do not feature a formal role 

structure or hierarchy and so allow for the shifting of power to occur in a more democratic 
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fashion. Informal sporting opportunities, engaged in by groups with no affiliation to a sporting 

body or membership fee, have been suggested as having the capacity to attract participation of 

individuals who otherwise feel marginalised or excluded from formal, mainstream sporting 

organizations (Jeanes et al., 2019). Beyond serving as a connection for forced immigrant youth 

to their home cultures, informal engagement in sport was also an opportunity for interaction 

between culturally dissimilar youth in a context in which power differentials were altered as a 

result of being able to communicate through actions rather than words while engaging in a 

shared interest. However, youths’ stories revealed that informal opportunities for interaction also 

came from their involvement in formal, competitive sport team, through team activities held 

outside of the formal sport context in which formal roles were put aside.  

While it may sound counterintuitive, the development of opportunities for informal 

interaction requires an active approach on the part of host community sport and other 

organizations who seek to provide a culturally safe space for forced immigrant youth. This may 

be through organizations such as the YMCA providing the space needed for informal sport 

opportunities and/or the development of non-sport activities in tandem with more formal, 

competitive sport programs. An example of such a program was developed by the YMCA of 

Northeastern Ontario during the course of the CBPAR project in the form of a free drop-in block 

of time for teenagers to make use of the YMCA facilities. During the writing of the final vignette 

this program was mentioned by some of the forced immigrant youth as being one of the few 

times they engaged in sport with host community youth outside of school during the winter 

months in Sudbury. The second vignette provides examples of how coaches and administrators 

of formal, competitive sport programs may begin to develop culturally safe spaces that bring 
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about the sharing of stories through team travel trips to tournaments and/or activities such as 

roasting marshmallows or having a meal together as a team.  

 

8.2  The Mixed Blessing of Sport for Forced Immigrant Youth 

The vignettes, in particular the one shared in chapter five, show the dynamic meaning sport can 

have in forced immigrant youths’ lives. As outlined in the meta-synthesis (i.e., chapter four) 

sport can help forced immigrant youth in number of ways, including improving their physical 

and mental well-being (e.g., Hartley et al., 2017 Ley et al., 2017, 2018; Michelini, 2018), 

maintaining and continuing to develop connections to their home culture (e.g., Pizzolati & 

Sterchele, 2016; Smith, 2018), and developing connections with individuals in their host 

community (e.g., Nathan et al., 2013; Rich et al., 2015; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009). The youths’ 

stories shared here through the vignettes show how engaging in sport and/or physical activity can 

spur positive intercultural interaction through a shared interest and purpose. While some youth 

also spoke about finding employment to meet host community members, as well as to support 

their families, sport was storied as a context that provided the most meaningful manner in which 

to interact with and engaged in a shared learning process with host community youth and adults. 

Pertinent to this dissertation there is perhaps no better description of the way in which sport is 

portrayed by many national and international sport organizations than the words of IOC 

president Thomas Bach (2020), “Sport has great social significance by being the glue which 

bonds communities together.”  

 There are, however, also negative downsides to engagement in sport. Previous 

researchers have explored issues ranging from the manifestation of broader societal issues such 

as racism (e.g., Farquharson et al., 2019), discrimination (e.g., Mauro, 2013), and a lack of 



 

 

241 
 

understanding for cultural differences (e.g., Jeanes et al., 2015), to sport specific issues such as a 

focus on performance outcomes (Carless & Douglas, 2012) and overuse and burnout that can 

have long term lingering effects (DiFiori et al., 2014). The stories told by forced immigrant 

youth and re-storied here in the two vignettes show a further negative impact sport can have, the 

dynamic provision of hope that sport offers youth resettling in a culturally dissimilar host 

community. Sport is portrayed in the vignettes as a context which many forced immigrant youth 

view with hope as it is one of the few things they ‘know’ in their host community. The sense of 

familiarity they feel when playing sport, in most cases soccer, is portrayed as facilitating the 

development of connections with host community members. For many of the youth who shared 

their stories with me, early opportunities during their resettlement to engage in sport with host 

community offered youth hope in their desire to connect and build friendships with host 

community youth. For some youth, primarily those arriving in the summertime, informal sport 

opportunities in outdoor spaces offered an opportunity to meet host community youth through 

play. However, during the winter months host community sport programs became the primary 

form of sport engagement available to youth. For many of the youth, support was provided by 

host community members and/or organizations in navigating generic logistical barriers to 

engagement in sport, such as transportation, costs, and language barriers (see Devlin et al., 2012; 

Guerin et al., 2003; Haith-Cooper et al., 2018; Hartley et al., 2017; Hurly, 2019). Syrian youth 

spoke about the support they received from the groups that had sponsored their resettlement and 

the one-year membership they received from the YMCA, while non-Syrian youth spoke about 

the support they received from neighbours and/or friends they had met at school. However, the 

finite provision of support and/or changing of contexts (in particular school) revealed how sport 

can become a mixed blessing for forced immigrant youth. Saad’s story in the first vignette 
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underscores how the early provision of hope and diminishment of opportunity to engage with 

host community youth through sport can lead to sport impacting forced immigrant youth in a 

negative manner. While Saad’s story shows how forced immigrant youths’ resiliency leads them 

to exploring alternate ways of interacting with individuals from their host community, the 

negative impact of not finding a sporting environment through which to meet host community 

youth can leave forced immigrant youth jaded with their initial hope of integrating into their host 

community (see Figure 6). 

Figure 6 

 Depiction of diminished hope of playing soccer with host community youth 

 

8.2.1  Implications   

 The notion of acculturation, and more specifically integration, as a process with an 

eventual outcome has led to the development of policies that define a finite period of time in 

which support is provided. However well-meant such policies are, they often leave forced 

immigrant families having to navigate their host community on their own, albeit not immediately 



 

 

243 
 

following resettlement. An example is the provision, on the part of the community partner of this 

CBPAR project, the YMCA of Northeastern Ontario, of a free one-year membership to their 

facility. As noted by YMCA management at the outset of the project once the free one-year 

membership concluded many forced immigrant families did not continue on as members. The 

Syrian youths’ stories showed how many families only made use of the membership during the 

final two to three months of the membership due to the navigation of other issues facing them 

during their initial resettlement such as school, transportation, and employment. As a result, 

many youth only engaged in programs host community members enrolled them in as they saw 

these as useful for life in the host community. This left forced immigrant youth with little time to 

immerse themselves in sport and physical activity programs of interest to them. Further, the 

limited amount of time spent at the YMCA and the presence of host community individuals 

meant many forced immigrant parents did not become involved in programs. When it came time 

for families to re-register for memberships the compounding impact of host community sponsor 

groups ending their time of support and the lack of engagement in YMCA programs on the part 

of forced immigrant parents left many families unable to navigate the official re-registration 

process. For some older Syrian youth, whose involvement in YMCA programs was limited to 

swim lessons with younger youth, there was also little impetus to encourage their parents to sign 

up for new memberships.  

