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Abstract 

While its potential to play a part in generating social integration among different ethnic 

cultures is regularly explored, it is rare for sport to be regarded as an obvious choice where 

women from refugee backgrounds (WRB) are concerned. However, with displaced women of 

varying ethnic identities emerging from many troubled global regions, it is clear that the 

question of WRB and sport is a pertinent and arguably prescient one. Previous research shows 

a one-size-fits-all approach must be eschewed and ongoing inclinations towards generalised 

assumptions about the practice and behaviour of cultural groups need to be quelled. 

Drawing on previous research around culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD), 

Muslim, migrant and marginalised women, this research study, a Queensland Government-

supported project, spotlights women with refugee experiences in Queensland, Australia. Using 

a combination of data collection methods including focus groups, one-to-one interviews and 

participant observation, this qualitative study considers the ways WRB get involved in sport, 

their strategies in relation to such involvement, the constraints to involvement they encounter 

and the quality of benefits that accrue through their involvement. Integration is conceptualised 

to guide an understanding of this sport involvement as it pertains to WRB who resettle in 

Queensland. A productive innovation in the research design positions WRB as facilitators of 

the focus groups, inviting their peers to share their experiences while also contributing 

significantly to data collection. 

Two distinct but interrelated WRB groups emerge in the findings. The first group, 

including mothers, aged 30 or older who have limited English language proficiency, has a 

casual involvement with sport which is made obligatory at times by the institutional 

involvement of their children. The second group, including non-mothers, aged under 30, who 

speak English proficiently, has an ongoing relationship with organised sport which is often 

initially fostered within the institution that is the Queensland school system. Six dimensions of 

constraints to involvement are identified across a structural-cultural continuum, which combine 

dynamically to restrict sport involvement across the two groups and the individuals therein. An 

important need to address multiple dimensions at the same time emerges, and the dimension 

located at the entry points to sport clubs is observed to be one where adaptation on the part of 

both WRB and sport organisations can potentially facilitate sustained involvement. 

Drawing on Bourdieu’s practice theory, the study activates related sub-concepts of 

unrecognised cultural currency, habitus repertoire, bounded agency and devalued migrating 

cultural capital to understand perspectives of WRB who are influenced by past experiences as 
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they negotiate current and unfamiliar social circumstances. Sub-concepts of bonding social 

capital and linking social capital are fused to probe the value of intracultural relations to the 

two groups, and to explore the use and importance of relationships which arise from sport 

involvement at a time of resettlement. 

Sport emerges as a social institution that can provide valuable support to new arrivals, 

most notably in building self-awareness among WRB about their capacity to be involved in 

sport and to make involvement meaningful. However, without proactive adaptation of sport’s 

structures, it is clear the potential for WRB to take the first steps towards sport is highly limited 

given their prevailing resettlement priorities in the midst of an ongoing sense of uncertainty 

and a combination of constraints. Drawing on the experiences of 41 WRB, primarily from the 

Middle East and Africa, the findings from this research offer insights into how and why sport 

clubs in Queensland can adapt in their own right while constructively nurturing adaptation 

among WRB to become increasingly resilient, confident, connected, and informed social 

agents as they resettle. Whether this amounts to integration, however, is questioned. At a time 

when the import of multiculturalism is obscured by the onset of globalisation and 

transnationalism, a further question rising out of this study asks: ‘why the need for a troubled 

concept like integration?’.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In this chapter, the research study, a Queensland Government project, is introduced. 

After the background to the research is summarised, the problem to be addressed is pinpointed. 

In the following sections, the aim, objectives and questions which propelled the study are 

explained in addition to the scope and limitations of the work. The potential value of the project 

findings to wider society is discussed in the penultimate section before the structure of the 

thesis’ chapters is outlined. 

1.1 Research Background and Context 

When the Taliban seized control of the Afghan capital, Kabul, in August 2021, the 

Australian Government set aside 3,000 visas within its humanitarian program specifically for 

Afghan nationals suddenly forced to migrate. Media reports suggest that more than 100,000 

Afghan nationals applied (Hurst, 2021). The response to unrest by government officials and 

the instant overwhelming demand for places demonstrate how ongoing geopolitical conflict 

can impact unexpectedly on numbers of refugees and asylum seekers applying to resettle in 

Australia. It indicates the ongoing uncertainty about which countries of origin future refugees 

may emerge from. Myanmar, Venezuela, Syria, Ethiopia and Ukraine could equally have been 

discussed here as recent centres of displacement. It is an ever-evolving landscape of personal 

turmoil and trauma which is reflected in the uncertainties around intake in host countries. 

The most recent statistics published by the United Nations Refugee Agency (hereafter 

UNHCR, 2021) show 1.4 million refugees in need of resettlement at the end of 2020. In the 

same year, 34,400 refugees were resettled around the world, down from 107, 800 resettled in 

2019. Australia’s annual intake of refugees is guided by a policy of multiculturalism and 

delivered through its offshore humanitarian program. During the past decade, the number of 

visas granted has varied from year to year, with additional places, for example, allocated in 

response to the crisis in Syria and, most recently, a reduced allocation due to restrictions related 

to Covid-19. 

The backdrop presented above signals why a sharp focus has been maintained on the 

issue of migrant integration into Australian society, and it prompts questions about how best to 

overcome the challenges to integration experienced by refugees and asylum-seekers. The 

challenges are myriad. They are found, for one, in the personal contradiction experienced by 

migrants when they try to adapt to a host country while simultaneously reinforcing the 

traditions of their countries of origin (Gomez-Estern & De la Mata Benitez, 2013). They are 
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also found in encounters of racism in Australia which, according to Colic-Peisker and Tilbury 

(2007), have been redirected from immigrant Asians to immigrants from the Middle East and 

Africa who are often refugees. The challenges are also experienced uniquely by women for 

whom integration is different because of the patriarchal structures in countries of origin which 

mean they arrive in Australia undereducated and with limited employment opportunities 

(Milner & Khawaja, 2010; Wille, 2011). 

This research project investigates the role of sport in this context and whether sport 

organisations are equipped to support involvement of women from refugee backgrounds and, 

as a result, enable the process of integration to be advanced. The question of sport’s role as an 

instrument of integration is widely recognised and almost as widely debated. Just as it is 

perceived as a means of generating social capital and achieving social cohesion, it is also 

regarded as a social instrument of division and exclusion with structures which grant power to 

some while casting others to its peripheries. 

The research project was embarked upon at a time when the achievements of  women 

in sport in Australia had gained greater visibility and recognition (Wrench & Garrett, 2018). 

However, this apparent deconstruction of heretofore male-dominated sport spaces is not 

without its points of resistance. Issues of ongoing inequality in Australian sport relating to 

enduring gender socialisation, remuneration, legal rights and colour of skin have been 

identified by Trolan (2013), Gacka (2017) and Wrench and Garrett (2018), respectively. Thus, 

even as Australian jockey Jamie Kah is celebrated as a leader in her field by the world of horse 

racing, women in the role of umpires reveal ongoing experiences of institutional discrimination 

within the world of Australian Rules football (AFL). Australia’s sporting space is in a state of 

flux and as such represents a further layer of unpredictability in the refugee-integration-sport 

nexus. This important contemporary context is explored further in Chapter 2 (see section 2.5 

on ‘How Sporting Structures Work’) and contributes to a social backdrop of change and 

uncertainty within which the role of sport in the integration process for WRB was investigated 

in this research study. 

1.2 Research Problem 

Integration is experienced by WRB in a very different way to how men from refugee 

backgrounds experience it (Wille, 2011). The challenges they face are well documented in the 

research literature, from lack of education and limited language proficiency to low employment 

opportunities and systematic social isolation (DeSouza, 2011; Wille, 2011; Vergani et al., 

2021). Their responsibilities as heads of households are often intensified as are related needs 
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during the early stages of resettlement. Health issues which have developed since displacement 

hamper the capacity to integrate efficiently. The ‘refugee woman’ label is a further burden with 

which WRB must contend (McPherson, 2010). As numbers of refugees have grown globally 

since the turn of the century, further significant research (Bartolomei et al., 2014; Colic-Peisker 

& Tilbury, 2007; Hatoss & Huijser, 2010; Krause, 2014; Lenette et al, 2013; McMichael & 

Manderson, 2004; Pittaway & Pittaway, 2004; Watkins et al., 2012) has focused on these issues 

as they relate to how WRB participate in host countries, and the needs of WRB have been 

brought into view as a result. 

 DeSouza (2011) finds that one of the key needs of resettling WRB is institutional 

support which can be provided in the form of community organisations like churches and 

mosques as well as specialist agencies where the support service is extended over a longer 

term. Alongside the widespread view that sport is an effective instrument of social cohesion, it 

may be asked if sport can be an important form of institutional support for WRB. While the 

body of research on sport as a means to social integration for refugees is growing, it has 

concentrated primarily on the experiences of men and youths. The depth of inquiry into how 

sport influences integration experiences of WRB remains relatively limited.  

What is known is the potential for sport organisations to exclude people from refugee 

backgrounds or to require them to compromise on cultural identity if they are to be included 

(Jeanes, O’Connor, & Alfrey, 2015; Taylor, 2004). A requirement for sport clubs to adapt their 

practices to alleviate such assimilationist practices has emerged. According to Taylor (2004), 

there is a need to develop “a hybrid sporting culture that breaks down constraints to 

participation and promotes inclusiveness” (p. 472). Jeanes et al. (2015), however, find sport 

clubs offer restrictive opportunities for young people from refugee backgrounds to “participate 

in sport in a way that suits them and provides space for identity formation and resettlement 

support” (p. 496). Instead, according to Jeanes and colleagues, those running established sport 

clubs often see their role as facilitating participation within the existing structures. 

Demands for sport structures to adapt have increasingly emerged in the literature as 

countries around the world attempt to accommodate growing populations which are evolving 

culturally. In Australia, Eime, Harvey, and Charity (2020) propose the development of an 

organised sport sector with principles of flexibility, inclusiveness and non-competition. This 

broad spirit of adaptation is reflected in practical examples where refugee participation is 

encouraged through staff who take an active approach, create a welcoming atmosphere and 

provide safe facilities (Doidge, Keech, & Sandri, 2020). Innovations like the use of cultural 

liaison officers by sport clubs are demonstrated examples of adaptation (Block & Gibbs, 2017).  
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A question which emerges is how far can sport clubs go in terms of structural 

adaptation, and the motives for such adaptations? Do sport organisations implement financially 

sustainable measures that positively affect allcomers, or is there an argument to go further in 

the case of minority groups like refugees and to be sensitive to the needs of participant and 

“consciously manage the situation” (Doidge et al., 2020, p. 315)? Have sport organisations 

gone far enough? Can they go too far and thereby perpetuate the negative, politicised 

implications of the refugee label? 

With respect to this study, the answers sit with WRB, their resettlement needs and their 

experiences of sport in Queensland. Previous research, for example, shows how WRB engage 

with the education system in the host country to address key needs. Education offers a social 

setting with which they can engage to gain knowledge and credentials that support resettlement 

priorities and progress integration. However, the extent to which this is possible through sport 

remains unclear. This is particularly the case in relation to the newly inclusive climate of sport 

in Queensland where women and girls are celebrated and in relation to the ongoing adaptations 

to its structures. The question remains unresolved as to whether sport structures in Queensland 

have been adapted to the point that they offer WRB a form of institutional support with which 

they can engage, wherein they are invited to adapt, and through which certain resettlement 

needs are addressed. 

1.3 Research Aim and Objectives 

At the conclusion of this research project, the overriding aim is to have gained a new 

understanding of the role of sport in the integration process for WRB. Following the 

conceptualisation of integration at the end of the literature review, the extent or absence of this 

effect of sport emerges in the descriptions of respondents about needs that are recognised and 

addressed or needs that are ignored and rejected through their sport involvement. This is 

progressed with innovative research design constructed on critical thought. 

To achieve this ‘big picture’ level of understanding, the following practical objectives will be 

pursued: 

(i) Get to know what happens when WRB decide to engage with sport. In what 

circumstances is the decision to get involved made? What are the expectations and/or 

concerns of WRB when the decision is made to get involved? What is their lived 

experience in the wake of the decision? 

(ii) Paint a precise picture of what the enactment of sport involvement looks like for WRB. 

How do they see it? Where and when does it happen? With whom? Why does it happen? 
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Why does it not happen? Who or what gets in the way? How does this picture inform 

my knowledge as a researcher of sport in Australia? 

(iii) Learn what WRB get out of sport involvement. Is it what they wanted to get out of 

sport? How does this impact on their resettlement experience? Is sport a challenge 

which brings setbacks or is it a means to achievement which adds value to their lives? 

Is it worth the effort? What can I learn about sport clubs in Australia, based on the 

descriptions of WRB? 

Guided by this research aim and these three objectives, it is anticipated that the findings will 

provide new knowledge which can test the notion of sport as having a role to play in the 

integration process for WRB. 

1.4 Research Questions 

With the aim of the research project set out, and three objectives taking important 

supporting roles, three sub-research questions were designed to help expedite the research aim. 

Each question was informed by Bourdieu's master concepts of field, habitus and capital, 

meaning a cohesive theoretical foundation underpinned the design of the sub-research 

questions and their support of the overarching question. These questions are: 

(i) What are the ways that WRB get involved in sport in Queensland? 

(ii) What are the perceptions of WRB of the delivery of sport in Queensland? 

(iii)What are the forms of capital accessed, accumulated and converted by WRB through 

sport involvement? 

The overarching research question which is facilitated by these sub-research questions is: 

What is the role of sport in the integration process for women from refugee backgrounds 

(WRB) in Queensland? 

1.5 Research Scope and Limitations 

As a Queensland Government project, this study was conceived with the intention to 

build empirical knowledge about the use of sport as an integrative instrument by refugee 

women in Queensland. The scope of the research was guided, therefore, by the 

conceptualisation of ‘sport involvement’ and ‘refugee women’. In the case of the former, a 

broad view of the notion of sport was taken, incorporating recreational and organised, 

competitive sport. This understanding was informed by Eime et al. (2020) who draw attention 

to the broader definition of sport set out by Sport Australia in the Sport 2030 policy document 
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published in 2018. This implies the notion of sport includes leisure-time physical activity in 

addition to recreational physical activities such as walking and swimming. 

The conceptualisation of sport is further assisted by a Council of Europe definition of 

sport, also cited by Eime, Payne, and Harvey (2009). In developing the European Sports 

Charter, the Council of Europe (2021) defines sport as all forms of physical activity whose 

aims entail: (i) improving physical fitness; (ii) enhancing mental wellbeing; (iii) forming 

relationships; and, (iv) achieving results in competitive spheres. Involvement in sport for the 

purposes of this study is to be understood as physical activity within a recreational or 

competitive setting or engagement in a non-playing role such as supporter, official or volunteer. 

Three components, drawn from the research literature, guided the conceptualisation of 

women from refugee backgrounds for the purposes of this study. These were displacement, 

transition and resettlement. Displacement related to country of origin, a lack of protection of 

rights and needs as a citizen of that country, uncertainty and fear of persecution (Gissi, 2019). 

Transition related to the initial time outside country of origin, living without rights and status, 

in a world of uncertainty where at once women are stigmatised and objectified while also 

building resilience and exercising agency (Gissi, 2019; Lenette, Brough, & Cox, 2013, 

Pittaway & Pittaway, 2004). Resettlement related to the priorities of life upon arrival in the 

host country. This involved cultural disconnection, discrimination and living with the label of 

refugee while also negotiating enduring structures of patriarchy and dealing with loss of loved 

ones and self-esteem (Colic-Peisker & Walker, 2003; Gissi, 2019; McPherson, 2010; Palmer, 

2009).  

The three components provided a backdrop against which the various sporting 

experiences of refugee women in Queensland could be investigated. In this way, the concept 

of women from refugee backgrounds (WRB) was established for this research project. By 

establishing concepts of WRB and sport involvement, the research study could be constructed 

with the scope to examine the meaning of sport involvement, ongoing or in the past, for WRB 

in Queensland. The research design also took into consideration the potential for sport to be a 

social setting where WRB may be subject to challenging or traumatic experiences. In their 

examination of sport’s role in prevention of violence against women, Liston, Mortimer, 

Hamilton, and Cameron. (2017) identify sport environments as “places where violence against 

women can occur direction and, if allowed, can provide a setting for entrenched violence-

supportive attitudes and behaviours to be played out” (p. 4). Discussions of sport experiences 

in research focus groups and interviews, therefore, carried with them the possibility of 

revisiting challenging experiences for some respondents. WRB who have been widowed as a 
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consequence of conflict in their country of origin and WRB who are victims of sexual assault 

and rape are among specific groups identified by Bemak and Chung (2017) as susceptible to 

experiences of trauma following displacement and during resettlement in a host country. 

Therefore, a concerted attempt was made to create a research environment where WRB felt 

safe, included and valued. In doing so, while not part of a therapeutic process, the research site 

was carefully developed to support rather than impede any such therapeutic processes in the 

lives of respondents. 

In considering the scope of this study, it is important also to note that its stated focus 

on women from refugee backgrounds was required, at times, to acknowledge other social 

groupings to which WRB belong (see Figure 1.1, below). In this way, the scope was necessarily 

extended on occasion. For example, WRB share some experiences with migrants. However, as 

forced migrants there is a definite distinction to be drawn. The majority of WRB emerge from 

countries of origin with patriarchal social structures (Krause, 2014), and this is represented 

among the nationalities of women who have been granted visas to resettle in Australia during 

the past decade. In addition, many of these women are Muslim. However, it should be observed 

here that more than 60% of visas granted in 2020-21, for example, were to persons identifying 

as Christian, followed by Islam at less than one-in-five (Australian Government, 2021a). The 

majority of WRB resettling in Australia may be described as culturally and linguistically 

diverse (CALD) and from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB). WRB may also be 

considered a minority group within wider Queensland society, one which regularly finds itself 

in a position on society’s margins. These factors needed to be considered at all points of the 

research study. 
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Figure 1.1 

Social Groupings with which WRB are also Associated. 

In terms of research scope, data collection did not extend the inquiry to sport 

organisations. Thus, the views of club coaches, local players and those running sport 

organisations were not sought. While sport in Australia provided a societal backdrop for the 

research, the line of inquiry relied entirely on self-described experiences of sport by WRB. 

The research study did not set out to ask respondents to explain their understanding of 

integration or to offer their interpretations of integration through sport involvement. This 

interpretative work was carried out by the researcher after data were collected. While the 

concept of integration could not be considered in isolation from related concepts of assimilation 

and multiculturalism, the scope of the study meant an analytic focus was maintained on the 

notion of integration when unpacking findings in relation to sport involvement. A section 

dedicated to the conceptualisation of integration is included in chapter 2. 

As a Queensland Government research project, the scope of the study invited the 

researcher to recruit respondents from throughout the state of Queensland in Australia. 

However, the onset of Covid-19 and the social restrictions which ensued meant that the 

opportunity to involve WRB based in regional Queensland was removed. 

1.6 Research Significance 

Australia’s sporting spectrum provides a key social backdrop to this study. It is a 

spectrum which reaches from leisure and recreation at one end to competition and 
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professionalism at the other. Across this spectrum, sport is delivered in multiple formats from 

public parks to commercial gyms, from community clubs to national sport organisations. In 

locating the involvement of WRB along this spectrum and considering the nature of sport 

delivery as perceived by WRB, this research contributes a critical insight into how those in the 

business of sport delivery are progressing. 

The study will inform an emerging need for alternative modes of sport delivery as 

highlighted by Eime et al. (2020) in recent research examining sport participation settings in 

Australia. Eime and colleagues point to a growing need across the sporting landscape for closer 

attention to be given to how, where and when sport is delivered for adults in Australia, for 

many of whom the rigorous structures and competitive settings are undesirable. Instead, a 

desire for greater flexibility of delivery where the focus is not dedicated to sport for youth and 

young adults is articulated in terms of emerging market segments. This research project 

contributes to this discussion by profiling one of these market segments. 

On a broader scale, this research is significant because it offers an informed update for 

sport planners, providers and policy makers about the types of adaptation required to create 

more inclusive sport environments in Queensland. It specifically contributes to a growing body 

of knowledge about the ways sport involvement can be sustained and made more meaningful 

for WRB, a relatively small but fast-evolving sector of society. In this connection, it draws 

attention to the potential for sport to proactively support minority group women in Queensland 

who may be at risk of social disconnection, sustained anxiety and low self-esteem. 

Through the design of an innovative research setting, where respondents were 

encouraged to describe their sport experiences candidly, the researcher collected a quality of 

data which may be regarded as novel in its contribution to the existing body of knowledge 

focused on WRB and their perceptions of sport. The analytical treatment of these data made 

the most of its quality through meaningful application of Bourdieu’s practice theory. While the 

master concepts of field, habitus and capital guided critical thought at ‘umbrella’ level, related 

sub-concepts were combined and applied to make sense of the data. To understand the varying 

strategies of different WRB when making decisions about sport involvement, the sub-concepts 

of unrecognised cultural currency, migrating cultural capital, bounded agency and habitus 

repertoire were applied in unison (see Figure 2.1, below). To understand the reasons why one 

group of WRB engaged meaningfully with sport but another failed to do so, the combination 

of bonding social capital (Putnam, 2000) and linking social capital (Woolcock, 2001) made for 

an instructive interpretative tool. These examples represent a contribution to application of 

practice theory in qualitative research on minority groups in society.  
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Figure 1.2 

Conceptual Combination Used to Make Sense of Strategies of WRB 

Note. Bourdieu’s master concepts of field, habitus and capital are related to sub-concepts of 

bounded agency (Evans, 2007), habitus repertoire (Joy, Game, & Toshniwal, 2020), 

uncrecognised cultural currency (UCC) (Lo, 2015) and migrating cultural capital (Erel, 2010). 

 

Finally, this research also makes a timely contribution to the emerging body of work 

around what may be a spurious new dawn for women’s sport in Australia. By examining the 

experiences of WRB at different points of the sporting landscape, the study holds a magnifying 

glass to views that suggest Australia’s masculine-dominated sport structures are being 

dismantled. The reality of sport’s neo-inclusive structures is questioned. 

1.7 Thesis Structure 

 This doctoral thesis is made up of nine chapters, including this introductory chapter. In 

chapter 2, following an extensive review of relevant literature, the background, context and 

importance of the research project are explained. Starting from the point where refugees come 

into being as a result of conflict and displacement, the first three sections describe the refugee 

situation on the global stage, the intake of refugees in Australia and policy positioning in 

Australia with respect to immigration. The following three sections focus on sport in Australia, 

starting with a review of how organised sport has influenced gender roles in society, followed 

by a theory of structured sport, and ending with sport as an instrument of government. The final 

three sections shift attention to WRB, with a discussion of the characteristics which are linked 

• Capital• Capital
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to the refugee experience, the constraints to their sport involvement, and the needs of WRB 

which manifest as constraints if they are not acknowledged and addressed. 

In chapter 3, the case is made for the use of Bourdieu’s practice theory to guide and 

inform this research project. By conceptualising WRB involved in sport as subjective 

individuals within objective structures of society, the use of master concepts of field, habitus 

and capital to explain their experiences is activated. Applications of practice theory which 

demonstrated the effectiveness of these concepts in research studies comparable to this study 

are explored, leading to the development of a working definition of the concept of integration. 

The chapter closes with the formulation of three sub-research questions to support the 

overarching inquiry. 

In chapter 4, the qualitative methods used to collect and analyse data for the research 

project are detailed. This includes the development of a cultural peer role which was 

incorporated into the research design to optimise the recruitment of respondents and quality of 

data collected. The chapter ends with the establishment of major conceptual categories and 

themes following data analysis. 

In chapter 5, four categories which emerged to explain the ways WRB get involved in 

sport in Queensland are outlined. In the ensuing discussion the casual involvement of mothers 

in recreational sport is explored, as is the sense of obligation experienced by mothers in relation 

to the involvement of their children in sport. The discussion of findings also draws attention to 

the concept of resilience as it is developed through sport at school and with clubs. 

In chapter 6, the constraints to sport involvement in Queensland as experienced by 

WRB are presented as a structural-cultural continuum incorporating six interrelated 

dimensions. In the discussion of findings, the influence of ethnic traditions during resettlement 

of WRB is probed in relation to sport involvement. The discussion subsequently asks if sport 

clubs are capable of, or even should adopt, flexible approaches to bring about the involvement 

of minority groups like WRB. 

In chapter 7, the positive and negative impacts of sport involvement on WRB are 

outlined, guided by three categories of benefits which emerged during data analysis. The first 

part of the discussion asserts the role of organised sport in the personal development and capital 

accumulation of WRB during resettlement. An intermediary role for certain WRB between 

organised sport and ethnic culture is conceptualised and potentially formalised as a sporting 

role model. The discussion concludes with an exploration of how sport organisations such as 

community-based sport clubs can benefit from ‘working the relationship’ with minority group 

members like WRB. 
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In chapter 8, themes and major conceptual categories are drawn together to tell the story 

of the findings and locate them within the prevailing geopolitical and sociocultural context. 

This includes an appeal to policy makers, the basic architecture of a pilot program to put 

findings into practice, and some concluding remarks about the goals of integration in 21st 

century Australia. 

1.8 Chapter Summary 

A thesis roadmap has been provided with this opening chapter. At its starting point, the 

journey ahead is justified with discussions of the background and context of the research, a 

description of the problem to be addressed, and how it will be tackled with an overriding aim, 

practical objectives and well-designed research questions. The scope and limitations of the 

project are outlined next, before its broad potential significance is asserted. The chapter closes 

with a step-by-step guide to the thesis chapters. The first of these chapters, which follows next, 

focuses on the background, context and importance of the research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review – Background, Context and Importance of the Research 

 With concepts of sport, refugee and integration at its core, this research project explores 

complex, multidimensional territory. An extensive review of research literature relevant to 

these three concepts was carried out to formulate a context for the study. In this chapter, this 

body of important background knowledge will be presented and its relevance to the study 

discussed. This work is set out in nine sections each of which informs the broader inquiry. 

The opening section (2.1) focuses on the origins of the refugees who arrive in Australia. 

It outlines the current situation in relation to conflict hotspots and refugee communities 

emerging around the world. In the second section (2.2), the attention turns to Australia’s 

humanitarian program and the visas granted to refugees each year. Some detail on the numbers 

of refugee women who arrive in Australia is presented, including the countries of origin they 

have fled. Building on this, the third section (2.3) looks at Australia’s multicultural policy 

position in relation to immigration. 

The next three sections (2.4, 2.5, 2.6) focus on the institution of sport in Australian 

society. In section 2.4, a review of sport’s historical influence on gender roles in Australia is 

presented and tracks its enduring effect since colonisation when privileging men and 

marginalising women were central functions of its structures. An investigation of how sporting 

structures function takes place in section 2.5 with the recent emergence of high profile women’s 

sport in Australia a central part of the analysis. Then, section 2.6 considers the influence of 

government on sport in Australia and explores the instrumentalisation of sport to achieve 

political objectives. These three sections not only establish an understanding of the sporting 

landscape, but also build a picture of the sport setting that WRB may or may not enter during 

resettlement. 

The next section (2.7) returns to and builds again from the opening section (2.1). On 

this occasion, the focus is on the WRB who ‘emerge’ from global conflicts. The characteristics 

that distinguish WRB from CALD and Muslim women are considered in light of persecution, 

displacement, detention and eventual arrival in an unfamiliar host country. In the following 

section (2.8), the nature of structural and cultural constraints to WRB’s participation in 

Australian society are inspected with careful attention given to interweaving constraints around 

sport involvement. In the final section (2.9), the needs of WRB as they relate to constraints to 

involvement are discussed. A flowchart (Figure 2.1) is presented below as a visual guide, and 

the opening section on the global refugee situation follows. 
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Figure 2.1 

Flowchart to Guide Reading of Literature Review 

2.1 The Refugee Situation Globally 

An international refugee crisis continues to deepen across the globe with the number of 

people forcibly displaced from their homes expected to reach 100 million in the near future 

(UNHCR, 2021). At the end of 2020, the UNHCR estimated there were 82.4 million forcibly 

displaced persons in the world, a notable increase on the 68.5 million estimated at the end of 

2017 (UNHCR, 2021). Approximately one-third of this 82.4 million was made up of refugees 

whose number rose from 25.4 million to 26.4 million during 2020. The remaining two-thirds 

comprises of internally displaced people, stateless people, Venezuelans displaced abroad and 

others of concern to the UNHCR. 

Most recently, the plight of refugees has been a core component of media coverage of 

the illegal invasion of Ukraine by Russia (Powell, 2022). The war represents a continuation of 

geopolitical tensions and follows the reemergence of the Taliban in Afghanistan in 2021. An 

emerging crisis in Venezuela led to 3.9 million people leaving the country during 2020 to seek 

a better life (UNHCR, 2021). The effects of the pandemic have seen increased challenges 

imposed on refugees globally as the politics of protection is enforced at the expense of the 

wellbeing and security of displaced persons (Crawley, 2021). Arya et al. (2021) conclude that 

Covid-19 has amplified health and structural inequities for refugees and asylum seekers. Figure 
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2.2 presents key statistics of the global situation in relation to displaced persons and refugees 

at the end of 2020 as compiled by the UNHCR. 

 

 

Figure 2.2 

Main Statistics on Global Refugee Situation at the End of 2020 

Source: Global Trends – Forced Displacement in 2020, published by the UNHCR (2021, pp. 

2-3) and retrieved from Refugee Data Finder. 

 

In Global Trends - Forced Displacement in 2020, the UNHCR (2021) marks the tenth 

year of conflict in the Syrian Arab Republic, while also drawing attention to conflicts involving 

Armenia and Azerbaijan, and in Ethiopia where more than one million people were displaced 

within the country and a further 54,000 fled its Tigray region into eastern Sudan. In 2020, the 

highest number of international displacements came from Syria, followed by Venezuela, 

Afghanistan and South Sudan. According to the UNHCR (2021), Afghanistan, Somalia and 

Yemen continued to be displacement hotspots. 

On the establishment of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees in 1951, there were approximately 2.1 million refugees internationally (Phillips, 

2015). At its landmark convention the UNHCR (1951) defined the characteristics of a ‘refugee’ 

as follows: 

Owing to 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 [sic] nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail 

Key Trends
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Countries

•82.4 million forcibly displaced worldwide

•48.0 million internally displaced people

•26.4 million refugees

•4.1 million asylum-seekers

•3.9 million Venezuelans displaced abroad

•Syrian Arab Republic (6.7 million)

•Venezuela (4.0 million)

•Afghanistan (2.6 million)

•South Sudan (2.2 million)

•Myanmar (1.1 million)

•Turkey (3.7 million)

•Colombia (1.7 million)

•Pakistan (1.4 million)

•Uganda (1.4 million)

•Germany (1.2 million)

https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/
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himself [sic] of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality and 

being outside the country of his [sic] former habitual residence as a result of such 

events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it (p. 14, parentheses 

added). 

The core principle not to return people to countries where they face serious threats to their lives 

or freedom continues to underpin the practices of the refugee agency which affirms its 

commitment to save lives, protect rights and build futures of refugees and forcibly displaced 

people (UNHCR, 2022a). 

The UNHCR (2021) estimates that approximately 47% of those displaced across 

borders during 2020 were women and girls.  Almost one million children were born in 

displacement between 2018 and 2020. Vulnerable women and girls were a prominent grouping 

among the 86% of cases submitted by the UNHCR in 2020 who were survivors of torture 

and/or violence. UNHCR data suggest that forcibly displaced women and girls are particularly 

impacted in many countries by incidents of gender-based violence and sexual exploitation. 

Following periods of detention in countries outside countries of origin, approximately 

34,400 refugees were resettled to 21 ‘third’ countries in 2020 compared to 107,800 in 2019. 

The sharp decline comes at a time when 1.4 million refugees are estimated to be in need of 

resettlement. The UNHCR (2022b) defines resettlement as “the selection and transfer of 

refugees from a State in which they have sought protection to a State which has agreed to admit 

them – as refugees – with permanent resident status” (para. 2). Troeller (2002) describes it as 

one of a number of “durable solutions of voluntary repatriation and local integration” (p. 85) 

used by the UNHCR. 

In ‘Global Trends’, the UNHCR (2021) describes resettlement as “a way to save lives 

and safeguard human rights by assisting refugees in countries that cannot provide them with 

appropriate protection and support” (p. 48). The UNHCR monitors and estimates the numbers 

of refugees who are resettled worldwide. Australia is one of 17 countries where these estimates 

take place. In a ‘Fact Check’ carried out in conjunction with RMIT University, the Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation (ABC, 2021) reports that Australia ranked third in the world in 2020 

for the number of resettlements from other asylum countries. Australian intake of refugees will 

be reviewed in the next section. 

2.2 Australia and the Intake of Refugees 

More than 800,000 refugees and other humanitarian entrants have settled in Australia 

since 1945 (Phillips, 2017). The country’s maiden Humanitarian Program was established by 
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the Fraser government in 1977 (Phillips, 2017). The following year (1978-79), a total of 13,450 

refugee and humanitarian entrants were granted visas (Phillips, 2017). In 2020–21, Australia's 

annual Humanitarian Program was set at 13,750 places, including an offshore component of 

11,750 places (Australian Government, 2021a). As a result of government measures to restrict 

the spread of Covid-19, only 5,947 resettlement visas were granted, including 4,558 offshore 

humanitarian visas. 

The majority of offshore refugees are referred to Australia by the UNHCR and are 

generally accepted under the ‘Refugee’ category of the offshore component of the 

Humanitarian Program (Phillips, 2017). The offshore component has two categories, the 

‘Refugee’ category and a Special Humanitarian Program (SHP) (Australian Government, 

2021a). The ‘Refugee’ category has four subclasses including Refugee visa, In-country Special 

Humanitarian visa, Emergency Rescue visa and a Woman at Risk visa program which was 

introduced in 1989 (Australian Government, 2021a). 

After they were maintained between 12,000 and 13,000 per annum during the first 

decade of the 21st century, the number of visas available under the Humanitarian Program has 

been subject to adjustment during the past decade. In 2012–2013, the Labor government 

increased the number to 20,000 visas with 12,000 specifically allocated to the resettlement of 

overseas refugees (Karlsen, 2016). Between July, 2015 and March, 2017, 11,464 Iraqis and 

10,329 Syrians were resettled in Australia as part of a commitment to provide an additional 

12,000 Humanitarian Program places for people displaced by conflict in those regions (Phillips, 

2017). 

An increase to 18,750 Humanitarian Program places in recent years has been 

undermined by the global pandemic with the number of places reduced to 13,750 for 2020-21.  

Other events on the global stage have focused attention on Australia’s position. Following the 

refugee crisis in the wake of the Taliban assertion in Afghanistan in 2021, the Australian 

Government reserved 3,000 places within the current Humanitarian Program specifically for 

Afghan citizens fleeing their homes (Doherty & Hurst, 2021). Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has 

prompted calls for the Australian Government to set aside places for Ukrainian nationals 

fleeing the conflict (Proust, 2022). 

In relation to the most recent statistics for the year 2020-21, published by the Australian 

Government (2021a), almost 50% of all offshore visas were granted to persons originating from 

the Middle East, followed by Asia (34.6%), Africa (11.2%), and the Americas (5%). Social 

unrest in Venezuela has seen it move into the top ten countries of origin of those granted visas 

by the Australian Government and the top five countries of origin for those granted Vulnerable 
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Women and Children visas. More than 13% of visas granted by the Australian Government 

were to vulnerable women and their families. The top five countries of birth of those in receipt 

of visas in 2020-21 were Iraq (35.8%), Myanmar (14.5%), Afghanistan (12.3%), Syria (9.9%) 

and Eritrea (4.7%). Table 2.2 (see page 20) compares the 2020-21 figures with the five previous 

years. Almost two-thirds of all visas granted through the offshore Humanitarian Program were 

to persons identifying as Christian, followed by Muslim (18.5%), and Buddhist (3.9%). 

The Vulnerable Women and Children group is an extension of the Woman at Risk visa 

which was set up to protect women in particularly vulnerable situations (Australian 

Government, 2021a). This also includes women and their families who are without male 

protection and who may have been resettled under other visa subclasses. These women are 

observed to be in danger of victimisation or abuse because of their gender. More than 26,500 

visas have been granted to vulnerable women and their dependants since the establishment of 

the Woman at Risk visa in 1989. A total of 595 visas were granted to vulnerable women and 

their families in 2020-21. In previous years, the total numbers were significantly higher with 

2,947 granted in 2018-19. The top five countries of birth of those granted Vulnerable Women 

and Children visas in 2020-21 were Iraq (31.4%), Eritrea (11.1%), Afghanistan (11.1%), 

Venezuela (10.9%) and Myanmar (8.7%). 

According to the Queensland Council of Social Service (QCOSS, 2014), about 1,800 

refugees resettle in Queensland each year as part of Australia’s Offshore Humanitarian 

Program, including people from Iraq, Syria, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia, 

Eritrea, Myanmar and Afghanistan. As a result, an emerging collection of cultures is 

increasingly evident across the state of Queensland, as depicted in Table 2.1 (below). This 

extensive mixture of nationalities around the state is partly the result of Australian Government 

dispersal policies which have to some extent decentralised the humanitarian settler population 

(QCOSS, 2014). 

Queensland receives 10-13% of humanitarian settlers from non-English speaking 

countries to Australia, and received almost 7,000 new humanitarian entrants between 2011 and 

2014 (QCOSS, 2015). According to the Queensland Government (2018a), Queensland is an 

increasingly culturally diverse state with more than 180 languages spoken by people from more 

than 220 countries from more than 110 different religious backgrounds. Between 2011 and 

2016, the number of people living in Logan city, south of Brisbane, who spoke a language other 

than English at home increased by 36.2% with Mandarin, Punjabi, Arabic and Persian/Dari the 

languages whose use increased most. A community profile published by City of Logan (n.d.) 

showed more than 80 languages other than English were spoken by people living in the council  
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area. With this understanding of Australia’s mechanisms for the intake of refugees now 

established, it is appropriate to review policy positioning on immigration and resettlement. This 

will be the focus on the next section. 

 

Table 2.1 

Snapshot of Queensland Regions where Cultural Groups Resettle 

Regions where cultural groups resettle in Queensland 

Region Brisbane Logan/Gold 

Coast/ 

Ipswich/Goodna 

Townsville Cairns Toowomba 

Culture Somali 

Dari 

Farsi 

Arabic 

Swahili 

Tamil 

Hazaragi/ 

Afghan 

Congolese 

Myanmarese 

Somali 

Congolese 

Somali 

Karen 

Nepalese 

Nepalese 

Bhutanese 

Dari 

Farsi 

Tigre 

Pashto 

Arabic 

Note. Information sourced in the Multicultural Data Index produced by the Queensland Council 

of Social Service (QCOSS, 2014).  

 

https://www.qcoss.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/20141103_Final-Data-Index-v4.pdf?msclkid=0f0c4460ce7e11ec97c653d2ca59e893
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Table 2.2 

Countries of Origin of Recipients of Visas Granted by Australian Government Since 2015-16 

Year Country (%) 

2020-21 Iraq 34.8 Myanmar 14.4 Afghanistan 12.3 Syria 9.9 Eritrea 5.3 

2019-20 Iraq 50.2 Congo 10.1 Syria 8.2 Myanmar 6.9 Afghanistan 5.4 

2018-19 Iraq 41.5 Congo 12.4 Myanmar 11.7 Syria 10.7 Afghanistan 7.7 

2017-18 Iraq 31.2 Syria 21.8 Myanmar 13.8 Congo 9.1 Afghanistan 7.6 

2016-17 Iraq 36.9 Syria 30.9 Afghanistan 9.7 Myanmar 8.6 Bhutan 2.7 

2015-16 Iraq 28 Syria 27.4 Myanmar 12.5 Afghanistan 11 Congo 4 

Notes: Statistics sourced in Australia’s Offshore Humanitarian Program, published by Australian Government, Department of Home Affairs. 

Provided under a Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Australia licence. Congo is an abbreviation of the Democratic Republic of Congo. Syria is 

an abbreviation of the Syrian Arab Republic. 

 

 

https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/research-and-statistics/statistics/visa-statistics/live/humanitarian-program
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/au/deed.en
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2.3 Policy Positioning on Immigration 

Australian Government policy on immigration settlement has varied since the 

establishment of the first Department of Immigration in 1945. Its focus has moved from 

assimilation and integration to its current state, multiculturalism (Koleth, 2010). Conceived 

initially as a means of recognising and maintaining cultural identities and achieving social 

justice and social cohesion (Koleth, 2010), the policy of multiculturalism has remained a source 

of debate during the past 20 years. 

In 2005 the Australian Government set aside $35 million to develop and implement a 

National Action Plan (NAP) to Build on Social Cohesion, Harmony and Security. Working 

with Australian Muslim communities, the Ministerial Council on Immigration and 

Multicultural Affairs developed a four-year plan to support the participation of Australian 

Muslims in broader society while creating a national strategic framework to address issues 

which came to prominence in the aftermath of the 9-11 terrorist attacks in New York. The NAP 

included four focus areas of education, employment, enhancing national security, and 

integrating communities which identified a need to increase participation of “young people 

from some communities … in mainstream Australian sporting, social and cultural activities” 

(Council of Australian Governments, 2007, p. 13). 

In a research paper for the parliamentary library, Love (2021) explains that 

multiculturalism has been advanced by the Federal Government as a necessary component of 

Australia’s story. To this end, the Australian Multicultural Advisory Council was established 

in 2008 to advise government on approaches to social cohesion and engaging migrants in 

Australian society. ‘The People of Australia – Australia’s Multicultural Policy’ (Australian 

Government, 2011), launched by the Labor government in 2011, set out four key principles 

which were built around the benefits of trade and investment, cultural diversity, national unity, 

community harmony and democratic values. Themes of belonging, acceptance and 

understanding underpinned the principles. The government committed to an, “inclusive and 

socially cohesive society where everyone can participate in the opportunities that Australia 

offers and where government services are responsive to the needs of Australians from culturally 

and linguistically diverse backgrounds” (Australian Government, 2011, p. 6).  Immigration and 

the skills, energy, ingenuity and enterprise it brought, was to be celebrated. An important 

additional initiative to support the policy saw the establishment of a Multicultural Youth Sports 

Partnership Program aimed at linking young people from CALD backgrounds to sport and 

community organisations. 
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As with previous policies on immigrant settlement, the multicultural policy was beset 

with uncertainty about its durability. At a global level, Vertovec (2010a) questions the ongoing 

purpose of multicultural policies which have traditionally supported the cultural activities of 

community associations and promoted tolerance and respect for immigrants and ethnic 

minorities, among other groups. According to Vertovec (2010a), the goal of multiculturalism 

began to lose resonance in light of the poor socioeconomic standing of immigrant and ethnic 

minority groups and the changing nature of global migration, signalling a possible move 

towards post-multiculturalism. 

Stratton and Ang (1998) suggest multiculturalism to be a fiction promoted to the 

Australian population so, “they live in a harmonious, tolerant, and peaceful country where 

everyone is included and gets along” (p. 25). Meanwhile, Taylor and Toohey (1998) suggest 

the promotion of multiculturalism to organised sport in Australia has fallen on deaf ears: 

While the Federal Government has espoused multiculturalism for over 20 years, this 

approach has not been adopted by the sporting community. This includes government 

departments of sport, which have been largely unwilling to confront gender-based 

inequalities as they specifically apply to culturally diverse women in sport. Existing 

sporting structures and institutions promote the obsolete ethos of assimilation, rather 

than providing opportunities for cultural diversity, cultural identity and social justice 

(p. 88). 

Perhaps in light of such challenges to the viability of multiculturalism, McPherson (2010) 

indicates a twenty-first century post-multicultural integration policy may be at work and 

serving to push WRB, among others, to Australia’s social margins. McPherson suggests such 

a political shift will compound the impact of migration on refugees whose representation in 

policy has “historically rendered them invisible” (p. 551). According to Koleth (2010) it is 

argued in some quarters that Australia’s multicultural policy has worked against principles of 

integration and contributed to segregation. Okin (1999) similarly questions the benefits of a 

multicultural policy for women from cultural backgrounds who continue to be influenced by 

patriarchal structures and gender inequality norms after migration. 

Wille (2011) takes a positive position and suggests the move away from the White 

Australia policy in the mid-1970s to assimilation, integration and then multiculturalism has set 

Australia up to be “seen as a successful example of a multicultural society with high levels of 

social cohesion” (p. 186). With the release of ‘Multicultural Australia: United, Strong, 

Successful’, Australia’s Department of Home Affairs’ (Australian Government, 2017) has 



23 
 

reaffirmed a commitment to multiculturalism. The findings of the Scanlon Foundation 

Mapping Social Cohesion survey (Markus, 2018) indicate that Australians identify with 

Australia as an immigrant nation and recognise important benefits of immigration to the 

country. 

 An indelible question mark, however, loiters in the vicinity of multicultural policy. A 

senate select committee on strengthening multiculturalism was launched only a week after the 

launch of ‘Multicultural Australia: United, Strong, Successful’, and charged with finding ways 

to protect and strengthen Australia’s multiculturalism and social inclusion (Love, 2021). More 

recently, the Federal Minister for Immigration, Citizenship, Migrant Services and Multicultural 

Affairs has flagged a forthcoming revision of the multicultural position (Love, 2021). At state 

level, the Queensland Government introduced its first multicultural policy in 1993. The current 

multicultural policy, titled ‘Our story, our future’ (Queensland Government, 2018b), drives a 

number of initiatives which are outlined in a three-year Multicultural Action Plan (Queensland 

Government, 2019a). This document promotes an inclusive and united Queensland and support 

for people from culturally diverse backgrounds is listed as a key priority. 

 With a step-by-step review of the global refugee situation, Australia’s intake of 

refugees, and policy approaches to immigration now complete, the discussion turns next to 

sport organisations in Australia and their role within the societal landscape, starting with the 

part they have played historically in influencing gender roles in Australia. 

2.4 Historical Privilege and Gender Discrimination in Australian Sport 

Structured sport in Australia is a product of colonisation in the late 18th century. At that 

time, social practices and values which were expressed through organised sport reflected 

attitudes and traditions related to social status and class division among the colonised 

community (Vamplew & Stoddart, 1994). These practices were infused with physical activities 

which were linked to the idea of manliness and which, according to Cashman (1995), 

contributed to “the making of the Australian male” (p. 76). 

With its structures founded on white Anglo-Saxon male dominance, it was inevitable 

that men would become the self-appointed gatekeepers of sport involvement in Australia. As a 

result, the inclusion of women in sport was peripheral and trivialised with their participation 

controlled by males who restricted the extent of sporting engagement (Mosely, 1997). The 

participation of women, for example, was accepted in sports like archery, croquet, golf and 

tennis played on an individual, non-competitive basis. This controlling practice endured, as 

Stell (1991) outlines, with coverage (and therefore, acknowledgement) of women’s sport after 
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World War II only devoted to the sports of golf, tennis, swimming and athletics, “deemed 

appropriate for women’s sporting ambitions” (p. 233). Swimming, due in part to the structural 

segregation built into its facilities, was a sport where women made early inroads. It was the 

first sport where Australian women participated on a competitive level, and was even promoted 

in print media (Evans, 2016). Taylor (2001) points out, however, that such public discussion 

of the participation of women in competitive sport only took place in relation to their 

achievements in Olympic sports. This view is echoed by Stell’s (1991) observation that 

women’s sport was absent from the sport pages of newspapers unless they “were just too 

difficult to ignore” (p. 232). 

The wholesome, graceful image of the feminine woman was integral to the emergence 

of netball which was not permitted to encroach on the sporting domain of men (Mosely, 1997). 

The growth of netball in Australia was controlled by sport’s gatekeepers and as such was, 

“defined as non-contact; the skills required to play were perceived as simple and not too 

strenuous and the uniforms were respectable and quintessentially feminine” (Taylor, 2001, p. 

7). In such ways, organised sport has contributed to “the construction of the ideologies 

concerning the female body and the polarization of the sexes” (Trolan, 2013, p. 219). 

According to Bryson (1983), sport has perpetuated a perception of men as competent and 

women as inferior. Its early structures have endured and the absence of equality in Australia’s 

sporting space persevered to the dawn of the 21st century (Taylor & Toohey, 1998; Trolan, 

2013). 

The perpetuation of gender fixing myths nurtured by sport was supported initially 

through select documentation of sporting achievement. Referring to netball, Taylor (2001) 

says, “many of the early works on the history of Australian sports made little or no reference 

to this game or its participants; instead, they focussed on established male-dominated sports, 

such as the various football codes and cricket” (p. 2). This practice extended into mainstream 

media coverage of sport throughout the 20th century. By the 1990s, it was clear that women 

had “not been afforded equality with men in the sporting arena” (Taylor & Toohey, 1997, p. 

280).  

To summarise, Australia’s sporting space has an enduring history of male privilege, 

social status, and exclusivity (Cashman, 1995; Foley, Taylor, & Maxwell, 2011; Vamplew & 

Stoddart, 1994). This endurance is reflected, for example, in modern sport clubs which are 

structured to maintain in-and-out mechanisms that assess the suitability of prospective 

participants based on gender and cultural background (Tonts, 2005). In their examination of 
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gender and cultural diversity in Australian sport, Foley et al. (2011) lay bare the socio-political 

complexities at work in this context: 

Australia has a political and cultural history of privileging the Western, white male and 

marginalising all others, including women from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds. This chapter has illustrated that the institution of sport has both reinforced 

and reflected these historic patterns of privilege and marginalisation, but that sport has 

also demonstrated the potential to address these issues through the adoption of a social 

inclusion agenda (pp. 180-81). 

In his work on the origins of organised sport in Australia, Cashman (1995) recalls the 

participation in cricket by a group of women during the 1870s, a form of ‘intrusive’ 

involvement which provided women with an early platform for demonstrating how sport could 

be “used to reappraise social norms and roles” (p. 86). This example, in tandem with the 

optimistic note sounded by Foley and colleagues in relation to the potential of sport to address 

social issues, serves to guide this review of literature forward. In the next section, the structure 

of sport in Australia and how it works is contemplated. 

2.5 How Sporting Structures Work 

An optimistic perspective on the structures of sport is expressed by Jackson, Howes, 

Gupta, Doyle, and Waters (2005) who suggest sport is instilled with an important societal role 

by virtue of its core function to attract and maintain participants. In this connection, sport 

involvement is regularly related to notions of trust and belonging and working together for a 

collective reward. With this function, it is suggested, comes a duty to apply appropriate 

resources that enhance benefits of involvement and reduce constraints to involvement. The idea 

of community is related to this function. In their study of gender and cultural diversity in 

Australian sport, Foley et al. (2011) draw on McMillan’s conceptualisation of sense of 

community to understand how structures of sport can generate trust. McMillan (1996) says that 

a community has trust which can evolve into justice when it has order and authority based on 

principle, when it gives members the capacity to make decisions, and when its norms allow 

members to influence each other reciprocally. Related to the trust factor is the capacity for the 

structures of sport to lend themselves to development of trustworthy role models who can 

contribute to increased numbers of participating peers (Meier, 2015; Payne, Reynolds, Brown, 

& Fleming, 2003; Vescio, Taylor, & Toohey, 1999). This also points towards a platform for 

sport organisations to manage and control self-perpetuation through the use of the structures of 

sport. 
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In a study of sport and the resettlement of young people from refugee backgrounds, 

Jeanes et al. (2015) find sport organisations “prioritized their own interests, while 

simultaneously claiming to be working toward wider social inclusion and social justice 

agendas” (p. 495). Spaaij et al. (2014b) found diversity of inclusion was not widely promoted 

among community sport clubs even while it was promoted as an institutional value of sport 

organisations in Australia. By maintaining structures which have served its objectives to date, 

a sport organisation seeks to protect its historically privileged place in the wider community. 

Key to this is the ability of managers and coaches to control and manipulate discourse within 

and around the organisation (Spaaij, Knoppers, & Jeanes, 2020). Sport clubs are traditionally 

resistant to changing practice, ever inclined to ‘do it the way we always did it’. Importantly, 

this resistant gene can be triggered in the face of diversity by the anointed few at community 

sport level, as described by Spaaij et al. (2018): 

The influence of ‘old boys clubs’ – sometimes as a club committee – represented a 

further form of resistance which related to privilege and power. Ignorance and a lack 

of understanding about diversity initiatives among club members was another example, 

while a heavy reliance on individual but isolated champions of diversity within clubs 

was a subtle form of resistance in that values of diversity were embodied by individual 

club members rather than by the club as a whole (p. 291). 

Power relations are endemic to sporting structures, supported by a hierarchical architecture that 

controls access to the graded, often prestigious, positions within the structures. The hierarchical 

structures of sport, according to Spaaij, Magee, and Jeanes (2014a), incorporate dimensions of 

social exclusion which operate at different spatial levels. Spaaij and colleagues conceptualise 

social exclusion as a dynamic process “typically experienced in degrees rather than in all-or-

nothing forms” (p. 22) which erodes the rights of those targeted and restricts their access to 

resources. In her study of the experiences of CALD women participating in organised netball, 

Taylor (2004) finds a power-laden sport structure where access is protected and managed 

through systematic and subtle means of exclusion rather than explicit acts of racism. Taylor 

demonstrates how the structures of sport communities can impose expectations of cultural 

assimilation and conformity on new entrants.  

In exploring how constraints to involvement can be overcome by youths from refugee 

backgrounds, Block and Gibbs (2017) describe how a multicultural liaison officer working for 

a sport organisation can create a sense of inclusion by organising transport, and meeting with 

parents to explain sporting benefits and organisational norms like regular attendance and 

expectations around behaviour. This shows the potential for sport structures to be flexible with 
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existing positions or in the creation of new positions to advance the evolving objectives of 

organisations. This malleability of structure may, however, be associated with the ‘lower’ 

layers of structural hierarchies where the sporting stakes are not as high. 

In their study of structures of participation in sport, Eime et al. (2020) observe a shift 

towards a more even distribution of women across the sport sector in Australia. It is signalled 

by a decrease in the numbers of women in administration. It may be suggested the non-physical, 

non-prestigious administrative roles within the structures of sport are no longer assigned 

automatically to women. Eime et al. (2020) also highlight an underrepresentation of women in 

officiating roles in Queensland. Officiating, by its nature, is a position of symbolic power on 

the field of play. The low numbers of women referees and umpires, and the gendered challenges 

encountered by women who are appointed to these roles (Rawlings & Anderson, 2021) suggest 

positions of power built into the structures of sport are constant but may not be as readily 

available as relatively ‘powerless’ positions such as administrative roles. This suggestion 

necessarily prompts a question about the lived reality of ‘more even’ distribution of women in 

sport and which positions, if any, women take up as more males take up administrative roles. 

It may be argued that women and girls in Australia have taken up significant numbers 

of high-profile positions in sport during the past decade, where they have gained attention, 

adoration and reward. The sporting structures which were used to grant privileges to males and 

construct ideas of manliness have increasingly been used to position sporting superstars like 

Ellyce Perry (cricket) and Sam Kerr (soccer) in the public limelight and influential, high-

powered leaders like Peggy O’Neal (Australian Rules Football) and Raelene Castle (National 

Rugby League) in executive boardrooms. 

Willson et al. (2018) use recent events in the Australian Football League (AFL) to show 

that the domination of discourse does not have to be in the hands of previously incumbent male 

leaders, stating, “despite the noted historical resistance to and the previous lack of a female 

presence in the AFL, it is the women themselves who are leading the way in changing the 

conversations and understandings of inclusivity, gendered identity, and sport” (p. 1716, italics 

added). Willson and colleagues identify sport and its structures as a theoretically contested 

space where social justice can be achieved for a previously marginalised group (i.e., women). 

They show how women have not only disturbed the nature of practice previously uncontested 

within the sport’s structures, but have also created a testing ground for sport to examine “how 

far Australia as a society still needs to go to provide socially just sporting spaces” (p. 1716).  

Even in light of such significant upward mobility within the structures of sport, 

Kalman-Lamb and Abdel-Shehid (2017) and Pavlidis (2018) suggest it is both timely and 
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important to refocus critiques on the exclusionary functions of the same structures. Kalman-

Lamb and Abdel-Shehid (2017) write: 

While we do not wish to discount or dismiss the heroic contribution individual women 

have made in sport, we maintain our emphasis on the terrain that enabled such 

contributions. Without a focus on structure as at least in part co-constitutive, it would 

be impossible for historians or sociologists of social inclusion to note how women’s 

sport has emerged and why it has taken certain forms both in the past and present (p. 

161). 

Pavlidis (2018) also concentrates on sport structures and highlights the effects on inclusion of 

sport fields, clubhouses, changing rooms, boardrooms and stadiums. She says these “are more 

than vehicles of this thing called sport: they are implicated in what sport is and, importantly, in 

how sport feels and in what it can do” (p. 350). 

It is suggested therefore that, despite noteworthy advances in the involvement of 

women and girls more broadly, the structures of sport continue to accommodate the possibility 

of inequality and exclusion, backed by accomplice institutions in wider society. One such 

structure is the media which, according to Fink (2015), Sherry, Osborne, and Nicholson (2016) 

and Trolan, (2013) retains a propensity for gendered commentary that fixes the social position 

of women. McLachlan (2019) suggests this effect is enabled by a failure to learn from the past. 

In their examination of print media sport reporting in Victoria, Australia, Bohnet and 

Klugman (2020) observe the power of the media to perpetuate or oppose discriminatory norms 

which “reflect shared expectations and informal rules about how people should behave” (p. 3). 

They note the use of gendered language is now infrequent in sport reports about women, but 

also find a low level of media coverage of women in sport which they suggest may contribute 

to reduced involvement of women and girls. This suggests progress on this front has been 

decidedly slow since a survey of newspapers in Australia’s capital cities in 1984 revealed that, 

on average, 1.3% of available space in sport sections covered women in sport (Stell, 1991). 

Wrench and Garrett (2018) point to the potential for online sport media to change or 

reinforce thinking in relation to women and sport, and to inform people’s understanding not 

only about themselves but about women, race and ‘whiteness’. It is argued that online media 

coverage of prominent women’s sport such as AFLW, the Matildas (Australia’s national 

women’s soccer team) and Super Netball can transform old discourse into new truths where 

women are associated with strength, physicality, aggression and skill. Wrench and Garrett 

(2018) draw attention, however, to the privileging of ‘white’ bodies in the promotion of women 

in sport by media and by the sports themselves. Male-dominant and exclusive sporting 
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structures are also maintained by low levels of remuneration for women, lack of legislation for 

gender equality in sport and under-representation of women (Burton, 2015; Eime et al., 2020; 

Gacka, 2017; Wrench & Garrett, 2018). 

In her analysis of media coverage celebrating the achievements of women in Australian 

sport, McLachlan (2019) suggests the positive narratives in relation to gender, sport and social 

change which are associated with such high-profile progress may not accurately represent 

reality. She argues that contemporary headlines about boom times and breakthrough years for 

women’s sport published from 2015 to 2017 ignore the lessons of history which demonstrate 

the short-lived impact of previous boom times and breakthrough years. “Women still face 

discrimination, exploitation, and abuse in sport and therefore to make claims that such a utopian 

moment has been reached is unqualified” (McLachlan, 2019, p. 9). 

In her history of Australian women in sport, Stell (1991) recalls periods in the 1930s 

and 1980s when the emergence of women working as professional sport journalists initially 

“kept the issues of women’s sport constantly before the readers and listeners, never missing an 

opportunity to promote their cause. They treated their sport in a serious fashion” (p. 232). 

However, their influence was undermined by other forms of media where men dominated. In 

local cinemas in the 1930s, newsreel was used to trivilise the achievements of women in sport 

and, thereby, put women “back in their ‘proper’ place” (p. 231). In the 1980s, as the age of 

television evolved, the focus of discussion in relation to women’s sport ranged from fashion 

and gossip to the use of sexually exploitative images. Thus, even as a new dawn for coverage 

of and interest in women’s sport appeared on society’s horizon, a tendency to default to age-

old norms and practices driven by male privilege undermined initial progress. 

The research literature provides evidence of a sporting landscape in Australia which 

may promote principles of egalitarianism and shared access, but which appears to undermine 

these very principles in its structural practices. Its defining modus operandi with respect to 

women is articulated comprehensively by Rowe and Gayo (2020) in a recent book which 

examines Australian culture, social division and inequality in the field of sport: 

Sport participation helps to define class differences, while at the same time it 

contributes to the gendered division which, given the strategic celebration of sport as a 

symbol of quintessential Australianness, allocates to men the prime role of the 

collective hero in the national narrative. This gendered mythos positions women in a 

range of subordinate ways, including as hidden, marginalised, ‘bit players’ or as 

occasional sporting heroines (p. 108). 
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In the context of this research study and its focus on refugee women with multicultural 

backgrounds, the idea of sport as a symbol of Australianness indicates just one among 

numerous challenges WRB are likely to encounter when engaging with sport. The idea of 

Australianness also invokes the role of government and its use of sport; this is discussed in the 

next section. 

2.6 Sport as a Tool of Government 

Sport emerged as a valuable tool for advancing government agendas in the 19th century 

(Coalter, 2007b). As participation in sport and physical exercise was seen to improve the 

quality of life of an emerging urban working class, it offered government a mechanism to 

“create a new civic culture” (Coalter, 2007b, p. 8). Participation in government-sanctioned 

sport was interpreted as an affirmation of citizenship with non-participation potentially viewed 

as a threat to social stability. Spaaij (2011) observes the potential for such a political philosophy 

to be perpetuated in sport programs with worthy social objectives but which simultaneously 

aim to ‘civilize’ target groups. A modern illustration may be observed where CALD women 

use sport as a way to adhere to Australian norms or to learn the norms of the host community 

(Taylor, 2004; Taylor & Toohey, 1998). These are among the social benefits to which 

politicians draw attention when promoting sport participation in relation to refugee 

communities (Ley, Karus, Wiesbauer, Rato Barrio, & Spaaij, 2020). 

The notion of “recreation as welfare” emerged from the 1970s and, with it, the idea of 

sport as an individual right (Coalter, 2007b). With this ‘right’ to the forefront in the minds of 

the wider populace, governments could capitalise in terms of improved community health and 

reduced crime rates. In this way, Coalter (2007b) exposes the in-built contribution of sport 

clubs to health policy goals and why it is a priority for governments to maintain levels of sport 

participation. This in-built contribution lines up with the assertion of participation as a key 

policy aim of sport around the world, as observed by Eime et al. (2020). It also relates directly 

to the stated purpose of the Australian Sports Commission (ASC), the Australian Government 

agency responsible for supporting and investing in sport, “to increase participation in organised 

sport and continued international sporting success (Australian Government, 2021b, p. 6). 

In this context, an Independent Sport Panel was set up in 2008 by the Federal Minister 

for Sport to examine how well prepared was the Australian sport system for future challenges. 

Reforms proposed in the resultant report were wide-ranging and presented across eight 

chapters, including on how to ensure the sport system is accessible to one and all. Nine key 
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areas were identified in this respect including women taking leadership roles in sport and 

welcoming and providing appropriate access for migrant communities. The report also stated: 

If sport contributes to the nation’s health and community cohesion, a key task for sports 

policy makers and administrators is to address the factors and, in some cases, the 

barriers that prevent participation. The ageing of the population and the growth of 

immigration is significantly changing the Australian demographic. This requires 

strategic focus and provides opportunities for innovation across the sport system. These 

demographic changes will require new and different approaches and an understanding 

of where sport fits in the spectrum of entertainment and leisure (Australian 

Government, 2009, p. 36). 

Government initiatives to increase sport participation through support for national 

sporting organisations and targeted campaigns may be understood in terms of this public health 

context. For example, it can be observed in Sport 2030 (Australian Government, 2018), which 

states, “women and girls are less likely to be active in ways which maintain or improve their 

health compared to men and boys” (p. 20). Among the least active members of the population 

identified in Sport 2030 are groups from CALD backgrounds, regional areas and low-income 

households. Table 2.3 (see page 33) presents a selection of Federal Government, State 

Government, National Sport Organisation (NSO) and State Sport Organisation (SSO) 

initiatives and strategies which may be seen as opportunities for increased participation and 

pipelines to elite success. Management of discourse around sport is enhanced where 

governments provide evidence to the population of the value of sport both in terms of success 

on the international stage and its impact across different aspects of the social agenda (Coalter, 

2007b). McLachlan (2019), however, questions the longevity and far-reaching effect of such 

initiatives and the discourse around them. She chronicles historical initiatives at different levels 

of government in Australia, which were aimed at boosting access to and involvement in sport, 

and suggests short-term shelf life for these intitiatives despite well-founded campaigns with 

notable support. A telling example, where McLachlan draws on an article in Australian 

Women’s Weekly in 1979, is set out in the following extract: 

It is important to point out how quickly the 1980 Fit to Play conference has been 

forgotten. This conference was devised by the Women’s Advisory Council and claimed 

to be the first national conference of its type. In an article celebrating the conference, it 

is claimed that “the conference will seek to give women a better deal where sport is 

concerned, break down myths and barriers that preclude women from participating in 

sport, shake up the administration of women’s sport and hammer for an increase in 
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media coverage, government funding and private sponsorship” (McLachlan, 2019, p. 

19; citing Australian Women’s Weekly, 1979). 

In drawing attention to emerging initiatives to make sport accessible for women in low socio-

economic communities, Raw (2020) points towards potentially positive outcomes like 

supporting rehabilitation of women in prison and building the self-esteem of homeless women. 

Raw’s work illustrates sport’s practical value to Australian governments and also signals a need 

to understand sport within the broader socio-political context when investigating the influence 

of its structures (Taylor, 2004). 

The extent of sport’s influence is evident in the central role it holds in Australian lives. 

Sport is a focal point for social engagement with 8.4 million adults and 3 million children 

participating each year (Hughes et al., 2020). Up to 8 million Australians attend sport events 

in Australia each year, with 220,000 employed and 1.8 million volunteering in the sport space 

(Hughes et al., 2020). In their examination of an Australia Institute of Sport (AIS) framework 

to inform the resumption of sport in a post-Covid society, Hughes et al. (2020) highlight the 

importance of sport participation to physical, psychological and emotional health of 

participants. 

In a report on the economic, social and health impacts of sport activity prepared for the 

Queensland Fitness, Sport and Recreation Skills Alliance, Adept Economics (2019) estimates 

the benefits of sport and recreation to be worth $18 billion in economic and social terms to the 

state. Health, civic benefits, social justice, and national and state pride are among the key areas 

which benefit from the involvement of one in six Queenslanders in sport (Adept Economics, 

2019). Hughes et al. (2020) also highlight the importance of sport to the education system, 

healthcare and building cohesive communities. 

The key sport policy aim of participation, observed by Eime et al. (2020), is twin-

pronged and includes community level participation which is concerned with health and social 

wellbeing, and elite performance participation. A government tendency towards policy in 

favour of elite participation is observed by Green (2004) and Houlihan (2000) to have emerged 

in the late 20th century. This view is supported by Eime et al. (2015) who note investment in 

sport has tended to prioritise elite performance over community participation in their study of 

sport’s influence on health-enhancing physical exercise in Australia. Sport played at elite level 

is watched by national and international audiences. It has the potential to showcase countries 

and states in a positive light, while also generating the sense among spectators that governments 

are meeting goals (Houlihan & Green, 2007). 
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Table 2.3 

Strategies and Initiatives relevant to this Research Study 

Organisation Strategy Description Relevance 

Australian 

Government 

(2021b) 

Corporate 

Plan 2021-

2025 

Constructed on pillars of 

increased involvement, elite 

achievement, domestic and 

international recognition, and 

a thriving sector, the plan 

targets increased involvement 

and inclusion by enabling 

sport organisations to deliver 

attractive sport experiences 

for all. 

Government-driven 

plan which aims to 

raise awareness about 

benefits of sport, drive 

inclusion and support 

organisations to 

provide for different 

groups. 

Australian 

Government 

(2018)  

 

Sport 2030 – 

Participation, 

Performance, 

Integrity, 

Industry 

A vision for sport and 

physical activity, planned 

across a 12-year period with 

the aim of making Australia 

the world’s most active and 

healthy nation, known for 

sporting integrity and 

success. 

Government driven 

plan to prioritise 

health-related goals of 

sport participation 

alongside those of 

elite sport success. 

Australian 

Government 

(2012, cited by 

Spaaij, 2012b) 

Multicultural 

Youth Sports 

Partnership 

Program 

A part of Australia’s 

multicultural policy which 

aims to create sustainable 

opportunities for youth, aged 

30 or under, from CALD 

backgrounds to participate in 

sport and physical activity 

within local communities 

Demonstrates 

sustained government 

investment through an 

annual initiative to 

support sport 

involvement. 

Queensland 

Government 

(2019b) 

Activate! 

Queensland 

2019-2029 

 

10-year program with 

cohabiting elite and 

participation targets aimed at 

empowering Queenslanders 

to improve health and 

wellbeing through enjoyable 

physical activity. 

Seeks to drive cultural 

change at all levels of 

sport, including the 

100% achievement of 

gender equity in 

Queensland sport 

organisations. 

Queensland 

Government 

(2022a) 

You for 2032 Sport talent identification 

program bidding to find 

young athletes who can win 

Olympic medals at Brisbane 

2032. 

Demonstrates 

government-driven 

pathways to elite sport 

for women and girls in 

Queensland. 

Queensland 

Government 

(2022b) 

Active 

Industry 

Project Fund 

Government fund to generate 

opportunities for active 

involvement in community 

sport. 

Seeks to enable 

community-driven 

involvement which 

leads to active, healthy 

lives. 

Queensland 

Government 

(2018c) 

Get in the 

Game 

2018-20 

An initiative incorporating a 

$100 million suite of 

programs to support 

Includes a ‘female 

facilities program’ 
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grassroots sport and 

recreation. 

Queensland 

Government 

(Macdonald, 

Cook, Nisbet, 

Hooper, & 

Keating, 2013) 

Start Playing 

Stay Playing 

Extended initiative to build 

insights into sport 

participation of women and 

girls which has been 

developed into an annual 

excellence in sport awards 

event along with grant-

funding programs and a 

complementary Join the 

Movement campaign. 

Sustained focus on 

promoting women and 

girls to become active 

and healthy, while also 

supporting initiatives 

which are 

inclusionary. 

 

Victoria 

University 

(2019) 

Australian 

Women in 

Sport 

Advisory 

Group 

Industry leadership strategy, 

involving the CEO of Sport 

Australia, which discusses 

the current state of women in 

sport and seeks to guide 

funding bodies and related 

government decisions on 

positioning of women in 

sport in 2032. 

Identifying priorities 

of women in sport, 

including gender 

equality, this initiative 

seeks out innovative 

organisational 

approaches. 

Football 

Queensland 

(2019) 

Strategic Plan 

2020-22: 

Anytime, 

Anywhere 

Building on an enhanced 

understanding of 

opportunities it can provide, 

the organisation is dedicated 

to improving the experience 

for all involved in football in 

Queensland during a three-

year period. 

Among its stated 

priorities is the 

development of 

infrastructure and 

pathways that embrace 

the potential of 

women and girls in 

football. 

In this way it generates national and state pride in the community and is often said to 

contribute to increased participation at community level (Adept Economics, 2019; Grix & 

Carmichael, 2012). This latter contention is contested in the literature, with Veal, Toohey, & 

Frawley (2012, 2019), for example, raising doubts about claims of a ‘trickle-down effect’ 

triggered by hosting major sport events. Sport is also used, in the elite context, to generate soft 

power which is a diplomatic tool used by governments in international relations (Grix & Lee, 

2013). 

A key motivation for governments that instrumentalise sport in this fashion is its high 

visibility and adaptability as a resource (Green & Houlihan, 2005). This positions the 

Australian Government strongly because of the power it has to deliver free-to-air television 

broadcasts of major sporting events and its powerful sanctioning role in the construction of the 

infrastructure needed for the digital technology which has revolutionised sport spectatorship 

since the turn of the century (Gayo & Rowe, 2018; Turner, 2007). 
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Green (2004) observes a “subtle framing of policy discourse by government and 

government agencies” (p. 381) which has led to elite sport objectives gradually assuming 

increased priority over other posited objectives of sport participation such as its contribution to 

community cohesion and social inclusion. He suggests that a government focus on 

development of elite sport also serves to nurture the emergence of discourse that privileges 

elite performance. This kind of discourse implies policy to increase participation at community 

level may be about the creation of a pipeline for the development of untapped talent on the 

margins of society (Green, 2004). 

 In this connection, Coalter (2007b) points out the importance of creating suitable, 

perhaps basic conditions to enable increased participation among those who are “socially 

marginal and consistently under-participating” (p. 13). Where sporting role models are 

developed, Lyle (2009) observes a need for policymakers to customise messaging to non-

participating individuals in ways that are different to messaging for existing participants. If 

such innovative approaches are not taken, the ‘opportunities’ that are created by ‘pipeline 

initiatives’ end up in the hands of those already active in sport. In a country where sport is 

associated with privilege and exclusivity, Foley et al. (2011) stress the importance of 

government-led strategies in “reducing marginalisation and providing more opportunities, 

respect, power and honour for women from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds” 

(p. 182). 

Sport is often seen as an instrumental with the potential to contribute to social 

integration. A helpful understanding of social integration is provided by Elling et al. (2001) 

who suggestion “a functional perspective of social integration refers to the blending of different 

social groups and/or persons in a society, institution, or organization [and] can refer both to an 

ongoing process and to a desired situation” (p. 433, parentheses added). This view of sport’s 

potential is premised on the notion that social inclusion and social cohesion can be generated 

through sport involvement (Block & Gibbs, 2017; Ekholm, 2019; Hoye & Nicholson, 2009; 

Jeanes et al., 2015; Spaaij, 2012). The potential impact of government-influenced sport in this 

context is evident at the various tiers of government. It is signalled in a report on megatrends 

shaping the sport sector produced for the ASC by the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 

Research Organisation (CSIRO). Under a section subtitled ‘More than sport’, Hajkowicz, 

Cook, Wilhelmseder, and Boughen (2013) state, “if managed properly, [sport] can be an 

effective mechanism to help achieve social inclusion for marginalised groups and reduce crime 

rates. Sport can also build bridges to other countries and achieve overseas aid, peace, 

development and foreign policy objectives” (p. 2, parentheses added).  
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A similar tone is taken in a paper on cultural diversity and the role of sport published 

on the Clearinghouse for Sport platform where leading sport agencies in Australia share 

knowledge. Here, Hume (2015) explores a role for sport in building inclusive communities, 

contributing to positive settlement outcomes, promoting social inclusion and shaping patterns 

of community identification and community belonging. This view of sport is effectively 

rubberstamped in the United Kingdom with the addition of leisure (incorporating sport) to 

markers and means of integration in the ‘Home Office Indicators of Integration’ framework 

(Ndofor-Tah et al., 2019). 

A cohesive role for sport as viewed from state government level is evident in the 

following, where the Government of West Australia (2016) sets out its position on inclusive 

participation in sport:  

Sport is widely regarded as a core component of inclusion in Australian communities 

through its ability to engage people from a variety of backgrounds. Taking part with 

others in mutually enjoyable sporting activities or as part of a club is a way of forming 

and maintaining relationships. It can contribute to social inclusion and a sense of 

belonging and promote trust, cooperation and tolerance. The continual adaption and 

innovation of programs and services can deliver more diverse participation 

opportunities (e.g., new environments, scheduling variations, sport product variations 

and new pursuits) (paras. 9-10). 

In an examination of social capital in sport policies, Hoye and Nicholson (2009) find it is not 

uncommon for the role of sport to be conceptualised in socially positive terms and suggest state 

governments in Australia may be guided by a belief that sport “binds Australian communities, 

maximizes social cohesion and minimizes social isolation and dislocation” (p. 452). They 

guard against unsophisticated and overly positive views of sport’s role. According to Northcote 

and Casimiro (2009), policies and programs developed by governments for integrative 

purposes are subject to “disjunctures” (p. 174), meaning the objectives and relevance of 

policies and programs are not necessarily shared by participants and policy makers.  

Elling, De Knop, and Knoppers (2001) suggest the meanings of sport involvement in 

terms of integration cannot be subject to a singular, blanket interpretation but depends on which 

social groups are involved in which specific sports and the form of social integration. They 

describe three forms, namely structural integration, socio-cultural integration and socio-

affective integration. Where the specific needs and interests of refugees are not considered in 

the development of widely accessible sport programs, the programs can have a one-way, top-
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down dynamic (Agergaard, 2018; Elling et al., 2001; Refugee Council of Australia, 2010; 

Simonsen & Ryom, 2021. 

The inclusive view of the role of sport is a contentious one, with concerns of a lack of 

evidence that it works raised by Block and Gibbs (2017), Coalter (2007a), Harris and Adams 

(2016) and Long and Sanderson (2001). Cortis (2009) points out the potential for equity and 

inclusion to be low on the list for leading Australian sport organisations in the absence of 

corresponding policy initiatives. Olliff (2008) questions sport’s effectiveness as a tool for 

integration and advances the involvement of multiple stakeholders and the need for a range of 

strategies as an obstacle which requires the input of government with a dedicated funding 

stream to support sustainable programs. Spaaij (2012a) questions the practical reach of policy-

led initiatives to induce a genuine concern about issues of cultural diversity on sport fields, a 

perspective supported by Jeanes et al. (2015) when observing that “tension … exists between 

policy rhetoric and the experiences of refugees who can find accessing mainstream sports 

opportunities problematic” (p. 481). 

Considerable critical reflection is required on the part of policymakers to address this 

impasse (Green, 2005; Smith, Spaaij, & McDonald., 2019; Spaaij, Broerse, Oxford, & 

Luguetti, 2021). According to Eime et al. (2020) the development of sport policy needs to 

consider Australia’s changing landscape of participation, with sport clubs and providers 

required to take a big picture perspective on how the delivery of sport affects different people. 

Eime and colleagues suggest policymakers develop umbrella policies that bring private 

providers into play who can cater effectively for sections of society not traditionally 

accommodated by mainstream sport clubs. In a study of inclusive activities for refugees in 

voluntary sport clubs in Germany, Tuchel, Burrmann, Nobis, Michelini, and Schlesinger 

(2021) find no evidence of uniform guidelines for inclusion. In their absence Tuchel and 

colleagues observe different practices across the sporting landscape that are creative and 

unconventional. They highlight the need for committed club members to ignite inclusive 

practices. According to Elling et al. (2001), however, this type of initiative may be difficult to 

bring about where the socio-cultural climate is shaped by a dominant group that welcomes 

people with different ideas “as long as they assimilate within the existing situation” (p. 418). 

In a study of sport organisations in relation to increased involvement of women, 

Hanlon, Millar, Doherty, and Craike (2019) propose capacity-building as a process of planned 

change which takes place with an understanding of a club’s social context and which responds 

to sociocultural changes to a club’s surrounding environment. A broader application of critical 

awareness by policy makers, according to Vasta (2007), involves the application of principles 
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inherent to the prevailing multicultural policy. Vasta (2007) argues a principle of social 

equality and participation requires government policies to, 

… ensure that immigrants have access to various rights, for example, anti-

discrimination, equal opportunity and services delivered in ways that match the needs 

of different groups; and secondly, empowerment in the sense that immigrants need to 

acquire cultural capital (main language, cultural knowledge, ability to switch codes) 

and human capital (education, vocational training) needed to participate in the receiving 

society (p. 734). 

Critical awareness, according to Spaaij et al. (2021), means sport is delivered with attention 

given to all aspects of its structure, including those which encourage assimilation, integration, 

marginalisation or segregation. Smith et al. (2019) observe that policy not informed by critical 

thinking can impose assimilative structures to sport initiatives which produce associated forms 

of cultural capital. They stress the important role of policy makers and, by extension, sport 

managers, in creating opportunities through sport for CALD migrants to “develop different 

forms of cultural capital, which will benefit the participant in various ethno-cultural contexts” 

(p. 856). In the creation of structured opportunities for the production of valuable cultural 

capital, Coalter (2007b) also observes the importance of developing cultural capital more than 

financial capital among prospective participants that enables their involvement in sport 

organisations the first place. It is suggested that this level of critical detail is crucial to 

informing the development of policy which accounts for meaningful involvement of WRB 

within the structures of Australian sport. Understanding the key characteristics of WRB is 

important in this respect, and these will be explored in the next section. 

2.7 Exploring the Characteristics of WRB 

Dandy and Pe-Pua (2015) observe “a failure to distinguish refugees from other migrants 

in most studies” (p. 343). In approaching this section and how to characterise WRB, due 

consideration is given to whether WRB are also Muslim, CALD, migrant, minority or 

marginalised, and what characteristics set them apart as refugees. The following examples 

drawn from research literature also serve to show why it is useful to not only think about 

refugees as a distinct migrant or minority group, but also the potential epistemological value in 

inquiring about groups within refugee groups. 

In their study of sport as a means of integrating women from minority backgrounds, 

Walseth and Fasting (2004) suggest there is value in narrowing the research focus to capture 

the diversity among women using categories of African, Asian and Muslim. Meanwhile, 



39 
 

Vergani et al. (2021) delve into the different groupings within a single ethnic community in 

their study of Afghan refugee women resettling in Melbourne, Victoria. They focus on the 

experiences of women who migrated before the age of 18 and those who were older, and they 

observe noteworthy differences in marriage profiles of two separate groups within the same 

ethnic group. In an examination of employment pathways for adolescent refugees resettling in 

Australia, Nunn, McMichael, Gifford, & Correa-Valez (2014) establish “a complex and 

dynamic set of biographical, social and structural factors” (p. 1218) that have to be negotiated 

which set this group apart in some ways from adult refugees. 

Alternatively, while the psychological impact of insecure legal status is known to curtail 

the broad capacity for migrants to connect socially (Wessendorf & Phillimore, 2019), 

Momartin et al. (2006) draw attention to the variability of its impact on the mental health of 

people from the same ethnic background depending on whether they hold a permanent or 

temporary protection visa. Momartin and colleagues observe, “the uncertainty and lack of 

access to assistance which accompanies temporary protection status may compound the effects 

of prolonged detention” (p. 357). Refugees are migrants but they are forced migrants who have 

not had the chance to plan their move overseas and consider whether they have education, 

training or experience that will be valued in the host country (Colic-Peisker & Walker, 2003). 

The refugee experience has traumatic effects on women, initiated by insecurity and 

persecution in country of origin, and added to by the impact on physical and mental health of 

the period of transition and uncertainty. Detention can be marked by squalid conditions, sexual 

violence, subordination and uncertainty (Momartin et al., 2006; Pittaway & Pittaway, 2004). 

The refugee camp is a social setting where the label ‘refugee woman’ is attached to women 

(Pittaway & Pittaway, 2004) and becomes a marker of exploitability and vulnerability, and an 

instrument of disempowerment which determines how women are regarded and treated 

(Medecins Sans Frontieres, 2018; Pittaway & Pittaway, 2004). According to Pittaway and Rees 

(2006), it is estimated that the majority of WRB are routinely raped and sexually abused in 

refugee camps. 

Krause (2014) suggests the potential for positive change for some WRB in detention 

camps when the patriarchal structures in country of origin are put behind them and 

displacement creates an opportunity to negotiate new gender roles. Milner and Khawaja (2010) 

observe the opportunity that resettlement may offer WRB to extend this experience with a 

greater sense of independence reflected by entering the workforce. Krause, however, 

acknowledges the gendered processes of displacement and resettlement, and notes the potential 

for WRB to be disempowered as much as be empowered. Liberation may be compromised by 
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a lack of support and structure to deal with increased burdens as a parent. For some WRB the 

increased responsibilities that come with resettlement mean they have to sacrifice their own 

futures (Kibreab, 1995). 

During resettlement, women from refugee backgrounds can face complex issues of 

isolation and insecurity (Casimiro, Hancock, & Northcote, 2007) which are linked to 

depression, anxiety, fearfulness, low self-esteem and feeling suicidal (Phillimore, 2011; Rees 

& Pease, 2007). Many have lost family members and loved ones (Palmer, 2009) and with little 

or no prospect of a return to country of origin, they struggle to look forward and see a new life 

in the future (Phillimore, 2011). WRB are also particularly at risk of domestic violence (Rees 

& Pease, 2007). In addition, the levels of discrimination and racism they experience exceed 

levels encountered by other migrants and ethnic minorities (Smyth & Kum, 2010).  

McPherson (2010) articulates a social justice concern about the “compounding effects” 

(p. 551) of an integration policy that positions WRB on the margins of society or represents 

them as lacking agency and in need of charity. Butler (2005) highlights the shortcomings of 

discourse which aligns WRB with the idea of being a burden, saying it, “constructs refugees as 

passive recipients of welfare rather than acknowledging their resources, resilience and capacity 

for self-care” (p. 148). It is in this context, with WRB bearing physical and/or psychological 

scars of trauma, that the idea of sport involvement may or may not be contemplated during 

resettlement. 

Resettlement in a host country is a time when adaptability, resilience and 

resourcefulness are applied by WRB to restoring dignity, expressing self-identity and 

contributing to society (Kibreab, 1995; Smyth & Kum, 2010; Wille, 2011). Bartolemei, Eckert, 

and Pittaway (2014) say little is known about how previous incidents of risk and human rights 

abuses may affect women during resettlement, however family fears around safety may, for 

example, restrict social activities and incline parents not to allow their children to participate 

in sport (Olliff, 2008). Finding work, a home and schools for their children – key markers of 

integration according to Ager and Strang (2008) - take precedence for WRB. 

Integration goals are often pursued in the face of adversity from the host community. 

Colic-Peisker and Walker (2003) point out that refugee groups can feel exposed by the ‘void’ 

classification of refugee, filled with unease while culturally distant from the local population. 

In social settings like education and employment, concerns about racism and discrimination 

can have an isolating impact which undermines expected experiences of integration (Marlowe, 

Nilsson, & Lyons, 2013). As part of an exploratory study in Southeast Queensland, Hebbani, 

Obijiofor and Bristed (2013) find that Sudanese women who were former refugees “leant 
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towards separation” (p. 158) meaning they were less inclined to engage with people outside 

their ethnic group. 

Neither is the way forward enabled for WRB by experienced role models, the absence 

of which is linked by Lipson and Miller (1994) with stresses and conflicts experienced during 

resettlement. In these circumstances, suggest Gomez-Estern and de la Mata Benitez (2013), 

they are charged with adopting suitable tools to help them adapt to their new circumstances. 

One such tool may be sport. However, the potential use of sport as an adaptive tool is restricted, 

as will be outlined in the next section which considers constraints to sport involvement. 

2.8 Constraints to Sport Involvement 

Constraints are among three key themes identified by Spaaij et al. (2021) in their 

examination of previous research on refugee settlement and sport for development. A review 

of related literature revealed a number of prominent categories which are used to explain the 

constraints to sport participation experienced by refugees. The list of category titles includes 

structural, systemic, societal, access, sociocultural, cultural, organisational, personal, 

physiological, practical and financial, and mediating. While these categories overlap and 

incorporate the same characteristics in varying contexts, they may be logically clustered as per 

below. In the context of this review, the first two categories emerge as predominant and will 

be the focus of this discussion. 

• Structural, System, Societal, Access, Organisational 

• Sociocultural, Cultural 

• Personal, Practical and financial, Physiological, Mediating 

The first category, which will be referred to as structural constraints hereafter, may be 

observed both from a broad perspective and with a narrow gaze. In the case of the former, it 

refers to societal structures which have a bearing on the involvement of refugees in sport. In 

her investigation of sport’s role in supporting young refugee people to ‘settle well’ in Australia, 

Olliff (2008) says these are the education and employment pathways on offer to refugees, the 

accessibility of housing and health services, the prevailing justice system and the societal 

engagement with diversity. How efficiently a resettling refugee navigates those parts of society 

will have a bearing on sport involvement. Similarly, government policy represents another 

structural factor that may constrain or enable sport involvement (Spaaij et al., 2021), while the 

system of beliefs within a cultural community is another significant constraint that may be 

described as structural (Spaaij, 2013). At a meta level, the quality of collaboration and 
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communication between refugee support agencies and sport organisations can influence 

participation (Spaaij et al., 2021). 

 When a narrow gaze is applied to structural constraints, the relevant issues are more 

practical and experiential. These include practices within a sport club, the diversity of its 

membership and if it offers flexible schedules or safe spaces for the participation of refugees 

(Cortis, Sawrikar, & Muir, 2007; Morgan, 2007). With refugees in mind, this category of 

constraint is also concerned with the design and funding of programs which enable refugee 

involvement, ensuring programs are religiously appropriate and culturally sensitive to the 

needs of refugees, and endeavouring to sustain the program rather than stage a one-off event 

which can be a deterrent to continued involvement (Block & Gibbs, 2017; Olliff, 2008; Spaaij 

et al., 2021; Taylor & Toohey, 1998). From the perspective of individual refugees, structural 

constraints are experienced in terms of access to facilities, transport, associated costs, 

scheduling, and access to information about sport programs or clubs (Cortis et al., 2007; 

Refugee Council of Australia, 2010). Cortis and Muir (2007) include language in discussions 

of access constraints, highlighting its role as an impediment for new arrivals and older WRB 

who are less likely to speak English than young WRB. 

 An important perspective in this respect is advanced by Taylor and Toohey (1999) in 

their investigation of the nexus incorporating sport, gender and cultural diversity. 

Representatives of sport providers focus on the communities of CALD women when describing 

obstacles encountered by the organisations. Where the women were discouraged from sport by 

members of their ethnic culture or do not value sport, the representatives of sport organisations 

were reluctant to invest further time and resources into sport initiatives. This example 

demonstrates how structural constraints overlap with cultural constraints (the term ‘cultural 

constraints’ will represent the cultural and sociocultural categories hereafter), and how this 

overlap can impact in particular on the involvement of women. It also shows how opinions 

about the involvement of WRB can be formed by sport providers, indicating the importance of 

due consideration and reflection in planning programs for WRB. 

 Cultural constraints relate to the belief systems of ethnic communities made up of 

people from refugee backgrounds. Women that live by the norms and traditions of these 

communities regularly find themselves restricted from sport involvement. This can play out in 

three ways, (i) a clash of cultures; (ii) observing non-involvement norms; and, (iii) parental 

burden. A clash of cultures occurs when WRB engage with sport. In such circumstances, the 

cultural constraints are manifested when they have to deal with the competitive culture of 

Australian sport, the practice of alcohol consumption at sport events (Morgan, 2007; Olliff, 
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2008), with feeling uncomfortable, incompetent or stigmatised in a sport setting (Cortis et al., 

2007; Farello, Blom, Mulvihill, & Erickson, 2019), or when the norms of Australian sport 

require them to compromise on cultural beliefs about the physicality of a woman’s body as 

highlighted by Taylor and Toohey (1998). This latter form of cultural constraint arises when 

WRB are required to wear a sport uniform that they perceive as immodest. A clash of cultures 

is also evident during instances of racism in sport which are borne out of sport’s competitive 

DNA and disrespect which escalates into hostility and fears of abuse (Cortis et al., 2007; Spaaij, 

2013). Where racism occurs and is not addressed by organisers, a constraint is generated (Olliff, 

2008). 

 WRB regularly observe customs of non-involvement in sport. This cultural constraint 

is guided by a culturally driven mindset that sport is a male activity and it is not a priority for 

women (Olliff, 2008; Taylor & Toohey, 1998). As a result, WRB may lack intimate knowledge 

about the benefits of sport and therefore fail to encourage the involvement of their children in 

sport. However, in their government-supported investigation into how CALD women 

participate in sport and recreation, Cortis et al. (2007), find all of their respondents to be acutely 

aware of the health and social benefits to be gained, adding, “the women perceived that others 

in their communities may not recognise the benefits and opportunities, identifying a need to 

advertise existing culturally appropriate opportunities to participate, and expand the provision 

of facilities and women-only activities” (Cortis et al, 2007, p. 71). 

 WRB bear a significant parental burden during resettlement. Maung et al. (2021) 

suggest the dedication of WRB to family responsibilities and the wellbeing of their children 

may be a coping mechanism used to deal with the challenges of resettlement. It is described by 

Block and Gibbs (2017) as a heavy burden, often borne as single parents. Cortis et al. (2007) 

point to the limited leisure time available to mothers because of, “an unequal burden of 

childcare and household responsibilities [which] was seen to make it easier for men than 

women to participate” (p. 9, parentheses added). The parental burden involves a number of 

interrelated facets. The intense focus of mothers on the future lives of their children in the host 

country means mothers are likely to prioritise education and employment for their children at 

the expense of leisure activities such as sport (Block & Gibbs, 2017; Olliff, 2008). The lack of 

support for sport involvement may function as a constraint for future involvement of young 

WRB, their daughters. 