Integration is also often mis-understood by host community members whose 

conceptualization of the term is often more aligned with assimilation, leading to support 

provided in learning the skills needed to live in the host community, but no shared cultural 

learning (Jeanes et al., 2015). Due to the overarching belief in sport as a context through which 

to integrate forced immigrant youth, a lack of attention is often paid to the manner in which such 
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a context is developed. A lack of awareness of the precarity that forced immigrant youth must 

navigate on a daily basis can lead to small errors in judgement leaving youth feeling further 

excluded from their host community. An example of such a scenario was shared by youth whose 

schools did not manage to put together a soccer team. The ‘promise’ on the part of teachers that 

youth would have an opportunity to play on a soccer team, only for no host community youth to 

show a desire in playing on such a team, left forced immigrant youth feeling very much excluded 

from their host community peer groups.  

8.2.2  Recommendations  

 Providing forced immigrant youth with opportunities to engage in sport and physical 

activity programs is a process that should be initiated when forced immigrant families feel 

comfortable doing so. Had the one year YMCA membership begun nine to 12 months after their 

resettlement, many forced immigrant families might have made more use of the facility and 

developed a better understanding of the programs available and interest in continuing on as 

members. To this end, forced immigrant youth should also be provided the opportunity to choose 

the programs they are involved in. Host community members and YMCA staff providing 

education as to what programs are offered and why they might be of interest, rather than taking 

on the task of choosing what programs youth should be enrolled in would increase youths’ sense 

of control over one aspect of their lives, a feeling that may not come from many other contexts 

during their transition. The opportunity to make informed decisions would also extend to 

schools. Youth in Sudbury have a certain amount of control over which schools they wish to 

attend and affording forced immigrant youth the same privilege would help avoid instances as 

depicted above in which there is no soccer team for a youth to play on. Sport is not an entity that 

stands apart from broader society; however, the youths’ stories portray it as a context that can 
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help them begin to engage in intercultural interaction and cultural sharing should it be developed 

to meet their needs. As Meir and Fletcher (2019) have noted, “to instigate meaningful change 

(there) is (a need) to fully understand the needs, wants, and desires of those for whom the change 

is intended” (p. 234). To do so requires engaging with forced immigrant youth and their families 

and bringing their stories into how integration is discussed in the community.  

 

8.3  Decolonising Through Storytelling Relationships  

During my first presentation as a Ph.D. student, I was questioned as to how my work would be 

decolonising as I was not working with Indigenous youth who came from tribes that white 

Canadians had colonised. Beyond the fact that many of the countries forced immigrant youth 

fled from were countries that had been colonised by white Europeans from whom I descend, 

decolonization in this project refers to the act of moving beyond my assumptions as a white, cis-

gendered, male academic in a Western institution to centering forced immigrant youth in the 

development of meaningful knowledge relevant to the community they now reside in. Similar to 

the idea that Caxaj (2015) posited, the process of centralizing forced immigrant youth in the 

research process has come as a result of the development of storytelling relationships; a process 

defined by the active desire for mutuality, reciprocity, and collaboration. Although the argument 

can be made that all research endeavours are a form of storytelling (see Sparkes, 2002), the form 

of storytelling that I refer to here has its roots in Indigenous scholarship. Similar to the 

centralization of community members in CBPAR, collaborative storytelling emphasises 

complexity rather than reductionism by shifting the power of what constitutes truth and meaning 

to each individual storyteller (Bishop, 1999). The storytelling relationships developed in this 

CBPAR project were developed by continuous attention paid to understanding the diverse 
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acculturative journeys taken by forced immigrant youth rather than searching for an explanation 

as to what constituted the ‘best’ path for youth to take and an optimal form of support host 

community members could provide.  

8.3.1  Implications  

The aim of the stories told here was to shift power of determining what knowledge was 

valid and relevant to the community to forced immigrant youth. The complexity inherent in 

privileging multiple ways of thinking meant that those in positions of power, namely me as an 

academic researcher, had to be willing to be uncomfortable. As Montuori (2008) noted, humans 

tend to work towards reducing complexity by thinking in dualistic terms (i.e., them/us, 

good/bad); however, by embracing the anxiety that comes with living in a complex world, 

researchers can lend their skills and voices to generating locally derived and useful change 

within a community. The philosophical underpinning (i.e., social constructionism) of the 

CBPAR project also underpinned the act of storytelling as a way of bringing about socially just 

change. Placing greater importance on examining what taking a story to be ‘the truth’ may mean 

for a community, rather than worrying about whether an account is ‘actually true’, resulted in 

individuals telling different stories beginning to recognise how their stories may converge into a 

more socially just shared account (Gergen, 2014). 

There are implications of such an approach to fostering change in a community and a 

shared acculturative approach for all individuals engaging in a storytelling relationship. For 

individuals whose stories are often left unshared, such as the forced immigrant youth I worked 

with, having the opportunity to engage in a storytelling process is an opportunity to not only 

share their stories, but also reflect on and refine their own story to convey the meaning they wish 

to share (Caxaj, 2015). For host community members, which in the case of this CBPAR project 
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included academic researchers, opening space for stories different than those we are used to 

listening to or reading can be, and often is, an uncomfortable process. Sharing power with those 

whose stories are not often heard can be ‘messy’, but it is also through this process that 

(imaginative) new ideas come to the fore that act as a catalyst for new knowledge and change 

(Cook, 2009). For academic researchers this can be particularly different as it removes any sense 

of ‘authority as an expert’ they may have, yet academics are generally also curious intellectuals 

searching for new knowledge. As such it would be incumbent on us to heed Carp’s (2001) call 

for researchers to embrace the knowledge of those we work with, with humility, courage, 

openness, creativity, and a genuine interest in learning what we don’t know.  

The synchrony between storytelling and inherent collaborative aspect of CBPAR should be 

considered by academic and community researchers seeking to centralize marginalized voices 

with the aim of bringing about socially just change. The aim of finding inter-subjective 

understanding through storytelling should not, however, be mistaken for the search for an 

‘optimal’ storyline that all individuals can agree on. Rather, understanding and appreciation for 

divergent stories is perhaps a better approach to undertake; one that revels in the complexity of 

life and the richness understanding and appreciating different life stories can bring to our stories. 

The polyphonic vignette shared in chapter five shows how youth, who from their host 

communities perspective could all fit under one label, have diverse life stories from which much 

can be learned. The aim was to develop a polyphonic text with, as described by Letiche (2010), 

“… characters (who) clearly have a life of their own. A pluralous sense of meaning emerges as 

they exchange views and interactively direct the storyline” (p. 261-262). By revealing different 

life stories of forced immigrant youth this project helped ‘humanise’ their life stories and shed 
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light on youths’ resiliency and desire to engage with members of their host and home community 

(see Figure 7), alongside the struggles they had overcome and still faced (see Figure 8).  

Figure 7  

Playing basketball with host community youth 

 

Figure 8  

The complex acculturation journey 
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8.3.2  Recommendations  

 Engaging in a storytelling relationship does not mean that power differentials based on 

social locations such as race, gender, age, socio-economic status, cultural background are 

equalized and/or cease shifting (Nygreen, 2006). Attending to power differentials and being 

cognizant of the impact power has on the stories that get shared and how stories are shaped is an 

ongoing process. As such, I recommend that those who choose to engage in storytelling as the 

method through which they generate knowledge in their research develop their ability to relate to 

others with a sense of cultural humility, rather than seek to listen to stories in order to develop a 

sense of cultural competency. While cultural competency is often spoken and written about as a 

requisite skill for working with culturally dissimilar individuals, the supposition that culture is a 

static entity which we can come to learn through stories fails to capture the intersectional 

identities (see Gopaldas, 2013; Schinke, Blodgett et al., 2018) of those same individuals. 