According to Krause (2014), the majority of refugees come from patriarchal societies. 

As a result, many WRB are denied an education in their country of origin. Vergani et al. (2021) 

reveal an illiteracy rate of 75% among Afghan WRB in Victoria, Australia, which limits access 
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to services and awareness of rights. In their study of educational pathways of WRB in Australia, 

Hatoss and Huijser (2010) find education to be an important goal but one which is challenged 

by domestic duties related to gender roles, both in country of origin and host country. Vergani 

et al. (2021) show that despite the challenges, it is not unusual for WRB to enter the work 

market during their first two years in the host community while their male partners establish 

their employment credentials. Vergani and colleagues find WRB move from employment back 

to parental roles in accordance with cultural expectations. This renewed focus on childcare, 

compounded by the disconnect from the personal interactions of the workplace, can lead to the 

development of a sense of isolation. This gendered constraint to sport involvement is derived 

from sociocultural norms and socioeconomic status (Spaaij et al., 2021; Taylor & Toohey, 

1998). 

 The impacts of cultural constraints on sport involvement of WRB play out as a lack of 

time which can be put down to increased burdens as mothers and household managers who 

also often have to go out to work. In this sense, the constraint is both gendered and 

‘ungendered’. Similarly, a lack of financial resources needed to participate is an upshot in part 

of the decision to leave work and refocus on parenting. An inability to interact can be attributed 

to not learning English in country of origin and the erosion of self-esteem and confidence 

during the refugee experience (Watkins, Razee, & Richters, 2012). The restrictions they impose 

on the sport activities of their children may be related to a ‘safety first’ philosophy, fear of the 

unknown in terms of sport in Australia and a reluctance to experience the daunting feeling 

associated with approaching an unfamiliar sport organisation (Block & Gibbs, 2017; Cortis et 

al., 2007; Spaaij et al., 2021; Taylor & Toohey, 1998). 

 In conclusion, it is informative to reflect critically on how the constraints to sport 

involvement spotlighted here compare with those articulated by women and girls in 

Queensland, Australia, in 2013. In a report (Macdonald et al., 2013) on the participation of 

women and girls in sport and active recreation, prepared by a ministerial advisory committee, 

the following barriers were listed: lack of time due to competing priorities (school, work, caring 

responsibilities); lack of childcare options; lack of suitable facilities or places (including safe 

places); unappealing or unsuitable programs; low motivation; low confidence; cultural and 

gender factors; lack of partner or parental support. In the next section, this understanding of 

constraints will be briefly explored in relation to literature on the needs of WRB and how these 

can be addressed. 
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2.9 Sport and the Needs of WRB 

The structural and cultural constraints to sport involvement explored in the preceding 

section reveal three types of needs among WRB as follows: 

• Their need to fulfil cultural obligations 

• Their need to negotiate the adverse impacts of life as a refugee 

• Their need to manage resettlement issues 

Where these needs are not known, are ignored or rejected, a constraint to sport involvement is 

generated. The importance of knowing and understanding these needs is clear if meaningful 

involvement of WRB in sport is to be facilitated. Addressing these needs rests not only in the 

hands of WRB, but also with members of their ethnic communities, policymakers and 

representatives of sport organisations and programs providers. Interventions to facilitate sport 

involvement, therefore, must consider how needs are addressed on two fronts, first in the ways 

that WRB access sport and then through involvement in recreational sport or organised, 

competitive mainstream sport. In ‘A Bridge to a New Culture – Promoting the participation of 

refugees in sporting activities’, the Refugee Council of Australia (2010) states that 

understanding the ‘unique’ needs of adult refugees is key to creating opportunities for them to 

overcome  constraints. However, such an understanding can be undermined, according to 

Ahmad, Thorpe, Richards and Marfell (2020), when misunderstandings between sport 

facilitators and groups like Muslim women exist in relation to needs. 

In a study of single refugee mothers resettling in New Zealand, DeSouza (2011) 

observes key needs as, “emotional and social support, familiarity and belonging and a safe 

space from which to venture out and learn about the new language and cultures. The benefits 

of learning and being supported by community members who understood the experience was 

enormous” (p 19). McPherson (2010) describes a need for meaningful education among WRB 

in order to progress resettlement. Meaningful learning can enable WRB to garner useful 

knowledge and make informed decisions about their future lives. McPherson elaborates, 

“education was described as important to facilitating a particular ‘quality of life’—something 

beyond simply getting by” (2010, p. 561). Lenette (2016) observes refugees as, “a distinct 

category with compounded needs” (p. 1311) in drawing attention to the lack of frameworks to 

evaluate the needs of refugees who start university.  

In each of these studies, the support of a social institution is deemed important to 

addressing needs. It is also evident that access to and progress within such institutions is fraught 

with its own set of obstacles and challenges. According to McPherson, the needs of WRB may 
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either be misunderstood by members of the host community or merely decided on their behalf 

through assumption and misguided policy. While it is important to note that Walseth’s (2006) 

study of sport and belonging does not involve WRB, it is illuminating in terms of its findings 

around sport involvement of young Muslim women with immigrant backgrounds living in 

Norway. Walseth differentiates experiences of belonging into three categories: (i) belonging  

due  to social  support  and  reciprocity,  (ii) belonging  due  to  sport  being  a  ‘place  of  

refuge’, and (iii) belonging due to identity confirmation. The study also demonstrates the 

potential for organised sport to be a social setting where belonging is not facilitated. 

Identifying a role for sporting institutions in the lives of WRB is evidently complex and 

demands careful, critical thinking in terms of how sport in Queensland, with its own schemes 

and tensions, can make the first move the right move for meaningful engagement. 

2.10 Chapter Summary 

 The backdrop to the research project has been set out in this chapter. An extensive 

review of research literature enabled the researcher to survey the landscape on three fronts. The 

first of these considered the global situation in terms of people who are displaced and become 

refugees, and the Australian situation in relation to immigration policy and the Humanitarian 

Program which grants visas to applicant refugees. The second part of the research landscape to 

be examined was sport in Australia with due attention given to the historical influence of sport 

in Australia on gender roles, related functions of structured sport and sport’s role as an 

instrument in the hands of government. In the third part, the characteristics of WRB were 

explored from country of origin through displacement and detention to resettlement stage, from 

where their engagement with sport and the constraints to engagement were discussed. In the 

next chapter, the theoretical approach to this research study will be outlined in detail.  
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Chapter 3: Literature Review - Bourdieu’s Practice Theory 

Bourdieu’s practice theory will inform this research study. In the review of literature in 

the preceding chapter, the background to this study was framed primarily with a focus on the 

refugee experiences of women and the construction and delivery of sport in Australia. It 

became evident that WRB negotiate numerous influences on their respective lives. These range 

from patriarchal structures in countries of origin to uncertain involvement in sport in 

Queensland. In between, depending on their circumstances, they may encounter a decline in 

patriarchal structures in detention camps and new and entirely unfamiliar social practices in 

Australian society. 

With its most fundamental mechanism focused on the dynamic between subjective 

individual and objective structure, practice theory - and its repertoire of concepts - is a suitable 

research tool for an investigation of how sport involvement influences integration experiences 

of individual WRB in Queensland society. In the first two sections of this chapter, the case is 

made for practice theory to perform this function through a review of research literature. In the 

opening section, Bourdieu’s body of sociological work provides the platform for an explanation 

of the theoretical implications of the master concepts of field, habitus and capital. The purpose 

of sub-concepts including symbolic capital, symbolic violence, doxa, misrecognition, 

hysteresis, logic of the field and illusio will also be outlined and their relevant applications to 

this research study advanced. 

In the second section, applications of practice theory relevant to the objectives of this 

study will be drawn from the literature. This section is presented in five parts to address 

sociocultural factors and specific applications in a logical fashion. After the case for practice 

theory has been advanced, the third section will review literature on the concept of integration 

as it pertains to WRB. Here, the geopolitical environment will be explored with reference to 

multiculturalism, transnationalism and globalisation, and theories of acculturation and bounded 

agency will be introduced as additional instruments that enhance understanding of integration 

experiences of WRB. The question of Bourdieu’s appropriateness for this project is explored 

in a section on issues of feminism before the chapter concludes with the establishment of a 

working definition of the concept of integration. The chapter closes with the formulation of the 

research questions which drove this research study. Bourdieu’s three master concepts will be 

first explained in the following section. 
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3.1 Bourdieu’s Practice Theory 

Bourdieu’s body of work, which came to prominence during the latter part of the 20th 

century, remains a vital point of reference for social scientists. It offered a suitable theoretical 

backdrop for this research study, with the publications Outline of a Theory of Practice (1977), 

Distinction (1984), ‘The Forms of Capital’ (1986), An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (1992), 

and Masculine Domination (2001) highly informative in formulating an understanding of key 

concepts. This understanding is now outlined in relation to the master concepts of habitus, 

capital and, initially, field. 

3.1.1 Field 

The concept of field refers to an objective social space, a structured system of social 

networks and social positions in which agents exist and compete (Bourdieu, 1990). The social 

field may comprise of individual agents or groups of agents and can refer to a set of 

organisations operating in “a recognized area of institutional life” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991, 

p. 64). A field is not restricted to the specific types of organisations in its make-up but 

potentially extends to organisations, groups and agents seemingly beyond the field’s social 

parameters, but which have a role in the relevant activity of that field. 

How a field’s parameters are established, maintained or adjusted and how a field 

operates and functions is guided by relationships between positions in the field, rather than by 

the agents who hold the positions. Within a field, an organisation or an individual agent can 

have its own interests and adopt corresponding strategies of action. At the same time, the agent 

maintains a commitment to the field as a whole (Emirbayer & Johnson, 2008), or what 

Bourdieu (1993) calls, "an objective complicity that underlies all the antagonisms" (p. 73) 

between agents and organisations connected to the field. 

The architecture of position-taking reinforces the objective structures at play within a 

field and guides and controls the transformative power of agents. Agents possess, accumulate, 

share and convert different types of capital depending on the quantity and quality of their 

possessions. This is also subject to the positions they have taken or have been assigned within 

a field. Forms of capital vary across different fields and their distinct, momentary value 

depends on “the existence of a field in which this competency can be employed” (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992, p. 98). In summary, a new agent enters a new field with potential, introducing 

new capital in the process whose relevance and abundance influences which position the agent 

occupies in the field. 
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Chan’s (2001) concise account of field is useful here in granting social context to the 

concept: 

Bourdieu conceives of society as constituted by an ensemble of relatively autonomous 

fields. A field is a social space of conflict and competition, where participants struggle 

to establish control over specific power and authority, and, in the course of the struggle, 

modify the structure of the field itself (p. 118). 

Agents may attempt to transform the logic or rules which, according to Bourdieu and Wacquant 

(1992), operate within a field by adjusting the relative value of capital. Such a move by an 

agent to take over an existing position or create a position within a field cannot be interpreted 

as a standalone act of defiance or self-expression on the agent’s part. Emirbayer and Johnson 

(2008) describe the success of such an activity as a “compromise product[s] of a whole complex 

of negotiations and contestations unfolding over time” (p. 19, parentheses added). Bourdieu 

(1986) conceptualises this social space of position-taking as one of possibility and objective 

potentialities for the future of the field. Subject to their positions in a field, agents can possess, 

accumulate and convert capital. The different forms and types of capital, as conceptualised by 

Bourdieu, will be discussed next. 

3.1.2 Capital 

Bourdieu’s (1986) forms of capital are economic, cultural and social capital. The 

distribution and positioning of capital within a social field has an important bearing on its 

existing, evolving and future structures and on the strategies of agents seeking to protect, 

conserve or increase their capital from a position within the field (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 

1992). 

Economic capital involves an immediacy through which other forms of capital may be 

derived (1986). It can be an effective tool for the acquisition of other resources (Ihlen, 2007). 

Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) compare cultural capital to informational capital and see its 

existence in three states - objectified, institutionalised and embodied. Cultural capital may be 

compared to human capital which refers to formal education, training, skills and language, and 

is associated with ‘value-adding’ features such as rural-urban background, cultural know-how 

and being healthy and able (Colic-Peisker & Walker, 2003; Woolcock, 2001). Lamont and 

Lareau (1988) highlight its initial prominence in the field of education.  

Where cultural capital in its objectified state refers to theoretical knowledge, the 

institutionalised state refers to recognition of a form of knowledge an agent possesses through 

involvement in an organisation such as a university. In its embodied state, here linking the 
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concept with habitus, Bourdieu (1986) says cultural capital exists as “long-lasting dispositions 

of the mind and body” (p. 243). Kitchin and Howe (2013) suggest cultural capital is acquired 

over time and through practice, depending on the form of cultural capital and the social field. 

A skill, for example, speaking a language, may be acquired deliberately or subconsciously, and 

may involve self-inculcation or social inculcation. In other words, cultural capital can be the 

result of self-initiative on the part of an individual or social indoctrination, and has a bearing 

on the quality of the creation of social capital. 

Bourdieu (1986) defines social capital as, “the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, 

that accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or 

less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition - or, in other words, 

to membership in a group” (p. 248). Group membership comes with a social obligation that 

makes relationships, “at once necessary and elective, implying durable obligations subjectively 

felt or institutionally guaranteed” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 249). Portes (1998) suggests there are 

two key elements of social capital: (i) the social relationship which grants access to other forms 

of capital; and, (ii) the quantity and quality of that capital. 

Social capital has an important function relating to capital’s capacity to reproduce itself 

(Bourdieu, 1986). Through the reproduction of groups and networks of relationships, social 

capital continuously reaffirms the limits of the group, the boundaries of the field beyond which 

an exchange or conversion of capital cannot take place. Acquisition of social capital is not a 

finite exercise but remains what Bourdieu (1986) calls, “an endless effort at institution” (p. 

249). In other words, a continuous exercise in appointing oneself to a position in a field. This 

is necessary for the ongoing generation of efficient and useful relationships that bear fruit in 

the form of economic, cultural and social capital, an effort which offers the potential for 

opportunities to move up the social ladder (Skinner, Zakus, & Cowell, 2008) and gain 

potentially direct access to economic resources and influential contacts that enhance cultural 

capital (Portes, 1998). 

While acquisition of specific forms, types and volumes of capital secure access to 

certain field positions, this may or may not be mitigated by an agent’s habitus, a constantly 

evolving point of engagement between social agent and social structure. This key concept, the 

third of Bourdieu’s master concepts, will be discussed next. 

3.1.3 Habitus 

Habitus represents Bourdieu’s attempt to explain the relationship between individual 

subjective agents and their socially constructed worlds (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). The 



51 
 

mediating concept, therefore, is produced by structures like communities and organisations in 

social fields. As it is produced, it is deposited inside agents in the form of dispositions, trained 

capacities and patterned propensities. These transposable dispositions “engender aspirations 

and practices objectively compatible with those objective requirements” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 

77). Ihlen (2007) explains this structuring mechanism as one that generates strategies for the 

agents. As a result, the tasks and actions pursued by agents within a social field are 

characteristic of their social conditions of production. 

Habitus designates bodily habits, inclinations and tendencies (Bourdieu, 1977) through 

“tacit, shared understandings of social actors” (Lakomski, 1984, p. 154). These habits serve to 

perpetuate the principles of the social structures and dominant culture from which they were 

inculcated, which is what Bourdieu (1990) implies with the idea of “structuring structures” 

(1990, p. 53).  Objectivity is secured by consensus on the meaning of practice leading to an 

ongoing “harmonization of agents’ experiences” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 80). In this way, 

according to Joy et al. (2020), habitus “enables individuals to display the right behaviour and 

practice […] without a conscious attempt to do so” (p. 2546, parentheses added). However, 

Bourdieu (1977) suggests the structuring of practices can be “regulated and regular without in 

any way being the product of obedience to rules” (p. 72). He guards against an interpretation 

of habitus as a mechanically assimilative process and stresses its capacity for adaptation 

(Wacquant, 2016).  

Habitus is always adjusting the social world (Bourdieu, 1990) and links past social 

fields of individual agents to present fields. Webb, Schirato, and Danaher (2002) say this 

cultural trajectory between numerous fields “constitutes an individual’s history and … 

therefore shapes their habitus” (p. xi). New experiences in new fields, as no doubt experienced 

by WRB in the context of this research, mean the habitus of an individual is continually subject 

to restructure (Morrice, 2013). Swartz (2002) determines habitus in this context of social 

mobility to be “an active residue of an individual’s past that functions within the present to 

shape his or her perceptions, thought, and bodily comportment” (p. 63). As a concept, the 

habitus is equally as useful for an analysis of change and upheaval as it is for an examination 

of cohesion and perpetuation in society (Wacquant, 2016). 

While Bourdieu’s concepts of field, capital and habitus are central to this study’s 

research process, their efficacy is enhanced through the related application of key sub-concepts 

such as symbolic capital and symbolic violence. The former is particularly apt as it helps to 

sharpen analysis of the status of WRB involved in sport, while the latter provides a theoretical 

guide to explore the practice of power relations and dominance in sport organisations. A brief 
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review of each concept follows. This section is then concluded with Figure 3.1 which provides 

brief descriptions, drawn from the literature, of five further sub-concepts whose periodic 

application in conjunction with the master concepts will yield important insights. The use of 

this repertoire of concepts, according to Lyke (2017), enables the researcher to genuinely 

engage with ideas by “following Bourdieu’s methodological critique through to its more 

technical conceptual components” (p. 164).  

3.1.4 Symbolic Capital 

Bourdieu (1984) defined symbolic capital as “a reputation for competence and an image 

of respectability and honorability” (p. 291). It is the power an agent or organisation possesses 

through their reputation within and across the field, the goodwill and prestige generated by an 

agent’s social relations and membership of organisations (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Ihlen, 2007). 

Bourdieu (1989) suggests educational credentials acquired during a previous trajectory is “a 

piece of universally recognized and guaranteed symbolic capital” (p. 21) which an agent can 

activate or convert in another field. The possessors of symbolic capital in a social field can 

challenge any attempt to transform the categories of perception within the field (Moi, 1991). 

This form of power is connected to the concept of symbolic violence, which will be discussed 

next. 

3.1.5 Symbolic Violence 

Bourdieu (2001) describes symbolic violence as a form of power that is imposed 

without physical constraint but “through the schemes of perception, appreciation and action 

that are constitutive of habitus” (p. 37). In Masculine Domination, Bourdieu (2001) suggests a 

complicity on the part of the victim of this violence which is often imperceptible to the victim. 

Webb et al. (2002) say the violence is exercised upon and accepted by the same individual in 

a symbolic way, often involving a denial of resources or by treating individuals as inferior. The 

intended effects of symbolic violence are embedded in the body of the social agent as durable 

dispositions which are said to be inseparable from the structures around the agent that produce 

and reproduce these dispositions. Lakomski (1984) sees symbolic violence as a concept that 

can examine the operations of social organisations which preserve and protect the interests of 

dominant groups, while Brown (2006) uses symbolic violence to explore and challenge 

“normative schemes of gender perception” (p. 177). 

Figure 3.1 (below) incorporates brief descriptions of the sub-concepts doxa, illusio, 

misrecognition, hysteresis and logic of the field. Each of these concepts will be applied where 
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effective to extrapolate incisive interpretations of data collected in this research study. The next 

section will review applications of Bourdieu’s concepts in the research literature which inform 

the objectives of this research study while demonstrating the usefulness of the concepts. 

 
Figure 3.1 

Brief Descriptions of Practice Theory Sub-Concepts Relevant to this Research Study 

 

3.2 Applications of Bourdieu’s Practice Theory 

Guided by the review of literature informing the background of this research study in 

Chapter 2, this examination of relevant applications of Bourdieu’s concepts is presented in five 

parts. In the first part, the review outlines a number of applications from a broad societal 

perspective where Bourdieu’s theory as it applies to subjective agents who engage with social 

institutions, is considered. This part shows how the concepts of habitus, field and capital have 

been used to deepen knowledge about the education system and labour market in particular, 

and how migrants and minority groups ‘experience’ these social structures.  

The second part narrows the focus onto sport structures in society and explores 

Bourdieu’s theoretical contribution to understanding the influence and power of sport 

organisations on their members and broader society. In the third part, the concept of social 

capital is shown to be an important means of understanding the nature of relationships forged 

“Misrecognition is … a 
form of forgetting or not 

seeing how people's 
dispositions or habitus, 
which form the logics of 
practice in a social field, 
are both productive and 

reproductive of the 
existing social order” 
(Webb, 2015, p. 270, 

italics added).
Hysteresis can be observed 
when habitus is out of kilter 
with the field within which it 
functions, especially “when a 
field undergoes a major crisis 
and its regularities (even its 

rules) are profoundly 
changed” (Bourdieu, 2000, p. 

160).

Illusio is “the tendency 
of participants to engage 
in the game and believe 
in its significance, that is, 
believe that the benefits 
promised by the field are 

desirable” (Heidegren 
and Lundberg, 2010, p. 

12).

The logic of the field, 
according to Moi (1991), 
establishes the stakes for 
which agents in the field 

are competing. For 
Bourdieu (1992), these 

are the inherent rules of 
the struggle within the 

field.

Doxa is where “socially and 
culturally constituted ways 

of perceiving, evaluating and 
behaving become accepted 

as unquestioned, self 
evident and taken for 

granted” (Throop & Murphy, 
2002, p. 189).
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within sport structures and their impact within and without. This leads to an extended 

discussion of the concept of social capital which visits the work of Putnam (2000) and 

Woolcock (2001) on bonding, bridging and linking social capital. 

Habitus emerges as a predominant concept in the fourth part which reviews scholarly 

research of refugee experiences and the life trajectories which start in country of origin, involve 

displacement and detention, and lead to varied resettlement activities in the host country. The 

pursuit of education and employment, and related strategies, are better understood with the aid 

of sub-species of habitus like refugee habitus and gendered habitus. The power of Bourdieu’s 

theory to delve under the skin of structured society is shown here. The fifth and final part of 

this review section examines applications of practice theory in furthering knowledge about the 

experiences of WRB in the field of sport, with studies located in Australia providing suitable 

social context. 

3.2.1 A Societal Perspective 

Among the applications of practice theory drawn upon for this research are the 

following situations in the education sector and labour market where the coming together of 

subjective individual and objective structure is untangled using Bourdieu’s concepts. In 

evaluating low participation rates in third level education among different sociodemographic 

groups, Keane (2012) investigates the non-engagement with social structures of some people 

and asks what factors play a part in non-engagement. Among the key factors are 

underachievement at previous levels of education, a lack of family history of participating in 

the education system, concerns about financial costs and uncertainty about whether they will 

succeed in the education system. Keane (2012) also points to a perceived threat to one’s social 

or cultural identity that may arise as they become part of the education system, and a related 

sense that it is not their place. Beyond these psychosocial concerns is also the real potential for 

engagement in education to impact on personal responsibilities outside the education system. 

This set of factors can be helpful in guiding the research towards factors that affect the 

involvement of WRB in sport. In applying habitus, Keane (2012) illuminates structural 

inequalities at work and shows how life experience, itself a result of socioeconomic 

positioning, contributes to seemingly rational decisions to self-exclude, decisions which “may 

serve as a self-protective coping mechanism” (p. 7). 

Through the use of habitus and cultural capital, Wimmer and Soehl (2014) demonstrate 

a similar societal dynamic in their study of obstacles to acculturation processes among 

immigrant groups. With their study also located in the education system, they build their 
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observation from the standpoint of a social structure. However, in this case, the subjective 

individual who does not fit is not so much prompted to self-exclude but is not encouraged to 

engage. As in Keane’s (2012) application above, the value the individual places on engaging 

with education is shaped by the social structure. Wimmer and Soehl (2014) show the effect of 

education system habitus on behaviour whereby certain values are lived within the community. 

Immigrant behaviour which is disposed towards these values is regularly rewarded with ease 

of entry and the facilitation of progress through the system. Those who do not conform or who 

do not sense a doxa with which they feel comfortable remain on the outer. 

Wimmer and Soehl (2014) also use the notions of orthodoxy and heterodoxy to enhance 

an understanding of when cultural capital inherited by individuals in other environments 

enables them to ‘fit’ into the new system. This particular application of concepts derived from 

doxa invites a question about whether WRB occupy themselves with meeting the requirements 

of ‘cultural orthodoxies’ during resettlement, as with heterodoxy, or whether they enter a social 

structure like the education system with a sense of freedom from local norms and an inclination 

to challenge the common sense therein (Webb, et al., 2002). Allard (2005) suggests Bourdieu’s 

definition of social capital makes it a conceptual tool suitable for examining the meaning of 

interactions for marginalised young women who enter the education system. Using practice 

theory, she uncovers social contexts where young women are positioned to draw on social 

capital and access resources.  Interestingly though, she also illustrates contexts where young 

women find themselves caught in a situation where no networks mean no access to resources 

they desperately need. 

The education sector also provides an informative social setting for Musofer and 

Lingard’s (2021) investigation of how agents within a field, in this case teachers, respond to 

disrupted structures, in this case, a changed curriculum. Guided by the functioning of habitus, 

they observe a processual pathway for agents in new or changed social fields which is 

represented for the purposes of this research study in Figure 3.2 (below). This process, 

according to Musofer and Lingard (2021), informs how agents make new positions for 

themselves once the logic of the field is disrupted and the practice of position-taking within the 

field is no longer straightforward. Musofer and Lingard (2021) explain the logic of the field as 

a “historical product, continually renewed by the agents in the field through interactions with 

each other and with the surrounding conditions and events” (p. 15). A comparable situation 

arises when agents enter a field but cannot coordinate their habitus with the field and its logic. 

In her study of WRB with little or no experience of sport, Mohammadi (2020) combines habitus 
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and field with the sub-concept of hysteresis to investigate the standoff that arises when the 

dispositions developed in one field are not the dispositions needed in a different field.  

 

Figure 3.2 

How the Habitus of Agents Play a Mediating Role at Times of Change as Guided by Musofer 

and Lingard (2021). 

Note. Copyright Reshma Parveen Musofer and Bob Lingard. Original material represented 

with permission. 

The labour market also provides an appropriate social backdrop for understanding the 

reach of insights to be drawn from applications of habitus. In this context, interpretations of 

habitus as residue, repertoire and generative inform the success of transfer of skills, knowledge 

and qualifications from country of origin to host country. The idea of habitus as not fixed, 

constantly subject to restructure, and regularly provoking adjustments to social fields is 

advanced in the literature by Akua-Sakyiwah (2016), Morrice (2013) and Croft-Piggin (2015). 

As a concept, its role at the interface of subjective individual and objective structure promotes 

its suitability for a research study of WRB who endeavour to resettle in a new country with all 

its unfamiliar societal structures. Swartz’s (2002) conception of habitus as an active residue of 

a person’s past which plays into their present situation is pertinent here. 

Joy et al. (2020) investigate how migrants respond to capital devaluation which stems 

from migration. Joy and colleagues describe habitus as, “ways of being in a field that facilitate 

appreciation of the value of their capitals” (p. 2547) and use this view to advance the idea of a 

habitus repertoire when pursuing employment in the host country. The repertoire is retained by 

migrants from country of origin, acquired in host countries and developed through migrant 
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networks (Joy et al., 2020). This provides a transnational context which extends an 

understanding of migrant capital beyond the limited and devalued context of the host country 

and portrays the life of a migrant in the 21st century more comprehensively. 

A generative quality of habitus suggested by Tidén, Brun Sundblad, and Lundvall 

(2021) indicates the concept’s inherent process of production which can prompt actions by the 

subjective individual which oppose actions heretofore guided by an earlier habitus, perhaps a 

‘residue’ now less active. Habitus can also guide the researcher towards an understanding of 

the enduring values and dispositions that WRB developed through their cultural history and 

how this complex set of cultural beliefs, traditions, gendered factors and geography informed 

their psychosocial situation in Queensland (Stronach, Maxwell, & Taylor, 2016).  

3.2.2 The Influence of Sport Organisations 

 Similar applications of practice theory were evident when the conceptual inquiry was 

directed to sport involvement and sport organisations. Spaaij’s (2012a) use of field to frame 

the institution of sport in society provides an appropriate starting point. Here he explores the 

autonomy of sport and is guided by the concept of field in developing an understanding of sport 

that is shaped with awareness of issues and influences in related fields of economics, politics 

and education. Narrowing the focus slightly, Swanson (2009) investigates the influence of 

other fields on the field of sport when she attempts to understand the class-based strategies of 

mothers who place their sons in youth soccer programs. In her study of the ‘soccer moms’ 

phenomenon, she applies habitus and capital to understand power, privilege and the 

reproduction of fields of sport in the United States. Swanson’s use of Bourdieu’s theory can be 

compared to that of Stempel (2005) who applies practice theory to explain how sport is 

deliberately used by members for a variety of purposes, and how this activity depends on the 

quantity and quality of capital an agent brings to and seeks from a field of sport. Related to this 

is the pursuit of certain sports like skiing, tennis and golf to maintain a culture of privilege, 

which is explored by DeLuca (2013) using Bourdieu’s work in Distinction (1984) on social 

position and sporting practice. In this connection, Tulle (2008) also draws on Bourdieu to 

demonstrate how socio-structural changes in sport can create opportunities for sporting 

pursuits. Nettleton (2013) describes this as a process of establishing institutional context. 

Ohl, Schoch, and Fincoeur (2020) use the doxa of sport as a conceptual baseline in their 

consideration of the International Olympic Committee and the World Anti-Doping Agency in 

the wake of the Russian doping scandal which erupted around the 2014 Olympic Games. In the 

field of sport, they suggest the pursuit of excellence in order to win medals and trophies 
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represents the taken-for-granted, unquestioned core value. Another key component of the sport 

doxa is the fundamental principle it holds against doping in sport. However, where one 

component - performance enhancing drugs – enables the other, the concept of doxa 

demonstrates the type of philosophical ambivalence that can be in play in sport organisations. 

When the field of sport overlaps with other social fields, such as the fields of media and politics, 

an examination of doxa can show supposedly valued principles to be shaped or staged or 

susceptible to dispute (Ohl et al., 2020).  

Brown (2006), Gayo and Rowe (2018) and Croft-Piggin (2015) also investigate the 

impact of one field of practice on another. Habitus is effective in Brown’s (2006) analysis of 

acts of social subversion by women who enter the social space of boxing. In developing a 

boxing habitus, theseboxers “radically disrupt traditional ‘feminine’ ways of moving and 

feeling the body” (Brown, 2006, p. 172). They simultaneously find a way, through the 

accumulation of embodied cultural capital, to cross cultural fields and fit into a space not 

associated with women, while setting themselves apart from accepted practices of women in 

terms of sport. 

Gayo and Rowe (2018) apply practice theory to the Australian field of sport to lay bare 

the behaviours, relationships and powerplays that are inherent to a highly contested and 

prestigious social field. Observing the media pursuit of market share and the underlying 

influence of media across the social space, the concepts of field and capital are applied to a 

‘field of struggles’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) to draw out the nature of competition for 

participants and audiences among multiple sport codes and organisations within the field. Gayo 

and Rowe (2018) also home in on “the mythological resonance of sport in Australia” (p. 176) 

and put the sub-concept of illusio to work to examine the attitudes of varied groups towards 

different aspects of sport involvement. They evaluate the perceived stakes within the field and 

the range of beliefs around how much those stakes are worth pursuing. Illusio enables the 

researcher to uncover more accurately the various motivations, ranging from full commitment 

to sport participation to more selective involvement to strategic, political investments in sport. 

Guided by the concept of capital, Croft-Piggin (2015) explores the social and cultural 

value of the sport of Australian rules football to residents in a rural Australian town, 

demonstrating its powerful influence as a social structure. Croft-Piggin (2015) shows how the 

common ground created by cultural capital in sport connects those who share the space, but 

not necessarily in an equitable way. A privileged position is granted to those who play the 

sport, while women are denied access to such privilege because there is no team in the town 

for girls to continue playing once they reach adolescence. Practice theory, and specifically 
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illusio, inform an interpretation of the behaviours of people who are willing to pay a higher 

cost to be involved, such is the high value of capital they perceive to be on offer through sport 

involvement. This led to an observation that, “the social capital associated with the Saturday 

competitions dominated all other networks of social connection in the town” (p. 120). 

Croft-Piggin (2015) additionally engages the ‘structuring structures’ of habitus to 

explore the systematic function of sport within the education system. Those not disposed 

towards sport at school are at risk of marginalisation in the wider community as their status is 

structured based on their non-involvement in sport. Stempel (2005) highlights how the 

structures of organised sport can instigate or reinforce marginalisation by focusing on a 

distinctive lifestyle that can be developed through cultural capital acquired by sport 

participation, implying those without access to such capital are less able to engage in that 

lifestyle. Bourdieu, according to Kitchin and Howe (2013), viewed marginalisation as the likely 

outcome for agents without the required levels of cultural or economic capital. 

Bergsgard (2018) explores the nature of sport involvement and how it is managed and 

legitimated from within the power-laden structures of sport. Acknowledging that sport in 

Australia (among other liberal nations) has become an increasingly political issue, Bergsgard 

(2018) uses the concepts of field, symbolic violence, misrecognition and symbolic capital to 

unveil aspects of power and domination in sport policy and politics. In similar fashion, Taylor 

and Garratt (2010) explore power, resistance and compliance in sport, using practice theory to 

bring to light forms of manipulation and tacit mechanisms that are inherent to acts of 

compliance. Through an application of misrecognition, Taylor and Garratt (2010) track the 

establishment of commitment in sport and link it to notions of honour, trust and obligation, and 

they observe how it is maintained “through the cultivation of personal bonds between the 

submissive and dominant agents” (p. 127). 

Bergsgard (2018) suggests that such symbolic dominance within structures of sport is 

endorsed voluntarily by the functioning of habitus at organisational level, a form of dominance 

which he suggests “is grounded in a deep structural level, forming a basis for assertion of power 

on the other levels” (p. 656). Using a similar combination of practice theory concepts (as 

Bergsgard and Taylor and Garratt), Skille and Skirstad (2007) demonstrate the potential power 

of sport to obtain a form of consent from the human body and then exert control on participants 

through the design of sport programs. In their case, members of marginalised groups are 

targeted in a move to bring about social mobility, social inclusion and forms of assimilation 

and integration. 
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Kitchin and Howe (2014) test mechanisms of dominance in their examination of the 

integration of disability cricket into the structures of mainstream cricket. Their research 

concentrates on the nature of relationships among agents operating at various levels of the 

organisation including policymakers, sport organisation managers, competing sport 

organisations, and existing and new sport participants.  A relational approach to their 

interrogation of the integration process is enabled with a coordinated application of the master 

concepts of practice theory. Kitchin and Howe (2014) conclude integration to be unrealised, 

prompting questions about the intent of policy driving integration and the relationship between 

mainstreaming and economic efficiencies in 21st century organisations. 

3.2.3 Capitalising on Social Capital’s ‘Dark Side’ 

Kitchin and Howe’s (2014) research, as outlined above, sets the scene for an extended 

discussion of the concept of social capital and its application in sport-related contexts. Their 

inquiry into forms of capital possessed by agents in and around a sport organisation invites a 

question about the nature of connections among agents. Where social capital has been 

accumulated by the agents, Hoye and Nicholson (2012) suggest positive consequences where 

it results from “strong social networks … formed when individuals and groups engage in 

activities which develop and sustain mutual trust” (p. 471). However, significantly for this 

study on WRB in Queensland, the same networks which are developed on such noble platforms 

of trust and reciprocity can also have negative repercussions. Tonts (2005), in his study of 

social capital in sport clubs in rural Australia, refers to a ‘darker’ function of social capital 

where trust and tight bonds within a sporting group can serve to exclude others who are not 

perceived to be part of the trust group. Putnam’s concept of social capital, as advanced in his 

seminal work Bowling Alone (2000), underpins the interpretation of Tonts (2005) above. 

Numerous applications in the research literature are infused with Putnam’s perspective of 

social capital which relates to social networks and norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness 

(Putnam, 2000).  

In introducing Putnam’s widely-cited theory of social capital to this discussion, it is 

important to differentiate this with Bourdiue’s theory of social capital. In a comparison, 

Siisiäinen (2003) concludes that a decision on whether one rather than the other should be 

applied relies, “first, on what problems we are interested in and, second, on our position 

concerning the dispute between the sociology of integration and the sociology of conflict” 

(page number not available). Siisiäinen (2003) highlights Putnam’s focus on voluntary 
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organisations, an elemental part of Putnam’s work with social capital which, according to 

Coalter (2007a), makes it attractive to policy makers. 

Central to Putnam’s theory (2000) is the distinction between the sub-concepts of 

bonding social capital and bridging social capital. Bonding capital is created in groups and 

communities of people with similar backgrounds and shared values. Putnam maintains that it 

is good for ‘getting by’ and is characterised by strong relationships which effectively maintain 

a strong in-group loyalty while also nurturing the potential to exclude those who do not 

conform. This latter and lesser-known dark side of Putnam’s social capital is captured in 

Bowling Alone (2000) with reference to the mafia. Bridging social capital refers to weaker 

social ties with work colleagues, for example, rather than family or friends. These bonds are 

dispersed more broadly and facilitate ‘getting ahead’. Coalter (2007a) identifies bridging social 

capital as the one more relevant to social inclusion.  

The relationships at the heart of bridging social capital are described by Portes (1998) 

as ‘weak ties’ which generate social capital as a source of new knowledge and new resources. 

Nicholson, Brown and Hoye (2014) relate this effect to the field of sport in suggesting these 

types of bonds are “likely present in a range of social networks that exist outside the more 

intimate relationships of partners, family and close friends. These social networks might 

include those formed within voluntary community settings such as sporting clubs, as well as 

other more formal settings such as the workplace” (p. 18). Portes (1998) relates bonding social 

capital to what he calls ‘structured holes’. These are tight-knit communities where the 

relationships are intense and where a normative social structure is in place. A product of such 

bonding may be the advancement of a child’s education through the support of a stay-at-home 

parent focused on home schooling. Marlowe et al. (2013) suggest such a positive bi-product of 

dense bonding capital may be undermined in the absence of bridging dynamics and “can create 

situations of greater isolation from the broader society” (p. 108). 

The complexities of the concept of social capital are further exposed when linking 

social capital is examined. Woolcock (2001) describes the ability to leverage resources and 

information from formal institutions beyond one’s community as the key function of linking 

social capital. Vervisch (2011) pinpoints the concept at work in “relationships between 

marginalized communities and agents from government offices or other social institutions that 

possess significant resources or decision-making power” (pp. 25–26). When the ties associated 

with linking social capital are unproductive, Lo and Fan (2020) suggest another iteration of 

conceptual darkness is present in the “domination of elite agendas promoted through 



62 
 

unresponsive linking ties” p 24). They propose a combination of bridging and bonding capital 

can be activated by the agent outside the institution as a mechanism to overcome this impasse. 

The darker side of social capital emerges, therefore, as a useful lens through which a 

light might be shone on the interactions among agents and between an agent and a structured 

organisation. Bourdieu is no less effective in this respect as he uses the research lens to expose 

the inner workings of organisations (Siisiäinen, 2003). Forsell, Tower, and Polman (2020) refer 

to Bourdieu’s theory when drawing attention to social capital’s role in the reinforcement of 

inequality within structures, where in-house networks dictate who gains access to the resources 

on offer. Seippel (2006) suggests that the more prominent, more active members of sport clubs 

have access to the benefits of social capital rather than newer or less active members, while 

Coalter (2007a) draws attention to the potency of the concept in discussions around sport and 

inclusion. He states: 

Bourdieu’s use of the term social capital … sensitizes us to the importance of class and 

exclusion in the analysis of the functioning of some sports clubs and the dangers 

inherent in ignoring cultural boundaries that divide communities via seeking to impose 

formulaic solutions to misconceived problems (p. 540). 

Spaaij (2012a) enhances his application of Bourdieu’s concept of social capital in a 

study of sport experiences of Somali nationals in Australia by drawing on distinctions between 

bonding, bridging and linking social capital. The evidence of this review suggests both tools 

of interpretation will be useful for the purposes of this research study when investigating the 

practices of ethnic cultural communities pre- and post-arrival in Queensland, the machinations 

of sport clubs, and influence these have on the integration of WRB into Queensland society. 

3.2.4 The Refugee Experience 

The concept of habitus, and particularly gendered habitus, is utilised by Watkins, 

Razee, and Richters (2012) in a study of pre- and post- immigration experiences in Australia 

of a group of Karen 1women from refugee backgrounds. The concept offers insights into the 

social worlds embodied in the dispositions of Burmese women who have been displaced from 

a social world of patriarchal norms to an unfamiliar social world with new norms and customs 

to which it is difficult to adapt. Watkins et al. (2012) observe a gendered habitus which was 

 
1 The Karen is an ethnic minority community of refugees from Burma. 
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formed first by the women growing up in Burma and subsequently reified during their time in 

refugee camps. The gendered habitus presents as a set of competencies - habits, beliefs, feelings 

and behaviour - which were practical and useful in their former cultural environment and which 

were then transferred to the host country. There they were maintained through continued 

responsibilities as individual women, mothers, wives and managers of domestic activities 

(Watkins et al., 2012).  

Recalling Swartz’s (2002) definition of habitus, this gendered habitus may be 

understood as an active residue of the past life of Karen women which is still very much in 

play for them as they find their place in the host country. The dynamic nature of habitus, 

however, also implies that a disposition towards norms practiced in their past environment may 

be diluted depending on circumstances and time spent in the new field. This is indicated by 

McPherson (2010) in her study of WRB and their attitudes to education after more than seven 

years spent in a host country. She finds WRB to be aware of the different types of capital, for 

example social, cultural and linguistic, that they “had to bring to building bridges between 

themselves, their communities, and mainstream organizations and groups” (p. 561). 

In her study of a group of Somali women with refugee backgrounds, Akua-Sakyiwah 

(2016) suggests their preexisting habitus, functioning in tandem with embodied cultural capital 

and symbolic violence, is instrumental in how women revert to previous cultural behaviour as 

they resettle. She concludes the access to social and cultural capital they need to resettle is 

restricted by the habitus they have transferred to the host country. The social order imposed in 

countries of origin makes the women think, feel and act in determinant and subordinate ways 

that affect the resettling and integration process (Wacquant, 2005). 

Akua-Sakyiwah (2016) uses symbolic violence to explain the decisions of respondents 

to not take advantage of opportunities for education in the host country, thereby reproducing 

their socially subordinate positioning. It is an observation similar to that of Croft-Piggin (2015) 

who says “the discursive social contexts into which a person is born will enable the initiation 

of particular types of habitus and inhibit the development of others” (p. 122). In deferring to 

familiar patriarchal norms, the Somali women in Akua-Sakyiwah’s study continue to act on 

dispositions they internalised in country of origin. In effect, they re-internalise the symbolic 

power which was at work in Somalia while also misrecognising the true nature of the symbolic 

violence still in play in the host country (Taylor & Garratt, 2010).  

Challenges to the resettlement of WRB are also evident in the work of Morrice (2013), 

who explores a specific species of habitus. In her investigation of WRB who pursue tertiary 

education in a host country, Morrice suggests a refugee habitus is formed through a 
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combination of experiences including forced displacement, loss of professional status and 

negative public discussion around refugees in the host country. The refugee habitus is 

characterised by a struggle with self-esteem and contributes to often stymied ambitions to 

restore previous professional status. Similarly, a refugee habitus impacts the position a person 

can take in the social field of employment, thereby affecting symbolic capital in the form of 

occupational status and economic capital in terms of capacity to earn a salary (Colic-Peisker & 

Tilbury, 2006). As a result, for WRB with preexisting professional qualifications, the 

unrelenting challenges and obstacles encountered in seeking suitable employment can lead to 

less than desirable work situations, similar to those of less educated immigrants. The cultural 

capital they have transferred from country of origin may not be recognised or is rendered 

redundant by the migration process (Erel, 2010). Nowicka (2015) demonstrates the effect of 

Bourdieu’s forms of capital in making sense of social positioning of migrants in such 

circumstances while conceptualising three types of transnational social positioning. Lo (2015) 

conceptualises ‘unrecognised cultural capital’ (UCC), a derivative of cultural capital, to 

scrutinise covert strategies of marginalised migrants in advancing their social and economic 

positions. 

A lack of gainful employment, according to Smyth and Kum (2010) in their study of 

refugees trying to reactivate careers as teachers, demonstrates a need for refugees to access 

social capital rather than cultural capital to enter the employment field.  In other words, 

alternative fields to labour market fields may have to be considered for the acquisition of social 

capital. Smyth and Kum (2010) optimise their application of capital as a concept by focusing 

on professional capital which incorporates the specific knowledge, skills, attitudes and 

understandings of a job. While professional capital – a form of cultural capital - can be retained 

and reactivated through the resettlement process, it can also be eroded or lost “amidst the 

structural discrimination surrounding immigration legislation and qualification requirements” 

(Smyth & Kum, 2010, p. 518). As a result, it is difficult for men and women from refugee 

backgrounds to access and use social capital as a form of currency if their professional capital 

is lying dormant. In their examination of the employment prospects of WRB recently arrived 

in Australia from Afghanistan, Vergani et al. (2021) acknowledge the potential of bonding 

social capital to have a positive or negative effect, depending on context. In applying the 

concept, they find an effect which varies along gender, ethnic, religious, and linguistic lines, 

and conclude that bonding social capital may cease to have a positive effect on employment 

within three years of arrival. 
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3.2.5 Structured Sport and Refugees 

Concepts of cultural capital, human capital and physical capital are used by Murray 

(2014), Mohammadi (2019) and Palmer (2009) to understand both positive and negative 

experiences in sport. Murray (2014) uses human capital to conceptualise physical activity as a 

facilitator of social change rather than a disease prevention measure for people in refugee 

communities. She asserts that sport’s role becomes “more meaningful and necessary” (p. 681) 

to refugees with subsistence lifestyles if the physical activity implies sport can be harnessed to 

support community engagement, social connectivity and positive human development. 

Palmer (2009) records the impact of beliefs among Muslim women from Somalia that 

the body is “essentially ‘unphysical’” (p. 31), and applies cultural capital to make sense of their 

sport involvement. She finds participants who successfully cross cultural fields in South 

Australia, thereby generating cultural trajectories which form a living history while shaping 

their habitus (Webb et al., 2002). As a team of Muslim women competing in an organised sport 

competition, the group is representative of its Muslim identity which it promotes and reinforces 

on game day. During team training, removed from the everyday expectation of their cultures, 

the young women explore and experience “more western aspects of their identity” (p. 34). 

McDonald, Spaaij, and Dukic (2019) and Mohammadi (2019) use cultural capital to explore 

what asylum seekers and WRB need to know and have in their kit bag to negotiate entry and 

involvement in sport. Through the concept of hysteresis Mohammadi (2019) explains how a 

lack of previous sport experiences inhibits involvement and capital accumulation and fosters a 

sense of failure and frustration for some WRB. 

Tidén et al. (2021) also deploy cultural capital and sports habitus in their investigation 

of whether a taste for physical activity is likely to be sustained by women later in life after 

initial sport participation as teenagers. The generative nature of habitus is highlighted to explain 

the potential for some women to put their earlier habitus on the sidelines and become open to 

sport involvement where they had not done so before. In similar fashion, Stronach et al. (2016) 

apply habitus to understand how the complex set of cultural beliefs and dispositions of 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women inform their psychosocial situation and affect 

their capacity to be physically active or participate in sport. 

McMichael and Manderson (2004) highlight a need among WRB to rebuild 

relationships disrupted by displacement, a need which is compounded by restricted 

opportunities to use or generate social capital in the host country. Guided by bonding social 

capital, Spaaij (2012a) and Walseth (2008) indicate the value placed on relationships which 
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can be built or rebuilt with others from similar cultural backgrounds after arriving in the host 

country. Walseth (2008) finds the ‘we/they’ dynamic in organised team sport creates a 

‘collective’ environment that can be attractive to immigrants. Bridging social capital provides 

a conceptual platform for Skinner et al. (2008) to extend this to community development where 

valuable relationships among heterogeneous groups are forged. 

With a more refined application of Bourdieu’s master concepts, which incorporate 

sporting habitus, physical capital and symbolic capital, Dukic, McDonald, and Spaaij (2017) 

and McDonald et al. (2019) demonstrate how beneficial previous experience of sport can be 

for refugees and asylum seekers in the host country. A sense of belonging within a social 

structure is generated because their physical capital fits with the taken-for-granted interactions 

that represent “the implicit procedural knowledge, indeed habitus, which one requires to 

successfully negotiate” (McDonald et al., 2019, p. 944). 

Harwood (2019) and Harwood, Sendall, Heesch, and Brough (2021) apply Bourdieu’s 

practice theory to make sense of the challenges faced by young WRB starting school in 

Queensland. With their education disrupted by conflict and displacement, according to 

Harwood and colleagues, it is possible they enter the Australian school system with low literacy 

and English proficiency and find themselves in a disadvantaged position as a result.  Harwood 

et al. (2021) explore this experience using the concepts of field, doxa, symbolic violence and 

misrecognition and find young people from refugee backgrounds need to engage with the 

habitus of dominant groups in the school system. They suggest that in the subfield of school 

sport within the field of sport young WRB can activate forms of capital that are valued and 

converted into social capital which brings a sense of belonging within the wider school system. 

Spaaij (2011, 2012a) encourages a more critical examination of the structures of sport, 

and guards against expectations of sport involvement as an entirely positive social experience 

for people from disadvantaged and refugee backgrounds. He encourages a precise 

conceptualisation of social capital guided by Bourdieu’s (1986) definition to expose the 

subtleties of how structured sport impacts those involved. He draws on the concepts of bonding, 

bridging and linking social capital to demonstrate when power and inequality may be at work 

in relationships developed in sport. Ekholm (2019) also uses social capital to anchor an 

exploration of the construction of sport as a vehicle for social inclusion. He interweaves 

bonding and bridging capital to demonstrate how suitable planning of sport activities can break 

down social barriers and foster social integration. He progresses this perspective of sport as a 

positive space with an extension of bonding relationships to position the sport coach as a role 

model who is also “a conductor of social inclusion and integration” (p. 158).  
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Smith et al. (2019) are guided by a framework derived from Bourdieu in their 

examination of sport policies and programs related to integration of CALD migrants, with the 

following observation particularly pertinent to this research study: 

The ability to ‘do’ sport in ways that produce cultural capital more often than not hinges 

on individuals possessing an embodied social history grounded in sport. Having a 

sporting habitus that aligns with the expectations of the field would be advantageous 

and indicative of species of cultural capital that are recognised and appreciated in 

multiple social fields (p. 863). 

Smith et al. (2019) also draw attention to the prominence of Berry’s (1997) acculturation model 

in scholarly research of sport involvement and integration. This model will be discussed in 

detail in the upcoming section on the conceptualisation of integration. However, it is important 

not to conclude this discussion of Bourdieu without giving consideration to objections about 

his appropriateness as a theorist for the topic at hand. 

3.3 Bourdieu and Issues of Feminism 

 Feminist scholars have been critical of Bourdieu’s work on women and gender and have 

questioned the appropriateness of Bourdieu’s practice theory in this context. It is argued that a 

preeminent focus on class in his writing meant he had little to say about women or gender 

during the second half of the 20th century (Moi, 1999; Thorpe, 2009); and when Bourdieu did 

write about the sexes in Masculine Domination, it is suggested that he wrote defensively from 

an ahistorical, androcentric, phallonarcissistic perspective (Fowler, 2003; McLeod; 2005, Moi, 

1999). Moi (1991) sounds an anachronistic note (‘at that time’) in relation to the empirical 

evidence used for Masculine Domination which was collected from an ethnic group in 

northeastern Algeria in the 1950s and 1960s. She claims Bourdieu’s reliance on this data meant 

he underestimated the gender relations crisis faced by late 20th century society. At the same 

time Moi acknowledges the accuracy of Bourdieu’s claim that a society such as Kabylia in 

Algeria “may reveal more clearly than others the way in which gender comes to be experienced 

(and not just represented) as natural” (Moi, 1991, p. 1033, italics in original). 

 Adkins (2004) suggests the focus of practice theory on reproductive structures raises 

questions about its suitability as a theory for social change. Pinpointing habitus, Moi (1991) 

similary asks if Bourdieu’s theories “with their insistence on the way in which social agents 

internalize dominant social values, [are] capable of theorizing change?” (p. 1020, parentheses 

added). Moi, however, identifies Bourdieu’s work to be useful in the way it makes possible a 

link between the mundane details of life and “a more general social analysis of power” (p. 
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1020), an approach she deems attractive to feminists seeking to engage with and overcome the 

divide between the subjective individual and objective social structures. 

 McNay (1999) is critical of Bourdieu’s work because it does not draw out the 

implications of the concept of field for an understanding of gender identity and fails to sustain 

an examination of gendered habitus in relation to field. However, McNay (1999) finds in the 

same concepts “a theory of embodiment in the context of differentiated power relations that 

may be of use for feminist social theory” (p. 113). In advancing the concept of embodiment as 

central to feminist thought, she demonstrates how habitus – in this case, pre-reflexive habitus 

- offers a differentiated account of ‘entrenched dimensions of embodied experiences’, thereby 

using Bourdieu’s concepts to explore new ways to think about gender identity and how 

assigned social roles are maintained indefinitely. 

 McNay (1999) also applies the concept of habitus to extend thought around the ways 

that women experience both constraint and freedom at the same time. She explains that the 

very notions of power and domination imply resistance and agency within a social field, and 

extends this to make sense of assertions of autonomy by women in the latter decades of the 20th 

century. In this context she highlights Bourdieu’s concept of ‘regulated liberties’ (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992) which are given a practical sense by Thorpe (2009) in describing them as 

“small exercises of power that arise in the context of the existing social order, but which 

resignify it in some way” (p. 507). 

Thorpe (2009) identifies ‘regulated liberties’ as an effective concept in understanding 

“subtle negotiations of power experienced by young women within contemporary sport and 

physical cultural fields” (p. 507). In her examination of young women entering the field of 

snowboarding, she explores the strategies and investments of the women in acquiring multiple 

forms of capital, including symbolic capital derived from physical skills that are recognised 

within the field. In this way, Thorpe’s application of capital also functions to counter the 

observation that for Bourdieu women are capital bearing objects rather than capital 

accumulating individuals (Lovell, 2000). Thorpe also contributes to previous work of feminist 

scholars by drawing attention to feminine forms of capital possessed by women within this 

sporting field. 

The example of the field of snowboarding can be considered one of a “proliferation of 

differentiated fields of action” (McNay, 1999, p. 106) which generate complex, sometimes 

conflicting sets of power relations between fields as well as within fields. The notion of moving 

between fields also creates the potential for ‘subversive’ activities (McNay, 1999), social 

situations in which individual agents may not feel compelled to observe the norms of one 
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particular field at all times. McNay (1999), however, notes the presence of increasingly 

insidious forms of social control in such situations, giving rise to new types of relations among 

agents in multiple fields. Collins (2015) suggests such an intersection of power relations across 

fields can inadvertently nurture “complex social inequalities [that] take various forms across 

national contexts” (p. 7) .  

This observation, drawn from Collins’s (2015) examination of challenges to 

establishing a definition of the concept of intersectionality, is particularly pertinent to this study 

of women who are forced to cross national borders. Collins describes intersectionality as a 

knowledge project which attends to power relations and social inequalities guided by “the 

critical insight that race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, ability and age operate not as 

unitary, mutually exclusive entities, but as reciprocally constructing phenomena that in turn 

shape complex social inequalities” (p. 2). Samuels and Ross-Sheriff (2008) argue that “in 

recognizing the limitations of theorizing gender as a unified collective transcending race and 

class, intersectionality calls on scholars to be more inclusive of a broader group of women in 

their analysis of gender and definitions of what is feminist” (p. 5). 

In her much-cited article, ‘Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and 

Violence Against Women of Color’, Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) describes how the 

organisation and politicisation of groups like women against oppressive social practices have 

transformed how the challenges faced by these groups are understood. Issues previously 

perceived as isolated and individual are now recognised as part of a broad-scale system of 

domination that affects a group as a class. Lovell (2004) maintains that Bourdieu offers little 

on feminism as a political movement and in focusing on the positioning of women in social 

space she suggests that Bourdieu restricts his levels of analysis. As a result, she suggests 

notions of gender class formation brought about by women’s movements are not developed 

adequately. A sociology researcher guided by Bourdieu must therefore tread warily when 

studying groups of women be they social, political and/or cultural or risk the existence of ‘blind 

spots’ within the research process. 

In her examination of Mexican and Puerto Rican women involved in sport in the U.S, 

McGovern (2021) describes how this challenge can be negotiated. She uses Bourdieu’s concept 

of habitus with intersectional thinking to demonstrate how the positions of Latinas within social 

structures interrelate with their ideas about sport. In this connection she acknowledges 

Bourdieu’s (1984, 1988, 1991) argument that structural position and sport taste are mutually 

influenced. McGovern (2021) goes on to highlight the link to power relations of social 

categories other than class, and explains how social categories overlap in ways that influence 
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specific aspects of when, where and how Latinas get involved in sport. Importantly in this 

social context, McGovern (2021) draws attention to the idea of groups within groups and the 

importance for researchers to take steps to acknowledge such heterogeneity. She concludes that 

“sociologists need a much deeper understanding of how social class, gender, race, and 

generation influence how Latina athletes access organized sport and how they perceive their 

sport experiences” (pp. 96-97). 

In conclusion, while its appropriateness is rightly questioned, Bourdieu’s practice 

theory can be seen a suitable tool for feminist studies. In the introduction to an issue of The 

Sociological Review on ‘Feminism After Bourdieu’, Lisa Adkins (2004) reflects on how 

contributors to the issue found Bourdieu’s social theory to be a “a productive ground for 

feminist analyses” (p. 4). She signals “the possibilities of a dynamic engagement between 

contemporary feminist and social theory” (p. 4) when Bourdieu’s social theory is critically 

extended. In a co-authored article on feminist physical cultural studies, Holly Thorpe asserts 

that “when critically appropriated and advanced from a feminist perspective, Bourdieu’s key 

concepts of capital, field and habitus offer new ways to productively reconceptualize the 

relationship between gender, power, structure, agency, culture and embodiment expressed in 

the often-contradictory forms of women’s social experience in contemporary sport and physical 

culture” (Thorpe, Barbour, & Bruce, 2011, p. 116). However, as explored by Lovell (2004), 

Bourdieu’s theory has its limitations in this research context and it is crucial to take care when 

applying it to feminist studies. Intersectional thinking (Collins, 2015; Crenshaw, 1991) offers 

an additional conceptual layer which can be applied to useful effect. 

With this understanding of Bourdieu’s nuanced appropriateness to this research study, 

the focus is next directed to the key concept of integration. 

3.4 Conceptualising Integration 

Integration is widely regarded as a contested concept (Ager & Strang, 2008; Phillimore, 

2011; Spaaij, 2012a). Seen as a safe middle ground between assimilation and multiculturalism, 

it became a preferred option for policymakers who perceived it to represent a progressive and 

inclusive approach to ethnic minorities (Favell, 1998; McPherson, 2010; Phillimore, 2011). In 

his work on how political philosophy can inform policymaking around multicultural 

citizenship, Favell (1998), however, highlights the need for policymakers to give increased 

attention to a multitude of linguistic, institutional and political contexts. McPherson (2010) 

observes an adjustment since the turn of the century from a focus on multicultural policy to 

post-multicultural integrationism, which seeks the “adaptation by outsiders to local norms” (p. 
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547). Some context for these observations may be drawn from the interaction between 

globalisation and transnationalism.  The psychosocial impacts of migration on those resettling 

in host countries have evolved in a 21st century driven by digital technology and mass 

communication. The power of technology to make the world feel like a smaller place is 

captured by Larsson (2001) in his definition of globalisation as, “the process of world 

shrinkage, of distances getting shorter, things moving closer. It pertains to the increasing ease 

with which somebody on one side of the world can interact, to mutual benefit, with somebody 

on the other side of the world” (p. 9). 

Vertovec (1999) suggests that transnationalism “broadly refers to multiple ties and 

interactions linking people or institutions across the border of nation-states” (p. 447). While 

transnationalism allows the global intensification of certain kinds of relationships across the 

world (Vertovec, 1999), O’Connor (2010) suggests transnationalism can be experienced as a 

vague phenomenon by embodied migrants within physical social spaces. Castles (2003) says 

“globalisation and the proliferation of transnational communities undermines all the modes of 

controlling difference premised on territoriality – even the most recent one: multiculturalism” 

(pp. 12-13). It may be inferred that multiculturalism is increasingly redundant for some 

policymakers, leading to the revisionist move towards integrationism identified by McPherson 

(2010). Such an inference raises (again) a timely question of “who does the integrating and 

under whose terms?” (Marlowe et al., 2013, p. 111). For members of the host community, 

engaging with people from different ethnic backgrounds is a means to enrich their own lives 

culturally and add value to community resources (Vertovec, 2010). Significantly, in the context 

of the current research, Colic-Peisker and Walker (2003) and Wille (2011) place an onus on 

the host community to be willing to identify and address barriers to integration for the process 

to work.  

The UNHCR (2018) reports the objective of integration to be the ability to pursue a 

sustainable lifestyle and contribute to the economy of the host country without discrimination 

or exploitation. In a discussion paper on the integration of refugees (UNHCR, 2014), it 

describes: 

A dynamic and multifaceted two-way process which requires efforts by all parties 

concerned, including a preparedness on the part of refugees to adapt to the host society 

without having to forego their own cultural identity, and a corresponding readiness on 

the part of host communities and public institutions to welcome refugees and meet the 

needs of a diverse population. The process of integration is complex and gradual, 

comprising distinct but inter-related legal, economic, social and cultural dimensions, 
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all of which are important for refugees’ ability to integrate successfully as fully included 

members of the host society (para. 5). 

Observing it as a process without a finite point, Smyth and Kum (2010) suggest the 

objectives of integration are ongoing for people from refugee backgrounds. However, what 

integration means to WRB is different to what it means to their male counterparts, not least 

because of continued, perhaps intensified, influence of their ethnic culture on their lives in the 

host community (Hargreaves, 2000). In a study of refugees from South Sudan, Wille (2011) 

concludes, “there is no escaping that women experience the integration process differently from 

men – especially as they often have less education, if any, from their home country, followed 

by fewer employment opportunities in the receiving country and a lack of language” (p. 96). 

Berry’s (1997) strategies of acculturation provide a useful theoretical departure point 

for establishing an operational definition of integration suitable for the focus of this research 

study. Berry’s much-cited model incorporates the four dimensions of assimilation, separation, 

integration and marginalisation, and offers a relevant framework through which the 

resettlement experiences of WRB can be evaluated. The four dimensions are framed within 

two key principles of, (i) maintaining one’s cultural identity; and, (ii) valuing interactions with 

a host community and wider society (see Figure 3.3 on page 73). Acculturation is the dual and 

ongoing process of psychological and behavioural change that takes place when there is contact 

between two or more cultural groups and their individual members (Berry, 2005; Mesoudi, 

2018). Often proceeding at different rates and with varying goals, acculturation produces the 

potential for conflict and the need for negotiation and adaptation (Berry, 2005). 

Phillimore (2011) uses Berry’s acculturation framework to investigate integration of 

women from refugee backgrounds in the context of marginalisation, its polar opposite in 

Berry’s framework. She examines cultural constraints which leave women unable to interact 

with locals and disconnected from their cultural peers and links the resultant stresses to 

isolation and low self-esteem. She concludes WRB to be more likely to experience 

marginalisation than integration. Wessendorf and Phillimore (2019) investigate how recent 

migrants, including people from refugee and asylum seeker backgrounds, form social relations 

when settling in a new country. They explore how access to resources and a sense of belonging 

can be brought about through the type of connectedness that counters marginalisation.  

Wessendorf and Phillimore (2019) find three types of social relations which contribute to 

integration. These are serendipitous encounters (unexpected, often fleeting encounters that 

provide support, resources and pathways forward), crucial acquaintances (supportive 

relationships built on valuing fellow humans in social setting like share houses, workplaces  
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Figure 3.3 

How Berry and Sam’s (1997) Acculturation Framework Guides an Understanding of 

Resettlement Experiences and Strategies of WRB. Copyright John W. Berry, David L. Sam. 

Framework reproduced with permission. 

and associations), and enduring friendships (evolving relationships that lead recent arrivals to 

feel emotionally and socially at home).  

In their review of literature on migrant integration in the context of sport, Smith et al. 

(2019) use Berry’s framework to demonstrate that integration in a sporting context “can be 

seen to provide the participants with the opportunity to maintain their cultural heritage while 

learning new elements of the new destination culture” (p. 858). Walseth and Fasting (2004) 

suggest different kinds of integration can be implemented and activated in different social 

spaces including sport organisations. DeSensi (1994) encourages sport organisations to accept, 

adapt and integrate difference and its potential benefits are drawn out by Skinner et al. (2008) 

who identify a psychological need to belong among people who are resettling in the host 

community. Spaaij (2012a) suggests this type of psychological need to identify is important to 

the process, otherwise “integration risks being mere assimilation” (p. 1522). Forde, Lee, Mills, 

and Frisby (2015) consider the potential for integration to become assimilation when 

participating immigrants are encouraged to set aside their cultural customs and adopt the new 

structures of sport organisations in the host country. 

Wille (2011) highlights the priority that Berry’s framework places on the people who 

are resettling and the importance of agency in the integration dynamic. She suggests that the 

acknowledgment of agency in the process can lead to experiences of respect and being valued, 

as well as an enhanced capacity to be part of and contribute to society. Practice theory informs 
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the understanding of agency in this research study. Bourdieu places an emphasis on the 

subjective individual in objective structures, and in this context, according to Webb et al. 

(2002), the ability of the individual to exercise agency by controlling their own actions should 

be understood “in terms of their relation to objective structures of a culture” (p. ix). This means 

a position is taken by an agent which is contested, negotiated and requires them, at times, to 

adapt, and in this position, the agent can relate to their surroundings and implement personal 

strategies to use the capital they possess (Emirbayer & Johnson, 2008; Erel, 2010). Allard 

(2005) acknowledges the potential for agency to be reduced by the dominant habitus of social 

structures but refers to social capital in proposing that the “possibilities of agency and (re) 

negotiation of power relations are ever present” (p. 66; parentheses in original text). 

The capacity of refugees to negotiate constraints in a contested field is explored by 

Mendelsohn et al. (2014) using the concept of bounded agency. They highlight social and 

environmental constraints which arise after displacement brings economic hardship and 

disruption to social networks. Mendelsohn and colleagues suggest resilience is the process 

through which refugees access the resources that can enable them to overcome the constraints. 

Resilience is key for refugees who face this “interplay of structure and agency within a range 

of settings … which are differentially impacted by local socioeconomic realities” (p. 388, citing 

Spiegel, Checchi, Colombo, & Paik, 2010). Bounded agency, as conceptualised by Evans 

(2007), provides an agent within a field with key personal guides which facilitate an informed, 

self-driven, future-focused engagement with society that is suitable for the challenges and 

opportunities the field presents.  

For Mendelsohn et al. (2014), an individual’s bounded agency describes “experience 

that is influenced but not entirely determined by socio-structural environments” (p. 393, italics 

in original) and, in the case of refugees, a way to understand why “highly structured 

environments act to constrain individual action by interfering with resilient processes” 

(Mendelsohn et al., 2014, p. 393). The importance of agency to WRB is also stressed by 

McPherson (2010) in an article titled ‘I integrate, therefore I am’. She points out that WRB 

trying to resettle in a host country are often perceived as a problem rather than agents with 

potential, but her study reveals a group of WRB who are concerned with a development of self 

that enables “outcomes for themselves, for their families, for their communities, and for society 

at large” (pp. 561-62). 

Elling et al. (2001) describe three dimensions of social integration – (i) stages of 

structural integration; (ii) processes of sociocultural integration; and, (iii) degrees of social 

affective integration. Particularly relevant to this discussion is the link Elling and colleagues 
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make between the process of sociocultural integration and multicultural societies. In this two-

way process, both dominant norms and marginal cultures are continuously confirmed and 

challenged through social activity, and this dimension of social integration is used by Walseth 

and Fasting (2004) to show how women and girls from minority cultures use sport to challenge 

stereotypes of passiveness and victimhood across the broader community, while also changing 

their existing gender roles within their own communities. 

How people from refugee backgrounds understand integration is likely to be different 

to the views of policymakers, service providers and Australian society (Marlowe et al., 2013). 

Integration can be a chosen strategy or an imposed ultimatum depending on social and political 

circumstances (Marlowe et al., 2013). It is indicated by a person’s capacity to secure 

employment, housing and education and gain access to health services. These four domains are 

set out as markers of integration in Ager and Strang’s (2008) conceptual framework to 

understand integration of refugees in the United Kingdom. This work has been built on by the 

UK Home Office more recently to add a fifth domain of leisure, which incorporates sport 

activities, to its Indicators of Integration framework (Ndofor-Tah et al., 2019). The document 

points to the practice of leisure as beneficial to the process of integration as it helps people to 

“learn more about the culture of a country or local area, and can provide opportunities to 

establish social connections, practice language skills and improve overall individual health and 

wellbeing” (Ndofor-Tah et al, 2019, p. 38). 

Based on the foregoing discussion and in the context of this research study as it pertains 

to WRB, the concept of integration will be defined as follows: 

A two-way form of social interaction where women and girls willingly maintain their 

cultural traditions while engaging and interacting meaningfully with other cultures 

including the host community; it is an ongoing process involving adaptation that takes 

place in a social space, (i) where traditions and customs of all cultures are 

acknowledged (but not necessarily accepted); (ii) where agency is encouraged and 

facilitated; and, (iii) where dominant norms that marginalise can be challenged resulting 

in the identification and reduction of barriers to societal participation. 

3.5 Formulating Research Questions 

The review of literature documented in chapters 2 and 3 responds to a research project 

put out to tender by the Queensland State Government in Australia. The project originated in 

the office of the Minister for National Parks, Recreation, Sport and Racing, and was advanced 

by a Ministerial Advisory Committee for Women and Girls in Sport. The project was put out 
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to tender through the Queensland Academy of Sport (QAS) Centre of Excellence for Applied 

Sport Science Research (CoE) focused on Women and Girls in Sport and Recreation. Approval 

of my application incorporated a scholarship to be administered in collaboration with Bond 

University. 

The research study was an independent, standalone project with a stated focus on ‘sport 

as an integrative experience for refugee women’. The researcher was required to provide 

regular progress updates to QAS and to present on (preliminary) findings to QAS and at related 

Queensland Government events. While no direct guidance in relation to Queensland policy 

priorities was provided, the ministerial initiative invited research in two areas: (i) women and 

girls in sport and recreation; and, (ii) sport as an integrative experience for refugees. This 

provided direction and focus for the literature review which examined relevant scholarly 

studies in four broad areas: 

(i) Sport structures in Queensland and Australia 

(ii) Refugee resettlement in Queensland and Australia 

(iii) Pierre Bourdieu’s practice theory 

(iv)  Concept of integration 

The literature review uncovered four prominent issues related to the research topic: 

a) Ongoing debate over the use and impact of organised sport as an instrument of social 

inclusion and integration 

b) Political ambiguity over the value of integration policies in an evolving sociocultural 

environment 

c) Limited investigation into the precise motivations for and impacts of sport experience 

in the lives of WRB 

d) Relatively low representation of WRB and their voices in previous research around 

sport involvement 

The literature review revealed how rapidly this research space is evolving at global, national 

and state levels. It was evident that an up-to-date appraisal of recent history and trends 

emerging within the world’s refugee population was important to establishing and maintaining 

an understanding of the social context in which WRB resettle in Queensland. The study aimed 

to empirically examine how WRB from different ethnic backgrounds experienced sport in 

Queensland and how – if at all – these experiences contributed to a process of integration. The 

concept of sport involvement, it was decided, should include but not be limited to active, 

physical and competitive participation. It also covered non-playing roles of sport such as 
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supporters, administrators, referees, groundskeepers, scorekeepers, volunteers, paramedics, 

fund-raisers, club members, coaches, managers and parents.  

The overarching research question which guided this endeavour was the following: 

What is the role of sport in the integration process for women from refugee backgrounds 

(WRB) in Queensland? 

Three supporting sub-research questions, each informed by Bourdieu's master concepts, 

were used to ensure the overarching research question was thoroughly addressed. These 

questions were devised to strengthen the lines of inquiry led by the research question, and were 

the following: 

(i) What are the ways that WRB get involved in sport in Queensland? 

(ii) What are the perceptions of WRB of the delivery of sport in Queensland? 

(iii) What are the forms of capital accessed, accumulated and converted by WRB through 

sport involvement? 

3.6 Chapter Summary 

 An argument as to why practice theory should be used to investigate the role of sport 

in the integration process for WRB has been mounted in this chapter. Bourdieu’s concepts have 

been shown to be illuminating, incisive, versatile and highly applicable to the purpose of this 

research study. The review has also raised awareness about the modern geopolitical 

environment and the influence of globalisation and transnationalism in this respect. Guided by 

the knowledge harvested in the preceding chapter on the background of this research project 

and an informed understanding of Bourdieu’s concepts developed in this chapter, a working 

definition of integration was established for this research project. With this architecture of 

relevant knowledge in place, the overarching research question and supporting sub-research 

questions were advanced. In the next chapter, the research design will be detailed including the 

epistemological platform, the position of the researcher, data collection methods and approach 

to data analysis. 
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Chapter 4: Research Methods 

In this chapter, the processes of data collection and analysis will be outlined. The 

theoretical reasoning behind the use of focus groups, interviews and participant observation to 

collect the data will be presented, followed by an in-depth description of how these methods 

were put into practice. The question of researcher position is discussed before practicalities of 

data collection from the researcher’s perspective are documented to demonstrate why a cultural 

peer role was integrated into the research design. A step-by-step record of data analysis, from 

transcription and coding to the development of subcategories, also constitutes a major part of 

this chapter, and the themes which emerged as a result of analysis are listed at the chapter’s 

end. The chapter’s starting point is provided by the ontological and epistemological standpoint 

that is initially taken in the pursuit of new knowledge. 

4.1 Philosophical Orientation 

In order to understand how WRB experienced sport involvement, the researcher first 

investigated what it means to be experiencing sport involvement. The philosophical field of 

phenomenology, which is concerned, according to Smith (2008, as cited by Gallagher, 2012) 

with the structures of consciousness as experienced from a first-person perspective, offered a 

contemplative base for this work (Smith, 2008). Following a review of the varying 

interpretations and robust debates which endure on the subject of phenomenology, Heidegger’s 

philosophy of fundamental ontology and hermeneutic phenomenology was identified to be of 

use in this case. Heidegger’s (1962) fundamental ontology was concerned with the concept of 

(human) being as a potentiality to be. For Giorgi (2007), this ontological perspective implies 

humans are capable of understanding ‘that something’ which belongs so essentially to an object 

as to constitute meaning, a view echoed by Koubova (2013) when saying that, “humans are 

unique beings that make being itself accessible” (p. 48).  

The researcher sought to develop an understanding of the essence of what sport 

involvement means to WRB. Heidegger saw phenomenology as a method for the pursuit of 

such meaning. At the core of this method were concepts of consciousness, Dasein and 

hermeneutic phenomenology, which are briefly explored here. Giorgi (1997) describes 

consciousness as, “the medium of access to whatever is given to awareness” (p. 236). In 

phenomenology, a phenomenon is the presence to consciousness of any entity as it is 

experienced or given. Ryle (1976) suggests phenomena which are given to awareness are, 

“directly discernible manifestations of mental functioning” (p. 17). They are neither inference 
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nor construct but entities which exist independently of human sense or perception, and which 

are represented in human form as abstract or theoretical (Muller, 2011). 

For Heidegger (1962), phenomenology was a method for getting ‘to things themselves’. 

To truly grasp the meaning (of ‘things themselves’), he challenged the phenomenologist to 

project onto a ‘moment of uncovering’. In the context of this research, WRB are encouraged 

to project onto that revelatory moment when consciousness makes them aware of the 

phenomenon of sport involvement and to discern what it means to them. It is important in this 

context to make clear Bourdieu’s position on phenomenology which for him “gives an 

exaggerated emphasis to agency in  its  attempt  to  describe  the  ways  in  which  individuals  

infuse  their  life-world  with meaning  and  sense” (Throop & Murphy, 2002, p. 190, citing 

Bourdieu & Wacquant,  1992). Without agency, however, Bourdieu’s concept of habitus 

struggles to account for the individual’s ongoing struggle with powerful societal structures and 

subjective acts of individualism. 

Heidegger (1962) advanced the entity of Dasein as the innate instrument which humans 

activate to project onto a moment of uncovering. For Heidegger, Dasein provides humans with 

access to the idea of being in the world in a way that enables conscious reflection on how the 

world works and which activates an intuitive capacity to rethink meaning while dealing with 

the world (Hogeveen, 2011; Koubova, 2013). It may be understood as the constant ability of 

humans to exercise concerns about the world and the activities in which human beings are 

absorbed (Dreyfus, 1993; Koubova, 2013). McConnell-Henry, Chapman, & Francis  (2009) 

describe Dasein as “the entity that allows humans to wonder about their own existence and 

question their meaning of Being-in-the-world” (p. 9). In this way, it enables humans to achieve 

the ontological objective and “let that which shows itself be seen from itself in the very way in 

which it shows itself from itself” (Heidegger, 1962, p. 58). 

Muller (2011) suggests that because human intuition is an instrument used in this 

uncovering of what it means to be in the world, the essence that has been uncovered cannot be 

fully proven, supporting Giorgi’s (2007) proposition that being is “somewhat uncovered” (p. 

67) by the phenomenological method. Rather than prove true meaning, Heidegger developed 

hermeneutic phenomenology as a cyclical process of interpretive inquiry aimed at liberating 

being from a concealed state and revealing essence (Koubova, 2013). It is a process which 

requires unbiased descriptions of what is immediately apparent to consciousness and then 

giving meaning to the phenomenon that is described (Dowling, 2007; Giorgi, 2007). For 

Heidegger, the use of descriptions – most often through language – was limiting and prohibitive 

(Giorgi, 2007). Rather than what was said, how things were said was of more importance to 
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him (in the pursuit of fundamental ontology). Initial descriptions (what was said) provided a 

starting point from where the phenomenologist could consider context (how it was said), as 

indicated by words not used, tone of voice, and examples of ambiguity which could trigger 

further investigation, and which required informed interpretation. 

This philosophical perspective provides a foundation for the epistemological pursuit of 

this research project and its aim to understand sport involvement as it is experienced by WRB. 

It challenges the researcher to ask, “what is the nature of this phenomenon as an essentially 

human experience?” (Van Manen, 2016, p. 62). In their updated exploration of philosophical 

underpinnings in approaches to qualitative research, Creswell and Poth (2017) observed that 

meanings are often derived “through interaction with others and through historical and cultural 

norms that operate in individuals’ lives” (p. 24). This observation, in closing this section, 

implicates qualitative research as fitting for this research study as will be discussed in the next 

section. 

4.2 Qualitative Research 

The researcher used an exploratory qualitative research design. Qualitative research 

methods focus on how people construct the world around them, what they are doing, how they 

are doing it or what is happening to them in terms that are meaningful and that offer important 

insights (Flick, 2018). Therefore, social phenomena were examined and interpreted from the 

perspective of participant WRB by exploring, interrogating and documenting their behaviours 

and perceptions (Tracy, 2019). An attempt was made to explain social phenomena ‘from the 

inside’ through the experiences of participants (Flick, 2018). Denzin and Lincoln’s (2011) all-

encompassing definition of qualitative research is informative in this context:  

A situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of 

interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These practices transform 

the world. They turn the world into a series of representations, including field notes, 

interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the self. At this level, 

qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This 

means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to 

make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them 

(p. 3). 

Miles and Huberman (1984) suggest data are a means to an end when they describe them as, 

“a source of well-grounded, rich description and explanation of processes occurring in local 

contexts” (p. 21, italics added). This understanding aligns with Flick’s (2018) suggestion that 
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researchers do not find data ‘per se’, but construct or interpret phenomena in making use of 

data in social research. The data effectively enable the research by putting the researcher in 

position to assess causality, derive useful explanations, refine interpretations and revisit lines 

of inquiry. The researcher explains the raw data by organising, managing, interpreting and 

making sense of it (Pope, Ziebland, & Mays, 2000). This process is heightened through 

sequential analysis where data are collected and analysed as an ongoing part of the research 

process (Miles & Huberman, 1984; Pope et al., 2000).  

The collection and analysis of qualitative data involves interpersonal and subjective 

components. Qualitative research can require researchers to, “go into other people’s lives, 

sometimes at a time of crisis and stress, and … ask them to talk in detail about their 

experiences” (Dickson-Swift, James, Kippen, & Liamputtong, 2007, p. 330). Researchers must 

initiate rapport-building from their first encounter with a participant to build a research 

relationship that will grant access to a person’s life story and experiences (Grbich, 1999). 

Merriam, Johnson-Bailey, Lee, Ntseane, and Muhamad (2001) suggest that compromise and 

negotiation are part of the process. Data are usually collected in the form of text, spoken word, 

numbers or symbols that represent the views, perceptions, actions and experiences of 

participants (Neuman, 2007). The findings of qualitative research are subjective because 

personal interpretation is inherent to the analysis of qualitative data, particularly where the 

researcher is the tool for data collection and analysis (Creswell, 2003). 

From cursory, hand-written notes on the move, to more detailed and precise notes of 

observations in the field, to transcribed recordings of interviews and focus groups, there are 

multiple ways of collecting useful, insightful data. Morgan and Spanish (1984) suggest a 

compromise can be forged in research using qualitative methods where the strengths of each 

mode are used to the advantage of the broader project. For the purposes of this research, data 

collected from focus groups, one-to-one interviews and participant observation were identified 

to be the most useful combination. Before describing data collection during this research 

project, these three methods will first be discussed to underline why they were used, starting 

with data collected through the focus group method. 

4.2.1 Why Focus Groups Were Used 

Powell and Single (1996) describe focus group discussions as, “a group of individuals 

selected and assembled by researchers to discuss and comment on, from personal experiences, 

the topic that is the subject of the research” (p. 499). Hollander (2004) suggests that judicious 

planning can make focus groups an effective and fruitful form of data collection through, 
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“collaborative construction of meaning” (p. 632). Thus, while the information produced by 

focus groups is guided by the researcher, it is generated by participant experiences, the 

collective views and beliefs they express about shared experiences, and the meanings they 

attach to these views and beliefs (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008; Morgan & 

Spanish, 1984). Focus groups are associated with a phenomenological type of knowledge 

(Calder, 1977) where common-sense conceptions and everyday explanations are accessed 

(Morgan & Spanish, 1984). 

The focus group can be a forum for the views of marginalised groups and function as a 

platform for them to explore group meanings which are often concealed from mainstream 

society or regarded as counter-cultural (Bloor, Frankland, Thomas, Stewart, & Robson,, 2000). 

The objectives of focus groups can make participants stakeholders in a study and allow them 

to see themselves as valued experts in an important decision-making process (Morgan, 1995). 

This is achieved, in particular, when the issue of power dynamics between participants and the 

researcher are considered and, where necessary, addressed in the planning of a focus group 

(Merriam et al., 2001) 

Morgan and Spanish (1984) observe the focus group method to be a social construct 

which therefore renders uncertain the potential for “naturalistic observation of interaction” (p. 

260). At the same time, they highlight the researcher’s access to informal discussions of friends 

and acquaintances described as “the participant’s own methods and means of self-expression” 

(Morgan & Spanish, 1984, p. 267, italics added). In other words, the researcher bears witness 

to interactions among participants from which the researcher is apart. This access to group 

interaction is highly valued as an opportunity to observe what happens when people take 

differing individual experiences and attempt to make collective sense of them (Edwards & 

Skinner, 2010).  

Focus groups benefit from higher levels of debate and impromptu interaction (Morgan, 

1997), so it is important to ensure participants are comfortable in the focus group environment 

and in the company of each other.  A skilled facilitator ensures all participants have an 

opportunity to contribute and allows differences of opinion to develop and be debated properly 

and fairly. Familiarity can allow participants to easily challenge each other or open up on 

sensitive topics (Gill et al., 2008). Participants may also feel inhibited in a focus group 

situation, and potentially agree in such an open forum with views they do not share in private. 

Sensitive topics may call for co-facilitators who share similar characteristics and cultural 

background as participants. This familiarity can promote rapport and trust, and put participants 

at ease (Morgan, 1995). Bloor et al. (2000) suggest a focus group facilitated by someone other 
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than an academic researcher, “is generally led by an ‘indigenous researcher’ collaborating with 

the academic researcher, either in a conscious spirit of co-participation, or because the group 

is to be conducted in a language in which the academic researcher is not fluent” (p. 41).  

A schedule of carefully sequenced questions should be used by the focus group 

facilitator, with each question consistent with the research design (Barriball & While, 1994; 

Bloor et al. 2000). Questions should be of open-ended structure and be supported with follow-

up questions and insightful probes. Probes, “allow the researcher to uncover deeper levels of 

meaning and seek clarity on the topic of interest” (Ryan, Coughlan, & Cronin, 2009, p. 311). 

The itinerary of questions developed for focus group discussions in this research study are 

presented in Table 4.1 (below) along with an explanation of their objectives and theoretical 

basis. A limitation of focus groups is how they fall short in directly questioning participants 

for information about their views and experiences. This can be achieved through one-to-one 

interviews which will be discussed next. 
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Table 4.1 

Itinerary of Focus Group Questions 

Main question Follow-up 

question 

Question 

objective 

How practice theory is utilised 

Q1: Let’s talk 

about how 

people got 

involved in 

sport, here in 

Australia or 

before coming 

to Australia. 

How did it 

happen?  

What were the 

decisions or 

the first steps 

for you to get 

involved in 

sport? 

Invite 

respondents to 

discuss in their 

own words 

what factors 

facilitated their 

initial sport 

involvement 

and the 

constraints they 

negotiated in 

accessing sport. 

Field: Understand the social field(s) in 

which participants were positioned when 

making decisions about sport 

involvement. 

Doxa: Interpret the core values of relevant 

field(s) as articulated by respondents. 

Agency: Determine if individuals had the 

ability to understand and control their 

own actions. 

Habitus: Consider the dispositions of 

agents in representing themselves as 

individuals, and how much they were 

disposed to act in ways that expressed the 

values of their cultural field. 

Capital: What forms of capital were 

accessed to enable sport involvement in 

Australia? 

 

Q2: With your 

sport 

involvement, 

what is the set-

up like? How 

is it organised? 

What about the 

facilities? 

What could be 

improved? 

What could be 

changed to 

make it better 

for you? 

Invite 

respondents to 

discuss 

facilitators and 

constraints to 

continued 

involvement on 

entry into a 

field of sport, 

and the cost to 

them of staying 

involved. 

Field: Understand the structure of the 

social field entered by individual agents 

for sport involvement in Queensland. 

Doxa: Interpret the set of principles 

articulated as the core values of the field 

of sport they entered. 

Symbolic violence: Gain insights of any 

respondent experiences within the field 

where they were denied resources, treated 

as inferior or felt restricted in terms of 

their aspirations. 

Capital: Investigate the forms of capital 

accessed, converted and/or accumulated 

within the field. 

Habitus: Understand how respondents 

were disposed to behave when subject to 

the structures of sport and its culturally 

constituted values. 

 



85 
 

Q3: Describe 

the sport 

experience for 

you? What 

does it feel 

like? 

Has anyone 

got a favourite 

moment in 

sport? It can be 

anything at all. 

Invite 

respondents to 

describe and 

express the 

personal 

feelings and 

emotions of 

sport 

involvement for 

them. 

Illusio: Evaluate to what extent 

respondents were caught up in and by the 

game a, thus recognising its stakes and 

seeing it as worth being involved. 

Symbolic violence: As per above. 

Misrecognition: Consider if respondents 

felt comfortable in their roles and 

positions within the field and fitted in to 

the point they forgot they were social 

agents who were products of the field. 

Habitus: As per above. 

Q4: Let’s talk 

about some of 

the ways sport 

affects our 

lives. What do 

we get out of 

sport? 

What do we 

miss out on if 

we are not 

involved in 

sport (perhaps 

as a result of 

Covid-19)? 

Invite 

respondents to 

discuss 

perceived 

benefits of sport 

involvement 

and costs of 

sport 

involvement on 

their lives in 

Queensland. 

Capital: Probe the forms of capital 

accumulated or expended by WRB 

through their processes of sport 

involvement. 

Note. The questions were asked by cultural peers  who led discussions during focus groups 

(the practicalities of the cultural peer role are discussed in depth in section 4.3.8). The 

description of practice theory concepts draws significantly on Webb et al. (2002). 
a The term ‘game’ is a Bourdieusian concept and not a reference to sport specifically. 

4.2.2 Why Interviews Were Used 

The semi-structured interview is regarded as, “a valuable method of gaining insight into 

people’s perceptions, understandings, and experiences of a given phenomenon and can 

contribute to in-depth data collection” (Ryan et al., 2009, p. 309). It is appropriate for 

examining potentially sensitive topics in cases where participants may be reluctant to talk about 

issues in a group environment (Gill et al., 2008). There are three widely recognised types of 

research interview. The unstructured interview is highly informal and relies heavily on 

spontaneity (Turner III, 2010). The structured or standardised interview is a customised format 

that enables exactly the same process to take place from one interview to the next (Ryan et al., 

2009).  

The semi-structured, in-depth interview is a more focused format than the unstructured 

interview, but more adaptable than the structured version. Depending on the research question, 
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research participants and the philosophical orientation of the epistemological pursuit, the 

researcher – while taking a semi-structured approach to an interview – can draw on aspects of 

structured and unstructured interviews to optimise data collection (Ryan et al., 2009). Drawing 

on unstructured aspects, for example, questions can be asked in a conversational style which 

represents a flexible invitation to participants to share information by personal narrative 

(Stronach et al., 2016). At the same time, the structured aspect of the approach can be used to 

ensure this flexible invitation is consistent across all interviews. 

By ensuring the interviewee has clear expectations about the nature, structure, length 

and format of the interview, the researcher builds trust and increases the likelihood that the 

interviewee is taking the process seriously and taking part for reasons that align with the 

objectives of the research (Britten, 1999). Creswell and Poth (2017) highlight the importance 

of selecting appropriate candidates who will provide credible information and be willing to 

speak openly and honestly. Therefore, both the selection and confirmation of consent processes 

represent opportunities for the researcher to build rapport with research participants. 

The opening question of a research interview should fit with the relaxed environment 

the interviewer has established. This can be followed with a broad question relevant to the 

overarching research question or engaging one of the pre-ordained categories highlighted in 

the interview schedule. From there, the interview moves into more direct and sensitive 

questions in line with the schedule, using probes and follow-up questions where appropriate. 

The interpersonal skill of active listening can be crucial to the quality of data collected (Ryan 

et al., 2009), as it adds subtle impetus to probes. Dickson-Swift et al. (2007) suggest the act of 

listening and giving participants time to talk about their experiences can validate these 

experiences.  

The researcher should make no assumptions about the interviewee or their response 

when designing an interview question (Turner III, 2010), and thereby ensure the question is 

essentially open-ended. The open-ended structure of a question allows the participant to choose 

their terms and contribute as much as they want in their response. The face-to-face component 

of one-to-one interviews presents a chance for deeper discussions with participants and to 

observe non-verbal cues which can contribute to a greater understanding of the meaning of a 

phenomenon for a participant (Neuman, 2007; Ryan et al., 2009). 

The issue of power dynamics, which is critiqued further in the forthcoming section on 

‘Researcher Position’, is also a focal part of any discussion of interview formats and 

techniques. Perceptions of the researcher’s position on the part of interviewer and interviewee 

must be critically considered in advance of the interview not least when factors like gender, 
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culture and social status have the potential to generate – even unconsciously – a power dynamic 

that lacks balance and equity (Dickson-Swift et al., 2007). Hugman, Pittaway, and Bartolomei 

(2011) point to the, “quite tangible and stark power differentials” (p. 1278) that can exist 

between people from non-Western backgrounds and those who involve them in the research 

process. The interviewer must also be alert to researcher bias which can influence the 

participant to give the answer they think the researcher wants to hear. 

While focus groups and one-to-one interviews are recognised to be a productive 

combination of high-quality data during qualitative research, the use of a third method –  

participant observation – consolidates this work. Takyi (2015) suggests researchers can 

“unearth crucial information” (p. 864) in such settings which is not necessarily accessed 

through the focus group and interview methods of data collection. Participant observation is 

discussed next. 