Conversely, individuals adopting a cultural humility approach to storytelling take into account 

the fluid, dynamic, and subjective nature of the stories individuals tell and embrace actively 

engaging in and addressing power sharing in storytelling relationships (Fisher-Borne et al., 

2015).  Doing so in a reflexive manner means turning the lens back onto oneself and asking 

questions such as: Why did I ask that question (at that moment in time)? What assumptions 

underpinned my question? What was the resultant impact of my question? Did I close off 

possible storylines by asking that question? Asking questions such as these helps provide a 

deeper understanding of the role of power in the storytelling relationship and empowering and/or 

silencing practices that may have been used (whether intentionally or not) (Schinke et al., 2012). 

By engaging in a cultural humility approach and using reflexive practices, those in presumed 

positions of power (i.e., host community members, academic researchers) can actively engage in 
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shifting power in storytelling relationships, thereby opening up space for forced immigrant youth 

to share stories important to them and developing authentic knowledge that is useful and relevant 

to engendering change in the community.  

 

8.4  Praxis Through Attention to Process  

Praxis is the dialectical process of action and reflection that brings change to socially unjust 

contexts, practices, and systems (Friere, 1970/2017). Importantly, while those in positions of 

power in a community may be involved, the process must be carried out with and centralize the 

actions and reflections of those in marginalised positions who are negatively impacted by a 

socially unjust sport environment (Blodgett et al., 2015; Friere, 1970/2013; Schinke et al., 2013). 

Engaging in cultural praxis puts culture and how issues of cultural and socio-cultural difference 

inform the development and/or use of culturally sensitive methods at the forefront in the process 

of action and reflection (Schinke et al., 2012). The importance of process in how praxis is 

enacted and carried out is shown through close attention paid to the way in which knowledge was 

developed within chapters four to seven, and not just what knowledge was developed.  

The dissertation shared herein was carried out through a number of methods intentionally 

used to continually centralise forced immigrant youths’ stories, actions, and reflections. The 

meta-synthesis was conducted to provide academic researchers with the requisite knowledge of 

how sport may foster positive and healthy acculturation journeys for forced immigrant youth; 

however, the synthesized knowledge was not taken as a confirmed reality, but as a base of 

knowledge youths’ stories would build upon and develop further. The initial act of visiting 

forced immigrant youths’ homes for introductory meetings and arts-based conversational 

interviews that would inform the development of the vignettes shared in chapters five and six 
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stemmed from conversations amongst YMCA settlement staff and academic project team 

members that revealed the significance of such a small act on the development of trusting 

relationships with forced immigrant families. The manner in which arts-based interviews were 

conducted also changed during the course of the research process. What initially was conceived 

as an ‘individual act’ in which youth would draw alone (or with their parents present) with Bahaa 

and me changed into the drawing exercise becoming a family affair. This came about after 

interviews with the first and second family and a realization on my part of the power I was 

wielding by insisting on youth drawing and telling their stories by themselves. A final example 

comes from the collaborative reflexive thematic analysis. Similar to Caxaj (2015), including 

YMCA staff members and forced immigrant youth in the analysis process, by asking them to 

provide feedback and centralize storylines that resonated with them, brought about further 

discussions that added to the richness and complexity of intercultural understanding brought out 

through the development of the polyphonic vignettes. The process also developed YMCA staff 

members’ research capacity, with Bahaa (the YMCA co-interviewer) suggesting that rather than 

merely rely on youth to read the thematic outlines and vignettes and provide feedback, that we 

read through these together with the youth which he felt would bring about deeper discussions.   

Engaging in a collaborative CBPAR process with YMCA staff members and forced 

immigrant youth brought about an iterative process of reflexivity on the part of all involved in 

the research process. As Friere posited (1970/2017), praxis entails individuals in marginalized 

positions participating fully in the process of action and reflection, and not just as contributors 

when decided upon by those in positions of power. Should this not happen, the research process 

becomes one that is conducted for rather than with the individuals we seek to centralize.  
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8.4.1  Implications  

The process carried out through this dissertation shows how a cultural praxis approach to 

the research process (i.e., shifting power and developing collaborative relationships with 

‘participants’ in the research process) can engender socially just change not just through research 

outcomes, but through the research process itself. The shifting of power over decisions such as 

who was present during their interview meant that youth developed the interview context to suit 

their sense of comfortability in sharing stories. Shifting power through attention to, and 

reflection on, actions taken in the research process also led to youth, their family members, and 

YMCA staff members becoming more comfortable in taking control over the research process 

and directing it in the directions they felt were important. Directing the research process ensured 

that the stories which were shared reflected the storylines forced immigrant youth wanted to 

share with host community members in order to enact socially just change and intercultural 

understanding. For YMCA staff members, developing the capacity to direct a research project 

resulted in the application for funding for a new project through which they would bring about 

change to YMCA programming by engaging the broader community of newcomers in Sudbury 

through a research approach grounded in storytelling. 

Chirkov (2009), in his case for conducting acculturation research, highlighted that the 

desire for objective generalizable outcomes in acculturation research had resulted in relatively 

little research with pragmatic use by settlement workers. The impact of a research approach 

grounded in cultural praxis as shown by the work carried out in this dissertation provides an 

example for how researchers may develop projects that have practical utility for the individuals 

they work with and the communities they live in. The implications of engaging community co-

researchers as active collaborators throughout the research process shows how attention to 
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process can engender action through knowledge generation, rather than view the two processes 

as separate entities (see Kral et al., 2018). While the knowledge generated through the work 

presented in this dissertation will contribute to the development of staff cultural sensitivity and 

humility training programs, and sport programs geared towards forced immigrant youth, I 

believe the constant attentiveness to actions taken during the research process and reflexive 

attentiveness to the impact of actions taken to centralize community members is just as powerful. 

The impact of facilitating youths’ and YMCA staff members critical awareness of their ability to 

enact change through purposive action will remain after our collaborative efforts come to an end.   

8.4.2  Recommendations  

  Reflexivity has been positioned as a key practice to be engaged in by researchers seeking 

to engage in a cultural praxis approach to their work (Schinke et al., 2012). The practice of 

critically reflecting on the twists and turns in the research process and one’s position in 

challenging, producing, and/or perpetuating power structures can help researchers and 

practitioners become more aware of underlying cultural dynamics that underpin the contexts they 

work in and relationships they develop with research participants (Berger, 2015; Blodgett et al., 

2015; Schinke et al., 2012). Reflexivity has become a common term used in qualitative research 

texts, often approached from a self-reflexive lens through which the researcher examines their 

own position and power in the research process (Ryba et al., 2017; Schinke et al., 2012). 