4.2.3 Why Participant Observation Was Used 

Participant observation, guided by Ianoco, Brown, and Holtham (2009), may be 

summarised as obtaining access to a social or organisational setting, agreeing a role to be 

carried out within the setting, and participating therein while also recording the researcher’s 

observations of behaviours and interactions. It is widely acknowledged to be the data collection 

method for ethnography (Myers, 1999) which is the study of “social interactions, behaviours, 

and perceptions that occur within groups, teams, organisations, and communities” (Reeves, 

Kuper, & Brown, 2008, p. 1). However, where ethnography is a relatively long-term process 

that requires the researcher to spend considerable time embedded in the field (Hammersley, 

2017; Myers, 1999), the participant observation method can involve the collection of data 

through short interactions during occasional fieldwork (Takyi, 2015). Thus, participant 

observation is not to be automatically aligned with ethnography. In this research study, the 

researcher was not embedded within a field and did not identify with those being investigated 

as required in Abu-Lughod’s (2000) criteria for ethnography. 

Participant observation is a method which enables the researcher to enter into 

conversation with members of a group with the aim of gaining tacit knowledge and unique 

insights that provide an understanding of experiences and behaviours from their perspective 

(Becker, 1958; Ianoco et al., 2009; Takyi, 2015). The ‘in context’ research setting means the 

experiences of agents in the field are “highly relevant and intelligible only within the social 

and cultural context” (Ianoco et al., 2009, p. 44). Bositis (1988) suggests that the researcher’s 

role in the social field may be constructively extended beyond observation to a form of 
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manipulation through the use of verbal stimuli and behavioural cues which prompt context-

relevant responses. 

Key to the participant observation process is the level of participation of the researcher 

within the setting and the participating position of the researcher in that setting. It is important 

to understand the influence of the researcher, therefore, on the behaviour of respondents who 

potentially change their behaviours once aware they are being observed as part of a research 

study (Ianoco et al., 2009; Takyi, 2015). Skinner and Edwards (2005) say the researcher must 

remain constantly aware of the relationship with the participant and how this can influence, 

“the gathering, interpretation, and writing up of data” (p. 406). Hammersley and Atkinson 

(2007) suggest that, “how people respond to the presence of the researcher may be as 

informative as how they react to other situations” (p. 15). 

Challenges to the quality of data collected using the participant observation method can 

arise when an unknown outsider enters a social setting as a researcher. This can prompt 

suspicion and caution among those being observed (Ianoco et al., 2009; Schwartz & Schwartz, 

1955; Takyi, 2015). In addition, the intermittent nature of respondents’ interactions with the 

researcher may also create doubts about the sincerity of the researcher (Takyi, 2015). Attempts 

to overcome these challenges by gaining the confidence of respondents must be measured. 

Where the relationship with respondents is too close, and ventures into the realm of sympathy 

or friendship, the potential for biased interpretation of data increases (Adler & Adler, 2001; 

Gold, 1957; Schwartz & Schwartz, 1955; Takyi, 2015). To protect against any compromise in 

the researcher’s level of criticism, the primary goals of data collection and analysis should be 

safeguarded with suitable emotional detachment and professional distance (Adler & Adler, 

2001; Baker, 2006; Takyi, 2015). 

Gold (2017) proposed four distinct roles that a participant observer can adopt. At one 

end of the continuum is the total participant who can be compared with the ethnographer. In 

this way the practices and behaviours of a social group are viewed from within by a fully 

participating member of the group who is known to be conducting research. At the other end, 

the researcher also observes from within the setting, but adopts a universal perspective, and 

collects data without the knowledge of the group members. This role of total observer has been 

rendered all but defunct by modern ethical requirements of informed consent (Takyi, 2015). 

These polar perspectives, and the complexities of the related intermediary roles of observing 

participant and participating observer, are effectively represented in Figure 4.1 (below) which 

is extracted from a lecture by Kristiansen and Jacobsen (2011) at the Aalborg Summer School. 
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Raymond Gold’s continuum model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 

Depiction of Gold’s Continuum Model (Kristiansen & Jacobsen, 2011, Slide 6). 

Note. Copyright Soren Kristiansen and Michael Hviiid Jacobsen. Reproduced with 

permission. 

While not his position, Takyi (2015) acknowledges that a case can be made for the 

participating observer (observer-as-participant) role to be less likely to affect a social situation 

being investigated than the observing participant (participant-as-observer) role. This is because 

of the former’s emphasis on the researcher as an observer first and a participant second. The 

researcher, in this position, maintains a professional distance from the respondents. This is the 

kind of practice that Schwartz and Schwartz (1955) attribute to the researcher’s, “experience, 

awareness, and personality constellation and the way these are integrated with a particular 

social situation" (p. 350).  

For this research study, the observer-as-participant role was aligned with the 

researcher’s former role as a journalist through which an understanding of objectivity had been 

ingrained in his professional practice. Describing the norm of objectivity as it applies to the 

field of journalism, Epstein (1973) says it generates detached news from nowhere where the 
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narrative is independent of the values of the journalist. This ideal of objectivity, as it is 

described by Wahl-Jorgensen (2020), was used in this research study to inform the level of 

involvement of the researcher in the role of observer-as-participant. It guided the interactions 

of the researcher in maintaining a professional distance and neutralising inclinations to 

empathise with the situation of respondents or identify with them as a supporter of their sport 

teams. 

Having gained access to the social settings and established a level of involvement 

through suitable positions, the researcher adapted Spradley’s (1980) descriptive question 

matrix to formulate his inquiry through participant observation. This approach is depicted with 

examples of questions in Table 4.2 (below). To ensure the researcher grasps the meaning of 

the phenomena being investigated, Geertz (1973) calls for thick description to capture not only 

what happens in a setting but also how it happens. With this theoreticallly informed approach 

to participant observation established alongside a suitable body of knowledge in relation to 

focus groups and interviews, the question of researcher position was engaged. This is discussed 

in the next section where personal and professional backgrounds are incorporated into the 

attempt to establish the researcher’s position within the project. As a result, a first-person 

narrative is utilised to reflect the more personalised perspective.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



91 
 

Table 4.2 

How Spradley’s (1980) Dimensions Were Used to Inform Researcher Questions in the Field 

Dimension Explanation Examples of Field Questions 

Space Physical layout of the 

place(s) 

Who is responsible for the planning of this 

event and where the sporting activities have 

been located? I ask because this is what I have 

observed in terms of layout of facilities. 

Actor Range of people involved Who are the people that make up this football 

team? Who is in charge? Where are they all 

from? 

Activity A set of related activities 

that occur 

Apart from the soccer, what else are the team 

members up to when they attend training? 

Object The physical things that 

are present 

What is it about this environment that 

engenders the attitudes and practices of WRB 

who make time to be here? 

Act Single actions people 

undertake 

How do I describe the way the respondents are 

acting and behaving in this setting?  

Event Activities that people 

carry out 

What precise activities –sport-related and 

otherwise – do WRB engage in when refugee 

support events are run? 

Time The sequencing of events 

that occur 

What are the attitudes and behaviours I can 

observe of WRB involved with this team in 

terms of attendance and commitment? 

Goal Things that people are 

trying to accomplish 

Why do WRB turn up for refugee support 

events? Based on my observations, what are 

the objectives I can detail? 

Feeling Emotions felt and 

expressed 

What are the emotions being expressed in this 

social space by respondents? Are these 

emotions they would typically express in other 

social spaces? 

Notes: The matrix was used for descriptive questions during participant observation in three 

research fields - refugee spaces in which the researcher volunteered; a sport team where some 

respondents played soccer; and impromptu off-script focus group discussions that did not 

directly involve the researcher. 
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4.3 Researcher Position  

Bourdieu’s practice theory, discussed in Chapter 3, offered an effective theoretical 

backdrop with which to approach the question of researcher position. The concept of field 

proved immediately useful in understanding the social fields in which the research would take 

place, while the concepts of economic, cultural and social capital helped make sense of the 

resources which I possessed and could introduce to the project, and how these could influence 

researcher position. The concept of habitus was applied when considering dispositions and 

behaviours I would bring to fieldwork and whether my agency as a researcher would evolve or 

dissolve within social fields inhabited by WRB. Research design was constructed from this 

theoretical platform and it was advanced – most significantly in the case of the focus group 

method – by incorporating aspects of insider/outsider theory and action research. This will be 

discussed later in this chapter, but it is important first to attend to critical nuances of researcher 

position which needed to be considered as a white, Western man seeking to understand the 

complex experiences of WRB. This was approached initially with reference to standpoint, 

feminist and critical race theories and through exploration of concepts of whiteness and 

reflexivity. 

Standpoint theories, according to Harding (2004), underpin a research approach where 

the knowledge and experience of minority groups is valued and used to construct a response to 

the social structures that undermine this very knowledge and experience. Harding (2004) 

writes: “Each oppressed group can learn to identify its distinctive opportunities to turn an 

oppressive feature of the group’s conditions into a source of critical insight about how the 

dominant society thinks and is structured.” (p. 7). 

Operating from the premise that racism is a normal, endemic component of society, 

critical race theorists aim to expose racism and injustice in all its forms (Milner, 2007). 

Therefore, race-related issues need to be situated within a broader social context, rather than 

only at an individual level. According to Milner (2007), critical race theorists “attempt to 

explain the implicit and explicit consequences of systemic, policy-related racism; and they 

work to disrupt and transform policies, laws, theories, and practices through the exposure of 

racism” (p. 391). 

Feminist methodology, according to Gorelick (1991, citing Smith, 1974) “grows out of 

an important qualitative leap in the feminist critique of the social sciences [… ] the leap from 

a sociology about women to a sociology for women” (p. 459, parentheses added, italics in 

original). Feminist theory represented a move away from the objectifying intent of masculine 
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methodology wherein human beings were ‘reduced’ to social facts (Gorelick, 1991), and a 

move towards the use of concepts like human agency, subjectivity, personal experience, 

emotions, and worldview (Kasan, Nutter, Green, Arthur, Russell-Mayhew, & Sesma-Vasquez, 

2020). Positionality, according to Stanley and Wise (1993), has played a central role in feminist 

research since its inception. In charting the emergence of feminist methodology, Gorelick 

(1991) places an emphasis on the different relationship the researcher had with research 

participants when the researcher was a woman and participants were women. 

The latter point prompted an inquiry on my part about the potential for a man in the 

position of researcher to also have a different relationship with participants (women) while 

using research methods removed from dominant masculine methodology, and what type of 

new knowledge might be produced. Watson and Casey (2022) examine the position of men 

who identify as feminism friendly in emerging terrains of contemporary Western feminism, 

pointing out that to identify as a feminist is a conscious political act which locates men in 

positions of resistance requiring multiple forms of capital. Tennis star Andy Murray is 

advanced as an example of a male feminist who uses his position and capital to argue for equal 

pay in tennis, to call out casual sexism in the media and to push for more women’s matches to 

be scheduled on the high-profile show courts (Steinberg, 2019). Critical thought resulting from 

this interpretation of Murray’s position prompted me to review the forms of capital I had 

accumulated and which I could bring to the research project. These are discussed next. 

4.3.1 Considering ‘me’ as researcher 

In preliminary considerations of my position as researcher, I explored my habitus 

including experiences and behaviours I could draw on from my time as a news and sport 

journalist. In particular, I recalled how I utilised a position of power (sport editor) to channel 

resources like journalists and photographers (forms of capital) into high quality coverage of 

women’s sport (field) in an endeavour to transform the ways readers thought about women’s 

sport in the west of Ireland in the 1990s.  

The process of inquiry into my personal and professional experience was extended but 

only after I had changed my perspective on how my role as researcher should be set up. I 

initially believed aspects of my personal life and what I could bring to the research process 

from personal and professional perspectives should not be considered. My first thought, as a 

white, Western man, had been to seek to quarantine these aspects of ‘my habitus’ from the 

objective, impersonal researcher role I had taken on. However, in building my understanding 

of qualitative research methods it became clear that many aspects of who I was prior to being 
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a researcher would inevitably be infused into the research field. My approach, in this respect, 

pivoted and I sought to involve and discover parts of ‘me’ that could contribute positively to 

the research project. These parts are outlined in the following paragraphs. 

I had been employed as a communications professional in the tertiary education sector 

when I applied to Queensland Academy of Sport (QAS) for the PhD scholarship in 2016. I had 

previously worked as a news and sport journalist in Ireland and Queensland, Australia for more 

than 20 years. I had also been volunteering in the refugee support sector for almost 12 months 

at the time I became aware of the Queensland government-supported research project. This 

volunteer work would be an important contributor to the project, starting with the network of 

connections I had already built up. I had a lifelong involvement in sport as a player, coach, 

supporter and administrator, and had recently completed a Football Federation Australia 

coaching course.  

I viewed the PhD project as an opportunity to use my life experience and professional 

skills in a productive way which contributed to the betterment of society. I had enjoyed and 

reaped many rewards from my involvement in sport in Ireland and Australia, and I believed 

this kind of opportunity should be available to anyone. This was the preliminary position I 

established for myself when I applied to the Queensland Academy of Sport. In engaging with 

the Queensland Government in this way, I aimed to bring a social justice perspective to the 

research project and to ultimately represent the voices of WRB in my final report to the relevant 

government departments(s). To understand my influence on the research process in a more 

meaningful way I engaged with reflexivity.  

4.3.2 Engaging with Reflexivity 

Finlay (2002) describes reflexivity as a concept which can present an account of a 

research project, situate the researcher in relation to the research project and articulate 

difference. She goes on to outline its continued application in the production of knowledge and 

its role in the analysis and interpretation of data. I engaged with reflexivity to situate myself 

within my research project and to understand the nature and impact of this position. According 

to Vadeboncoeur, Bopp, and Singer (2021) this is a critical undertaking for the researcher, an 

exercise in self-analysis which can be challenging both personally and methodologically. 

Engaging with reflexivity prompted me to explore my social status and social situation, 

my being-in-the-world, and to reconsider personal and professional connections that resulted. 

“This includes, but is not limited to, cultural identities and social locations such as race, 

ethnicity, age, gender, sexual orientation, nationality, status in country, Indigenous heritage, 
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religion, spirituality, social class, as well as physical and mental abilities and disabilities” 

(Kasan et al., 2020, p. 2). I probed the sources of my identity and inquired about how these 

would be implicated in the research project I was about to undertake. 

With the research project investigating the experiences of WRB, it was incumbent on 

me to consider aspects of my identity, including the social structures which shaped this identity, 

that could impact the production of knowledge. I was required, therefore, to move beyond the 

limitations of self-reflexivity and in so doing to recognise how these aspects of my identity 

demonstrated my complicity – unconscious or otherwise – with norms of hegemonic 

masculinity and racial exclusion which my research sought to address (Hoeber & Kerwin, 

2013). I came to terms with the importance of holding myself responsible for the work I was 

about to start and the knowledge I planned to produce, and this started, according to 

Vadeboncoeur et al. (2021), by understanding my position as a political actor engaged in the 

project. An integral part of this understanding related to my whiteness and acknowledging how 

this whiteness – my whiteness – “translated into political and social structures responsible for 

racial domination” (Leonardo, 2013, p. 156). This is discussed next. 

4.3.3 The Meaning of Whiteness in My Life 

In considering the institutions that made up my social environment, including 

organisations with which I was involved for employment, for health, for leisure, I needed as a 

white man to observe these as institutionalisation of whiteness and racism (Vadeboncoeur et 

al., 2021). This proved a challenging yet invigorating exercise in self-reflection on the 

processes of socialisation. Looking through this lens cast a new view on my lived-in world 

where knowledge is constructed by those whose experiences and positions in that world are 

recognised as normal (Milner, 2007). Where those people are white this production of 

knowledge underscores the institutionalisation of racial attitudes, assumptions and stereotypes 

(Banks, 1993; Taylor, 2016; Vadeboncoeur et al., 2021). This led me to also think about 

institutions such as sport clubs where the experiences and positions of men were recognised as 

normal, and about the institutionalisation of gendered attitudes, assumptions and stereotypes. 

Going further, I reflected on the complicit nature of my participation in each social 

environment. This alerted me to the importance of reflexivity for the entirety of the research 

project and the need to locate reflexivity in contexts of systemic racism and masculine 

hegemony which had and continued to inform my worldview to greater or lesser degrees. It 

prompted me to actively acknowledge the epistemologies that were dominant in shaping my 

world view and the epistemologies which were not at work, and how this would influence data 
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collection, data analysis, interpretation of findings and representation of WRB. It was crucial 

that I as a researcher was aware and sensitive to the absence or limited influence of narratives 

and epistemologies driven, for example, by critical race, feminist or standpoint theories. I 

understood the requirement to also engage with cultural perceptions I held which might be 

“inappropriate for understanding the contextual nuances of an oppression to which [I] was not 

privy” (Vadeboncoeur et al., 2021, p. 35, parentheses added). This is explored further in the 

next section. 

4.3.4 Addressing Factors that Influence Knowledge Production 

In approaching the start of data collection, I was sensitive to my epistemic shortcomings 

and had a growing willingness to dig deeper into such shortcomings and accept the challenges 

they presented (Vadeboncoeur et al., 2021). I opened my mind to the biases that limited my 

ability as a researcher of WRB and sought to extend this open-mindedness, most immediately, 

to processes of respondent recruitment and data collection. This was a challenging personal 

endeavour which I accepted with a willingness “to take risks, make mistakes, and admit errors” 

(Finlay, 2002, p. 6). I approached fieldwork with the view that I should not feel apologetic, 

vulnerable or guilty for being a white man, therefore striving to ensure the process of reflexivity 

did not result in obstacles (Ahmed, 2012; Fletcher & Hylton, 2016; Vadeboncoeur et al., 2021). 

I embraced the attitude of one researcher in Kasan et al.’s (2020) study of migrant women 

resettling in Canada when she said: “I think just because I feel privileged, it doesn’t mean I 

should dismiss myself and my background and my identities or what this [process] can bring” 

(p. 6). 

A key part of this process would be my appreciation of the complexities of power 

differentials in both research hierarchies and in society more broadly (Kasan et al., 2020; Wolf, 

2018).  Kasan et al. (2020) draw attention to research with people who are considered to be 

vulnerable and the potential for a researcher’s power to be misused in many ways when 

collecting, analysing, and interpreting data for example. In her work on contradictions in 

feminist methodology, Gorelick (1991) explains how the production of knowledge can be 

influenced by research relationships that are structured on power and inequality. I accepted it 

was not possible to ‘untangle’ my identity sources from processes of data collection and 

analysis and interpretation of findings; therefore I tried to remain ‘attuned’ to how these 

identity sources overlapped, merged or impinged on the different parts of the process (Kasan 

et al, 2020). Ultimately, I moved forward with a determination to interpret and represent the 

voices of WRB in ways that honoured them and maintained their integrity (Milner, 2007). To 
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realise my position in the field in practical terms I engaged with a cultural sponsor and 

commenced a valuable relationship which was shaped and informed by this discussion of 

researcher position. This is discussed next. 

4.3.5 Engaging with Cultural Sponsor 

To facilitate data collection, the need for a gatekeeper or cultural sponsor to link me 

with prospective respondents emerged (Hynes, 2003). The positioning of this role is depicted 

in Figure 4.2 (below), where the mediating influence of the cultural sponsor may be visualised 

at a fundamental level. I used my connections from volunteering roles to find Sinéad 

[pseudonym], a prospective candidate for the cultural sponsor role. Sinéad was the Brisbane-

based manager of an organisation which helped refugees resettle in Queensland. While not 

from a refugee background, Sinéad worked closely with women and girls from refugee and 

multiple ethnic backgrounds for a number of years. Sport involvement of refugees was a key 

focus of the organisation with which she worked. 

 

Figure 4.2 

Representation of the Link Role of Cultural Sponsor 

I explained to Sinéad the need for a cultural sponsor to assist with the research study, 

and she agreed to take on the role. In return, I focused my volunteer work on events being run 

by Sinéad’s organisation. This enabled me to commence preparations for fieldwork in similar 

fashion to Harwood (2019, 2021) who invested time to negotiate with gatekeepers in her study 

of sport participation of young people from refugee backgrounds in Australian schools. 

Harwood explains that this granted her “a ‘feel’ for the field she would be entering and an 

insight into some of the complexities experienced by young people from refugee backgrounds” 

(p. 179).  

Through my preliminary entry as a volunteer, I contributed my time, knowledge and 

experience to a range of projects including a soccer tournament targeting refugee communities 

in Brisbane; a weekly school-based physical activity program developing physical literacy 

among young refugee women; and a sport carnival aimed at people from refugee backgrounds 

Researcher
Cultural 
sponsor

Research 
participants



98 
 

which was run in conjunction with mental health support agencies. I also brought my editorial 

skills to bear on a framework document developed by Sinéad’s organisation in partnership with 

regional councils nationwide. The same skills and breadth of knowledge were also used to 

review a program document aimed at women from Culturally and Linguistically Diverse 

(CALD) backgrounds developed by a national sport organisation (NSO) with an Queensland 

support agency. I was also invited to participate as a community partner at a Refugee Week 

community dinner hosted by the cultural sponsor’s employer in conjunction with a state sport 

organisastion (SSO) and city council. Here I facilitated discussion about meaningful sport 

involvement with a refugee group. This proved an important early step in not only safeguarding 

the quality of data and the production of knowledge during the project, but also created the 

opportunity for early collection of data through participant observation. Notes made during and 

in the aftermath of volunteer experiences are discussed in the forthcoming section on data 

collection. 

Through these and other volunteer roles over the course of four years, I became a 

recognised and respected participant in the refugee community. My face became familiar to 

some WRB who would later take part in the research study. This familiarity would prove a 

valuable resource during data collection as it promoted rapport in advance and helped to 

assuage potential reluctance among respondents to share their stories with a white, Western 

man who would otherwise have been unknown and unconnected to them. A degree of mutual 

trust and respect was established at an early stage. Volunteer experience also enabled me to 

consider firsthand and address to some extent the issue of the ‘male gaze’ during data 

collection. As a familiar presence, I was able to build rapport and trust with some respondents 

before data collection started and thereby mitigate potential responses to ‘male gaze’ by 

Muslim women and women from patriarchal cultural backgrounds during data collection. In 

the same setting, by advancing the process of reflexivity, I was able to attend to the related 

question of possible unconscious bias on my part. 

A strong, professional, supportive and reciprocal relationship was also built between 

Sinéad and I. Central to this development of trust and rapport was my sustained support of her 

work with the skills and experience I had to offer (Wilson & Musick, 1997). I met with Sinéad 

on a regular basis to informally discuss the research project and my volunteer roles which 

provided a valuable context to apply critical thought around positionality. In particular, the 

sustained nature of these interactions created a suitable environment for the process of 

reflexivity to be stepped up. This meant the beliefs and assumptions I had raised during initial 

self-reflection were subjected to an ongoing process of critical examination of how they related 
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to my investigation of the phenomenon of sport involvement of WRB (Giorgi, 2012; Gorelick, 

1991; Kasan et al., 2021). Kasan et al. (2021) highlight the importance of this process in light 

of the evolving position of the researcher as the project moves forward. 

Discussions between Sinéad and I incorporated interactions and questions, and also 

validation when Sinéad shared her observations and emerging reflections. Along with my 

volunteer experiences and the project’s progress, I also shared with Sinéad details of my 

personal and professional backgrounds which we explored, often in the context of how this 

might affect recruitment of respondents and data collection. As a result, our discussions located 

the research project “within the historical, social, cultural, and political context” of my life 

(Kasan et al., 2020, p. 4). Through critical conversations I came to better understand my 

individual attitudes, assumptions, and biases in relation to the research topic, and in this way 

contributed to the trustworthiness of the research (Kasan et al., 2020). 

Engaging with Sinéad about my preliminary volunteer roles in the field presented the 

opportunity to think about the process I was inviting WRB to engage with and what I needed 

to consider in terms of the practical expectations of respondents (Kasan et al., 2020). It was 

also a chance to contend with the possibility that WRB might “hold a certain level of suspicion 

as to whether [my] epistemological and cultural worldviews are appropriate in examining 

[their] culture, experiences, and history” (Vadeboncoeur et al., 2021, p. 37, parentheses added). 

This sustained the process of reflexivity and redirected me to the motivations and intentions I 

had established for my involvement in the research project during self-reflexivity. I understood 

with clarity the elevated sense of accountability a white researcher has to respondents from 

racially marginalised communities (Vadeboncoeur et al., 2021). 

4.3.5.1 Working with Vulnerable Groups. Through my meetings with Sinéad I also 

got the opportunity to explore in practical terms the need to engage ethically and use culturally 

responsive methods when working with WRB who could be considered vulnerable. While this 

research did not seek to elicit potentially sensitive or painful information from participants, I 

took steps to ensuring the research design was culturally sensitive. As “essentially displaced 

individuals who possess few political rights in their host country” (Seedat, Pienaar, Williams, 

& Stein, 2004, p. 264), I took the position that women with refugee experiences participating 

in the study could be regarded as vulnerable, and in this connection I considered the need to 

understand if a prospective participant was competent to make an informed decision in granting 

consent and taking part in the process.  

I constantly considered potential benefits and possible risks of the research process. 

When designing questions for interviews and focus groups, I paid close attention to wording to 
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ensure respect for humanity and prevent emotional distress resulting from a question (Seedat 

et al., 2004). Also important in this regard was the level of scrutiny to which participants might 

be exposed in interviews and focus groups (Hugman et al., 2011). The opportunity for 

participants to decide if the possible benefit of participating outweighed the risk of discomfort 

was regarded as paramount, while I also needed to ensure the participant’s decision was not 

influenced by unrealistic expectations. In addition, I worked to suppress any sense that the 

information shared by participants would be treated like a commodity (Hugman et al., 2011) 

and I was rigorous in outlining full details of the research to prevent any misapprehensions 

about its objectives or potential benefits. 

I acknowledged the possibility that the interview format could function as a medium 

for people to express emotion or give testimony on past experiences to an interested listener 

(Dickson-Swift et al., 2007). The opportunity for participants to have a support person present 

during data collection was built into the research design, and I established a direct and 

trustworthy line of contact to an appropriate form of support if required during or after 

interviews. Close attention to the nature of rapport must be maintained when participants from 

a vulnerable community are part of a research setting which combines openness and intimacy 

and which may lead participants to say things they may later regret (Kvale, 1996). I targeted a 

level of rapport which would enable participants to share research-relevant experiences. These 

considerations were built into the three stages of data collection. 

4.3.5.2 Inception of Cultural Peer Role. Sinéad made a valuable contribution, offering 

guidance on protocols around research sites, cultural sensitivities, recruitment processes and 

the framing of questions for focus groups and one-to-one interviews. Sinéad offered important 

insights in relation to the perceived position of power that I might hold in the eyes of 

respondents and suggested a man facilitating focus group discussions involving WRB could be 

problematic. This view was an influential factor in the creation of a cultural peer role to be built 

into the research design. The positioning of the cultural peer role is depicted in Figure 4.3 

(below), where the potential for roles of cultural sponsor and cultural peer to mediate power 

dynamics between researcher and respondent can be visualised at a fundamental level.  

The concept of the cultural peer involved a woman with a refugee background 

participating in the research study as a research assistant. The primary objective of the role was 

to perform a bridging function between the researcher and research participants by taking an 

active, authentic part in the research process whereby cultural peers collaborated with the 

researcher. During discussions with Sinéad, the complexity of the role and the potentially 

positive impact it could have on the research study was explored. The cultural peer would be 
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required to apply her own cultural sensitivities to the task while simultaneously aligning with 

the researcher; she would at once be a research assistant and a research respondent. 

Insider/Outsider Theory was used in conceptualising this aspect of the cultural peer role and is 

discussed in the next section. 

 

Figure 4.3 

Representation of Link Role of Cultural Peer 

4.3.6 Using Insider/Outsider Theory 

Insider/Outsider Theory (Collins, 1986; Kerstetter, 2012; Mercer, 2007; Merriam et al., 

2001; Merton, 1972; Naples, 1996) was used to conceptualise WRB as (a) respondents in the 

research study and (b) active proponents of the research study. The concepts of ‘insider within’ 

and ‘outsider within’ were useful in drawing the researcher’s attention to the complexity of the 

cultural peer position in the research design and how the authority of the cultural peer role 

could oscillate depending on the research site. 

Insider/Outsider Theory showed how the characteristics of the researcher can change 

based on where and when the research is carried out, as well as the personalities of the 

researcher and participants, and the research question and situation (Kerstetter, 2001; Mercer, 

2007). It illuminated the potential for the ‘professional’ duties of the research assistant to be 

undermined when a cultural peer was active as a participant immersed in focus group 

discussions about issues relevant to her cultural or refugee experiences. It was important to the 

research structure that when cultural peers were in this situation that the researcher maintained 

a focus on valuable data collection. When cultural peers were in research assistant mode, their 

input as outsiders within the research community and as insiders within their own cultural 

community was immensely valuable. How the concepts of ‘insider within’ and ‘outsider 

within’ informed this process is outlined in Table 4.3. 

As outsiders within the research design, cultural peers were observed to be in a special 

position with an important perspective that could benefit the quality of data collected. The 

researcher tried to make use of their marginality, an idea advanced by Collins (1986) who 

recognised the epistemological importance of the distinctive standpoint of outsiders. In this 
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way, a researcher occupies a position within a field of insiders that allows them to be someone 

else (Collins, 1986). In other words, the cultural peer could allow herself to be someone else in 

the role of research assistant. However, this assimilation into the research design would 

simultaneously be resisted by ‘herself’ as a refugee woman with a cultural background outside 

the research context. 

In her study of black women entering academia in the United States, Collins (1986) 

suggests that the tension generated by this type of resistance can be used creatively to, “reveal 

aspects of reality obscured by more orthodox approaches” (Collins, 1986, p. 15). She describes 

how the tactics used by outsiders to cope with and challenge the workings of such structured 

social spaces can be illuminating. A similar perspective was derived for the purposes of this 

research study. The researcher also gave close attention to the research design to ensure the 

research environment not only accommodated the cultural peer role, but also nurtured it. 

Techniques of action research informed this endeavour, as explained in the next section. 

4.3.7 Drawing on Action Research 

Techniques of action research were drawn upon to contextualise the environment in 

which the bridging role of the cultural peer would be located. Action research combines 

researchers and theory with participants and practice, and involves participants firsthand in 

finding solutions to their own life issues (Avison, Lau, Myers, & Nielsen, 1999).  The 

researcher used this knowledge to assist in the design of a social space where valuable data 

addressing the research questions could be generated and collected, and within which the 

researcher could also observe the interactions of cultural peers and focus group participants.  

Six dimensions of action research, namely (i) theory/practice; (ii) knowledge; (iii) 

community structure; (iv) interaction; (v) reflect/recycle; and, (vi) change, guided me in 

shaping the research environment so it nurtured interactions between me and cultural peers on 

one level, and the interactions between cultural peers and other respondents on another level. 

Table 4.4 (below) depicts the influence that dimensions of action research had on this part of 

the research design. 

I did not practice action research during this study. I had no express intention to shape 

an intervention and take action to immediately address an issue, and as such a dedicated process 

of reflection, recycling and change implementation was not part of the project. However, the 

techniques and fluid structures (Edwards & Skinner, 2010) of action research proved useful in 

thinking about and creating a research environment where cultural peers felt able to reflect on 

plans for focus groups and retrospectively on how focus groups had worked out. It also proved 
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effective in creating an environment where respondents felt positive about reflecting on issues 

of sport involvement and describing their feelings about this. This led to a series of impromptu 

discussions during focus groups where respondents went ‘off script’ and spoke among 

themselves as if I was not present. They spoke about issues that arose from the focus group 

discussion and what action they could possibly take to address the issue. In this way, the spirt 

of the action research environment played a part during focus groups. The role of parents 

emerged as a key concept during impromptu discussions in a number of focus groups. 

As outlined in the introduction to section 4.3, I recognised the value of drawing on some 

principles of feminist methodology to support this research study and this is reflected in part 

by my decision to explore participatory and action research. In her work on situating feminist 

dilemmas in fieldwork, Wolf (2018) suggests such an approach can “offer possibilities that 

cohere with feminist goals much more than conventional research methods. Ideally these 

methods could unsettle the typical power relations between researcher and subjects, empower 

the subjects who participate to change their own lives, and instigate meaningful and needed 

change that is defined endogenously” (p. 28). 

This is not to suggest that drawing on action research to inform the research 

environment led to political change and significant empowerment, but it is to state that its use 

undoubtedly contributed meaningfully to the production and collection of data. By involving 

cultural peers to the extent that they could advise me on the impact or phrasing of questions 

used in focus groups, that they could act autonomously in recruiting respondents from their 

cultural and social backgrounds, and that they could facilitate focus groups from start to finish, 

I demonstrated an important willingness to hand over control of some aspects of my work. 

Wolf (2018) points to the value of action research “which demands that the researcher gives 

up some of these controls [over research agenda and process] and share them with others” (p. 

3, parentheses added).  

With an informed understanding of the cultural peer concept and the research structure 

in which the role would function, I next focused on the practicalities of the cultural peer role. 

This is discussed next. 
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Table 4.3 

How Insider/Outsider Theory Helped Conceptualise the Cultural Peer Role 

Researcher Position Characteristics Research benefits Research drawbacks 

Insider Within Researcher is a 

member of the 

community being 

investigated, 

meaning “a more 

truthful, authentic 

understanding of the 

culture under study” 

(Merriam et al., 

2001, p. 411). 

 

Access to 

respondents; implicit 

understanding of 

meanings of 

experiences; 

language 

proficiency; 

trustworthy 

interpretation of 

respondent answers 

(Merriam et al., 

2001; Merton, 

1972). 

 

Researcher too close 

to respondents; 

desensitised to social 

patterns within 

group; lack of 

curiosity because of 

familiarity; less 

inclined to ask 

uncomfortable 

questions and probe 

deeper; danger of 

bias (Collins, 1986; 

Merriam et al., 

2001). 

Outsider Within Researcher entering 

the community is 

perceived by group 

members to be an 

outsider due to 

factors such as 

gender, age, 

education, 

nationality, race, 

socioeconomic 

status (Kerstetter, 

2012) 

More objective 

perspective to 

conduct research; 

opportunity for 

‘creative use of 

marginality’; 

insiders tend more to 

share secrets with 

unfamiliar strangers 

(Merriam et al., 

2001; Simmel, 

1921). 

Potential to 

assimilate into 

customs of group 

insiders; researcher 

must be open to idea 

of forgoing the need 

for most objective 

position (Collins, 

1986; Naples, 1996). 

 

4.3.8 Practicalities of the Cultural Peer Role 

Practically speaking, the seven cultural peers played an integral part in setting up and 

hosting the focus groups, where 5-7 of their peers described their experiences of sport 

involvement. While I was present at each focus group, the cultural peers took the lead in 

facilitating discussions using a schedule of questions pre-discussed with me. The cultural peers 

helped and at times led the recruitment process for focus groups.  

While cultural peers were perfectly positioned to identify suitable candidates in their 

communities for participation, I also took care to emphasise the responsibility of cultural peers 

to the integrity of the research project. I designed a workshop that positioned the cultural peer 

as a research assistant with specific duties and responsibilities within a structured government-

university research project. Cultural peers were both empowered with skills and knowledge 
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and instilled with a sense of professional responsibility which they carried into the practical 

activities of the cultural peer role.  

I additionally encouraged cultural peers to reassure candidates about the process in 

relation to confidentiality, safety and the voluntary nature of participation. They were also 

guided on how to inform participants in advance about the background and importance of the 

research, and to explain the opportunity it offered participants to be valued as experts involved 

in a decision-making process. During focus groups, the cultural peers were encouraged to 

exercise their discretion to guide the discussions using their intimate cultural knowledge, 

cultural knowledge I did not possess. 

To ensure their involvement in the research project was both positive and productive, 

it was important that cultural peers not be subject to power-based dynamics inherent to team 

research (Merriam et al., 2001). Therefore, guided by the primary goal of feminist research, “to 

uncover how inequality is reproduced and resisted” (Naples, 1996, p. 102), I exercised great 

care to be sensitive to issues of power and control. According to Skinner and Edwards (2005), 

feminist theory can be used to guide research focus and data analysis in the field of sport. In 

terms of this research study, it also helped me to understand how the meaning of sport and its 

subsequent practice by respondents could be framed by structures built on patriarchal values 

and power relations. 

The specific duties and practicalities of the cultural peer role were outlined in the 45-

minute workshop delivered to prospective cultural peers. The role was invested with a strong 

sense of professionalism with particular emphasis on the underlying purpose of the research 

assistant. Remuneration took place in the form of gift cards given to each person who took on 

a cultural peer role. A pilot study to road-test the functionality of the cultural peer role was 

carried out with an alternative group of participants. This is discussed briefly in the next 

section. 
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Table 4.4 

How Dimensions of Action Research (AR) Influenced the Research Environment 

Dimension Explanation 
Cultural peer 

perspective 

How it helped the 

research 

Theory/Practice AR combines research 

and action in a pursuit 

of solutions to issues 

and challenges being 

encountered by the 

participants (Carr & 

Kemmis, 1986; 

McArdle & Reason, 

2008). 

Research project 

perceived as a 

practical platform 

from which issues 

directly relevant to 

the cultural peer and 

sport involvement 

may be investigated. 

This perspective can 

prompt the cultural 

peer to explore the 

issue in an ad hoc but 

determined fashion as 

nurtured by the 

theory/practice 

dynamic. 

Knowledge Participants in AR are 

seen to possess 

valuable knowledge 

(Edwards & Skinner, 

2010; Huang & Wang, 

2005). 

Opportunity to 

effectively inform the 

research process is 

perceived and may 

confidently be 

engaged with. 

Fresh, impromptu 

knowledge generated 

by this type of 

research environment 

may prove to be 

valuable data. 

Community 

structure 

Communities of 

inquiry are developed 

where participants 

(along with the 

researcher) become 

researchers of their 

own life situations 

(McArdle & Reason, 

2008). 

The shared nature of 

the research structure 

prompts cultural 

peers to confidently 

pursue new 

knowledge that helps 

solve issues around 

their sport 

involvement. 

Presence of cultural 

peers as research 

assistants can 

encourage respondents 

to invest in the project 

and be researchers of 

their own situations. 

Interactive AR is a social process 

that relies on 

information regularly 

shared and updated 

through 

communication and 

collaboration (Huang 

& Wang, 2005). 

The social nature of 

the process 

encourages cultural 

peers to engage 

robustly with the 

researcher and with 

participants. 

Interactions with 

researcher and with 

participants can lead 

cultural peer to 

vocalise reflections 

which may yield an 

extra layer of valuable 

data. 

Reflect/Recycle AR is an iterative 

process where 

researchers and 

participants act 

together on a cycle of 

activities including 

problem solving, 

intervening and 

Cultural peers feel 

encouraged to reflect 

on the research 

process, the focus 

group plan, the nature 

and outcome of the 

group discussion. 

 

Use of AR techniques 

can create a social 

setting where 

respondents are more 

inclined to reflect on 

issues and articulate 

ideas  for solutions. 
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reflective learning 

(Avison et al., 1999). 

Change AR is a vehicle for 

social change where 

participants may be 

empowered and 

enabled to contribute 

to their communities 

(Edwards & Skinner, 

2010; McArdle & 

Reason, 2008). 

Cultural peers 

perceive opportunity 

to gain new 

knowledge or build 

skills that may 

contribute to future 

decisions on sport 

involvement. 

Expression of this 

intent may yield an 

extra layer of data not 

drawn from responses 

to questions in focus 

groups and interviews. 

4.3.9 Perspectives from a Pilot Study 

The process set out for the research design was trialled with a pilot study. A suitable 

research site was located, a candidate for cultural peer was identified and engaged, and a 

training workshop was delivered to this candidate in anticipation of her organising and 

facilitating a focus group discussion with her peers. The focus group subsequently took place 

in January 2020, involving six participants from migrant backgrounds who were involved with 

a Gaelic football club in Brisbane. The 55-minute focus group was facilitated in its entirety by 

the cultural peer, while I observed from a nearby but detached position. The pilot study drew 

my attention to a number of areas in the research design which required closer attention. These 

are outlined in Table 4.5 (below). A number of adjustments were made to the practicalities of 

the process, and on their completion, I entered the field to start data collection. This is discussed 

in the next section. 
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Table 4.5 

How the Pilot Study Informed the Cultural Peer Role 

Key point Researcher observation Impact on cultural peer role 

Strong relationship Confidence in cultural peer to 

facilitate effectively grew as it 

became clear she was taking the 

role seriously and applying 

guidelines from the training 

workshop. 

Ensure a strong working 

relationship with the cultural 

peer which is underpinned by a 

shared understanding of the 

research objectives and its 

relevance. 

Staying ‘present’ In assigning the facilitator role to 

the cultural peer, the researcher 

had allowed himself to become 

overly peripheral to the 

discussion. 

Ensure meaningful engagement 

with all participants by 

connecting personally with each 

at the start and staying ‘present’ 

during the discussion. 

Peer as participant The participation of the cultural 

peer was restricted by her focus 

on the facilitator role and its 

duties. 

Work in advance with cultural 

peer to ensure her personal 

experiences are also contributory 

parts of the discussion and 

dataset. 

Positive participants As a person known to the 

participants, the cultural peer’s 

role was crucial to a positive 

research experience for them. 

Where possible, ensure the 

cultural peer leads the 

participant recruitment process, 

always supporting her in this 

work. 

Respect for research By conferring research assistant 

‘status’ on the cultural peer, the 

aims of the research project were 

clearly acknowledged and 

engaged with by participants. 

Inculcate high levels of 

professionalism in the ways that 

the aims, relevance, and 

objectives of the project were 

explained to the cultural peer. 

4.4 Data Collection 

To commence data collection, I worked with Sinéad to identify prospective candidates 

for the cultural peer roles. Three candidates from Rwanda, Somalia and Afghanistan agreed to 

meet with me after they were initially contacted by Sinéad, and subsequently took on the role. 

Sinéad also connected me with the manager of a support organisation for Muslim women and 

the director of a learn-to-swim project for people with CALD backgrounds. From these 

connections, four more cultural peers from Iran, Sudan, Syria and Afghanistan were nominated. 

Each of the candidates took part in a workshop where the requirements of the cultural peer role 

and the objectives of the research study were outlined, and where they were coached on how 

to facilitate a focus group. Once ethical clearance to collect data was confirmed by Bond 
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University Human Research Ethics Committee (BUHREC), I started fieldwork. Six research 

sites, chosen in consultation with Sinéad and the cultural peers, were selected for data 

collection. These were as follows: 

• A support organisation for women from the Muslim community. 

• A women’s soccer team registered and participating in an organised league. 

• A women’s soccer team made up of women and girls from the Afghan community. 

• A group of young women who were part of the Somali community in southeast 

Queensland. 

• A migrant CALD women’s support group in north Brisbane. 

• A migrant CALD women’s support group in south Brisbane. 

Three methods of data collection were used during fieldwork, namely focus groups, 

one-to-one interviews, and participant observation. These were sequential in nature meaning 

data collected during stage one (focus groups) of the process informed stage two (interviews), 

and data collected in stages one and two informed the third stage of participant observation. 

Each stage functioned as a means of triangulation which refers to using more than one 

particular approach, “in order to get richer, fuller data and/or to help confirm the results of the 

research” (Wilson, 2014, p. 74). I took steps to ensure the research design was culturally 

sensitive and attempted to take into consideration any social, cultural or economic factors that 

might be relevant to WRB taking part in a research study (Seedat et al., 2004).  

Between February and December 2020, the seven cultural peers each hosted a focus 

group made up of respondents drawn from the research sites. In total, 38 WRB (including 

cultural peers) took part in the focus groups (see Table 4.6 on page 111). The number of 

respondents participating in individual focus groups ranged from four to eight. Gill et al. (2008) 

suggest a large group may be hard to manage when discussions veer off topic, so a maximum 

of eight was placed on the number of participants per focus group. An interpreter assisted with 

four focus groups, and one focus group required the use of a National Accreditation Authority 

for Translators and Interpreters (NAATI)-accredited translator to produce the transcript in 

English. The use of audio recording equipment was acknowledged at the start of each focus 

group and interview. At that time assurances regarding confidentiality were reiterated and the 

opportunity to withdraw at any time from the process was made clear again. With the help of 

cultural peers, and in accordance with Bond University research ethics protocols, respondents 

were invited to complete consent forms and a form detailing some socio-demographical 

information including any prior sport involvement in advance of focus groups and interviews. 
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Apart from focus group 5, which, due to the pandemic, was conducted using the online 

platform Zoom, all focus groups were held in meeting rooms at community centres known to 

the cultural peers. This meant the cultural peer could share her familiarity with the venue with 

respondents in advance and put them at ease about its accessibility and safety as a venue. 

During these focus groups, I sat slightly away from the participant group. However, my 

involvement in the process was established by the cultural peer’s formal introduction, and I 

also took steps to connect on some level with all participants before the focus group started 

formally. 

Bloor et al. (2000) suggest warm-up devices at the start of focus groups can foster 

interaction and concentrate collective attention on the question or issue at hand. Each focus 

group, therefore, started with a warm-up exercise aimed at putting respondents at their ease 

while focusing their thoughts on sport involvement. For the warm-up activity, respondents 

were invited by the cultural peer to rank six concepts in terms of their relevance to sport for 

them. Table 4.7 (below on page 113) presents the ordered selections of each group. Following 

the warm-up exercise the cultural peer led discussions using the pre-prepared schedule of 

questions. The cultural peer asked questions in English and, where necessary, in native 

languages of participants such as Arabic and Persian. The cultural peer translated responses 

into English for my benefit. A number of focus group discussions diverted away from the 

question schedule. The cultural peers steered these situations expertly, allowing discussions to 

be off script when they deemed the subject to be relevant to the objectives of the research. At 

the end of each focus group, the cultural peer asked me if I would like to ask any further 

questions. I invariably accepted this invitation into the group discussion to further explore 

issues that had been raised. 
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Table 4.6 

Summary of Data Relevant to Research Focus Groups 

Focus 

group 

# 

Number of 

respondents 

Country/culture 

of origin of 

cultural peers 

Countries/cultures of origin of 

respondents 
Research site Venue 

Duration 

(mins) 

1 4 Iranian Somalian (3) Muslim women’s 

support group 

Community centre 

(south Brisbane) 

45 

2 5 Afghan Afghan (4) Community soccer 

team 

Community centre 

(south Brisbane) 

75 

3 8 Sudan Ethiopian (2), Eritrean (2), Assyrian 

(2), Iraqi 

Muslim women’s 

support group 

Community centre 

(south Brisbane) 

50 

4 5 Afghan Iranian (2), Jordanian, Syrian Migrant women’s 

support group 

Neighbourhood centre 

(north Brisbane) 

55 

5 5 Rwandese Peruvian (2), Sudanese, Burundian Organised, competitive 

women soccer team 

Online (via Zoom) 65 

6 5 Somalian Somalian (3), Tanzanian Somalian women’s 

social group 

Community centre 

(south Brisbane) 

70 

7 6 Syrian Syrian (4), Iranian Migrant women’s 

support group 

Neighbourhood centre 

(north Brisbane) 

50 
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Data were also collected through one-to-one interviews which were generally arranged 

with the assistance of a cultural peer. Ten one-to-one interviews took place during data 

collection. The duration of interviews ranged from 30 to 75 minutes. Four of the interviews 

took place in person and six were conducted by telephone (primarily because of social 

restrictions relating to Covid-19). The in-person interviews were organised for venues where 

respondents felt comfortable including coffee shops and community centres. Seven of the 

interviewees also took part in focus groups, three did not. The three interviewees not involved 

in focus groups were introduced to me by Sinéad. Two of the seven cultural peers took part in 

one-to-one interviews. An interpreter assisted with one interview. As with focus groups, each 

interview was audio recorded with the consent of the respondent. In all interviews, the 

researcher followed Bond University research ethics protocols and assured respondents about 

confidentiality, storage of data and the ongoing opportunity to withdraw from the process at 

any time. 

Data were also collected through participant observation during volunteer roles, 

observations during focus groups and observations in the field of sport. While each of these 

situations did not necessarily involve respondents who participated in the research, each 

presented an opportunity to gain practical insights into the social and spatial contexts of sport 

involvement for WRB in Queensland by observing activities, behaviours and interactions in 

the various settings. These are now discussed individually, starting with the volunteer situation. 

4.4.1 Participant Observation during Volunteer Roles 

In various volunteer roles, I was positioned in social situations where sport involvement 

was the focus of people from refugee backgrounds. Four of these settings presented the 

opportunity for participant observation at locations in Brisbane and the Gold Coast between 

2018 and 2019. These were as follows: 

• My role as referee and results coordinator for a soccer competition run for refugees 

from July to August, 2018. This 6-week program required me to be on site for four 

hours, one night a week. Around eight men’s soccer teams and four women’s teams 

competed weekly, including people from Somalia, Congo, Afghanistan, Sudan, Iraq 

and Myanmar. I was a familiar presence, moving from game to game to manage kick-

off and record results, and in this role I observed activities and behaviours of agents 

within this social field. I was able to make shorts notes on-site and these notes were 

written up more comprehensively at home later that night or the following morning. 
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Table 4.7 

How Focus Groups Ranked Topics in Warm-Up Activity 

Focus 

group 

Ranking 

(1-6) 

 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th 

FG1 Getting fit, 

staying 

healthy 

Watching 

and 

supporting 

Training 

and 

teamwork 

Friends and 

connections 

Something 

else 

altogether 

That 

winning 

feeling 

FG2 Friends and 

connections 

Getting fit, 

staying 

healthy 

Training 

and 

teamwork 

That 

winning 

feeling 

Watching 

and 

supporting 

Something 

else 

altogether 

FG3 Getting fit, 

staying 

healthy 

Friends and 

connections 

Training 

and 

teamwork 

Watching 

and 

supporting 

That 

winning 

feeling 

Something 

else 

altogether 

FG4 Getting fit, 

staying 

healthy 

Friends and 

connections 

That 

winning 

feeling 

Training 

and 

teamwork 

Watching 

and 

supporting 

Something 

else 

altogether 

FG5 Friends and 

connections 

Training 

and 

teamwork 

Getting fit, 

staying 

healthy 

Watching 

and 

supporting 

That 

winning 

feeling 

Something 

else 

altogether 
a 

FG6 Training 

and 

teamwork 

Getting fit, 

staying 

healthy 

Friends and 

connections 

That 

winning 

feeling 

Something 

else 

altogether 

Watching 

and 

supporting 

FG7 Getting fit, 

staying 

healthy 

Friends and 

connections 

Training 

and 

teamwork 

That 

winning 

feeling 

Watching 

and 

supporting 

Something 

else 

altogether 

a FG5 retitled topic ‘Something else altogether’ as ‘Pressure from parents’, and ranked it sixth 

after discussion. 
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• My supporting role in setting up and delivering a sport carnival targeting people from 

refugee backgrounds in August, 2018. This was a once-off event across 5-6 hours on a 

Saturday morning/afternoon where women and girls from refugee backgrounds 

attended to socialise and/or play sports. The event was hosted by refugee support 

agencies at a park venue in conjunction with a cultural organisation and a sport club. In 

setting up event infrastructure and helping with catering, I was able to actively observe 

the behaviour of women and girls who engaged with the event, and to discuss these 

with the cultural sponsor who was organising the event. Handwritten notes were 

completed after the event when I returned to my home. 

• My role supporting WRB who were taking swimming lessons at a public pool on the 

Gold Coast. This was a once-off volunteer role in December, 2019, where I volunteered 

with a refugee support organisation to spend time in a swimming pool with WRB and 

their young children. When the time came, after about 45 minutes, for the mothers to 

attend their swimming lesson in a separate pool behind closed doors, I was among a 

group of support volunteers who stayed in the first pool with the children. I observed 

the activities and behaviour of the mothers in arriving at the venue, interacting with 

volunteers (like me) in the pools, and in returning after the lesson. I reflected on this 

experience and my observations in driving back to Brisbane and handwritten notes were 

completed on arrival at home. 

• My role as a community partner at a Refugee Week event where I facilitated discussion 

of meaningful sport involvement with a refugee group at a social club in Brisbane 

Refugee community groups, including some linked to sport organsations, attended this 

dinner event and were invited - after the meal had been served – to discuss aspects of 

sport at their various tables. I facilitated an hour-long discussion involving nine people 

(men and women) and made handwritten notes during the discussion about activities, 

behaviours and the nature of interactions among those present. These notes contributed 

to a report I wrote up for the event organisers and informed my participant observation. 

The following is an extract from my report: 

As a concluding activity, I asked each person at the table to write down one thing they 

would change to make the situation better. Here are the responses - 

“Financial pathways to lower costs to make it more accessible to all.” 

“The most important thing that [has] come to my attention is money.” 
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“Discrimination. It may affect you or it may affect someone else’s life. We need more 

meetings.” 

“To make a team stand up right. Teamwork. By talking about issues.” 

“Acknowledge there are issues. Build a network. Soccer can create a pathway. 

Research.” 

“Coming together to talk about what you can improve and what you can achieve if you 

are given  the chance.” 

“We need a multicultural sports liaison officer, an independent body where we could 

report cases of discrimination. The body will also be used to educate on these issues.” 

4.4.2 Participant Observation during Focus Groups 

While the focus group method used for data collection was acknowledged to be a social 

construct, the incorporation of a cultural peer to facilitate focus group discussions and a warm-

up activity created social settings in which natural behaviour and interactions among women 

from similar cultures was nurtured. This was further enabled by the slightly removed position 

of the researcher during focus groups.  

During the pilot study (described above) it was evident that the sense of separateness 

that the cultural peer put between respondents and researcher could create a setting for 

additional data to be collected during focus groups through participant observation. I pursued 

this opportunity at each of the seven focus groups which took place between February and 

December in 2020. The venues and durations of the respective focus groups are outlined in 

Table 4.6 (above). The quality of data collected using this method varied from group to group, 

but the method was most effective when respondents became increasingly unaware of my 

presence (including the focus group that took place online) and diverted into impromptu 

discussions on unexpected topics including the role of parents in sport involvement, 

opportunities to highlight the challenges of resettlement to Australian authorities and the 

struggle to find a suitable facility to learn to swim and an instructor who was a woman. During 

these interactions I was well positioned to observe behaviours and body language and to make 

high quality hand-written notes which were reflected upon and written up on the night of or the 

day after the focus group. The following excerpt is taken from notes written up after Focus 

Group 2: 

There was a point where the discussion about the male coach took on a life of its own. 

It was compelling to watch the different respondents start to open up to each other about 

how ineffective he was. It felt like the first time they had had a conversation like this, 
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where they could laugh at this man’s inappropriateness as a coach of a women’s team. 

It seems his motivations and his modus operandi were drawn from his experiences with 

men’s teams, and he had no idea that this didn’t work when coaching a team of young 

women from Afghanistan. It was all about winning for him, according to the 

respondents. 

Like him, this group of young women also got a kick out of winning – the banter about 

a win against a club team is jovial and lighthearted and almost mocking of the 

opposition’s supposed credentials as a sport team in their different recollections about 

what who did to who. Looking at their faces light up, it becomes clear that winning is 

fun, is something they appreciate as a group, but there is no sense of triumphalism. 

They like winning, but it is not all about winning for them. It was more like they revel 

in winning when they were not supposed to win. Yet none of them stepped in and told 

the coach it wasn’t working in terms of his must-win view. They had not talked about 

it or laughed about until this moment, in the confines of an adult education community 

centre, whichthey had (almost) to themselves on a Friday night. I’m struck by how they 

all join in, it’s like an impromptu ‘pile on’, mocking him in his absence because he just 

didn’t get it. Why haven’t they had this moment somewhere else before now, before 

here? 

With this method of data collection planned for in advance, I could also capitalise on the 

opportunity to start participant observation before the discussions formally started, as per the 

following example from Focus Group 6: 

The focus group is arranged for a community house used by the Somali community in 

a Brisbane suburb. I am a few minutes late when I arrive – I have driven past the venue 

not once but twice in my attempts to find it even though I have been here before. When 

I enter the house, it appears to be empty. I proceed to the same meeting room out the 

back where I previously met the community leader and Ella, today’s facilitator. It is 

empty so I take the opportunity to move a few chairs towards one end of the big table, 

and set out a chair for myself at the other end of the table. The table is much too big for 

the room. The first of the respondents arrives. I introduce myself, she does likewise, we 

chat for a few minutes about her ethnic background (she is Burundian), sports she is 

into (she lives for basketball) and what the focus group will involve. She takes the chair 

closest to the one I have assigned for myself, and when four other respondents come in, 

they take the other chairs towards the other end of the table. The formalities include a 

brief introduction where I explain the research project, cover some housekeeping in 
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relation to Covid-safe practices, and thank Ella, the cultural peer who will facilitate the 

discussion today. In doing so, I emphasise her central role which prompts laughing, 

even sniggering, among some respondents. This is not a role they associate with Ella. 

This is not a role Ella associates with Ella. It is clearly a bit of a leap for them (and Ella) 

to get their minds around the idea that Ella is running the show for the next hour. Ella 

is nervous and slightly tentative as she takes the reins, but she is up for the challenge 

and as she looks to her notes (she has prepared notes!) and stutters through her initial 

scripted formalities, I am able to take my seat near the other end of the oversized table 

and start making notes on what I see and hear.  

4.4.3 Participant Observation in the Field of Organised Sport 

With a number of respondents involved with a women’s soccer team in a Brisbane 

league, from September to October, 2020, I attended a number of games involving these 

respondents, building rapport with them while also observing their participation both onfield 

and off-field and making notes on their participation using techniques I knew well from my 

previous work as a journalist. To enhance this form of data collection with a behavioural cue, 

I engaged a photographer to attend a game and take photographs of the team before and during 

the game. I instructed and guided the photographer about the images required (as I had done 

professionally for years) and in doing so I took an observer-as-participant role for participant 

observation in this setting. The following is an example of data I derived from this method: 

I meet Tina (photographer) in the car park. Tina’s an old friend and a professional 

photographer who has agreed to come along on her day off and shoot a team photo. She 

hauls her gear from the back of her car – she has come prepared. Multiple lens, light 

reflector, camera bags bulging with top quality photography gear. I help to carry some 

of these towards the clubhouse and as we walk across the car park I notice Lana 

[pseudonym] at her car. Lana is my link to the team. She facilitated a focus group which 

included some members of her football team – this is the team Tina has come to 

photograph today. The front passenger door is open and she is sitting there pulling on 

her football boots. She sees me and her eyeline quickly jumps to Tina. A mixture of 

relief and excitement is written on her face. She tells me she was concerned whether the 

photographer would turn up today. All the girls on the team are excited at the prospect 

and if the photographer failed to show, the responsibility rested with her. Lana is also 

keen to introduce Tina and I to a senior club official within. It is clear Lana is a valued 



118 
 

member of the club. It is a position she clearly holds important and is even fearful about 

losing it or undermining it. 

The process of data analysis started while data collection was ongoing, enabling the 

researcher to inform later interviews and focus groups with knowledge being drawn from early 

analysis. Data analysis is discussed in detail in the next section. 

4.5 Data Analysis 

Neuman (2007) provides a step-by-step analytic guide for the qualitative researcher 

when describing data analysis as a combination of, “examining, sorting, categorizing, 

evaluating, comparing, synthesizing and contemplating the coded data as well as reviewing the 

raw and recorded data” (p. 427). The comprehensiveness of this summary guided the approach 

to and execution of data analysis in this research study. All data collected were transcribed, 

coded and analysed, with concepts derived both deductively and inductively (Pope et al., 2000). 

For deductive analysis, a priori codes were used to develop subcodes and 

subcategories; for inductive analysis, emergent codes were identified in the data and labelled 

as subcodes (Elliott, 2018). Concepts were compared and relationships among them drawn. 

Concepts that referred to the same subject across transcripts were grouped together, and 

emergent subcategories were forged. Using axial coding, dimensions and properties of 

subcategories were developed to advance the search for patterns and explanations in the data 

which addressed the sub-research questions. Selective coding was used to integrate the major 

categories. This involved clarifying and synthesising concepts and ideas to generate themes 

that reflected the data and addressed the study’s overarching research question (Gall, Gall, & 

Borg, 2007; Rubin & Rubin, 2011). The process adopted in this research study is represented 

in Figure 4.4 (below). This is followed by a detailed discussion of how this analytic template 

was applied, starting with the transcription process. 
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Figure 4.4 

Step-by-Step Guide to the Data Analysis Process  

4.5.1 Transcription 

All focus group discussions and one-to-one interviews were audio recorded and 

transcribed verbatim shortly afterwards. Both transcription and coding were completed 

manually by the researcher to ensure detailed and rigorous analysis which enabled meto 

become familiar with the data. Rubin and Rubin (2011) suggest that, “transcribing the 

interviews yourself forces you to pay attention to what interviewees said, and helps you prepare 

for the next interviews” (p. 204). I commenced transcription by listening to entire recordings 

of focus groups uninterrupted and gained an initial feel for the information contained in 

discussions and for who was saying what. When certain phrases suggested ideas, I ‘memoed’ 

these segments to help me gain a sense of the discussion as a whole (Creswell & Poth, 2017). 

Bloor et al. (2000) suggest transcription of focus groups, “needs to reproduce as near 

as possible the group as it happened, so that anyone reading the transcript can really ‘see’ how 

the group went” (p. 61). It is especially important to identify individual voices so points of 

view and positions taken can be followed during analysis (Bloor et al., 2000). I used written 

notes which were made during the focus groups to support the identification of voices and track 

Stage 8
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Stage 7
Interpretation and integration of conceptual categories

Stage 6
Major conceptual categories developed

Stage 5
Inquiry into properties and dimensions of the phenomenon

Stage 4
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views expressed. Creswell and Poth (2017) suggest this process allows the researcher to get a 

sense of overall narrative and meanings within focus group discussions, and to start organising 

ideas and identifying conceptual categories.  

To analyse the detailed descriptions recorded during participant observation, I 

interrogated the data for ideas and concepts which could validate or challenge the codes and 

subcategories that emerged from analysis of data collected in interviews and focus groups. The 

extensive notes recorded in the field were subject to what Reeves et al. (2008) describe as an 

“explicit interpretation of the meanings and functions of human actions” (p. 1). 

Following university research ethics protocols, the anonymity of respondents was maintained 

during the data analysis process. During transcription, numbers were used to identify 

participants (Edwards & Skinner, 2010). My doctoral supervisors and I were the only people 

with access to the data collected from interviews and focus groups, and the data were stored in 

a password-protected computer (Ryan et al., 2009). Once transcription of a recording was 

complete, the researcher moved to the coding of data. 

4.5.2 Coding 

Coding is a qualitative research process to identify concepts in the raw data (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). Saldana (2016) describes a code as a word or phrase, “that symbolically assigns 

a summative, salient, essence-capturing and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-

based or visual data” (p. 4). A code, therefore, is the label or tag used to designate an idea or 

to file a chunk of data. During coding, therefore, I looked for words and phrases in the raw data 

that represented an idea relevant to the research questions. 

Both a priori and emergent coding took place. Elliott (2018) says, “the most pragmatic 

researchers will typically use both in the course of a single research project” (p. 2855). Three 

a priori codes were formulated before data collection. After an extensive review of literature 

relevant to the overarching research question, three sub-research questions were developed to 

underpin the primary research question. This exercise was informed by Bourdieu’s practice 

theory. The sub-research questions focused on the main issues identified in the literature review 

(Miles & Huberman, 1984). This framework of inquiry was extended to the lists of questions 

designed for focus group discussions and one-to-one interviews.  

In planning for data analysis, the researcher refocused on the main issues in the 

literature, Bourdieu’s practice theory, the sub-research questions and the design of focus group 

and interview questions to formulate the a priori codes. The codes were assigned names which 

attempted to, “capture the essence of their content" (Cunningham, 2004, p. 67, cited by Elliott, 
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2018) while also guided by theory and social science. The names given to the a priori codes 

were ‘positioning’, ‘delivery’, and ‘capital’. The codes were broad in terms of the concepts 

they represented. Brooks, McCluskey, Turley, and King (2015) suggest this enables the 

researcher to consider new ideas in the data that would not have related explicitly to a priori 

codes with a narrow focus. 

I also searched for emergent codes in the raw data. This required me to be enterprising 

and open-minded in homing in on those words and phrases that brought to light concepts which 

were important or of interest to respondents, but which did not align with any of the a priori 

codes. Strauss and Corbin (1998) explain that the data analyst, “must open up the text and 

expose the thoughts, ideas and meanings” (p. 102, italics added) inside. Heath and Cowley 

(2004) suggest imagination and creativity are vital attributes of the analyst who derives 

concepts and subcodes from the data with the aim of generating new knowledge. Therefore, I 

also endeavoured to examine raw data with a fresh and unfiltered perspective, without 

allegiance to the theory underlying the a priori codes. This led to the identification of concepts 

relevant to the research question but not explained by the theory; these were filed in a fourth 

code folder named ‘emergent’. 

With the epistemological objective to develop a composite description of the essence 

of sport involvement for all respondents (Moustakas, 1994), I searched the data for significant 

statements by respondents which provided insights into their sport involvement (Creswell & 

Poth, 2017). These were extracted and filed as subcodes in one of the four code folders. A body 

of subcodes was compiled in this way, each filed with an interpretive memo and - in the case 

of a priori codes - with a reference to the theoretical concept informing this use of an extract. 

When the first round of coding of all transcripts was complete, each coded section - particularly 

the transcripts coded at an early stage – were reviewed to refine analysis (Elliott, 2018). To 

demonstrate the coding process, Table 4.8 (below) presents three data extracts, along with 

interpretive memos, theoretical lens, the folders in which they were filed, and the subcodes 

(label) assigned to each. 
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Table 4.8 

Examples of how Data were Coded and Filed 

Data extract (A) One of our Persian women who is a personal trainer, she didn’t 

have that opportunity (to progress her sport involvement) because 

of her English or maybe because of her qualifications. She has got a 

lot of qualifications but not in Australia, they are from Iran so 

maybe they don’t recognise that here and she really wants to find a 

space she can hire where she can train Muslim women but she 

doesn’t have that opportunity.  (Respondent 1) 

Interpretive memo A lack of English proficiency or a failure to recognise credentials is 

perceived by the respondent here to be a reason why WRB struggle 

to make notable inroads in sport in Queensland. Who is not 

recognising the qualifications? Or is the need for English 

proficiency more important, a base form of capital with which 

WRB can act on their own part and promote their credentials? 

There is also a suggestion here that without some WRB making 

inroads in sport, the involvement of other WRB (in this case she 

refers to Muslim women) may be stifled. Perhaps ‘sporting inroads’ 

could be a code, perhaps ‘support for involvement’ could be code. 

For now, this extract is being filed under the ‘capital’ label. 

Subcode (label) Lack of English the ultimate constraint 

Code/Theory Capital/Cultural capital 

Data extract (B) When I met my boyfriend, he was playing soccer. And because I 

was already into fitness, going to the gym every day, he was like, 

‘you are already fit, you should join a soccer team to have 

something to do outside the gym’. (Respondent 29) 

Interpretive memo The idea that the structures of sport are the preserve of males, 

particularly in cultures dominated by patriarchal social structures, is 

not to be accepted without challenge when considering the views 

and experiences of respondents. This example bears testament to 

this as demonstrated by the attitude of respondent 29’s boyfriend 

who is from the same African country as her. It prompts a question 

about whether his attitude as a man is different because they are 

now living in Queensland rather than their native Africa. 

Respondent 29 says her boyfriend grew up in Australia. He was 

aware of her physical fitness and ability to do well in sport. He 

articulated this to her and through the strength of their relationship 

she draws on the resultant social capital and symbolic capital (his 

confirmation of her ability) to shake off her own reservations and 

doubts and more confidently seek out a club she can join. 

Subcode (label) Building confidence to advance involvement 

Code/Theory Delivery/Field, symbolic violence, symbolic capital 
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Data extract (C) It was during my last year when I was studying full time and I was 

working a casual job and I have a lot of home responsibilities as 

well. I think that’s one other problem that made it difficult to 

organise [soccer] sessions. The [sport program organised by the 

support organisation] was every Wednesday afternoon, so with that 

one I knew it was over at six, so I would try to leave that time free. 

But when I did the training with the other girls it was very difficult 

because some people were available on one day and some people 

were available on a different day. 

Interpretive memo As a young WRB resettling in Queensland, she has established 

priorities. It is clear that she is personally interested in sport and 

being involved but she is even clearer about education, employment 

and cultural responsibilities being the pillars of life around which 

she may fit other activities like sport. She needs to know she can fit 

other activities into her life patterns, so something like the delivery 

of sport involvement needs to have a degree of stability and 

sustainability. She could work with the set schedule of the 

organised sport program, but as much as she enjoyed playing with 

her compatriots, she struggled to commit to the Afghan team 

because of the uncertain nature of its delivery. 

Subcode (label) Overriding priorities limit opportunities for sport 

Code/Theory Positioning/Habitus, field, doxa 

4.5.3 Generating Subcategories 

Following the coding process, I set about generating initial subcategories which would 

eventually be developed into major conceptual categories that responded to the sub-research 

questions. First, the subcodes which had been filed were unpacked across the four folders and 

the process of sorting and organising these into emergent subcategories started (Edwards & 

Skinner, 2010). A priori coding initially provided a useful platform from which connections 

among subcodes could be identified. The subcodes were also exposed to allow the data to speak 

for itself, enabling me to, “identify informants’ statements about beliefs, attitudes, values, 

explicit ideas and ideologies as well as behaviour patterns, actions and events” (Grbich, 2012 

p. 261). Sections of text and their accompanying memos were read, re-read and newly 

contemplated. Labels and memos were refined and updated, some subcodes were discarded, 

and a number of subcategories took shape. Table 4.9 (below) used some selections to show 

how subcodes derived from the data during coding were instrumental to the development of 

emergent subcategories. 
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Table 4.9 

Selection of Subcodes used to Develop Subcategories 

Selection of subcodes Emergent subcategories 

Parents as custodians of culture 

Social space for men not women 

Lack of prior knowledge about sport 

Language challenge 

Family responsibilities 

Educated overseas 

Cultural patriarchy 

Parental scepticism 

Parents not informed about sport 

Lack of visible cultural role models 

Not done in our country 

Australian sport not culturally compatible 

Lack of confidence in comms skills 

Influence of cultural background 

Feeling good about gaining skills 

Maintaining cultural connections 

Healthy body, healthy outlook 

Sport achievements build confidence 

Physical activity underpins health priority 

Looking fit, looking good 

Prevention of disease 

Time to destress 

Relationships fostered 

Positive mindset 

Building strength 

Health as a platform for life 

Prompted to adapt 

Benefits experienced in sport 
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Getting parents onboard 

Cultural role models 

Previous taste for sport rekindled at school 

Building on relationships with male peers 

Sharing knowledge after involvement 

Sport comp lures parental support 

Teamwork into trophies 

Recognised as valued team member 

Credentials activated 

English language aids credential activation 

Relationships with right people 

Non-sport credentials activated 

Positioning in sport key to accessing new info 

Capital converted through sport 

involvement 

Through continued and repeated immersion in the data, the descriptive concepts were revisited 

and, as a result, the subcategories were developed further, with some combined and others 

refined, to respond concertedly to the three sub-research questions. Thirteen subcategories were 

used at this stage of analysis; these are presented in Table 4.10. 

Table 4.10 

Complete List of Subcategories Developed during Data Analysis 

Refined 

Subcategory 

Explanation Examples (from the data) 

Access 

capital 

Forms of capital required by 

WRB to enter the field of 

structured and unstructured sport 

in Queensland. 

Social capital accumulated through 

relationships with university students 

that yields information used to join a 

sport club. 

Benefits 

experienced 

Positive outcomes described by 

WRB that were a consequence of 

their sport involvement. 

Development of negotiation skills in 

interactions with parents around 

proposed sport involvement. 

Capital 

awareness 

The extent of awareness of WRB 

about forms of capital they 

possess during resettlement which 

can be used in the field of sport in 

Queensland. 

Physical ability unrecognised by WRB 

who possess it but do not consider it in 

a sporting context. 

Capital 

conversion 

Forms of capital accumulated by 

WRB either prior to or through 

Symbolic capital gained within field of 

sport in Queensland as a result of 
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sport involvement in Queensland 

which are converted into new 

forms of capital. 

recognition of sport skills which leads 

to new position in the field with a paid 

coaching role (economic capital). 

Capital gains Forms of capital accessed and 

accumulated as a result of positive 

outcomes through sport 

involvement. 

Physical capital acquired through 

improved levels of fitness built during 

sport involvement. 

Continued 

involvement 

The extent to which WRB 

continue to be involved in sport in 

Queensland after initial 

involvement.  

 

Discovering unexpected health 

benefits from sport involvement which 

prompts extended involvement not 

initially planned. 

Cultural 

background 

The social and cultural 

environments which guided 

behaviours and practices of WRB 

in country of origin. 

The Islamic regime which has ruled 

Iran influences the role and 

participation of women in society. 

Entry points Social settings where WRB 

initiate involvement or progress 

involvement in sport. 

The website of a Queensland sport 

club with which WRB engage. 

Perceived 

benefits 

Positive outcomes that WRB 

associate with sport involvement.  

Opportunity to build reputation by 

highlighting sport involvement on 

professional resume. 

Refugee 

background 

Experiences of conflict, 

displacement and detention which 

contribute to broader life 

experiences. 

 

The instability that ensues when a 

parent arrives home from work and 

informs his family that they are fleeing 

Kabul within hours. 

Resettlement 

priorities 

The hierarchy of life priorities that 

guide behaviour and practices 

during resettlement. 

The focus placed by WRB on finding 

employment and housing on arrival in 

Queensland. 

Seed capital Forms of capital 

accessed/accumulated by WRB 

prior to resettlement which were 

relevant to subsequent sport 

involvement in Queensland. 

Cultural capital (behaviour, attitude) 

acquired while playing sport at a 

young age at school in country of 

origin. 

Sporting 

progress 

Experiences of WRB in sport 

which result in achievement and 

progress. 

Confidence gained from social sport 

involvement leads to involvement in 

organised, competitive sport. 
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4.5.4 Establishing Major Conceptual Categories 

The process of developing subcategories into major conceptual categories that 

responded to the sub-research questions was progressed with axial coding which relates, 

“categories to subcategories along the lines of their properties and dimensions” (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998, p. 124). This meant asking questions which inquired about properties and 

dimensions of sport involvement of WRB as presented in the data. Strauss and Corbin (1998) 

suggest that subcategories, “answer questions about the phenomenon such as when, where, 

why, who, how, and with what consequences” (p. 124). This reinforces the conceptualisation 

of subcategories and systematically develops major conceptual categories with, “greater 

explanatory power” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 124). 

In relation to SRQ1, for example, I asked who was taking a position, where she was 

taking a position, when she was taking a position, why she was taking a position, and what was 

the result of her taking a position. Similarly, understanding the perceptions of sport delivery 

among WRB (SRQ2) was enhanced by dimensional questions about where sport delivery 

happened, with whom, at what cost and why it happened. In terms of the forms of capital gained 

through sport involvement (SRQ3), the dimensions and properties of the benefits targeted and 

achieved by WRB were clarified with questions like what specific benefits were targeted, who 

targeted these benefits, why were these benefits targeted, how were these benefits achieved, 

why had expected benefits not been achieved, in what conditions were benefits achieved, and 

what were the consequences of the benefits experienced? 

The creation of major conceptual categories was moved forward through contemplation 

of how subcategories could be combined to respond to the sub-research questions. This 

endeavour was informed by Bourdieu’s practice theory. For example, to respond to the question 

about the ways WRB get involved in sport (SRQ1), the concepts of capital and habitus were 

instrumental in the conceptualisation of positions WRB took in the social field of sport (or 

outside of it). Guided by the concept of capital, considered attention was given to relevant 

subcategories like ‘seed capital’, ‘capital awareness’, ‘capital converted’ and ‘access capital’. 

At the same time, guided by the concept of habitus, considered attention was also given to the 

subcategories of ‘cultural background’, ‘refugee experience’ and ‘resettlement priorities’. 

Considered attention, in this case, refers to the ‘who-what-where’ questions to be asked about 

the properties and dimensions of the subcategories under scrutiny. This interrogation of the 

data led to an informed interpretation of the forms of capital that WRB believed they possessed 
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and/or needed to take a position in the field of sport and the concurrent influence of life 

experience and current situation in making decisions about position-taking. 

By combining subcategories in this way, three major conceptual categories were 

systematically developed during data analysis to help respond to the three sub-research 

questions guiding this study. These were as follows: 

• The ways WRB get involved in sport in Queensland are subject to motivations and 

priorities set by their life circumstances (in response to SRQ1). 

• Delivery of sport for WRB is simultaneously facilitated or constrained by a 

combination of factors borne out of cultural background and personal circumstance, 

and social and sporting structures (in response to SRQ2). 

• There are three primary benefits that WRB associate with sport involvement which 

can underpin the accumulation of social capital (relationships), human capital (health 

and wellbeing) and cultural/economic capital (skills and competencies) (in response to 

SRQ3). 

Each of these categories will be elaborated in the following three chapters. 

4.5.5 Themes 

The final stage of data analysis involved selective coding through which themes were 

established to address the overarching research question on the role of sport in the integration 

process for WRB. According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), selective coding involves “an 

evolution of thinking” (p. 144) on the part of the researcher over time. This evolution is driven 

by constant immersion in the data and in the aggregate set of findings where properties and 

dimensions that draw out differences within a category are inspected and the conceptual 

constructs of categories refined (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  

This evolution leads the researcher to recognise relationships between categories which 

can be related to a theme by using statements which explain these relationships (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). The researcher is required to interpret and select concepts which will be 

synthesised and clarified, and to integrate categories in the generation of themes that reflect the 

data and address the research study’s overarching research question (Gall et al., 2007; Rubin 

& Rubin, 2011). This evolution in thinking results in the establishment of themes with the 

conceptual capacity to pull other major conceptual categories together and offer what Strauss 

and Corbin (1998) call, “an explanatory whole while accounting for variation within the 

categories” (p. 146). 
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Once the major conceptual categories had been developed through axial coding, I next 

used selective coding as outlined above to establish themes that addressed the overarching 

research question. Themes were validated by comparing them to raw data, as proposed by 

Strauss and Corbin (1998). The themes are represented by the subheadings of the discussion 

sections of chapters 5, 6 and 7, which are as follows: 

• Exercising agency under the burden of responsibility (chapter 5) 

• Converting the obligation of involvement (chapter 5) 

• Developing resilience through the structures of sport (chapter 5) 

• Maintaining culture in a world of exclusion (chapter 6) 

• Why on earth should organised sport change its approach? (chapter 6) 

• A capital awakening within the structures of sport (chapter 7) 

• Where bonding capital means more than ‘getting by’ (chapter 7) 

• Positioning WRB as sporting role models (chapter 7) 

• Reasons for sport clubs to work their relationships (chapter 7) 

4.6 Chapter Summary 

A comprehensive discussion of the methods used to collect and analyse data for this 

research study has been presented in this chapter. With a constant focus on the research 

questions and the context of the project, the case has been made for qualitative research and 

the research design which has been detailed carefully. Data collection activities have been 

described, followed by an eight-stage process of data analysis which resulted in the formulation 

of conceptual categories to be presented as findings in forthcoming chapters and themes which 

become discussion points in chapters 5, 6 and 7. Chapter 5, first of all, will elaborate on findings 

in relation to the ways WRB get involved in sport. 
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Chapter 5: Understanding the Ways WRB Get Involved in Sport 

This chapter responds to the first sub-research question that investigates the ways WRB 

get involved in sport in Queensland. Specifically, an attempt is made to understand the 

strategies of WRB in taking positions in the field. Four categories of sport involvement 

emerged during analysis of data collected from respondents in this research study. In the 

findings section, these are presented as four distinct but inter-related categories as follows: (i) 

involvement in recreational sport; (ii) involvement through their children; (iii) involvement 

through school attendance; (iv) involvement in organised, competitive sport. 

The ensuing discussion is informed by Bourdieu’s master concepts of field and habitus, 

and the sub-concepts of agency, doxa and logic of the field. Theoretical applications identified 

in previous research also guide the discussion including Evans’ (2007) use of bounded agency, 

Swartz’s (2002) conception of habitus as an active residue of an individual’s past and Joy et 

al.’s (2020) idea of a habitus repertoire. Each theoretical lens is effective in sharpening insights 

about the influence of past experiences on the decisions of WRB about sport involvement in 

Queensland. 

The three-part discussion of findings considers the sport involvement of respondents 

within a broad social context. In the first section, the nature of involvement of mothers is 

discussed with the concepts of bounded agency and habitus repertoire used to make sense of 

their casual involvement. In the second section, the obligation of sport involvement as it is 

experienced by WRB of differing generations is explored. Here, Bourdieu’s “structuring 

structures” (1990, p. 53) help to frame an understanding of the positions taken by different 

respondents. This leads into the third section where the roles of social structures like education 

and sport are discussed and compared in relation to the deliberate (re)development of resilience 

among WRB. The findings in relation to the ways WRB get involved in sport are presented in 

the next part of this chapter. 

5.1 Findings 

During data analysis, the descriptive concepts of how respondents got involved in sport 

were coded and placed in categories. Involvement in sport was understood as any sport-related 

practice which required the time of respondents, ranging from physical activity in the home to 

regular participation in an organised competition. Roles associated with involvement included 

player, coach, supporter, administrator, umpire, paramedic, committee member, competition 

organiser, and program designer. Four prevailing categories were developed to represent the 

accounts of respondents. Starting with the level of involvement most removed from organised, 
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competitive sport, these are presented in Table 5.1 along with demographic details of 

respondents. 

Table 5.1 

Demographic Details of Respondents and their Categories of Sport Involvement 

Categories of 

sport 

involvement 

 Region of origin Age Mother Mean time 

in Australia 

(years) 

 Total Africa Middle 

East 

Other < 30 > 30  

 n n n n n n n n 

Involvement in 

recreational 

sport 
19 5 14 0 1 18 15 3.7 

Involvement 

through their 

children 
12 4 8 0 1 11 12 a  5 

Involvement 

through school 

attendance 
18 9 7 2 17 1 2 9 

Involvement in 

competitive, 

organised sport 
15 5 8 2 13 2 3 9.8 

a Eighteen of the 41 respondents were mothers, and 20 were not mothers. Three respondents 

did not disclose if they were or were not mothers. 

A complex pattern of sport involvement emerged in the descriptions of respondents 

across the four categories. At times, those involved in recreational activities were also involved 

in a role supporting the sporting activities of their children; young women with an obligatory 

involvement in organised sport through their school attendance also involved themselved in 

recreational activities in social situations, while often also going on to sustain and advance their 

involvement in organised, competitive sport after school.  

WRB involved in sport through the categories of recreational involvement and 

involvement through children could generally (though not exclusively) be identified as mothers 

aged 30 or older who did not speak English proficiently. WRB involved in sport through the 

categories of involvement at school and involvement in organised sport could generally (but, 

again, not exclusively) be identified as non-mothers, aged 29 or younger who spoke English 

proficiently. The findings pertinent to each distinct category are now detailed, starting with the 

category of involvement in recreational sport. 
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5.1.1. Involvement in Recreational Sport 

Nineteen respondents categorised  their sport involvement as unstructured recreational 

activity. Intracultural social interaction and addressing health issues were the two most 

prominent factors in decisions to get involved. In this case, the physical activities were 

irregular, incidental and seldom developed. While some of the activities such as swimming and 

to a lesser extent walking could be linked to organised activity, respondents described levels 

of involvement far removed from organised sport. For example, respondent 12 described her 

sport involvement as follows: “Before Australia, it was housework and working on the welfare 

of the kids. In Australia, I walk, dust and study.” Respondent 9 continued to practice dancing, 

as she had done in Ethiopia, but only on a casual basis and not attached to a dance group. She 

related this to sport involvement. 

For respondent 5, physical activity happened around family gatherings: “Every time 

my sisters and I meet here in Australia, we play a game we used to play (in Syria) which we 

enjoy.” She described three activities – each physically strenuous in its own right – where 

sticks, rocks and skipping ropes were used. Respondent 20 also made her exercise a social 

event, but one which happened after domestic duties were complete. “I do it at home with the 

television at night together with my friends.” Respondent 17 sought out opportunities to make 

exercise interpersonal too. “I’m happy to do exercise with my friend and her community. It’s 

a way for me to keep in contact with friends as well.” Involvement in recreational sport 

happened intermittently, often due to an overriding focus on other priorities. This inability to 

make it a sustained fixture in their lifestyles had knock-on effects described by respondent 1:  

I used to go to my friend’s house, maybe twice a week in the afternoons, for a couple 

of months, doing exercise with my friends. We would do it for three hours. During those 

three months I saw a lot of changes in my body and I felt a lot healthier. But, again, it 

came time for Ramadan and we had a long break. Then my friend moved to a suburb 

far away from us. After that my back pain came back again. At the moment, I’m 

suffering a lot of pain in my back and shoulders. 

For respondent 23, securing employment had interrupted her relatively low level of physical 

activity. She explained: “We used to go out to the park and walk but now, with work, not so 

much.” In an endeavour to address these issues, and one which also drew attention to them, 

respondent 1 proposed the Queensland workplace as a social space where Muslim WRB (and 

other employees) could find time on a regular basis for physical activity. “Making exercise 

compulsory for every staff member of every single organisation would help them to do their 
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jobs better. I’m thinking half an hour in the morning or at break-time where people do some 

stretching.” She believed this kind of sustained involvement could be a productive way to ward 

off a future of health issues for WRB. “Females from our background often only do physical 

activity in the home. And then when they get older, they have physical problems and they need 

to get out and do some exercise like hydrotherapy.” 

Maintaining good health was a stated motivation for the pursuit of physical activity. 

This was especially evident in relation to mental health which was associated with numerous 

benefits, ranging from a sense of calm and self-control to upbeat moods and a sense of 

possibility. The latter was expressed in animated fashion by respondent 13 as follows: 

It changes my emotional status and my mood positively to something good. It gives you 

positive energy. For example, if I do some exercise like just walking around the park or 

running a bit and then I go back home, even if it was just for an hour, I feel encouraged 

and active. I want to work, to carry, to finish everything. It gives me the ability to 

accomplish what I want to. 

Respondent 39 described a sense of achievement she felt from a weekly group session under 

the guidance of a fitness instructor: “Just the one hour in the morning when Alina [pseudonym] 

exercises us makes us feel that we've done something from deeply within ourselves.” For other 

respondents, physical activity and sport involvement offered the prospect of reduced stress 

levels. Respondent 12 identified walking as an exercise in de-stressing, and respondent 35 felt 

relaxed. For respondent 24, WRB not doing physical exercise could be a signal of the 

uncertainty of life as an asylum seeker and the mental health issues this brought. 

In terms of targeting physical health, respondent 15 spoke candidly about her ageing 

body: “My only aim from swimming is hydrotherapy for treatment because my only treatment 

is warm water.” Motivated by advice from medical professionals, both respondent 17 and 

respondent 24 tried to fit regular activity into and around their life routines. Respondent 17 

deliberately built a physically demanding walk into her daily routine of bringing her children 

to school: “Sometimes you go to the doctor, and they tell you to do some exercise or to go to 

the gym because it is healthy for the body … I try to exercise every day, for an hour, half an 

hour, if I get the time. Sometimes I don’t have the time. Exercise is important for everything, 

for living, for health.” On the advice of her doctor, respondent 24 ‘juggled’ her domestic duties 

to fit in weekly hydrotherapy sessions. In achieving this she also had to make time to get to 

know the relevant bus routes. She described her changed attitude and increased desire for 

physical activity since her first visits to medical practices in Queensland: 
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The doctors would advise me to drink lots of water and be more active. I would get 

angry, thinking they did not know anything about medicine because they wouldn’t give 

me any medication to deal with my symptoms. But now I’ve totally changed my 

approach. I’ve seen the positive impacts in my life. I did hydrotherapy for six sessions. 

Knowing the positive impacts it has, I will juggle things and fit it into my schedule. 

When I’m not feeling myself, not really tuned up, I do some soft exercises and that’s 

the advice I give to my children when they call and tell me they’re not doing so well at 

school or anywhere. 

5.1.2 Involvement Through Their Children 

Twelve respondents described sport involvement in Queensland which was the result 

of or related to the involvement of their children. This connection with sport or physical activity 

was primarily in a supporting role. This form of involvement was generally underdeveloped, 

somewhat removed from sport and controlled by others.  Members of this group articulated 

positive attitudes towards sport involvement, particularly those who had been involved in sport 

in their country of origin. 

Respondents in this category were clearly focused on the future lives of their children 

in Queensland. Looking after their children’s education and wellbeing was paramount and non-

negotiable. The sense of duty and responsibility was unequivocal, and it trumped personal 

inclinations for sport involvement. It was captured emphatically by respondent 13 when asked 

if she would prefer swimming or volleyball in Queensland: “It makes no difference. It’s about 

what the kids want.” 

Through the involvement of their children, respondents in this category described 

situations where an involvement in sport was effectively imposed on them, particularly through 

the Queensland school system where sport was part of the curriculum for their children. 

Although she was not a mother, respondent 8’s description of her mother’s enforced and distant 

involvement captured this dynamic. “I told my mum we play sports at school and we have to 

do it at school, that’s what the teachers say. So, my mum was ‘okay, because it’s for school.’ 

Even though she was freaked out about it, she still said okay because she had no choice about 

it.” The following discussion among four mothers in focus group 3 became an example of 

discourse that signalled an interest and connection with sport that would not have existed 

otherwise: 

Respondent 17: My kids do swimming at school. 

Respondent 20: My young son, who’s 6-years-old, swims better than me. 
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Respondent 28: We have a kid that’s 3-years-old who spends the whole day in the pool. 

Respondent 16: We have a girl that’s 7 or 6-years old - she swims fast. 

These mothers adopted new and positive attitudes to sport involvement and started to perceive 

it as acceptable, affordable and safe. Respondent 13 supported her daughter’s involvement 

beyond the school system, happy for her daughter to pursue the rewards of sport. She said: 

“Krystal [pseudonym] trains as a swimmer. She’s got a number of certificates and is always 

swimming during the weekends.” In seeing her children adapt to sporting life in Queensland, 

respondent 5 identified the need for her to follow suit “because our future is here and our kids’ 

future.” She continued: “We can’t change anything (about our past), we just have to adapt to 

the environment here. We want to become more like the Aussie people and adapt more to the 

environment. Our kids already adapt to the environment, but not us.”  

Adapting to changed social circumstances was also at the heart of the discussion among 

respondents in focus group 3 when considering if they would use a swimming pool in 

Queensland in the presence of men. The involvement of their children in sport was a decisive 

factor on two levels in the conclusions they reached. First, they built up their knowledge about 

the location of sport facilities and the related costs through the involvement of their children. 

Second, the involvement of their children was also influential in opening their minds to the 

possibility of involvement and adapting to do so, as touched upon in the following exchange: 

Respondent 12: Even with sports. I’m one of those people. I can’t perform exercise 

with a male instructor while wearing pants. When it’s a female instructor with women, 

it’ll be better. 

Respondent 35: You can relax and feel comfortable. 

Respondent 12: The women will feel comfortable, and they can do it comfortably. But 

for example, if the women have a male with them, then… 

Respondent 17: This is Australia. (All laugh) 

Respondent 28: (Laughing) If we’re in the swimming pool, we won’t see you. 

Respondent 12: (Laughing) I wouldn’t go anyway. 

Respondent 23: I’ll be the first to go. 

Respondent 12: But our kids do sports – swimming and football. 

Respondents 5, 13, 17, 24, 38 and 41 had either experience of or exposure to sport in their 

countries of origin which had a positive influence on their attitudes to sport involvement of 

their children in Queensland. Respondent 5 said: “I would like to encourage and support others 

like my daughter and son to do sport. I would love to send my daughter to join any club or do 

any kind of sport.” The origins of this perspective were articulated by respondent 13 when she 
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recalled her school and club volleyball experiences in Syria: “It was a mixture of fear and 

happiness. We were happy that we were going to do sport, but when we got there, we would 

be scared. I used to freak out, but a lot of the other girls were more courageous.” Competitive 

sport for her had been an opportunity to be brave and prove herself, and she wanted her 

daughter to have that experience through sport in Queensland: 

The feeling of victory, that you have done something, that you have achieved 

something. You know, you have achieved something nice for yourself. The most 

important thing was that you were strengthening your body. I don't know about others, 

but this is what I loved. I remember this until today, and when I go to the park with my 

children I still try to have a go or two at it.  