Reflexively analysing one’s position in the research process from a social constructionist lens, 

also means acknowledging reflexivity as a dynamic process that changes dependent on context, 

those with whom one is interacting with, and the changing of intentions and assumptions based 

on actions that take place (Gergen, 2014; Gilbert & Sliep, 2009). As such, and due to the 

collaborative nature of CBPAR, I propose extending the notion of reflexivity to a relational 
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exercise rather than solely conducted at an individual level. This proposal is hinted upon in 

chapter seven, where through a critical analysis of the empirical research process I suggest 

viewing critical friends as more than just a resource during the data analysis phase, but also as 

integral members of a collective inter-personal reflexive process. While there are many ways in 

which a collective, inter-personal reflexive process may be developed, two examples strongly 

come to mind from the research process used here. The first was the integration of a cultural 

insider as a key participant in the research process. Researchers have previously discussed the 

role of cultural insiders as crucial in helping forced immigrants feel comfortable sharing their 

stories (George, 2012; Schinke et al., 2017); however, Bahaa’s role in the current project 

extended beyond this role. Bahaa and I traveled to each interview together in my car, had many 

meals and coffees together, and exchanged numerous texts and phone calls throughout the 

research process. These interactions were crucial to developing our relationship and helping 

Bahaa develop the confidence and capacity needed to provide me with critical feedback on how 

he felt the research process was unfolding and how my actions either silenced or centralised 

forced immigrant youths’ voices. Second, as noted by Gilbert and Sliep (2009), shifting power in 

research relationships entails examining how actions privilege and/or silence the voices of 

others, but bringing these reflections into conversation can at times be difficult, especially for 

those who are silenced by particular actions. The use of art to spur conversations between 

research team members brought about authentic, and perhaps, previously ‘unsayable’ reflections 

in an inter-personal manner. An art exercise was used at the outset of the project to initiate the 

development of authentic relationships between academic researchers and YMCA team 

members, as well as halfway through the project (with a planned final exercise postponed due to 

COVID-19). I would encourage researchers to feel comfortable asking their co-researchers 
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critical questions throughout the research process, and more importantly, remain open to being 

critically questioned. Approaching the inter-relational reflexive process with an openness to 

change can be instrumental in ensuring the centralization, rather than marginalization, of those 

we work with.  
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Chapter 9 

9  Concluding Reflections 

Rarely was I ‘alone’ during the research process. The collaborative nature of the research process 

is reflected throughout the dissertation. The work presented here is as much the research teams as 

my own. A brief look at artwork I created during the research process provides a brief snapshot 

of how I, and in turn my actions, changed through the research process.  

Figure 9  

Training interview February 20, 2018 
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Figure 10  

Arts-Based Conversational Interview February 25, 2018 

 

Figure 11  

Arts-Based Conversational Interview March 12, 2018 
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Figure 12  

Arts-Based Conversational Interview May 6, 2018 

 

Figure 13  

Arts-Based Conversational Interview May 26, 2019 

 

My choice to present the artwork sequentially is purposeful as I believe the change in my 

thinking as I moved through the CBPAR process comes through. The artwork moves from 

centralizing my story in the first two pieces (Figures 9 and 10), to incorporating the youths’ 

stories into the shared story that began to develop as the research process progressed (Figures 11 

– 13). I think the artwork shows how the youths’ stories impacted me so that centralizing them in 
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the CBPAR process became a mission of mine and not just a part of the process; in essence, as 

Gergen and Gergen (2008) refers to the process of shifting attention away from the individual to 

the relationship. While I had the intention to do so from the beginning of the CBPAR process, 

the uncomfortableness I went through in listening to some of the youths’ stories (as reflexively 

examined in chapter seven) furthered my desire to develop shared vignettes that youth felt would 

bring impactful change in their community. I believe that decentralising myself in the research 

process (through a cultural praxis approach) was furthered through the development of authentic 

relationships with the forced immigrant families I worked with and learned from.  

The development of authentic relationships necessitated a blurring of the boundaries that 

often exist between researchers and research participants. Forced immigrant youth, their families, 

and the YMCA Settlement Services staff were not individuals I only met during interviews, but 

rather in the community whether at a coffee shop, restaurant, the YMCA, or out walking my dog. 

Through our varying informal and formal interactions many of the youth and adults I worked 

with became good friends, whose friendship will last beyond the scope of the CBPAR project. 

They have watched my daughter grow up, just as I have watched the youth and their younger 

siblings grow. I hope (and believe) that by engaging in a collaborative research process, if 

nothing more, our academic team (including me) have developed relationships with the forced 

immigrant families in which shared acculturation occurred.  

Focusing on the concept of shared acculturation, in essence a shared process of learning 

from which each individual benefits and grows, is a good way to conclude this dissertation. The 

aim throughout this project was to centralise the voices of forced immigrant youth, so that 

different ways of thinking about how forced immigrant youth may engage in, and benefit, from 

community sport during their acculturative journeys would be developed. There remains much to 
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be done, many stories still to be told and listened to as the process of shared acculturation 

continues beyond the conclusion of this CBPAR project. I have tried to account for my presence 

and impact on the stories shared here through polyphonic vignettes, and yet I am sure there 

remain ‘unsaid’ and ‘untold’ ways in which I shaped the stories. However, if the stories shared 

here contribute to a more socially just form of intercultural communication and learning between 

forced immigrant youth involved, their families, and host community members in Sudbury then I 

feel this dissertation will have contributed to a sustainable form of ongoing change in Sudbury.   
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Informed Assent 

Study Title: The Acculturation of Youth Refugees through Community Sport Programming 
 
Investigators: Robert Schinke, Amy Blodgett, Diana Coholic, Kerry McGannon, and Ann 
Pegoraro, Mark Eys 
 
Study Purpose: This project wants to hear your stories about being a part of a sports program at 
the YMCA in Canada. We would like to use your stories to help other kids feel more 
comfortable joining YMCA programs because they know that the YMCA staff have been taught 
about the challenges that refugee children face and the things they like most in YMCA programs.  
Research Questions: To help you tell us your stories about being a part of a YMCA sports 
program we are going to ask you questions that are like these four main ones: 
Tell me about your experience as an YMCA member 
Tell me about some of the challenges you have participating in YMCA programs  
Tell me about some of your positive experiences as part of the YMCA community 
How has being involved in the YMCA helped you to meet people in your new community. 
 

What We Would Like You to Do: To be a part of this study we would like you to sit down with 
a member of our research team and tell them your stories. We will ask you to do three things: 
Draw a picture that shows all your different stories about being in a YMCA sports program.  
Talk with the member of the research team about your drawing and answer some questions about 
your time at the YMCA since you moved to Canada. This conversation should take about 90 
minutes.  
Guide a member of the research team from a point you and your parent/guardian choose outside 
of your house, to the YMCA, and through your YMCA up until your sports program. The 
researcher will ask you to show them all the interesting things that you see along the way. Your 
journey should not be longer than about 2 hours. 
If you are under the age of 13 your parent/guardian must take part in these tasks with you. If you 
are over 13 years old your parent/guardian will have a choice of whether they take part in the 
tasks with you or allow you to participate alone.   
 
Taking a Break: While you are telling us your stories you can always do the following things:  
Take a break at any time while you’re talking with the researcher. 
Stop talking to the researcher if you feel uncomfortable. 
Talk to your parent/guardian at any time.  
Say no to answering a question if it makes you uncomfortable or you just don’t want to answer 
it. 