The demise of sport opportunities and facilities in Syria due to conflict meant respondent 38 

had not had the same experiences as her older sister (respondent 13). She stated her 

determination to ensure her children would have that chance in Queensland where 

encouragement and facilities were available. She recalled: 

There was no one to encourage you to engage in the sport you love, like basketball or 

volleyball or football or anything else. It wasn’t there. No stadia. That’s why we want 

our kids to play any sort of sport, anything physical, so their bodies don’t become 

wrecked like ours. We had no opportunities whatsoever. None. 

Therefore, she perceived her involvement in sport in Queensland as being through her children 

first and foremost, and she was frustrated that her children’s school activities, and the 

involvement she desired for them and her, were restricted to painting and swimming. 

Respondent 41, who had been a successful athlete at school in her country of origin, had also 

focused her sporting attention on her daughter in Queensland. “I miss all the sports I used to 

do back in Jordan. I miss the running and I practice it here with my daughters. We have a 

competition to see who comes first. I love sport a lot.” It was clear, however, that her daughter’s 

academic achievements at school were the top priority when respondent 41 played a video clip 

of her daughter receiving an award for her studies in science and aviation. It suggested that 

sport involvement, while desirable, had a position lower down in the order of life priorities in 

Queensland.  

Respondent 24 saw physical activity as a crucial contributory factor to her son’s 

academic success at school. “Because of the pandemic he had to stop doing exercises. It meant 

he lost fitness, got muscle cramps and muscle pain, and it impacted on the quality of his studies. 

But when he was active, he did much better at his studies.” 
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Respondent 22 extended her involvement at the soccer club where she registered her 

children to play. This involvement grew following an approach by the manager of her son’s 

team at training one day:  

He asked a few parents if they could bring some fruit for the players when they came 

to training. It was very hot and at the end the kids needed some water or just some 

watermelons or something. I was just sitting there and I realised that’s something I can 

do. Then I started taking fruit [to training] in big containers and sharing them out. That 

kind of started the whole thing, and then the manager started to request support with 

registrations and I helped him. 

Respondent 22 engaged fully with the club, becoming its president for a term, and devoting 

time and expertise into a recruitment drive which saw the numbers of children from 

multicultural backgrounds increase significantly. Importantly, her focus in achieving this was 

on the involvement of the parents. 

Sometimes children were just dropped at the club [by parents] and not taken to where 

they were playing the games. We noticed that it was very important to work with 

parents because if parents knew the value of sports for their children, then they would 

bring their children to their games and training. We found that if the parents were more 

engaged with the importance of sport, they would support their children. And we 

always encouraged parents to actually go to their games and to support their child 

because their children needed them at that time. 

5.1.3 Involvement Through School Attendance 

Eighteen respondents described initial sport involvement in Queensland while they 

attended school. They had played or learned to play sports like soccer, basketball, volleyball, 

netball, badminton, rugby league and AFL at school, and had participated in organised, 

competitive tournaments through school.  Fourteen of these respondents had gone on to play 

soccer and basketball competitively after high school, but graduation from high school also 

signalled an end to organised, competitive sport for a small group of respondents originally 

from Somalia. 

The school system presented an introductory environment in which respondents could 

opt to do sport or got involved on the encouragement of others. Respondent 30 described her 

introduction:  

I was that student in high school that was just books, books, books. Some teachers 

approached me and said, ‘why don’t you come and play soccer?’ I had never played 
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soccer in my entire life. I told them, ‘I don’t know how to play soccer’. But they said, 

‘come give it a shot, it’s not just for men, girls play soccer too’. So, I decided to give it a 

go. I played in the school’s world cup tournament and found out that, somehow, I was 

good. 

Respondent 8 was also encouraged to play by schoolteachers. After initially positioning herself 

outside of school sport, as was the norm for young women in her culture, she subsequently 

found a way to get involved, and ultimately became immersed in sport at school. She recalled 

her first experience of a physical exercise session at school: 

I sat on the sideline where all I was doing was banging around and what not. Then I saw 

the girls playing and I was confused as to why they were playing because it wasn’t 

normal for me to see that. Then my teacher came back and asked me to get up and go 

play and I was like ‘I’m not allowed, sir’. And he was ‘what do you mean you’re not 

allowed?’ and I was like ‘back in my country we don’t do stuff like that’. 

After a discussion with her teacher, respondent 8 adopted a view that sport involvement was 

part of the school curriculum. Respondent 2 also involved herself in sport at school with the 

support of teachers. However, she kept this involvement from her parents who would have 

forbidden it. She presented forged participation forms, which she always signed herself, to 

teachers in order to take part in school tournaments. 

Involvement at school gave respondent 29 her first experience playing competitive 

soccer with a real football and she thrived on this opportunity. “Then I got injured at one point 

and my dad banned me from playing. But I have a big head, I went back, I continued playing.” 

Within the school environment, respondent 21 felt able to build knowledge and then take the 

initiative in terms of sport involvement. From grade 8, she observed from the sidelines, then 

chose and learned sports she would like to play. “When I see other people play sport, I’m like 

‘oh let me try that, I want a go’. So, I would watch everybody playing the sport and after some 

time they would say ‘hey, join us’.” She was eventually invited to try rugby league and found 

it challenging. “At first, I was like ‘damn, these people are so big’. I got hit but I got used to it. 

I got stronger and it became fun, meeting new people, you know?” 

Some respondents improvised when they encountered limitatations around 

opportunities for young women to play sport at school. Respondent 10 recalled lunchtime in 

her primary school: “The girls would just play with dolls and stuff, and I didn’t really like it. 

So I started hanging out with the boys and that’s when I learned how to play soccer.” 

Respondent 33 had played volleyball at her girls-only school in a detention camp in Pakistan: 
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I just liked the idea of the (volley) ball at my feet. My little brother would play with me 

sometimes. I knew then that I liked football and when I came here (Queensland) I saw 

the boys in high school playing and I went and started playing with them.  

Her development was noticed as she played with the high school team for two years. “I was 

spotted by my schoolteachers. They were like ‘you’re really good, you should go play club’.” 

Similarly, respondent 8 came to the attention of a supportive school principal through the 

initiatives she launched during her sport involvement at school. 

At my school, every two years we had a tournament and it was for boys. It would be 

east Africa, west Africa, Middle East, Asia versus each other, so there would be like 

four different continents. And every year I would see the games happening and I’d be 

‘why are there never any girls playing?’ So that’s why I organised a girls’ tournament 

and they continued with it after I left. 

5.1.4 Involvement in Organised, Competitive Sport 

Fifteen respondents described involvement in organised, competitive sports which were 

codified and run under the auspices of a governing body such as Football Queensland. This 

involvement required increasing levels of skill and commitment compared with school sport. 

For 12 of these respondents, the sport was soccer, two others played basketball and one used 

her credentials in taekwondo to deliver formal training sessions in the sport. 

With the encouragement of schoolteachers and male players at her school, respondent 

33 joined a soccer club shortly after completing high school. She has since moved among 

numerous clubs, prepared to move up or down a level if a club is a good fit for her: 

To be honest, it is sometimes hard, sometimes easy. It just depends on the players and 

the coaches involved. If the coaches are good at what they’re doing, I’m like ‘hell yeah, 

I’ll play here’. And obviously the players have a big impact on you, if they support you, 

you love it but if they are mean to you, or they think they are higher than you, obviously 

you don’t want to play there. 

Respondent 8’s development as a soccer player saw her invited to take part in a football 

academy run in Brisbane by one of Europe’s prestigious clubs. She also played in organised 

tournaments with a team of mainly males. Her coach supported this involvement by appointing 

her team captain. While she had the backing of most teammates, she also met with some 

resistance from players on her own team and opposing teams. She was forced to find a new 

way to get involved in sport, based entirely on renewed self-belief. She recalled the experience: 
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One other thing that made it hard was when we played different Somalian teams. They 

thought that me playing was disrespectful and that I was putting our culture to shame. 

While I was on the field, they just called me mean names in my language, insulted me 

inside and out, and I was like ‘you don’t even know me’. They would say ‘you’re a bad 

player’ and all this type of stuff. So, I took a step back from playing every time we were 

playing the Somalian teams. 

Respondent 22 connected with a soccer club when initially registering her children as players. 

She subsequently increased her involvement by supporting the coach when her children’s 

teams were playing and helped to organise registration events. Respondent 30 first joined the 

club her brother played with because her mother could not transport both of them to and from 

different clubs. Following a break from sport, after her mother withdrew her support for her, 

she joined a new club. There she was approached by club officials after some time and invited 

to take on a coaching role with the club’s miniroos squad. She was surprised at the approach 

and a new way of involvement: 

I was thinking I don’t know these kids and I have to have a rapport with them, have a 

relationship with them, so it’s going to take a while. I doubted myself at first. But when 

I started coaching them it just became so much easier and it became fun because I love 

soccer and teaching these little ones, seeing them kicking the ball, seeing them like do 

a header, a chest, it was the cutest thing ever, it was just ‘whoa! I’m actually teaching 

these little kids something, you know’. 

Respondent 29 had played soccer at a detention camp before she arrived in Queensland. She 

was determined to continue playing but felt she lacked the connections needed to find a club. 

She joined a gym to maintain a high fitness level and was encouraged by her football playing 

boyfriend to seek out a club. She had seen an online photo of a friend from university playing 

football and approached her: 

I thought since she played for a club that meant she was professional because we didn’t 

have clubs back then in Africa. I thought someone that plays for a club should be really 

professional, like very, very good. I thought I’d have to pass a test to get into that team. 

But she was ‘no, no, no, you just come; in fact, today we have training, you should 

come if you are free’ … And I played the first season and at the end of the season I was 

selected as the best player of the year. 

While she had the support of her parents, who were also connected to sport, respondent 11 still 

had to go it alone when finding a soccer club to play with after her appetite for sport had been 

whetted by playing futsal at school. She explained: “My family were friends with the club 
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president, a connection I didn’t know about until I went to training one night. But yeah, I pretty 

much worked to pay for my own registration. My parents wanted me to play but I did my own 

research, found my own way.” 

Sport programs designed for women from multicultural backgrounds provided a means 

of first involvement in organised sport for respondents 27 and 32. Each was motivated to get 

involved by a cultural connection. Respondent 32 recalled:  

I started playing soccer when I was in Year 10, back when I was in high school. I only 

played for one year and then I stopped because of my studies. So, the next time I started 

soccer, it was after I gave birth to my son and then it was with a whole new African 

team [which had been assembled to participate in a sport program]. 

Respondent 27 had minimal involvement in sport at school in Iran (where her family lived for 

a time after fleeing Afghanistan) and had not played at high school in Queensland where her 

primary focus was academic. While attending university she was invited by an Afghan 

compatriot to sign up for a six-month six-a-side soccer tournament run by a refugee support 

organisation. She recalled the experience: “I was a beginner; I hadn’t really played soccer much 

and when I came here, I was really excited. When I saw other girls and my sister play soccer, 

they were really good and I was really amazed at what girls can accomplish and of course I 

thought maybe I can play soccer too.” 

Respondent 19 had overcome initial physical challenges to play basketball from grade 

10 at school. Through her relationship with the basketball coach, she was able to continue 

playing after school with the intention of developing her playing and leadership skills. “My 

goal, in starting basketball, was to be a leader and to help people that don’t know much about 

basketball; I wanted to teach them about basketball and encourage them to start playing.” For 

others, the motivation to be involved in organised sport was often linked to self development 

in some way. 

Respondent 27 linked regular, organised training sessions with a growth in confidence, 

saying “with training I got better, and it felt really good to be committed to something. It made 

me feel more confident and I knew it was good for my health as well.” For others like 

respondents 30 and 32, organised sport provided an important point of separation from life 

stressors. Respondent 8 captured the feeling for her as follows: “I know what soccer does for 

me. I know it takes my stress away, it makes me happy, it makes me a calm person.” 

Involvement in team sport was identified as a crucial form of mental stimulation for the 

young WRB that respondent 33 coached. She explained: 
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Well, the first thing is mental health. It is a really big issue. And I feel like whenever 

they come to training they get respect and they get to interact with people. I know a few 

of them … and when they’re at home they’re on their phones and not interacting with 

anyone, not even their families. When they come to training, they actually get to 

socialise with their friends, because they are almost friends [with their teammates] now. 

Respondent 7 described the stimulation of competitive involvement for her with, “even if you 

lose, you know 4-2 or something [like that] and it’s been a good fight, that’s okay. A winning 

feeling is nice but it’s not necessary, I think, for the mental health benefit.” Respondent 29 

found herself depressed, stressed and lacking motivation when Covid-19 restrictions separated 

her from the organised sporting activities she valued. 

The findings in relation to the ways WRB got involved in sport in Queensland have 

been outlined in this section. They will be discussed with reference to relevant, extant literature 

in the next section. 

5.2 Discussion 

A notable interconnection between respondents involved in recreational sport and those 

involved in sport through their children was evident. More than 90% of mothers who supported 

the sporting activities of their children were involved in recreational sport such as walking or 

informal exercise. Across each of these ways of involvement, the habitus repertoire (Joy et al., 

2020) which emerged in the data was forged by the ethnic backgrounds and refugee 

experiences of respondents and by their evolving habitus as migrants resettling in a new 

country. 

Similarly, an interconnection between those involved through school attendance and 

those involved in organised, competitive sport was also evident, an observation supported by 

the progression of 78% of those involved in sport at school to organised, competitive sport. As 

with the first group, the habitus repertoire of this group also incorporated ethnic, refugee and 

migrant habitus. However, where the habitus repertoire of the first group was evident in 

practices of domestic duties and childcare, the habitus repertoire of the latter group was 

demonstrated by sustained practices as students in the education system in Queensland. 

A continuum of sport involvement is used (Figure 5.1, below) to represent these 

perspectives within the field of sport involvement described by respondents. While the different 

ways of involvement are complex and complicated, with some respondents involved in 

multiple ways, the continuum - with its distinct extremes - is useful for visualising and relating 

the various subfields within the field. The continuum also assists in understanding where and 



143 
 

how respondents entered the field of sport in Queensland and the positions they held in different 

subfields at different times. Each category is linked to the one that precedes or follows it; 

however the links between first and second categories (recreational, children) can be perceived 

as distinct from the factors that connect the third and fourth categories (school, organised). In 

effect, this implies that the habitus of mothers underpinned entirely different ways of sport 

involvement to that of their daughters. 

The delineation of respondents as drawn above provides a form of architecture with 

which the discussion of findings is progressed, using the conceptual tools of field and habitus 

primarily. The discussion is presented next under three subheadings relevant to casual 

involvement, obligatory involvement and resilience through sport involvement.

Figure 5.1 

Continuum Representing Different Ways of Sport Involvement of WRB 

5.2.1 Exercising Agency Through Casual Involvement 

Krause (2014) probes the potential for patriarchal structures to be dismantled in her 

study of a refugee settlement camp in Uganda. She suggests gender relations can and 

sometimes have to be renegotiated in this new social field. With culturally conservative mores 

of countries of origin often rendered redundant by forced displacement, Krause demonstrates 

the potential for new social practices as a refugee to have positive impacts on women who head 

households and make life-affirming decisions. Kibreab (1995) highlights evidence that shows 

WRB to be resilient in such situations and to have a capacity to cope in the face of adversity. 

However, this unfamiliar situation can also have a disruptive impact on the lives of WRB. 

Vollan (2019) draws attention to ‘sufferings’ of WRB in this situation in ways that are social, 

economic and psychological. “Patriarchal patterns tend to be deconstructed, gender roles alter, 

and women need to undergo the process of empowerment” (Vollan, 2019, para. 3). This 

understanding of the refugee habitus assisted in the interpretation of the positions taken by 

respondents in this part of the research study. 

Respondents involved in recreational sport and involved through associations with 

children were predominantly mothers. Almost 80% of those involved in recreational sport were 

Recreational Children School Organised
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mothers compared to 20% of those involved in organised, competitive sport. For respondents 

in these two categories (involved in recreational sport and through their children), the refugee 

habitus was what Swartz (2002) calls an active residue of their pasts which functioned in their 

present situation in Queensland. It informed strategies which focused on the practice of 

domestic duties and childcare. These were existing practices from country of origin which 

potentially had been intensified during displacement and detention, an experience of refugee 

women highlighted by Maung et al. (2021) in their study of Burmese WRB resettling in the 

United States. Numerous respondents highlighted this priority during discussions about their 

involvement in sport in Queensland, indicating how the positions they chose to take (or not 

take) in the field of sport supported their strategies around domestic duties and childcare. 

Two positions were observed to be most relevant to these strategies. The first was a 

position in the field where they could practice casual sport involvement. Here, WRB made a 

deliberate but constrained attempt to be physically active. They got involved in a way that did 

not take resources (time, finance) from their family focus. For respondent 17, for example, it 

was important that she exercised each day, but this could only be achieved around the 

timeframes when she brought her children to and from school. WRB in these situations aimed 

to use physical exercise as a means to build health and wellbeing which they perceived as an 

important resource. With the potential burden of increased responsibilities as head of household 

and challenges faced in restarting life from a low base, it may be suggested that WRB in 

situations similar to respondent 17 sought to bolster physical and mental wellbeing in order to 

maintain the efficacy of practices like housework, childcare, learning English and being 

productive at work.  

In light of Krause’s (2014) proposal for the renegotiation of gender roles during 

displacement, these strategies raise the following question about this cohort’s sport 

involvement in Queensland: Is this the behaviour of vulnerable, passive victims who have 

reverted to pre-displacement social type in the face of an uncertain future in unfamiliar 

surrounds or are these WRB who take stock of their new situation, identify priorities, and who 

take control of the situation as best they can? The latter perspective compares favourably with 

the observations of Nunn et al. (2014) in their study of adolescent refugees looking for 

employment in Australia. They describe respondents who “demonstrate an awareness of the 

social and structural factors that mediate their employment trajectories [and who] recalibrated 

or reoriented their aspirations in the face of barriers” (p. 1218, parentheses added). The latter 

perspective is also supported by the need for self-initiative among WRB who attempt to 

renegotiate their roles post-displacement, as identified by Krause (2014). The findings show 
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respondents demonstrated notable levels of self-initiative in bringing about their recreational 

sport involvement. 

This position-taking also aligns with individual and collective agency as espoused by 

Erel (2010) and bounded agency as advanced by Evans (2007). In a study of Turkish and 

Kurdish migrant women in Britain and Germany, Erel (2010) emphasises the importance of 

individual and collective agency during migration in the transformation of existing cultural 

practices into useful capital. In the context of transition and changed circumstances, Evans 

(2007) identifies bounded agency as a means of mitigating the risk of loss of control. The 

intentional component to casual involvement in recreational sport and their removed yet 

supportive involvement through their children may be considered an exercise in collective and 

bounded agency, and an affirmative response to Krause’s (2014) inquiry about how enduring 

the impact of renegotiation can be for WRB in the host country. In other words, some 

respondents connected involvement in recreational sport (not organised, competitive sport) 

with a transformation of existing practices that allowed them to maintain control of their 

circumstances to some extent while renegotiating their roles as WRB in Queensland. However, 

this transformation was often limited by adherence to cultural norms and gender roles and, as 

a result, the sense of control over circumstances could not be maintained longterm in a way 

that enabled continued exercise or sport involvement. 

Respondents 1, 5, 20 and 23, who were mothers, each pursued opportunities for 

physical activity while demonstrating their recognition of the rules of the new social field 

(Queensland) in which they found themselves (Moi, 1991). In so doing, they performed the 

small exercises of power described by Thorpe (2009). Norms and gender roles related to 

domestic duties, childcare and family gatherings were maintained, but now these respondents 

were instilling instances of exercise into the habitus of their cultural fields and resignifying the 

social order, albeit minutely (Thorpe, 2009). While each respondent recognised and largely 

observed “the rules of the game” (Moi, 1991, p. 1022), each brought her own strategy to the 

playing of the game.  

None of these respondents, however, progressed her pursuit of exercise or sport as the 

restrictions in their personal lives (gender roles, religious obligations, minimal education in 

country of origin due to patriarchal society) usually made it impossible to continue when 

combined with a newly encountered restriction related to resettlement in a new country. 

Respondent 1, for example, managed to set up a situation through which she could take part in 

regular exercise sessions at a friend’s swimming pool, only for this to be undone by a 

combination of religious duties (Ramadan) and relatively low levels of economic, cultural and 
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social capital (finance, connections, information) in a resettlement context. This meant her 

access to a pool was restricted when her friend moved house. This experience of obstacle upon 

obstacle upon obstacle was prominent among respondents, even before they encountered added 

constraints related to racism and Islamaphobia when engaging with sport organisations. 

5.2.2 Converting the Obligation of Involvement 

The previous section drew attention to two positions taken by WRB in the field of sport 

in Queensland to support their strategies during resettlement. The first of these – a position of 

casual involvement – was discussed in relation to respondents involved in recreational sport 

and involved through their children. These respondents were primarily mothers who managed 

households. The second position is one perceived by respondents to be obligatory, implying 

practices they must partake in as part of the resettlement process. Again, it is relevant to those 

involved in recreational sport and through their children, but it also applies to those involved 

in sport through school attendance. 

These were social situations where WRB felt compelled to enter the field of sport 

because of the obligations of their domestic duties and to their childcare. They also felt 

compelled because of the influence of perceived local authority figures or social structures, 

including doctors, teachers and the changed positions of their children attending Queensland 

schools. Where sport took place at school and they were connected to the school, WRB 

accepted the rules of the field of education and sometimes actively undermined their own 

cultural norms in the process. They attempted to follow the rules of the new field and adapt to 

its requirements. This was the case with mothers who made conscious adjustments like learning 

to swim or drive to support their children’s sport involvement. Respondent 5 articulated not 

only a willingness to adapt but her felt obligation to do so when she said: “We can’t change 

anything (about our past), we just have to adapt to the environment here … Our kids already 

adapt to the environment, but not us.” 

Both mothers and students in the research sample adapted their views and beliefs and 

took what were new positions for them in the field of sport. For mothers, the obligation had 

two sides; first, they felt obliged to ensure the futures of their children and, second, they felt 

obliged to accede to the rules of the field of education in Queensland. Scholarly research shows 

a high value is placed on education by WRB whose own education in countries of origin has 

been limited or denied (Akua-Sakyiwah, 2016; Hatoss & Huisjer, 2010; Nunn et al., 2014; 

Sharifian et al. 2021). Respondent mothers were prepared to sideline their own aspirations and 

focus on their children’s futures, which reinforces the observation by Kibreab (1995) that 
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refugee women may feel forced to sacrifice their own futures because of the burden of 

responsibility they bear in sustaining others around them. A comprehensive education was 

widely perceived to be a means to this end. This determination to safeguard the education of 

their children brought with it an obligation to adapt to the rules of the field of education which 

overlapped in part with the field of sport.  

In taking these positions – by necessity - in the field of sport, respondents were exposed 

to the impacts of this new experience, and mothers like respondents 17, 22 and 24 generated 

opportunities for themselves as a result of such new experiences. They adapted and exercised 

agency to take emergent positions which were “products of a whole complex of negotiations 

and contestations unfolding over time” (Emirbayer & Johnson, 2008, p. 19). For example, on 

the advice of her doctor and, subsequently, after experiencing the benefits, respondent 24 

became determined to find ways to attend hydrotherapy sessions regularly by working out how 

to juggle responsibilities and run a family at the same time. As she could not drive, her 

negotiations extended to dealing with bus timetables and managing multiple bus routes to get 

to a facility quite a distance from her north Brisbane home. This enriched her habitus repertoire. 

Respondents involved through school attendance found themselves in positions which 

invited similar efforts in self-initiative. Respondents 2, 8, 10, 21 and 29 followed the rules of 

the field of education, and in so doing they adapted to the requirements of the field of sport. 

They appeared to exercise bounded agency (Evans, 2007) in that their actions were guided to 

varying extents by their pasts, their imagined futures and by “subjective perceptions of the 

structures they [had] to negotiate” (Evans, 2007, p. 92; parentheses added). While negotiating 

the field of education in this way, they felt secure and supported. Involvement in sport was 

perceived as a normal practice they could undertake subject to the rules of the field. Their 

efforts in sport involvement were encouraged and recognised by the doxa of the educational 

field where it was taken for granted that young women should be involved in sport. Therefore, 

they took positions where they had to make decisions, where they were challenged to improve, 

and where confidence grew as they interacted with others. In this social setting, they learned 

that adapting was practical and acceptable.  

There was also evidence of this effect among WRB involved through their children. 

They too were influenced by their pasts; they also applied subjective perceptions of the 

structures to be negotiated; but as mothers, they imagined the futures of their children rather 

than their own (Evans, 2007). Therefore, the sense of obligation to the social structure was 

more pronounced among the student cohort. As subjective agents immersed in sustained and 

structured sport practices within the boundaries of the field of education, they flourished with 
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14 (78%) of the 18 respondents converting the obligation of involvement into wider, voluntary 

involvement in organised, competitive sport. 

5.2.3 Developing Resilience Through the Structures of Sport 

In a study of refugee women in Brisbane, Queensland, Lenette et al. (2013) locate the 

ongoing process of resilience in social contexts. They describe resilience as a product of person 

and environment, of subjective agent and objective social structure. While resilience is a 

broadly acknowledged measurement of an individual’s ability to come back from adversity 

(Wildavsky, 1988), for Lenette et al. (2013), it also extends to the capacity of a person’s 

environment to provide access to resources that benefit health in culturally relevant ways. 

Drawing on this perspective, the development of resilience among respondents in this research 

can be traced back to refugee experiences and monitored in their experiences of sport’s social 

structures in Queensland. 

In the aftermath of forced displacement, the new social structures, which can be a 

breeding ground for the renegotiation of gendered roles, are also structures in which access to 

health enhancing resources is possible (Krause, 2014). In other words, they represent an 

environment which provides for the individual and potentially activates a process of resilience. 

For respondents resettling in Queensland, the field of education incorporating the structures of 

sport also appeared to provide a social structure in which the process of resilience development 

could be continued, and resilience used as a form of capital for adapting to the field. This 

understanding builds on Joy et al’s (2020) application of habitus in their examination of 

migrant careers where they suggest the concept represents “ways of being in a field that 

facilitate appreciation of the value of their capitals” (p. 2547). Further, for respondents involved 

in organised, competitive sport, the process of resilience development could be maintained 

when they joined sport clubs into which they fitted according to habitus, capital and the doxa 

of the field, where access to resources in culturally relevant ways was possible. 

For those who encountered challenges to their involvement in the field of organised, 

competitive sport the resilience development process was stymied as they struggled to find a 

position befitting their habitus repertoire and the capital they possessed. This struggle was 

accentuated when challenges presented in the form of structures that enabled discriminatory 

practices related to race and religion. In cutting short their involvement, they either declined or 

were prevented from entering into the “objective complicity that underlies all the antagonisms" 

(Bourdieu, 1993, p. 73) of the field. For those who declined to enter, the concept of bounded 

agency helps to explain how they chose to find other ways of sport involvement rather than go 
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along with a self-perpetuating club culture which they felt did not include them in its practices.  

Therefore, WRB like respondents 1, 8, 10, 11 and 33 went in search of a new position in the 

field of sport and in doing so they fell back on subjective interpretations and pursued bounded 

agency. They did their best to ensure their surrounding environments supported their strategies 

and allowed them a greater sense of control in terms of their involvement, meaning how they 

went about sport involvement was influenced by a combination of past experience and 

imagined future (Evans, 2007). 

In an examination of the outcomes of an asylum seeker football program in Melbourne, 

Victoria, Dukic et al. (2017) show how a program’s structure and design can engage the 

individual habitus of participants. In effect, the prudent management of social spaces in this 

way generates a community habitus with which the individual habitus fits sufficiently. 

It provides a vital space where those, who possess the particular football habitus, can 

establish the necessary self-confidence, resilience, and social networks … to engage 

with the community in a way that doesn’t necessitate the abandonment of one identity 

for another (p. 102). 

Respondents in my study did not encounter such inclusive social spaces on a regular basis, and 

even where the habitus of a field of sport appeared welcoming to WRB, other factors emerged 

to obstruct their intended ways of involvement. The detail of these obstructions can be 

unpacked with the help of an intersectional lens which considers distinct but overlapping 

factors which constrained involvement of individual WRB. According to Collins (2015), such 

an intersectional perspective can “provide new angles of vision on social institutions, practices, 

social problems, and other social phenomena associated with social inequality” (p. 3). 

On exploring fresh angles in this way, it can be stated on one level that respondent 11 

made the decision to depart a soccer club because she was not able to perform at the sporting 

level required, that she activated bounded agency and safeguarded the development of 

resilience in her decision to step away. However, on exploring from another angles, it becomes 

evident that her involvement with the club intersected with her refugee status and she felt under 

pressure from her parents to attend to the priorities of resettlement. In her case, this meant 

funding sport involvement herself without financial support from her parents who were focused 

on supporting housing, education and wellbeing of their family during a turbulent, transitional 

time. This resulted in her joining a club where she could afford to pay the registration fees but 

where a highly competitive doxa exposed her lack of established skills and ability for that level 

of sport, potentially due to the impact of displacement. While she had the support of her parents, 
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in principle, to get involved in sport, the refugee experience had denied her the opportunity to 

build on such nominal support in a safe and sustained life environment. 

 The example of respondent 11 does not involve an intersection with patriarchy but this 

additional layer of constraint is in evidence in the experience of a group of young women with 

Somali origins who took part in the research study. At high school in Queensland, members of 

this group found themselves in a social environment which supported their involvement in 

sport and encouraged them to imagine sporting futures they had not considered previously. 

Spaaij et al. (2014a) suggest that teachers can struggle to integrate students with diverse sport 

abilities or that physical education teachers can exclude certain students by maintaining a 

dominant sport discourse. However, members of the Somali group described no gender- or 

race-related constraints while involved in sport in the school system. This may be due, in part, 

to a decline in numbers of male teachers in Australian schools during the past half century 

(McGrath and Van Bergen, 2017). Indeed, this may be a contributing factor to the significant 

sport involvement at school of other WRB in this study. With the control of organised sport at 

school largely out of the hands of men, the environment has arguably been recast as one where 

inclusion of female students with diverse abilities is increasingly nurtured. 

For the Somali respondents, on completion of high school, patriarchal norms and 

assigned gender roles intersected with optimistic thoughts of continued sport involvement. The 

concepts of field and habitus are helpful here in interpreting first the involvement and then the 

non-involvement in sport of this group after school. In a comparable situation where a group 

of Somali Muslim women got involved in soccer in South Australia, Palmer (2009) uses field 

to demonstrate the tension between sport involvement and allegiance to cultural norms, 

suggesting the women were “constituted by not one but many intermeshing domains” (p. 33). 

While at school in Queensland, the Somali group members in this research study were similarly 

‘constituted’, observing strongly held cultural norms while simultaneously engaging in acts of 

social subversion (Brown, 2006).  

The experiences of the young Somali women in this movement back and forth across 

conceptual fields is explained further by what McNay (1999) describes as the strain placed on 

‘pre-ordained’ legitimacy by the crossing of social fields. In her discussion of Bourdieu and 

the limits of reflexivity, she describes the potential for reflexivity (and revolution) to come 

about when agents cross fields. In observing the distance between their cultural field and the 

field of education in Queensland, a tension was generated for the Somali students which led to 

thoughts of transformation. However, after graduating from high school, the crossing of fields 

ended for members of the Somali group as they reverted fully to a cultural environment where 
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gender norms guided their behaviour and dictated to their imagined future lives in Queensland. 

This meant a future life where sport played a prominent part was all but unimaginable once 

they crossed back into their cultural field and the tension eased. McNay (1999) suggests such 

applications of the concept of field have implications for the understanding of contemporary 

gender identity, an understanding she claims Bourdieu failed to recognise. 

“While habitus draws attention to the entrenched nature of gender identity, it is 

important to consider the extent to which its effects may be attenuated by the movement 

of individuals across fields […] such a consideration is imperative in the light of the 

increased entry of women into traditionally non-feminine spheres of action” (McNay, 

1999, p. 107, parentheses added).  

 In spite of ‘the entrenched nature’ of their gender identies, both the field of education 

as it incorporates sport involvement and the field of sport as it incorporates organised, 

competitive involvement presented settings in which the refugee habitus of WRB could be 

brought to bear both positively and productively. However, the findings explored in this chapter 

also highlight the challenges to sport involvement that WRB can face in and around these 

spaces. Greater attention to detail is required to address these challenges along with sustained, 

perhaps institutional, support to maintain settings where refugee habitus has an active presence. 

 

5.3 Chapter Summary 

Four categories were established in this chapter to explain the ways WRB get involved 

in sport during resettlement. Guided by Bourdieu’s practice theory and building on previous 

scholarly research, the strategies driving their involvement in sport in Queensland were 

investigated with reference to past experiences in countries of origin and as refugees and, more 

recently, to the ways they understood their circumstances in the host community and the 

structures that needed to be negotiated. Involvement in sport was inevitably met with 

challenges and constraints, and these will be the focus of the next chapter which attempts to 

identify the various factors that deter sport involvement of WRB. 
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Chapter 6: Locating Constraints to Sport Involvement 

This chapter responds to the sub-research question examining the perceptions of WRB 

of sport delivery in Queensland. It moves the research focus on from the ways WRB get 

involved in sport to the ways their involvement is constrained, and investigates where and why 

this happens. The first part of this chapter presents the research findings in relation to 

constraints to sport involvement, and in the second part the findings are discussed with 

reference to previous research and the overarching research question. 

Two primary modes of constraint emerged during data analysis. These are a cultural 

mode of constraint and a structural mode of constraint. Each mode incorporates three 

dimensions which are presented in a continuum of cultural-structural constraints in the findings 

section of this chapter. A key finding is the way these dimensions interact, overlap and 

effectively merge at times to generate a compound constraint to sport involvement. This 

observation of multiple dimensions in play at any time is comparable with critical thought 

informed by intersectionality where the impact of factors such as gender and race are 

considered in a combinatory way, at work within a broad social system rather than individual, 

isolated experiences (Crenshaw, 1991). 

A discussion of the findings follows which is informed by Bourdieu’s master concepts 

of field and habitus and the sub-concepts of doxa and symbolic violence. Practice theory, in 

effect, creates a conceptual lens for an examination of the social field and the constraints that 

operate on its periphery and at its core. Understanding the nature and implementation of these 

constraints is enhanced by applications of symbolic violence, while the logic of the field and 

doxa help to make sense of constraints imposed on individual agency. 

The chapter closes with a two-part discussion of the findings. Drawing on existing 

literature, the discussion looks at the relevance of cultural traditions to WRB during 

resettlement and how this plays out in the context of sport involvement. It then moves on to 

ask if sport clubs can or should adopt flexible approaches to involve WRB while potentially 

undoing prevailing structures that are used to control access to privileged positions in the field 

of sport in Queensland. 

The decision to examine constraints to involvement rather than barriers to involvement 

was informed by Crawford, Jackson, and Godbey’s (1991) model of hierarchical leisure 

constraints. The model suggests close attention be given to intrapersonal, interpersonal and 

structural factors when investigating constraints, and updated by Godbey, Crawford, and Shen 

(2010), invites the researcher to view relationships between the different factors as intertwining 
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in nature. The model, therefore, fits with the purpose of this project and an inquiry into the 

constraints to sport involvement. The findings will be presented in the next section. 

6.1 Findings 

Data analysis revealed multiple constraints to sport involvement which respondents had 

to negotiate to first gain entry to the social field of sport and also maintain their involvement 

therein. These constraints were classified under two main categories, namely cultural 

constraints and structural constraints. Cultural constraints to sport involvement were those 

borne out of factors within the cultural domain of WRB. Three dimensions of cultural 

constraints emerged in the data: (i) ethnic background; (ii) refugee experience; and, (iii) 

resettlement priorities. Structural constraints to sport involvement were derived from organised 

sport. Three dimensions of structural constraints were also identified: (i) entry points; (ii) 

continued involvement; and, (iii) sporting progress. 

The origins of the ethnic background dimension predated forced displacement, 

detention and life as a refugee. Its impact was consistently evident in the data and at times this 

impact was swollen by factors relating to the refugee experience in combination with the strong 

focus of respondents on issues like employment, housing, education, and healthcare. This focus 

on life priorities in the early stages of resettlement aligned with means and markers of refugee 

integration established by Ager and Strang (2008). The importance of resettlement priorities 

meant respondents found it difficult to give time and attention to the negotiation of other 

constraints related to ethnic background or refugee experience. In developing a nuanced 

understanding of the different impacts of resettlement priorities on different WRB in the 

research sample, the findings effectively use Ager and Strang’s (2008) markers and means as 

a base to build new blocks of knowledge relative to this issue. 

It is important to observe the constraints related to resettlement priorities as they interact 

with complex constraints related to the refugee experience. The significantly gendered process 

of displacement, detention and resettlement (Krause, 2014) means WRB are subject to multiple 

traumatic experiences as part of the refugee experience including loss of family members and 

sexual violence (Momartin et al., 2006; Palmer, 2009; Pittaway & Pittaway, 2004; Rees & 

Pease, 2007). How these experiences are documented or understood by members of the host 

community affects the ability of WRB to negotiate constraints they encounter as they pursue 

resettlement priorities. If members of the host community perceive WRB to be a social burden 

or ‘damaged’ individuals, the nature of the constraint may intensify depending on the 

worldview of members of the host community. 
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In observing the dimensions of constraints identified in the data, it is crucial that each 

dimension be considered in relation to other dimensions and also be observed from racial and 

gendered perspectives if the full and complex nature of experiencing constraints is to be 

understood. This can be addressed to some extent by “stepping ‘outside’ the discursive norms 

of policy” (McPherson, 2010, p. 565) and seeing WRB as agents with potential. To achieve 

this there is a need for members of the host community holding positions of prominence within 

institutions like sport organisations to be or to make themselves aware of their worldview and 

how this influences their interactions with people, in this case WRB, from different cultures 

and backgrounds (Vadeboncoeur et al., 2021). Otherwise, the social positions they hold, which 

can facilitate acts of racism, sexism and/or Islamaphobia in Western society, will be reproduced 

ad nauseam. 

 The combination of cultural dimensions and their underlying factors made for a 

complex and often accentuated experience of restriction for WRB when thoughts of leisure 

activity, including sport involvement, were entertained. When these thoughts were put into 

action by WRB determined to achieve personal goals, they were met with structural constraints 

to sport involvement. These were associated, in particular, with organised sport structures and 

were perceived by respondents, for example, in the planning of a program, in the running of a 

competition, or in the organisation and facilities on offer at a sport club (or a combination of 

these factors). The structural constraints were experienced incrementally by WRB. In other 

words, WRB initially encountered these constraints to involvement when they engaged with 

sport organisations at their entry points. If these constraints were negotiated, further constraints 

to their continued involvement often awaited in the ways sport was delivered by an 

organisation.  

With the limited number of WRB who continued their involvement, a pathway forward 

opened up as they developed skills and ability. However, this sporting progress to higher levels 

in the sport system was sometimes restricted by institutionalised club practices such as sexism, 

racism and a lack of understanding within host clubs about the needs of Muslim women. These 

factors were more evident as part of the third dimension - sporting progress – where a greater 

onus rested with sport organisations to facilitate the progression of talented sportwomen, an 

onus which was not significantly engaged as per the descriptions of respondents who advanced 

to high levels of competitive, organised community sport. The dimensions of structural 

constraints regularly engaged dimensions of cultural constraints to intensify restrictions to 

sport involvement of WRB.  
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A cultural-structural constraints continuum was established to represent these 

experiences of stymied progress and is represented with six dimensions in Figure 6.1. This 

figure is intended to guide the reader along the journey of sport involvement that emerged in 

the data and to indicate the complex of challenges to involvement that were encountered.  

 
Figure 6.1 

Continuum of Cultural-Structural Constraints on Sport Involvement 

 

The categorisation of two central modes of constraint and the emergence of six 

dimensions across the continuum corresponds with related observations by Maxwell and 

Stronach (2020) in their examination of sport development for CALD women and by Jeanes et 

al. (2015) in their investigation of sport in the resettlement of young people from refugee 

background. Maxwell and Stronach (2020) describe how constraints combine “to form a 

powerful exclusionary force” (p. 87), while Jeanes et al. (2015) suggest “a myriad of well-

established barriers beyond the sporting context … [and] ... considerable issues within 

mainstream sports settings and structures that will continue to reduce the value of sport in the 

resettlement process” (p. 480, parentheses added). A summary description of the constraints, 

including their respective dimensions, is presented in Table 6.1 (below), after which the 

findings in relation to cultural constraints will be detailed in the next section.

Cultural-
Structural 

constraints

Ethnic 
background

Refugee 
experience

Resettlement 
priorities

Entry points

Continued 
involvement

Sporting 
progress



156 
 

Table 6.1 

Components of the Cultural-Structural Constraints Continuum 

 
Cultural Constraints Structural Constraints 

Definition Constraints borne out of the cultural domain of WRB Constraints derived from organised sport 

Dimensions 
Ethnic 

background 

Refugee 

background 

Resettlement 

priorities 
Entry points 

Continued 

involvement 
Sporting progress 

Description of 

dimensions 

Cultural norms 

and practices 

which shape 

attitudes and 

understanding of 

sport. 

Life as a refugee 

including 

displacement, 

detention and 

social status. 

Being occupied 

with finding 

housing, 

employment, 

schools and health 

services. 

Infrastructural 

and online 

locations where 

new members 

access sport 

organisations. 

Support and 

incentive to 

maintain sport 

involvement 

through coaches 

and activities. 

Pathways to 

prestige and status 

on offer through 

success at higher 

levels of sport. 

Where it started Country of origin Between country 

of origin and 

Queensland 

Queensland Queensland Queensland Queensland 

 

 

 

 



157 
 

6.1.1 Cultural Constraints to Sport Involvement 

Cultural constraints to sport involvement functioned across a three-dimensional 

continuum, ranging from ethnic background to refugee experience and on to resettlement 

priorities. The dimension of ethnic background underpinned a lack of prior knowledge of sports 

popular in Queensland. Respondents described cultural norms and social structures in their 

countries of origin which restricted sport involvement for the population at large and, at times, 

for women and girls specifically. This ranged from sport activities which lacked purpose to 

structured regimes which prohibited sport involvement of women to the dissolution of funding 

for sport organisations due to conflict.  

Description of experiences of sport involvement in country of origin was not 

commonplace in the data. Less than one-fifth of respondents described sustained access to 

organised sport of any sort prior to displacement. Some respondents recalled childhood 

experiences of sport not unlike those typically associated with young children in Queensland. 

However, such early childhood activities were generally not developed through school or 

formalised sport systems. Respondent 8, for example, recalled being removed from a sports 

field by her brothers at an age when she was just beginning to appreciate sport. 

Some respondents held the view that sport was the domain of others. These ‘others’ 

were perceived to be men primarily, but since resettling in Queensland some also viewed it as 

a space for all members of the host community – men and women. Questioning her Somali 

compatriot about playing rugby in Queensland, respondent 2 asked: “How did it feel to be part 

of these people playing rugby?” Respondents who got involved in ‘local’ sports in Queensland 

triggered interest and, at times, envy from their peers when they described their experiences 

during focus groups. 

Sometimes these experiences were not comfortable. Respondent 19 described the 

challenge of first playing basketball and endeavouring to belong while at school in Queensland: 

“It was hard when I started because they were bigger than me. It was really hard for me because 

I was scared, I was nervous”. Such a lack of physical literacy was evident among respondents 

whose ethnic backgrounds restricted the involvement of women and girls in sport and thereby 

inhibited physical development through physical activity. Harwood et al. (2021) describe how 

a dearth of such field-specific cultural capital can expose WRB engaging with school sports in 

host communities. “The cultural capital in schools can differ across the curriculum. For 

example, the physicality of sport requires a cultural, social and symbolic capital that resonates 

in that social space. Young women from refugee backgrounds who engage in school sport do 
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so in potentially vulnerable ways” (p. 177). Guided by the concept of intersectionality, the 

absence of physical literacy can also be explored in this context in tandem with factors related 

to gender and ethnicity which prohibited the development of physical skills appropriate to sport 

involvement from an early age. Similarly, an intersection of gender and ethnicity is articulated 

by Respondent 29 in describing her Rwandan father’s position as follows: “He believes soccer 

is for men not women because, apparently, when you play soccer as a woman it’s not culturally 

appropriate”. The original constraint imposed on her involvement in sport is the product of a 

societal system where masculine domination interweaves with social inequality (Collins, 

2015).  

The continuum of cultural-structural constraints is indicative of a complex experience 

of constraints which often involved more than one dimension at a given time. Therefore, where 

one dimension might have been negotiated by a respondent, it was not unusual for another 

related dimension to be asserted as a constraint. For example, for the few respondents who had 

developed physical literacy through some sport involvement in their country of origin, other 

challenges borne out of their ethnic background could come into play. While playing basketball 

at a Queensland university, respondent 40 struggled to make sense of a game of netball on an 

adjacent court: “I remember how confused I was about it. I had never seen someone playing 

netball before”. It would be reasonable to suggest that as a competent basketballer she had the 

physical attributes to also play netball. However, her lack of knowledge about an unfamiliar 

sport like netball imposed a constraint which nullified the advantage of physical ability. A 

willingness to learn more about a ‘new’ sport was also constrained by another element of 

cultural constraint in low English proficiency and by a structural constraint such as an inability 

to access sport structures where WRB could learn. 

This type of additional dimension, borne out of ethnic background and refugee 

experience, regularly emerged in the data. It manifested, for example, as low confidence levels 

around competency or anxiety about the response that might be elicited among players from 

the host community, as suggested by respondent 26: “In some sports they judge you and if you 

don’t know how to play, they kick you out”. This concern was echoed by respondent 13 when 

she described how an interpreter could be of benefit to members of the host community so, 

“they won’t be annoyed with us”. 

A broader lack of local knowledge beyond the realm of sport was also identified as a 

constraint experienced by new arrivals. This too can be attributed to ethnic background.  Due 

to unfamiliarity with their new surrounds, respondents generally did not know where to look 

for sport in Queensland, who to ask, what it cost or when it happened. This was a significant 
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constraint to getting involved and for the 41% of respondents with low to negligible English 

proficiency it was often deemed insurmountable. The effects of this constraint could also be 

traced beyond immediate respondents, as indicated by respondent 10 when describing the 

language difficulties her non-English speaking father encountered while trying to set his 

daughters up with a soccer team. “He didn’t know how to take us to the games. How was he 

supposed to find an address on a map? We kind of stopped going even though he had paid for 

us.” 