Appendix A: Refugee Assent Form 
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The researcher will also ask you if you are ok at different times when they are talking with you. 
If you do decide to stop talking with the researcher nothing will happen, you will still be able to 
be a part of the YMCA.  
 
Who Will Hear What You Say: The stories that you tell us are called ‘data’. We would like to 
be able listen to your stories again so if you let us we will tape your conversations with the 
researcher. If you don’t want us to tape the conversations that is ok, we will write down your 
words instead. It’s your choice. The tape of your stories will be locked up on our computer and 
no one else is going to listen to it other than the university researchers who are working on the 
project. The only time someone else will hear one of your stories is if we think that you have told 
us a story that means that you are not safe and need help. If we hear a story like this we must 
follow a law that says that we must get you help.  
 

Risks: We don’t think you will face any risks in this study, but if you feel like you need to talk to 
someone after our conversation we can give you and your parent/guardian a list of phone 
numbers that you can call to find someone to talk with.  
 

If You Don’t Want to Participate: If at any time, you don’t want to participate in this project, 
even if your parents want you to, you don’t have to. Saying no to taking part in this project will 
not change your ability to keep taking part in YMCA sport or non-sport programs.  
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
I                                     had this assent form read to me, I understand it, and I want to participate. 
 
 
 
---------------------------------------- 
Signature of Athlete 
 
 
I __________________ agree to be audio taped.  
 
 
 
------------------------------------------ 
Signature of Athlete 
 
 
 
----------------------------------------- --------------------------------  --------------------------- 
Name of Researcher   Signature of Researcher  Date 
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Informed Consent 

Study Title: The Acculturation of Youth Refugees through Community Sport Programming 
 
Investigators: Robert Schinke, Amy Blodgett, Diana Coholic, Kerry McGannon, and Ann 
Pegoraro, Mark Eys 
 
Study Purpose: This project is looking to better understand what keeps refugee youth involved 
in YMCA sport programs. What we learn from this project will help create YMCA programs that 
help refugee youth feel more included in their new home by helping the staff know the different 
challenges that face refugee youth. The project will also help create a team of refugee sport 
participants, their parents/guardians, the researchers, and the community sport staff, who will all 
try to work together to make sport participation a better experience for all involved.  
 

Research Objective: Our goal is to try and better understand the challenges, opportunities, and 
journey that you have experienced in your time with the YMCA. We are trying to do this by 
asking you to share stories that can answer these four main questions: (1) Tell me about your 
experience as an YMCA member; (2) Tell me about some of the challenges you have 
participating in YMCA programs; (3) Tell me about some of your positive experiences as part of 
the YMCA community; (4) How has being involved in the YMCA helped you to meet people in 
your new community. 
 

Benefits: This project will give you a chance to tell your stories of participating in YMCA sport 
programs. No individual stories will be shared beyond the research team, but the lessons we 
learn from your stories will help your YMCA sport program better understand how they can 
improve, and will also help with the creation of a website where you can ask questions about 
sport programs in your community or help answers other family’s questions about sport 
programs in your community. The information from your stories will be used to make training 
programs for the YMCA that help teach YMCA staff and other YMCA members about the 
blocks and pathways that face refugee youth. These programs will be offered to newcomer 
refugee sport participants, their parents, and YMCA staff at your YMCA. Finally, the lessons we 
learn from yours and/or your child’s stories will also be used to help researchers better 
understand refugee sport participation in communities.  
 
Risks: The is very little risk for you in this study. It is possible that our conversation might bring 
up stories that are uncomfortable for you to talk about. If this happens, you are welcome to stop 
talking about that story or stop the whole conversation by letting the researcher know you want 
to stop. The researcher will also ask you if you wish to stop telling a story if they feel you are 

Appendix B: Refugee Youth (Adult 16-17) Consent Form 
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uncomfortable. At the end of the conversation if you feel a need to talk to someone else the 
following numbers may be of help: 
 
 
Refugee HealthLine: 1800 286 4770 
This health line is meant to help you and your family find any health service that you need, but it 
is not a number to call if you need immediate help.  
 
(Sudbury) Health Sciences North Crisis Intervention Services: 1 705 675 4760 
This is a 24 hour, 7 day a week service that can help you right away if you need help. You will 
need to speak English or French to be able to ask them for help.  
 
(North Bay) Nippising Crisis Intervention Program: 1 705 495 8198 
This is a 24 hour, 7 day a week service that can help you right away if you need help. You will 
need to speak English to be able to ask them for help.  
 
Mental Health Helpline: 1 866 531 2600 
This helpline is a free and confidential service that offers 24/7 support. They can provide 
information about counselling and other support services available in your community.  
Tele-Health Ontario: 1 866 797 0000 
This is a free and confidential 24/7 helpline that is available for anyone seeking health advice in 
Ontario. The service is provided in English and French with translation support for other 
languages. The service is operated by registered nurses who will help direct you to a health 
professional who can help you.  
Kids Help Phone: 1 800 668 6868 
This service provides 24-hour, 7 day a week, counseling services for children in both English 
and French. It is completely confidential and anonymous. The service is also available at 
kidshelpphone.ca.  
Project Demands: If you agree to take part in this project, we will ask you to do three tasks. The 
first is to sit down for about 90 minutes with a researcher to complete an art drawing that helps 
show a picture of your sport participation experiences in your new community (about 30 
minutes), followed by a conversation with the researcher about the most important reasons why 
you participate in sport in your new community, who has helped you become and stay involved 
in sport, and what challenges you have faced in trying to be involved in sport (about 60 minutes). 
For the second task, you will be asked to guide a researcher for one afternoon from a point of 
your choosing outside your house, to your YMCA and around your YMCA up until your sport 
program. Once you are finished your sport program the researcher will shortly talk with you 
about the afternoon. During the journey, you will be asked to show the researcher all the 
interesting things that you see along the way. This journey should take about 2 hours. About two 
months after these tasks, you will be asked to look back at your artwork and read a typed-up 
copy of your interview and make any changes you feel you need to make.  
 

Project Gift: If you decide to take part in the study, before you begin you will be given a $100 
MasterCard as a thank-you gift for being willing to tell your story.  
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Right to Withdraw from the Project: If you feel uncomfortable about sharing certain personal 
experiences during any part of the research, you can stop at any time and if after the 
conversation, you feel there are any parts to your story that you do not want to be shared outside 
of the room you can ask the researcher to remove that part of the story from the interview. You 
can decide not to participate in this project at any time with no consequences. You simply need 
to tell the researcher in person, call, and/or email the researcher that you do not wish to be a part 
of the study anymore; your wishes will be respected and supported.  
 
Anonymity and Confidentiality: Both the conversational interview and the guided journey will 
be audiotaped and then transcribed (typed up into a written copy of the conversation). If you 
wish to not be audiotaped, please let the researcher know before you begin your interview and/or 
journey. Any information that identifies you will be taken out of the conversation data to make 
sure that others can’t connect you with your story. You will be given a code name and a number 
such as Participant 1. Your name and the location of your interview will be removed from the 
typed-up copy of your interview before it is returned to you to read over to make sure the story is 
right. The only people who will be able to read your full stories are the researchers involved in 
the project. However, there are some specific cases in which your confidentiality cannot be 
protected: (a) if you intend to harm yourself; (b) if you intend to harm someone else; (c) if there 
is reasonable suspicion that a child up to the age of 16 years old is at risk of neglect, abuse, or 
witnessing parental violence, we are required by law to report this to the Children’s Aid Society 
immediately. 
 
Data Storage: All the data (stories) collected during the project will be kept on an encrypted 
hard drive that will be kept by the main researcher. Consent and assent forms will be stored in a 
locked cabinet in the project coordinator’s office. The artwork you complete will be stored in a 
locked cabinet in the qualitative research lab at Laurentian University. All collected data will be 
kept until five years after the project is finished (2022). When these five years is finished, 
electronic data will be deleted by the lead researcher from his computer and storage device. The 
art work will be shredded manually. In addition, all information you and your child shares and 
wishes to remain confidential will not be included as data in the project.  
 
If you have any questions about the study or whether you can or should be a participant in this 
project, you can contact the research team at:  
 
705 675 1151  OR  Toll free at: 1 800 461 4030   

ext. 2151  

OR kolesen@laurentian.ca 

You may also contact the Laurentian University Research Officer at Research	Ethics	Officer	at	
the	Laurentian	University	Research	Office,	telephone:	705-675-1151	ext.	2436	or	toll	free	
at	1-800-461-4030	or	email:	ethics@laurentian.ca if you have any concerns pertaining to 
this project, the conduct of the researchers, and/or the integrity of this project.	
 
I am 16 years or older and I agree to participate in this study. I have had all the questions I have 
answered and I have received a copy of this consent form: 
 
-----------------------------------    --------------------------------  --------------------------- 
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Name of Athlete   Signature of Athlete   Date 
 
I am 16 years or older and I agree to participate in this study. I have had all the questions I have 
answered and I have received a copy of this consent form. I also agree for my interview and 
guided journey to be audiotaped: 
 
-----------------------------------    --------------------------------  --------------------------- 
Name of Athlete   Signature of Athlete   Date 
 
----------------------------------------- --------------------------------  --------------------------- 
Name of Researcher   Signature of Researcher  
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Appendix C: Refugee Youth Parent/Guardian Consent Form 

 
 

Informed Consent 

 
Study Title: The Acculturation of Youth Refugees through Community Sport Programming 
 
Investigators: Robert Schinke, Amy Blodgett, Diana Coholic, Kerry McGannon, and Ann 
Pegoraro, Mark Eys 
 
Study Purpose: This project is looking to better understand what keeps refugee youth involved 
in YMCA sport programs. What we learn from this project will help create YMCA programs that 
help refugee youth feel more included in their new home by helping the staff know the different 
challenges that face refugee youth. The project will also help create a team of refugee sport 
participants, their parents/guardians, the researchers, and the community sport staff, who will all 
try to work together to make sport participation a better experience for all involved.  
 

Research Objective: Our goal is to try and better understand the challenges, opportunities, and 
journey that you and your child have experienced in your time with the YMCA. We are trying to 
do this asking you and/or your child to share stories that can answer these four main questions: 
(1) Tell me about your experience as an YMCA member; (2) Tell me about some of the 
challenges you have participating in YMCA programs; (3) Tell me about some of your positive 
experiences as part of the YMCA community; (4) How has being involved in the YMCA helped 
you to meet people in your new community. 
 

Benefits: This project will give you and/or your child a chance to tell your stories of 
participating in YMCA sport programs. No individual stories will be shared beyond the research 
team, but the lessons we learn from your stories will help your YMCA sport program better 
understand how they can improve, and will also help with the creation of a website where you 
can ask questions about sport programs in your community or help answers other family’s 
questions about sport programs in your community. The information from your stories will be 
used to make training programs for the YMCA that help teach YMCA staff and other YMCA 
members about the blocks and pathways that face refugee youth. These programs will be offered 
to newcomer refugee sport participants, their parents, and YMCA staff at your YMCA. Finally, 
the lessons we learn from yours and/or your child’s stories will also be used to help researchers 
better understand refugee sport participation in communities.  
 
Risks: The is very little risk for you and/or your child in this study. It is possible that our 
conversation might bring up stories that are uncomfortable for you or them to talk about. If this 
happens, you are both welcome to stop talking about that story or stop the whole conversation by 



 

 

305 
 

letting the researcher know you want to stop. The researcher will also ask both of you if you 
wish to stop telling a story if they feel you and/or your child is uncomfortable. At the end of the 
conversation if you and/or your child feels a need to talk to someone else the following numbers 
may be of help: 
 
Refugee HealthLine: 1800 286 4770 
This health line is meant to help you and your family find any health service that you need, but it 
is not a number to call if you need immediate help.  
 
(Sudbury) Health Sciences North Crisis Intervention Services: 1 705 675 4760 
This is a 24 hour, 7 day a week service that can help you right away if you need help. You will 
need to speak English or French to be able to ask them for help.  
 
(North Bay) Nippising Crisis Intervention Program: 1 705 495 8198 
This is a 24 hour, 7 day a week service that can help you right away if you need help. You will 
need to speak English to be able to ask them for help.  
 
Mental Health Helpline: 1 866 531 2600 
This helpline is a free and confidential service that offers 24/7 support. They can provide 
information about counselling and other support services available in your community.  
Tele-Health Ontario: 1 866 797 0000 
This is a free and confidential 24/7 helpline that is available for anyone seeking health advice in 
Ontario. The service is provided in English and French with translation support for other 
languages. The service is operated by registered nurses who will help direct you to a health 
professional who can help you.  
Kids Help Phone: 1 800 668 6868 
This service provides 24-hour, 7 day a week, counseling services for children in both English 
and French. It is completely confidential and anonymous. The service is also available at 
kidshelpphone.ca.  
Project Demands: If you agree to you and/or your child taking part in this project, along with 
them also wanting to take part, we will ask them to do three tasks. The first is to sit down for 
about two hours with a researcher to complete an art drawing that helps show a picture of their 
sport participation experiences in your new community (about 30 minutes), followed by a 
conversation with the researcher about the most important reasons for them to participate in sport 
in your new community, who has helped them become and stay involved in sport, and what 
challenges they have faced in trying to be involved in sport (about 90 minutes). For the second 
task, your child, unaccompanied or accompanied by you depending on age and preference, will 
be asked to guide a researcher for one afternoon from a point of your choosing outside your 
house, to your YMCA and around your YMCA up until your child’s sport program. Once your 
child is finished their sport program the researcher will shortly talk with you and your child 
about the afternoon. During the journey your child will be asked to show the researcher all the 
interesting things that they see along the way. This journey should take about 2 hours. About two 
months after these tasks, you and your child will be asked to look back at your artwork and read 
a typed-up copy of yours or their interviews and make any changes you feel you need to make.  
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Project Gift: If you and your child decide to take part in the study, before you begin your family 
will be given a $100 MasterCard as a thank-you gift for being willing to tell your story.  
 
 
Right to Withdraw from the Project: If you and/or your child feels uncomfortable about 
sharing certain personal experiences during any part of the research, you can stop at any time and 
if after the conversation, you feel there are any parts to yours or their story that you do not want 
to be shared outside of the room you can ask the researcher to remove that part of the story from 
the interview. You or your child can decide not to participate in this project at any time with no 
consequences. Your or your child simply need to tell the researcher in person, call, and/or email 
the researcher that you and/or your child do not wish to be a part of the study anymore; your 
wishes will be respected and supported.  
 
Anonymity and Confidentiality: Both the conversational interview and the guided walk will be 
audiotaped and then transcribed (typed up into a written copy of the conversation). If you or your 
child wish to not be audiotaped please let the researcher know before you begin your interview 
and/or walk. Any information that identifies you or your child will be taken out of the 
conversation data to make sure that others can’t connect you with your story. You and your child 
will be given a code name and a number such as Participant 1. Your and your child’s names and 
the location of your interview will be removed from the typed-up copy of your interview before 
it is returned to you to read over to make sure the story is right. The only people who will be able 
to read your full stories are the researchers involved in the project. Unless they are required by 
law to report a part of your story, as we explain below, no one else will hear or be able read you 
stories.  
 
Duty to Report: The researchers will work hard to make sure you and your child can’t be 
connected with your story; however, there are some specific cases in which yours and your 
child’s confidentiality cannot be protected: (a) if you or they intend to harm yourselves; (b) if 
you or they intend to harm someone else; (c) if there is reasonable suspicion that a child up to the 
age of 16 years old is at risk of neglect, abuse, or witnessing parental violence, we are required 
by law to report this to the Children’s Aid Society immediately.  
 
Data Storage: All the data (stories) collected during the project will be kept on an encrypted 
hard drive that will be kept by the main researcher. Consent and assent forms will be stored in a 
locked cabinet in the project coordinator’s office. The artwork you complete will be stored in a 
locked cabinet in the qualitative research lab at Laurentian University. All collected data will be 
kept until five years after the project is finished (2022). When these five years is finished, 
electronic data will be deleted by the lead researcher from his computer and storage device. The 
art work will be shredded manually. In addition, all information you and your child shares and 
wishes to remain confidential will not be included as data in the project.  
 
If you have any questions about the study or whether you can or should be a participant in this 
project, you can contact the research team at:  
 
705 675 1151  OR  Toll free at: 1 800 461 4030   

ext. 2151  



 

 

307 
 

OR kolesen@laurentian.ca 

 
You may also contact the Laurentian University Research Officer at Research	Ethics	Officer	at	
the	Laurentian	University	Research	Office,	telephone:	705-675-1151	ext.	2436	or	toll	free	
at	1-800-461-4030	or	email:	ethics@laurentian.ca if you have any concerns pertaining to 
this project, the conduct of the researchers, and/or the integrity of this project.	
 
My child is older than 12 and I agree for them to participate in this study without me. I have had 
all the questions I have answered and I have received a copy of this consent form: 
 
-----------------------------------    --------------------------------  --------------------------- 
Name of Athlete   Signature of Parent/Guardian   Date 
 
 
My child is older than 12 and I agree for them to participate in this study without me. I have had 
all the questions I have answered and I have received a copy of this consent form. I also agree for 
them to be audiotaped: 
 
-----------------------------------    --------------------------------  --------------------------- 
Name of Athlete   Signature of Parent/Guardian   Date 
 
 
I agree for my child to participate in this study with me by their side. I have had all the questions 
I have answered and I have received a copy of this consent form: 
 
----------------------------------------- --------------------------------  --------------------------- 
Name of Athlete   Signature of Parent/Guardian   Date 
 
 
I agree for my child to participate in this study with me by their side. I have had all the questions 
I have answered and I have received a copy of this consent form. I also agree for us to be 
audiotaped: 
 
 
----------------------------------------- --------------------------------  --------------------------- 
Name of Athlete   Signature of Parent/Guardian   Date 
 
 
Assent to participate in this study has been obtained from the child whose name appears above: 
 
Yes / No 
 
----------------------------------------- --------------------------------  --------------------------- 
Name of Researcher   Signature of Researcher  Date 
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Appendix D: University Research Ethics Board Approval 

 

	
APPROVAL	FOR	CONDUCTING	RESEARCH	INVOLVING	HUMAN	SUBJECTS	

Research	Ethics	Board	–	Laurentian	University	
	
This	 letter	 confirms	 that	 the	 research	project	 identified	below	has	 successfully	passed	 the	 ethics	
review	by	the	Laurentian	University	Research	Ethics	Board	(REB).	Your	ethics	approval	date,	other	
milestone	dates,	and	any	special	conditions	for	your	project	are	indicated	below.		
	

TYPE	OF	APPROVAL			/				New					/				Modifications	to	project	/			Time	extension	X	

Name	of	Principal	Investigator	
and	school/department	

Rob	Schinke	 (Human	Kinetics),	Amy	Blodgett,	Thierry	
Middleton,	 Ann	 Pegoraro,	 Diana	 Coholic,	 Kerry	
McGannon	&	Mark	Eys,	Co-investigators	

Title	of	Project	 The Acculturation of Youth Refugees through Community 
Sport Programming   

REB	file	number	 6011078	

Date	of	original	approval	of	
project	

Sept	20th,	2017	

Date	of	approval	of	project	
modifications	or	extension	(if	
applicable)	

February	12,	2018	
May	23,	2019	
October	7,	2019	

Final/Interim	report	due	on:	
(You	may	request	an	extension)	

Sept	20th,	2020	

Conditions	placed	on	project	 	

	
During	the	course	of	your	research,	no	deviations	from,	or	changes	to,	the	protocol,	recruitment	or	
consent	forms	may	be	initiated	without	prior	written	approval	from	the	REB.	If	you	wish	to	modify	
your	research	project,	please	refer	to	the	Research	Ethics	website	to	complete	the	appropriate	REB	
form.			
	
All	 projects	 must	 submit	 a	 report	 to	 REB	 at	 least	 once	 per	 year.	 	 If	 involvement	 with	 human	
participants	continues	for	longer	than	one	year	(e.g.	you	have	not	completed	the	objectives	of	the	
study	and	have	not	yet	terminated	contact	with	the	participants,	except	for	feedback	of	final	results	
to	participants),	 you	must	 request	 an	 extension	using	 the	 appropriate	LU	REB	 form.	 In	 all	 cases,	
please	 ensure	 that	 your	 research	 complies	with	Tri-Council	Policy	 Statement	 (TCPS).	Also	please	
quote	your	REB	file	number	on	all	future	correspondence	with	the	REB	office.		
	
Congratulations	and	best	wishes	in	conducting	your	research.		

	
Rosanna	Langer,	PHD,	Chair,	Laurentian	University	Research	Ethics	Board	
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Appendix E: Chapter 4 Publication in Psychology of Sport and Exercise 

 

Psychology of Sport & Exercise 51 (2020) 101769

Available online 13 August 2020
1469-0292/© 2020 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Community sport and physical activity programs as sites of integration: A 
meta-synthesis of qualitative research conducted with forced migrants 

Thierry.R.F. Middleton 1,*, Brennan Petersen 1, Robert J. Schinke 2, San Fu Kao 3, Cole Giffin 1 

1 Human Studies and Interdisciplinarity Program, Laurentian University, Canada 
2 School of Human Kinetics, Laurentian University, Canada 
3 Department of Physical Education, National Tsing Hua University, Taiwan   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Refugees 
Cultural safety 
Integration 
Acculturation 
Physical activity 

A B S T R A C T   

Objectives: Sport involvement has been touted as a way of helping forced migrants (i.e., refugees and asylum 
seekers) integrate into their host communities. Our aim was to synthesize multi-disciplinary qualitative research 
and through a sport and exercise psychology lens develop novel interdisciplinary insights of how sport and 
physical activity may become an integrative context for forced migrants. 
Design: Working from a social constructionist epistemological position, a meta-synthesis of multi-disciplinary 
qualitative research was conducted. 
Methods: A literature search of seven electronic databases resulted in 23 peer-reviewed journal articles published 
since 1990 that met the inclusion criteria and were included in the synthesis. 
Results: Our descriptive synthesis based on the preceding analysis of multi-disciplinary literature is presented 
through three themes: (a) the beneficial role of sport in the life stories of forced migrants, (b) barriers to sport and 
physical activity, and (c) sport as an integrative context. 
Discussion and conclusion: Our interpretive meta-synthesis provides insight into the need for a critical approach to 
understanding how host communities may go about developing safe sport and physical activity contexts that 
support the integration of forced migrants.   

The number of forcibly displaced people worldwide reached 74.8 
million people in 2018 (UNHCR, 2019). Those who are forced to seek 
sanctuary in another country (i.e., asylum seekers; CCR, 2010) must 
prove through an application process that their fear of persecution in 
relation to their “race, religion, nationality, and/or membership of a 
particular social group” is well-founded in order to receive the protec-
tion and assistance that comes with being recognized as a refugee (United 
Nations Refugee Agency, 1951, p. 14). The journey to safety taken by 
asylum seekers and refugees (referred to henceforth as forced migrants) is 
often filled with traumatic incidents that can result in an immeasurable 
impact on their mental health, including recurring bouts of major 
depression, developing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and being 
an acute suicide risk (George, 2012; Ley et al., 2018, 2017; Steel et al., 
2006). Concurrently, forced migrants must also begin to acculturate to 
their host community. Acculturation is the open-ended process of 
continuous change individuals go through as they navigate cultural 
differences when in regular contact with individuals who are culturally 
dissimilar to themselves (Chirkov, 2009). At an individual level, the 

stress of navigating cultural divides can manifest in psychosomatic 
symptoms related to anxiety and depression (Berry, 2017). The con-
current impact of trauma and acculturation means forced migrants often 
struggle with their mental health in a more severe manner than immi-
grants (i.e., individuals who have chosen to migrate; George, 2012). 
Helping forced migrants integrate into their host communities (i.e., 
maintain and regain connections with their home culture while devel-
oping connections with their host culture) has been posited as providing 
them with the necessary support to regain and/or maintain their mental 
health (Keles et al., 2018). 

Sport has been proposed as a method of helping newcomers (i.e., any 
individual who is outside their country/region of origin) navigate the 
cultural divides they face in their host community in a healthy manner 
(Ryba et al., 2017). The primary focus of sport and exercise psychology 
(SEP) researchers has been on the acculturative journeys of individuals 
who have chosen to migrate (e.g., Elbe et al., 2018; Ryba et al., 2016; 
Schinke, Blodgett, et al., 2016). Examples include Elbe et al.’s (2018) 
work with immigrant youth sport participants in Spain and Greece, Ryba 

* Corresponding author. Human Studies and Interdisciplinarity Program, Laurentian University, 935 Ramsey Lake Rd., Sudbury, Ontario, P3E-2C6, Canada. 
E-mail address: tr_middleton@laurentian.ca (Thierry.R.F. Middleton).  
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Appendix F: Chapter 5 Publication in Psychology of Sport and Exercise 

	

Psychology of Sport & Exercise 54 (2021) 101917

Available online 20 February 2021
1469-0292/© 2021 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

The changing meaning of sport during forced immigrant youths’ 
acculturative journeys 

Thierry R.F. Middleton a,*, Robert J. Schinke b, Bahaa Habra c, Deborah Lefebvre c, 
Diana Coholic d, Kerry McGannon b 

a Human Studies and Interdisciplinarity Program, Laurentian University, Canada 
b School of Human Kinetics, Laurentian University, Canada 
c Immigrant Services, YMCA of Northeastern Ontario, Canada 
d School of Social Work, Laurentian University, Canada   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Forced migrants 
Acculturation 
Sport 
Creative non-fiction 
Polyphonic vignettes 

A B S T R A C T   

Objectives: To facilitate intercultural understanding by centralizing forced immigrant youths’ voices in the 
knowledge development phase of a community-based participatory action research (CBPAR) project. The aim of 
this paper is to reveal the role of sport in forced immigrant youths’ acculturative journeys in different 
communities. 
Methodology: We utilized ‘get-to-know-you’ arts-based conversational interviews (m time ! 38 min) held at the 
onset of a community-based participatory action research project. A polyphonic (i.e., multi-voiced) vignette is 
used to portray an interpretive account of the stories told by 22 refugee and asylum seeking (i.e., forced 
immigrant) youth (m age – 13.4 years) developed through a reflexive thematic analysis. 
Results: The three-scene polyphonic vignette stories the role sport has played, and continues to play, in forced 
immigrant youths’ life journeys. The opening scene brings to light stories related to home country sport 
involvement. The second scene depicts how sport was engaged in during their journey to their current host 
community. The third scene completes the story focusing on how youth engage in sport during resettlement in 
their host Canadian community. 
Conclusions: The meaning of sport, and what it means to be safe in sport, changes over the course of forced 
immigrant youths’ acculturative journeys. Feeling safe in sport offers a unique opportunity for youth to feel a 
sense of sharing their acculturative journey with those around them.   

1. Introduction 

Every day approximately 37 000 people are forced to flee their 
homes (UNHCR, 2019). Individuals forced to escape across their coun-
tries’ borders (i.e., asylum seekers) must provide tangible proof they face 
a well-founded fear of persecution in their home country. Asylum 
seekers able to sufficiently prove their fear is well-founded are legally 
afforded the status of ‘recognised refugees.’ Refugees are provided legal 
protection and material assistance by the country granting them asylum 
(UNHCR, 2019). A drastically increasing number of individuals have 
applied for asylum in Canada; 9999 in 2014 to 87 270 in 2019 (IRB, 
2020) with Canada also having resettled the highest number of refugees 
worldwide in 2018 (UNHCR, 2019). The journeys asylum seekers and 
refugees (from here on referred to as forced immigrants at the request of 

our participants) take to reach safety are often filled with traumatic 
incidents that have an immense impact on their mental health (George, 
2012). The negative impact on mental health can include the develop-
ment of a prolonged mental disorder including but not limited to 
depression and/or post-traumatic stress syndrome (Steel et al., 2006). 

Forced immigrants also face the challenge of acculturation, the 
process of cultural and psychological change that individuals undergo 
when resettling a culturally dissimilar community (Berry, 2017; Chir-
kov, 2009). While all newcomers must navigate this process of change, 
forced immigrants arriving in Canada are less likely to speak the main 
language of their host community, have fewer social networks and less 
economic capital than immigrants (i.e., individuals who have chosen to 
leave their home) (Hynie et al., 2016). The lack of resources to help with 
navigating cultural differences can compound the impact of trauma and 
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