The dimension of lack of English proficiency was not experienced only by respondents 

with low to negligible proficiency. A self-perceived lack of English proficiency was also 

evident among respondents who demonstrated competent English-speaking skills during focus 

groups and interviews. This perception indicated low confidence among respondents when they 

attempted to, or even considered interacting with, others about sport in Queensland. 

Respondent 3, for example, used the word ‘exfoliate’ to describe sport involvement as a means 

of relieving stress only to dismiss this innovative use of language with a self-deprecating 

comment about English not being her first language. She felt her struggles with the English 

language inhibited her ability to talk about sport. 

All participants were disposed positively towards the concept of sport involvement, 

albeit from varying perspectives and with differing intentions. Those involved in low levels of 

recreational sport were focused on physical exercise, improving health, and contributing to the 

host community. However, the language constraint to such involvement was a source of 

frustration and disappointment, as described by respondent 15: “We would love to work, to 

join in activities, and do all this stuff … It really destroys us psychologically that we are unable 

to improve our [English] language”. 

The constraints described above were rooted in ethnic backgrounds and undermined 

respondents’ ability to access information and communicate confidently. This situation was 

exacerbated by the dimension of refugee experience when feelings of insecurity and low self-

esteem subdued the interactive instincts of women already feeling as if they lacked the tools to 

communicate because of their cultural background. This was not the situation for all 

respondents and there were some, for example, respondents 29 and 33, who had embraced 

opportunities to play sports during periods of refugee detention post-displacement. But for 

others whose domestic responsibilities were greater as a result of displacement and detention, 

the struggle to access information was not directed to sport but to employment, housing and 

the education of their children. In this way, the three dimensions of cultural constraints merged 

as a compound constraint to sport involvement. However, it emerged during data analysis, that 
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this compound constraint was experienced differently by mothers and non-mothers in the 

research sample. Table 6.2 (below) compares the ages and ethnic backgrounds of mothers and 

non-mothers who took part in the research. 

 

Table 6.2 

Parental Roles of Research Participants 

Parental 

Role 
Total number Age breakdown Regional background 

 n % < 30 > 30 Africa 
Middle 

East 
Other 

Mothers 18 44 2 16 6 12 0 

Non-mothers 20 49 20 0 12 6 2 

Not 

disclosed 

3 7 0 3 0 3 0 

When discussing constraints to sport involvement, respondents who were mothers 

talked about domestic priorities and their obligation to provide for the education and wellbeing 

of their children in the host country. The view that they were working towards safeguarding 

the futures of their children rather than their own individual futures was expressed. During 

focus group 3, respondents 12, 16, 17, 20 and 28 discussed the sport of swimming. Because 

their children swam as part of the school curricula, they felt obliged to be involved in some 

way as mothers looking after the wellbeing of their children. As a result, some mothers learned 

to swim while others spent time in sport settings. However, they did not perceive this 

connection with sport as an opportunity for their own involvement. This example is indicative 

of the nuanced forms of sport involvement described by different respondents. Although their 

support of their children is a form of sport involvement, it is an involvement driven by the 

gender roles assigned to many WRB in country of origin and maintained during resettlement 

This behaviour reflects McNay’s (1999) observation that inscribed roles of the social body 

instill “certain predispositions that maintain gender inequality related to those roles” (p. 98). 

Their focus, in this form of sport involvement, is very much on domestic duties and care for 

children and they do not recognise an opportunity to advance their own sport involvement when 

it is at their fingertips. As a result, the gender inequality related to these roles is reproduced 

through a form of sport involvement. 

For mothers with intentions to exercise for their own health benefits, the physical 

activities they described were often regulated by priorities of resettlement like maintaining 

households and gaining employment. Respondent 20 fitted physical exercise into domestic 
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duties when friends came to her house, and they stretched and exercised in front of the 

television. Respondent 1 saw the social structure of employment as the most feasible means of 

incorporating exercise into the time-constrained lives of Muslim WRB. While their approaches 

to exercise were often constrained by familiar cultural norms and institutionalised gender roles, 

these social structures also offered mothers an architecture they recognised and could work 

with to overcome constraints and fit exercise into their lives while rebuilding those lives in 

Queensland. 

Data collected from non-mothers revealed respondents who were often guided by their 

parents and who had similar perspectives to mothers. Like their mothers, they too were largely 

focused on priorities of employment, housing, education and maintaining good health. They 

echoed the need for stability and routine which also came across in the comments of their 

mothers. For example, if sport could fit into the other social structures in her life, respondent 

27 was keen to find a space for sport. For that to happen, she required consistency around her 

sport involvement: 

It was really difficult to get numbers [to training on a regular basis] because not 

everyone was available at the same time, and sometimes it would rain and we wouldn’t 

be able to train outside. We didn’t have any indoor facilities. So, we did that once or 

twice a week. But then, because of the weather and other things, training slowed down 

which is very sad. Then we had Ramadan and we were fasting, so it was a difficult 

situation. And this was when I was studying full-time and I was working a casual job. 

I also have a lot of home responsibilities as well. I think that’s another problem that 

made it difficult to organise sessions. If I know I am going to soccer training every 

Tuesday and Friday night, I can always let my family know I’m not free on those 

nights and we can plan. I’m sure they would try their best to accommodate and respect 

my decision. 

Respondent 11 acknowledged that for other refugee women from different ethnic backgrounds, 

gaining permission from parents to commit to sport might be difficult. However, coming from 

a South American background, she found she could work on her father’s love of soccer. She 

was able to exercise agency to counterbalance her father’s consistent emphasis on family 

priorities around finances and employment during resettlement. “My parents are very 

supportive [of my sport involvement] but when something goes wrong or I’m falling behind 

[in my studies], then it becomes an issue. I pretty much worked to pay my own registration. 

That’s basically how I got into it, my own research, finding my own way”. 
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Other young adults who were not mothers saw their parents as custodians of culture 

who held a tight rein on their sport involvement. Respondent 2 was encouraged by teachers to 

get involved in organised sport at school and outside school but she met resistance from her 

mother. “Even though there were teachers who explained plainly to her that I would not come 

to any harm through sport, that sport would not affect the life of her daughter, my mum never 

wanted me to play. It was so hard because I always had options to play with a club. That’s why 

I don’t play sport anymore”. 

Respondent 8 initially concealed her involvement in sport at school from her mother. 

Ultimately, when her sporting achievements came to the attention of her mother, the reaction 

was unexpected. “Even though my mother was freaked out about it, she still said it was okay 

because she had no choice about it [because she perceived it as a required part of the school 

curriculum]”. Outside of the school system where her own restrictive cultural norms reasserted 

their influence, respondent 8 recalled the intervention of her grandmother to persuade her 

mother to allow her to keep playing: 

My grandma said to her, ‘well, as long as Pretoria [pseudonym] is not committing 

crimes or doing drugs when she’s away from the house, if all she is doing is playing 

sports and that’s what she is passionate about, then just let her be. And ever since then, 

my mum has come to understand that football means a lot to me and now she supports 

me and takes me to training.  

Respondent 29 had met with resistance from her father when she raised the idea of playing 

soccer and embarked on a process of negotiation. Along with her sister, she persevered and 

eventually their father came to watch them play only for her sister to be injured. She recalled 

his reaction: 

My dad was, ‘this is why I don’t want you to play, girls. This is why! You girls don’t 

understand. You get injured so easily and we [parents] are the ones to struggle!’. My 

dad never came back again. He told us his opinion but didn’t force us to follow it. 

For some young women, this type of negotiation engendered newfound support from parents 

who were open to something different but, as respondent 10 explained, they were often starting 

from a low base: 

It’s a really new thing because girls aren’t expected … in our country [Afghanistan], 

girls don’t play soccer. The parents don’t know [about girls’ involvement in sport], it’s 

a completely new concept to them. Until they see the benefits of it, until they see the 

good things from it, they won’t [entertain the idea of their daughters playing soccer]”.  
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Where respondent 10 took a constructive and positive view to parental negotiations, respondent 

26 saw little hope of negotiating a place for sport in her life after high school. As she explained, 

Only if I become a lawyer. Our parents, especially being African, don’t let us (play 

sport). They tell us ‘you have to cook, you have to clean, you have to babysit’. Like 

honestly, we wouldn’t even have time to play. I gave up because I know the answer. 

They’re going to say no, so there’s no point asking. 

Respondent 26 was among the small group of Somali respondents whose involvement in sport 

declined after they finished high school and reverted to practicing cultural norms. Respondent 

10, on the other hand, was part of a broader group of non-mothers who progressed to organised, 

competitive sport after finishing school. 

Based on the descriptions of respondents, Table 6.3 (below) summarises how cultural 

constraints moderated sport involvement of WRB in this research study. All respondents also 

encountered structural constraints to sport involvement in Queensland and the findings in 

relation to these constraints and their dimensions are presented in the next section. 

Table 6.3 

How the Cultural Constraints Function 

Cultural Constraints 

Dimensions Ethnic background Refugee experience 
Resettlement 

priorities 

How the mode of 

culture functions as a 

constraint to sport 

involvement for 

WRB in Queensland. 

Low expectations 

around sport 

involvement; limited 

knowledge about 

sport; little to no 

knowledge of 

Queensland sport; 

limited experience 

of sport; low 

awareness of 

benefits; limited 

physical literacy; 

lack of local 

knowledge and 

contacts; limited 

capacity to interact 

due to poor English 

proficiency. 

Interrupted life 

trajectory; lacking 

direction; needing 

stability and 

security; feelings of 

anxiety, 

vulnerability, and 

low self-esteem; low 

confidence; stigma 

of refugee label; 

physical and mental 

health problems. 

Revised life 

priorities; strong 

focus on housing 

and employment; 

need to address 

uncertainty of visa 

status; pursuit of 

recognisable 

credentials in 

education; attention 

on health and 

wellbeing; parent 

role reasserted; 

focus on being safe 

and secure. 
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6.1.2 Structural Constraints to Sport Involvement 

The first experience of structural constraints occurred for respondents at entry points to 

organised, competitive sport which they often perceived as inaccessible or difficult to access 

for reasons created by sport organisations. For respondents with little or no local knowledge of 

sport and without the ability to speak English competently (dimensions of cultural constraints), 

locating entry points into sport clubs was made even more challenging when basic information 

about venues and scheduling was not visible or comprehensible to them. Respondents believed 

this to be in the control of sport clubs and program organisers, including the wording and 

language used and the way this information was disseminated. Respondent 31 explained, “if 

the government could offer free classes, in blocks of ten sessions each time, that would improve 

sport in our lives. But they need to announce it properly and advertise it among the refugee 

community so we know about it”. 

Respondents also described constraints to entry where sport organisations failed to 

interact with WRB who had taken the initiative in approaching either a physical or virtual entry 

point. Respondent 10 recalled the daunting nature of taking that first step: 

If you go to a soccer club and you see no-one who looks like you, everyone [there] 

already has friends, they’re all talking about things you don’t understand. You’re 

probably not going to go back there because you’re going to feel left out and 

uncomfortable. You could be a really good player but … 

Even before they approached a Queensland sport organisation, some respondents perceived a 

mismatch between local sport structures and refugee women. For example, respondent 1 

strongly believed that sport facilities in Queensland would be unsuitable for her as a Muslim 

woman. However, because of her strong interest in sport, she determined to put this view aside 

and tried to find somewhere suitable. She encountered structural constraints at entry points, as 

she outlined here in relation to her pursuit of women-only sessions at one gym:  

I’ve heard sometimes when repairs need to be done that men can come in. So there 

needs to be someone on the door to prevent men coming in while we’re using the gym. 

So [at a place like that] you feel that sometimes men will get inside and you have to be 

prepared to cover yourself.  

Respondent 29 also encountered structural constraints to entry when she approached a 

number of different soccer clubs via their online contact pages to inquire about joining. She 
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did not receive a response from some clubs while others turned her down. These structural 

constraints were only overcome by a combination of resilience, chance and willingness to adapt 

on the part of respondents. Respondent 29 chanced upon an online photograph of a university 

friend (also from a refugee background) playing soccer that gave her the belief that she too 

could play for a club in Queensland and this led to her involvement. Respondent 1 

compromised on her needs by deciding to adapt her clothing so she could share gym space with 

men. A willingness to adapt to access sport facilities or organised, competitive sport was 

articulated during all focus group discussions. Recognising and accepting their changed 

circumstances, respondent 17 encouraged respondent 12 to think differently about sharing 

swimming pools with men with the comment: “This is Australia”. However, this openness to 

adapt was generally superseded by perceptions that engaging with sport organisations was 

difficult and that organisations were unlikely to adapt for them. 

Respondents involved in organised, competitive sport routinely experienced constraints 

to continued involvement and sporting progress. Respondent 11 approached and registered for 

a club she could afford to play with. However, a combination of her lack of prior knowledge 

about the level of ability required and a club structure that did not support her, prompted her to 

retreat from the club. “I found the cheapest club basically, which at the time was River Rovers 

[not real name of club] and we played Div 1 which was really hard for a 15-year-old. I found 

it really hard. It didn’t go well”. 

Respondents also described a conflation of cultural and structural constraints in the 

challenges experienced around time management and commitment. Respondent 26, a young 

Somali woman, found it difficult to adjust to the expectations of organised sport in Queensland: 

“Playing for a club is not easy. You’ve got to be on time, arrive ready to train, to start. You do 

a lot of training before the game, after the game”. 

Continued involvement was less likely to be pursued with sport organisations that did 

not provide opportunities for self-improvement or social interaction. A lack of attention to the 

quality of the experience for participants was perceived as a constraint; examples included 

unsuitable coaches, inconsistent scheduling, and a gendered allocation of facilities  which 

Respondent 33 captured vividly: 

To be honest, all the clubs I have been to are well run, but not for the girls. They are 

focused too much on the boys. That is the reason I left some clubs. For instance, they 

had changing rooms and showers for the boys but not for the girls. They would suck up 

to the boys and beg them to play, but with the girls they don’t really care that much. 

We [girls] didn’t have enough equipment or the bibs were not always washed. The first 



166 
 

club I was at, they had two fields. The first field had perfect grass where you could play 

really good. The other one had really bad grass and was bumpy. So, the boys would 

train on the good field and the girls on the bad field.  

The nuanced effects of structural constraints were well articulated by respondent 13 who had 

played volleyball in her native Syria. She recalled how organised, competitive sport had given 

her a platform to set goals, make plans, experience team spirit, and prove her worth. Feeling 

unable to access sport structures to similar effect in Queensland left her disappointed. 

Five respondents described notable personal progress and achievements in organised, 

competitive sport in Queensland. Three of these, however, experienced structural constraints 

to that progress. After signing up for a soccer team, respondent 29 was recognised by the club 

for what she brought to the team both on and off the field. She grew into the club and continued 

involvement became sporting progress. However, over a period of three years with the club, 

she started to observe less support for the development of the women’s soccer teams at the club 

and, as a result, her own commitment started to drop off until the club addressed this by 

reinstating a coach with a proven track record with women’s teams. This renewed attention to 

coaching personnel helped to reinvigorate her involvement. 

Respondent 8, a Somali native, actively pursued involvement in competitive football 

after high school and gained recognition when she was invited to participate at a prestigious 

football academy in Brisbane run by a globally renowned club. Her continued involvement and 

progress to this point was mainly as part of a predominantly male soccer team. When she was 

named team captain by the coach, she faced gendered hostility from some teammates and she 

was also abused during games against teams with male Somali players. She described the 

impact on her: “I’m not doing anything wrong but I’m being shamed, I’m being sexually 

harassed, I’m being verbally abused. It affected my self-esteem, it affected how much I 

believed in myself, it affected how much I actually looked up to myself”. 

Respondent 33 progressed to a club competing in the higher grades of a Brisbane 

football league where she experienced structural racism as an outsider entering the field: 

I felt they were not giving me much attention because they thought I couldn’t do it or 

because of the language constraint. They said [to themselves] ‘she can’t speak, so how 

is she going to play?’ … Plus, I was really new so there was a bit of a language barrier 

and I was really struggling to understand the coach. So, I was like ‘this isn’t my thing’. 

When you use your own language, you can be a bit more comfortable but with English, 

I couldn’t understand what the fuck the coach or the players were saying. Most of the 

time, they would pick on me because I was the … the different kid. The odd one out. 
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Not white enough for them. So, I just left and didn’t play with them again … I’m not 

[knocking] white people for not understanding, we need to do something for them to 

understand. I feel like there’s a lot of talent out there, but they are missing out because 

there is a language constraint. 

The experience of Respondent 33 here demonstrates the power of language as a tool of 

exclusion or inclusion. Her self-perceived lack of English proficiency functioned as a 

restriction to her progression in this high-level field. However, the social system in which the 

tool of language can function in this way also needs to be highlighted here. The failure or 

refusal to recognise the skills and ability of a talented player from Afghanistan demonstrates 

the capacity for sport organisations to reproduce systems of social segregation while 

simultaneously rendering white power and privilege invisible within the organisation (DeLuca, 

2013). It is the objection and recollection of this experience, by respondent 33 in this casem 

which brings the systemic racism into view. 

Respondent 33 adapted by retreating to a level of sport where other team members were 

“all like chill and bogan2” and where she felt her command of English was not a constraint. 

With this team respondent 33 did not feel the English language was being used as a racialised 

tool to judge her, but as a shared means of communication among people who did not speak 

English eloquently. How the structural constraints function is summarised in Table 6.4 (below). 

This concludes the findings section on how cultural and structural constraints to sport 

involvement were experienced by respondents. A discussion of these findings follows in the 

next section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 Bogan is an Australian slang term for an uncouth or unsophisticated person regarded as 

being of low social status. 
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Table 6.4 

How the Structural Constraints Function 

Structural Constraints 

Dimensions Entry points Continued involvement Sporting progress 

How the mode of 

structure functions 

as a constraint to 

sport involvement 

for WRB in 

Queensland 

Limited information 

made available; 

information detail 

irrelevant or 

insufficient; method 

of promotion not 

effective; language 

used not 

understandable; 

ineffective 

engagement at entry 

points; no indication 

of adaptability 

promoted; no 

visibility of cultural 

peer involvement; 

geographical location 

difficult to access; 

unsuitable 

scheduling; 

unaffordable costs 

and fees; sport 

organisation not 

recognised.  

Personnel (coaches, 

committee members) 

not knowledgeable of 

or sensitive to refugee 

situation; low quality 

of sport experience; 

inconsistent numbers 

attending; absence of 

purpose in sport 

delivery; lack of 

opportunity for 

development and 

improvement; reduced 

opportunity to make 

plans, set goals and 

achieve; limited 

opportunity to 

contribute and prove 

ability; lack of 

attention on social 

structure; lack of 

structure to involve 

parents with children; 

left on periphery. 

Little or no 

opportunity to 

contribute; club 

culture perceived 

as incompatible 

with ethnic 

culture; inclusive 

values not 

evident; club 

values not 

inhabited by its 

membership; 

language allowed 

to function as a 

constraint; lack 

of knowledge 

about other 

cultures; 

ineffective 

leadership; 

feeling of being 

judged; ability 

undermined. 

6.2 Discussion 

In this section, the findings in relation to constraints on sport involvement encountered 

by WRB will be discussed in light of the extant literature. The importance of this discussion is 

captured aptly by Bailey (2008) in stating that, “without access, any discussion of social 

inclusion is moot” (p. 91). Therefore, guided by the overarching research question on the role 

of sport in the integration process, the findings were considered in a broad social and conceptual 

context. Bourdieu’s practice theory underpinned the construction and synthesis of ideas, with 

the interpretive application of the sub-concepts of doxa and symbolic violence particularly 

illuminating. 

The discussion is structured into two sections. The first examines the importance of 

cultural traditions to WRB and how this plays out in the context of sport involvement. It is 

guided by an application of Berry’s acculturation model by Smith et al. (2019) and explores 
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first the nature of constraints described by WRB who were involved in recreational sport and 

through their children. The discussion then moves on to the nature of constraints described by 

WRB who were involved in sport through school attendance and organised, competitive sport. 

This section then focuses on how sport can be structured to celebrate culture and looks at the 

community team of young Afghan women in this context. This section closes with a discussion 

of how exclusion is enacted in organised sport, guided by the experiences of two respondents 

in particular. 

The second section uses the experiences of respondents to probe (potential) motivations 

for sport organisations to adapt their structures of delivery using flexible approaches. It initially 

focuses on the dimension of entry points as a constraint to involvement for WRB and explores 

the findings in relation to existing literature. It builds on this by investigating how sport 

organisations can use this new knowledge. The section closes by recognising the important role 

of organised, competitive sport in this context, while acknowledging the reified nature of sport 

structures in Australia. Straddling these discussions is the shadow of Australian sport structures 

and the manner in which exclusionary structures dating back to colonisation not only endure 

in the field of sport but continue to impact on modern society. 

6.2.1 Maintaining Culture in a World of Exclusion 

At the heart of any discussion of integration is the importance of cultural maintenance 

to all involved in the process. This refers to the capacity of people to retain and express their 

own cultural traditions and values (UNHCR, 2014). It is a two-way dynamic between members 

of the host and settling cultures, a dynamic that seeks to sustain and advance the culturally 

distinct practices of each group. 

Vertovec (2004, 2010) points out that by preserving culture, those settling in a new 

country can retain a viable sense of self identity. This may be achieved by maintaining bonds 

with country of origin through practice of customs and personal expression while also 

developing new lives with new social ties and a heightened awareness of the new cultural 

practices now surrounding them. For members of the host community, engaging with people 

from different ethnic backgrounds is a way to enrich their own lives culturally and add value 

to community resources (Vertovec, 2010). The need to not only retain but regain a viable sense 

of self identity is likely to be of importance to WRB who have been stripped of the trappings 

of their previous lives by the refugee experience. Ongoing attempts to keep in touch with or 

locate family in countries of origin can amplify this expression of cultural maintenance. 
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Berry’s (1997) model of acculturation, incorporating assimilation, integration, 

separation and marginalisation, is helpful in gaining an understanding of the need to maintain 

culture as it relates to the sport involvement of WRB in this research study. Acculturation is 

the dual and ongoing process of psychological and behavioural change that takes place when 

there is contact between two or more cultural groups and their individual members (Berry, 

2005; Mesoudi, 2018). In light of the four ways that WRB get involved in sport, as outlined in 

Chapter 5, the acculturation model helps us to observe the constraints that have affected the 

different ways of involvement while respondents have experienced change (Berry, 1997). 

For respondents who described involvement in recreational sport and involvement 

through their children (the first two ways of involvement), the level of involvement was 

occasional and not pursued with personal intent. Rather, it was fitted around other life priorities. 

Involvement was largely curtailed in this instance by the dimensions of cultural constraints. 

The domestic duties of WRB which underpinned resettlement priorities functioned as 

constraints to sport involvement for this group in ways similar to the constraints to education 

that domestic duties are known to be for WRB (Hatoss & Huijser, 2010). Maung et al. (2021) 

suggest the importance of tending to family needs may be escalated for WRB mothers during 

the displacement and refugee experience, a suggestion which aligns with the descriptions of 

mothers in this group and their prioritisation of family needs. 

In their examination of CALD integration and cultural capital in the context of sport 

involvement, Smith et al. (2019) apply Berry’s model and talk about the mode of separation 

as, “a desire to maintain one’s cultural heritage and not to be part of the dominant culture” (p. 

858). While this group of respondents might reasonably be associated with the separation part 

of the acculturation model more than any part, the constraints on sport involvement that they 

described were revealing. These constraints were underpinned by their focus on resettlement 

priorities like education and employment which necessarily required a level of interaction with 

members of the host community. Therefore, their low levels of sport involvement could not be 

automatically attributed to an explicit desire to maintain cultural heritage at the expense of 

interactions with members of the host community. 

WRB in this group appeared to revert to familiar cultural practices that guided them 

through the initial resettlement process where the priorities of setting up home, getting children 

to school and finding employment were advanced. Intracultural interactions helped to re-

establish familiar cultural norms they could use easily to move forward, particularly those 

respondents without English proficiency. Moving forward, however, meant moving their 
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mindsets from the outer extremes of separation towards a mindset where regular interaction, if 

not quite integration with the host community, was required. 

Respondents in this group saw a role for physical exercise but not organised sport 

within this process of acculturation. They recognised the importance of gaining the physical 

and mental strength to get on with the priorities of resettlement, and they pursued these 

resources through physical activity in private and personal situations or in the company of other 

WRB. While resettlement priorities necessarily involved some level of interaction with the host 

community, their efforts to support this activity through physical exercise happened behind 

closed doors, very much separate from wider society. 

The experiences of respondents who were involved in sport through school attendance 

and organised, competitive sport, the third and fourth ways of involvement, will be discussed 

now. Respondents in this group consistently affirmed their allegiance to ethnic backgrounds, 

cultural norms and maintaining cultural practices, exemplified in respect for parents and 

cultural leaders and acknowledgement (if not always appreciation) of gender roles and family 

duties. This perspective, however, was challenged by a burgeoning appetite to be involved in 

organised sport, usually activated within the structures of Queensland’s school system and 

progressed with sport clubs. 

At surface level, such a twofold outlook appears to align with Smith et al.’s (2019) 

description of integration within acculturation theory as “the desire to be part of the dominant 

culture while simultaneously maintaining one’s cultural heritage” (p. 858). However, a desire 

to be part of the host community was not expressed by respondents as a motivation for their 

sport involvement. Instead, a desire to explore the possibilities of sport in ways not possible 

within their own ethnic culture appeared to drive involvement. Members of this group were 

motivated by their partial liberation from the patriarchal norms of their culture. Where these 

norms had been imposed in country of origin, they appeared to have been dissolved by 

displacement and detention for some respondents, as explored by Krause (2014) in a study at 

a Ugandan camp. In these settings, a set of social and psychological constraints appeared to 

have been lifted and while members of this group of respondents wrestled with the need to 

maintain culture, now in Queensland they found themselves in an environment where the 

patriarchal structures did not have to be reinstated in full. 

In that it was not representative of their ethnic culture, sport at school and through clubs 

and programs offered what might be described as an ‘acultural’ setting for them to consider 

their changed circumstances. Young adult WRB like respondents 29 and 30 felt able to 

challenge their parents’ views on gender roles, using sport as their conduit. Respondent 29 
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recalled an argument with her father about the risks of injury and her desire to keep playing 

where she said, “Look dad, that was your generation, this is our generation. Things have 

changed, we have transitioned”. Respondent 30 recalled how she articulated her feelings to her 

mother: 

Our parents will support the guys, our brothers, more than us because they think men 

are meant to kick the ball around, and women are not meant to do that, they’re meant 

to grow up in the kitchen and blah, blah, blah, and I just say ‘Ma, we’re living in the 

21st century’. 

At no point, however, did respondents in this group express a wish to renounce the traditions 

of their ethnic culture through sport involvement. In a sense, and contrary to notions of 

renunciation, they saw their involvement in organised, competitive sport as an opportunity to 

develop skills and capacities which could be showcased to their own ethnic culture in a manner 

that brought pride and enhanced status to the culture. This was reflected most strongly in the 

comments of members of the Afghan community team who acknowledged the importance of 

ensuring the reputation of their cultural community was not damaged by their sport 

involvement. Instead, as expressed by respondent 10 below, the idea that their involvement in 

sport could be seen by parents and community leaders as a positive to be celebrated was 

advanced: 

I reckon once the parents see [their daughters playing soccer], they’ll say ‘hey, they’ve 

actually got a team, they’re doing well’. That actually will excite them as well, they’ll 

want their kids to be part of that. The attitudes will completely change when they just 

see what everyone else is doing. 

The group had plans to enter their team into an annual sport event, organised by Afghans in 

Australia for Afghans in Australia, with the intention of representing the Afghan community 

in Brisbane. The tournament offered an ethnocultural setting in which they could not only 

participate but also gain recognition for skills and achievement gained through sport which 

could contribute positively to the community and its standing. In effect, members of this team 

drew from sport involvement to contribute to cultural maintenance rather than sacrificed 

culture to be part of sport. 

This observation can be analysed using the three dimensions of social integration in and 

through sport, as set out by Elling et al. (2001). These interrelated dimensions are structural 

integration, socio-cultural integration and socio-affective integration. In relation to the latter, 

the members of the Afghan community team were more concerned with health, skills and 

achievement in terms of maintaining their wellbeing in Queensland society than with fostering 



173 
 

new acquaintances with the host community through sport. In relation to structural integration, 

a level of organisational integration took place in that this group was granted access to the 

resources of an existing soccer club to train as a group. In terms of sociocultural integration, 

members of the team put themselves in a situation through this sport involvement where 

dominant and marginal norms and values were challenged and confirmed (Elling et al., 2001). 

In summary, drawing on Elling et al. (2001), the team embodied social integration through the 

combined acts of taking part in organised sport (albeit on a peripheral level), where they 

accumulated relatively low yet valued levels of skill and status, while prompting interest from 

members of the host community at the club who observed this involvement. 

Walseth and Fasting (2004) apply Elling et al.’s theory of social integration to their 

study of minority women involved in sport in Norway. They observe an enhanced participation 

in other parts of society to be a product of structural integration resulting from sport 

involvement, and they note the transmission of norms and values from sport involvement to 

wider society be a product of socio-cultural integration. They find that minority women, 

through sport participation, challenge existing gender roles within their own minority 

population while also challenging stereotypes about minority women (in their case, Asian 

women in Norway) as passive and victims of a patriarchal culture. The experiences of the 

Afghan community team reinforce this interpretation in the way they acquire skills and 

wellbeing that they can apply as part of a team set up to represent the Afghan community in 

Brisbane. In so doing, they challenge the gender roles assigned to them and host community 

stereotypes related to their cultural origins and ‘refugee’ women label. 

Spaaij and Schaillee (2020) identify ‘continuity of culture’ as an important narrative of 

ethnocultural sport tournaments where culture can be expressed in language, in demonstrative 

hospitality to those from different cultures who attend, “but also in religious and cultural 

restrictions, or sensitivities, regarding women’s participation in the event” (p. 5). While the 

Afghan community team was yet to represent Brisbane at the national event (the delay is due 

to the pandemic), their prospective involvement may be seen as a double-edged extension of 

Spaaij and Schaillee’s (2020) discussion. Members of the group will bring skills and 

knowledge to the tournament that are likely to make it an even better showcase event for the 

Afghan community in Queensland and Australia, but in so doing they will challenge gendered 

tournament structures which seek to affirm cultural norms regarding the involvement of 

women. This perspective can contribute to further longtitutidinal investigations, as proposed 

by Spaaij and Schaillee (2020), into how participants interact with their culture after 

participating in sport events structured around culture. 
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While WRB involved in organised, competitive sport generally experienced structures 

of sport where values of inclusion were prominent, the constraints on continued involvement 

and sporting progress encountered by some respondents draw attention to situations where 

exclusionary practices were facilitated. The concepts of doxa and symbolic violence are 

particularly effective in the interpretation of these negative experiences and how the constraints 

were implemented.  

Doxa, according to Webb et al. (2002), represents the core values which are articulated 

within a field, “which tend to be viewed as inherently true and necessary” (p. xi). Throop and 

Murphy (2002) describe doxa as where “socially and culturally constituted ways of perceiving, 

evaluating and behaving become accepted as unquestioned, self evident and taken for granted” 

(p. 189). With the application of doxa to analysis of the involvement in organised sport of WRB 

in this research study, it may be suggested that inclusive values were socially instituted in the 

schools and clubs where they got involved and continued their involvement.  

The experiences of respondents 8 and 33 add a layer of complexity to this observation.  

Like two of the respondents in Walseth’s (2006) study of young Muslim women with 

immigrant backgrounds involved in sport in Norway, each had made strides within an 

organised sport environment where inclusive values encouraged their continued advancement 

and growth as sportswomen; and like the two respondents in Walseth’s work, feelings of 

exclusion and isolation rather than belonging were experienced when they crossed a social 

divide. For respondent 33 who progressed to high level soccer in a Brisbane league, the 

comparison with Walseth’s participant is strong. In pursing her sporting ambition, she moved 

to a club with members and leaders from the host/majority community and struggled to make 

friends as the 'milieu’ of the club isolated her and appeared unaware of the privileged situation 

of its members (Walseth, 2006). For respondent 8, the sense of isolation and exclusion was 

nuanced in that she was rebuffed by male members of her own cultural community because 

she had crossed from a sport setting in which her involvement was accepted to a sport setting 

dominated by Somalian men where a woman from Somalia was not welcome. 

Reengaging the concept of doxa, it can be suggested that the progress of respondents 8 

and 33 effectively took them to select levels within sport’s hierarchical structures where values 

of inclusion were conditional rather than self-evident or taken for granted (Spaaij, Magee, & 

Jeanes (2014a). These experiences also build on Ohl et al.’s (2020) application of doxa to show 

how a sport organisation’s commitment to a specific value may be structurally limited in that 

it may not be maintained when persevering with it means compromising another core value 

held by the organisation. Respondents 8 and 33 found themselves in sport settings where 
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inclusive values were moderated by priorities relating to prestige, power and privilege. In 

effect, their experiences demonstrate how dynamics of exclusion can still infiltrate sport 

structures, even when principles of inclusion are purportedly part of the same structures. 

Respondent 33 encountered exclusionary practices that preserved positions of 

perceived privilege. She found herself subjected to structural constraints relevant to dimensions 

of continued involvement and sporting progress. Her recollection of one such experience was 

emphatic (albeit from her perspective only): 

I started playing there and I really didn’t like the attitude of the coach and the team 

because they kept putting me down. Plus, I was really new (to Australia) so there was 

a bit of a language barrier and I was really struggling in understanding the coach and 

stuff.  I was like, this isn’t my thing. 

This recollection, in highlighting the language issue, also shows how structural constraints can 

engage cultural constraints to exclude. It is helpful here to again draw on Smith et al.’s (2019) 

application of acculturation theory, this time with respect to assimilation which they describe 

as, “the desire to be absorbed fully into the dominant culture while abandoning one’s cultural 

heritage” (p. 858). Even if she wanted to abandon her cultural heritage to gain access to this 

higher level of involvement, it appears that respondent 33’s progress was in the hands of others 

irrespective of any desire she may have had to assimilate. This perspective suggests that the 

structures of sport confer on those in positions of power a capacity to control such immersive 

levels of involvement. In the context of competitive sport and the prestige that comes with 

success, it begs a question about what level of ability respondent 33 would have been required 

to bring to the team in order to achieve that kind of acceptance. 

Respondent 8 had made sporting progress in Queensland through a system of sport 

structures which facilitated the development of skills, knowledge and confidence. This 

development conferred on her a sporting status alongside male peers where she felt she 

belonged. However, this progress was halted (un)ceremoniously by the same male members of 

her own culture. As in the case of respondent 33, the concept of doxa is applied here to 

demonstrate how the structures of organised sport facilitated her exclusion. For some of her 

male Somali compatriots, respondent 8’s desire to maintain cultural customs could not be 

reconciled with continued involvement and sporting progress in an environment where 

masculine dominance was not questioned. 

The experiences of respondents 8 and 33 indicate how deeply rooted are the systems of 

exclusion within certain structures of sport. These are the same structures that have preserved 

the positions of males in Australian sport since colonisation. The tone of resignation with which 
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respondent 33 describes the allocation of the best fields and facilities to the boys at certain 

clubs is indicative of the type of gendered issue which endures at some levels of organised, 

community sport in Queensland, an issue which needs to be addressed with targeted policy-

making and allocation of funding. While sport has taken steps (see Table 2.3) and made 

progress in addressing issues related to inclusion (Eime et al., 2020; Willson et al., 2018), it 

appears those enduring structures of sport continue to be available to use as exclusionary 

devices. Just as they can apparently be deactivated to offer genuine access to women and girls 

once consigned to sport’s periphery, they also retain a capacity to produce sexism and racism 

which can impact involvement of women and girls in different ways. This observation is 

informed by Adkins’ (2004) proposition that modern social categories of gender have been 

reworked within “the very spheres in which women are now so often heralded to be free” (p. 

9). In the cases of respondent 8, for example, a reworking of the gender category appears to be 

triggered at a point where the symbolic order of the field is challenged. 

Lakomski’s (1984) application of symbolic violence offers a useful touchpoint here as 

she deploys the concept to examine the operations of social organisations which protect the 

interests of dominant groups therein. She draws attention to the arbitrary nature of norms that 

goes unnoticed. The experiences of exclusion that respondents 8 and 33 went through are not 

unnoticed, as evident in their own recollections. However, by walking away from each situation 

they grant the behaviour of soccer coach and compatriot males a legitimacy within those 

structures of sport. As Webb et al. (2002) point out, the violence is exercised upon and accepted 

by the same individual. Bourdieu (2001) suggests this type of complicity on the part of the 

victim is often imperceptible to the victim, but in this case, it may be suggested that the victims 

were aware of their complicity. However, resistance by either respondent 8 or 33 was not an 

option either could realistically entertain given their assessment of the circumstances, the 

quality of capital they had to hand, and their desire to maintain culture. 

 Broadly speaking, the respondents in this research study discussed the importance for 

them of suitably appointed coaches, equity in the availability of facilities, and education in 

sport organisations about discrimination. The latter point draws attention to the ongoing need 

to constructively address issues of overt and covert racism highlighted by Spaaij et al. (2014a) 

which continue to undermine or cut short the experience of sport involvement for people from 

multicultural and Indigenous backgrounds. The three points in unison draw attention to how 

sport organisations are run in Australia and by whom. The chastening experiences of 

respondents 8 and 33 offer a conceptual context with which any sport organisation can evaluate 

how it goes about its business with regard to inclusiveness. 
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Tuchel et al. (2021) highlight a need for sport clubs to scrutinise both their willingness 

and ability to be inclusive. To do so, they point the scrutineers towards “underlying club-

specific structural characteristics and their cultural self-understanding” (p. 688). The findings 

here suggest such a degree of self-scrutiny is not necessarily commonplace in Queensland’s 

field of sport. Respondents in this research study did not provide extensive evidence of 

organised sport having a strong sense of cultural awareness. However, the experience of 

respondent 22, albeit an exception, offers cause for optimism and a possible template for 

progress. The Brisbane soccer club with which she got involved engaged fully the skills and 

experience she brought to the club. In an evolving and increasingly diverse social environment 

replete with competition from other sports and activities, this club was able to build its 

membership and reassert its presence in the community. 

Without this willingness to adapt structures, it is likely this club would have remained 

unattractive to the families that eventually joined up because of respondent 22’s influence. 

Sport clubs which rely on traditional modes of operation and longstanding reputation can 

become detached from an evolving community around them, thereby missing out on the 

benefits of increased and diverse membership or shutting the door to prospective talents who 

may look elsewhere to develop or may retreat to levels of sport where their talent is not realised 

to its full potential. In the next section, a case is made for sport clubs to consider structural 

change. 

6.2.2 Why on Earth Should Organised Sport Change its Approach? 

Respondents described a litany of perceived and lived constraints which, in their eyes, 

were instigated, often unknowingly, by those who delivered sport in Queensland. The efforts 

of respondents to get involved in organised sport were regularly undermined by sport structures 

that did not provide accessible entry points and sport clubs that did not proactively seek to 

engage with them. They claimed organised sport demonstrated little or no interest in cultural 

factors that constrained the involvement of WRB such as cost of involvement, how little they 

knew about clubs and their sports, and the importance of domestic duties and religion. 

The perceived failings on the part of sport organisations, which could prompt WRB to 

self-exclude, should be seen in the broader context of Australian sport where a focus on 

competitive success is a key driver within organisations (Morgan, 2007; Olliff, 2008). For 

volunteers running competitive, organised sport at community level, the focus is very much on 

the day-to-day business of participation and competition, a time-consuming workload that 

leaves little room for club members to venture into other areas of interest (Hanlon et al., 2019; 
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Spaaij et al., 2018). With investment in sport tending towards elite sport, according to Eime et 

al. (2015), those organising community sport are more likely to focus on participation with a 

view to performance and success in the competitive arena. 

In research into how participation in organised sport contributes to leisure-time physical 

activity in Australia, Eime et al. (2015) find there is little by way of attention directed to how 

organised sport can be managed as a means to active, healthy lifestyles - this despite research 

that shows sport club participation for adults has greater health benefits for adults than walking 

or working out. They suggest the prevailing focus on health promotion initiatives has been 

restricted to changes in the sporting landscape rather than changes to how sport is structured 

and organised, and they point to sport clubs being run primarily by volunteers who prioritise 

participation and competition and lack the capacity to implement health promotion policies. 

Organised sport that proactively supports health-enhancing physical activity is 

precisely what is desired by respondents in this research study who were involved in 

recreational sport or through their children. These were often non-English speaking mothers 

who were determined to maintain their physical and mental health so they could support the 

futures of their children, but for whom an entry point into organised sport was difficult to locate 

and negotiate. Eime et al. (2015) observe a notable underuse of sport clubs for health promotion 

and propose sport policy that recognises the role organised sport can play for health alongside 

its focus on building pipelines to elite sport. They find “overall, club-based sport participation 

contributes considerably to LTPA (leisure-time physical activity)” (p. 10). The prospect of such 

sport settings meeting the needs of WRB is bolstered by Elling et al’s (2001) observation that 

“a heterogeneity of values tend to be more visibly present in clubs with both recreational and 

competitive divisions” (p. 418). 

Structural constraints to involvement did not suddenly cease to be for WRB who paid 

their membership fees and registered with clubs. If access to a sport organisation was not 

backed up with a supportive environment, a full and meaningful entry into the activities of the 

organisation was often not possible. Respondents listed productive interactions with informed, 

culturally-aware trainers and scheduled activities with purpose as key ingredients to moving 

past the entry point. Where respondent 11 was met with anything but sensitivity and cultural 

awareness, at a club where she struggled from day one, there was no option but to exit again. 

Her terse reflection was telling: “It didn’t go well”. Respondents, therefore, valued structures 

and programs designed for sustained involvement, particularly with the propensity to adapt 

structures and make activities more inclusive where possible. 
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A need for considered preliminary attention to the delivery of sport is evident. The 

views of respondents demonstrate their critical awareness about the nature of their sport 

experiences, and highlights the importance for sport organisations to continue to pay attention 

to how they deliver sport to different groups and to be alert to situations where delivery falls 

short or fails. This builds on the findings of Doidge et al. (2020) who indicate the importance 

of attention to detail when curating sport programs intended for refugee participants. 

Mohammadi (2019) and Farello et al. (2019) stress the need to plan carefully, make an 

informed choice about the nature of the sport and consider the specific needs of the group. 

Spaaij (2011) encourages the development of “nuanced understandings of the factors and 

processes which affect the lived experience and social impact of sport” (p. 13). Once involved 

in sport, Farello et al. (2019) identify a need among young refugee women for an environment 

where feelings of incompetence are managed sensitively through thoughtful programming and 

informed use of facilities. Otherwise, as suggested by Musofer and Lingard’s (2021) 

explanation of how habitus functions, the attempts by WRB to adapt and follow the rules of 

the field may be met with an apparent failure of the club to adapt to their needs and they may 

fall back on subjective interpretations which lean towards their historical experiences and 

refugee habitus and lead them to give up on sport. 

The applications of theory demonstrate an emerging need for sport organisers to go 

beyond the typical line of thinking when delivering sport for WRB, and to be prepared to adjust 

and adapt even in apparently minor ways. This idea is advanced by Toffoletti and Palmer 

(2017) when highlighting a need to unfurl the narrow type of thinking that often frames the 

sport experiences of Muslim women. From a perspective of transnational feminism, which is 

conceptually pertinent to a study of WRB, they focus on “new ways to forge solidarities 

between women without recourse to existing power hierarchies” (p. 148). Specifically, 

Toffoletti and Palmer propose new approaches to conceptualision of involvement in sport and, 

based on the findings of this research study, a similar approach is suggested here for WRB. 

One such conceptualisation may be located in finding new ways for WRB to invest their skills 

and abilities in tangible ways.  

The positive club experience of respondent 22 who was not involved in a playing 

capacity provides an example of how WRB can contribute in different ways within the 

structures of sport. Where sport clubs can provide incumbent or even new members with 

leadership opportunities and training around decision-making skills, the involvement of WRB 

may be encouraged initially and then developed with purpose. The findings suggest that by 

placing coaches and personnel in positions to support inclusive structures and generate positive 
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sport experiences for WRB, the capacity for WRB to grow into the club will be enhanced. This 

was particularly evident for respondent 22 as she became club president and respondent 30 as 

she was appointed a club coach. This process may be brought about using a type of bottom-up 

strategy, but only where the strategy is first conceived at organisational level. Maxwell and 

Stronach (2020) indicate the potential effectiveness of such bottom-up strategies where women 

from culturally diverse backgrounds are encouraged to express themselves once they are 

involved with a sport organisation, and ultimately to play a part in the development of 

organisational activities.   

Despite the aforementioned examples of respondents 22 and 30, it is important to state 

that respondents generally described little by way of attention to the detail of cultural nuances 

on the part of sport organisations. One explanation for this may be ignorance and stereotyping 

on the part of existing club members which mean minimal attention is given to the different 

values, expectations or needs of participants from different ethnic backgrounds. For Elling et 

al. (2001) this is symptomatic of a sociocultural climate typical of most sport organisations, a 

climate that is fashioned by young, athletic white men who are focused on competing and 

winning. 

In situations like this, drawing on Elling et al., (2001), Taylor (2004) and Forde et al. 

(2015), sport communities can almost enforce expectations of cultural assimilation and 

conformity on new members who are encouraged to set aside their cultural customs and adopt 

the new structures of sport. Elling et al. (2001) say, “people who have alternative ideas or 

values are welcome, as long as they assimilate within the existing situation” (Elling et al., 2001, 

p. 418). This perspective is also linked to what Jeanes et al. (2015) describe as, “dominant 

expectations of how young people from refugee backgrounds should engage in sport” (p. 497), 

an issue – according to the authors – which creates challenges in the development of policy 

and the management of practice. 

Where sport programs are designed specifically for WRB, the findings of this research 

study point to a need for ongoing innovation and nimbleness in approaches to delivery. The 

case for this requirement is advanced by the cultural-structural constraints continuum and its 

six dimensions which constantly overlap and conflate as WRB attempt to identify and negotiate 

entry points to sport involvement.  A threefold mandate is proposed, therefore, for the delivery 

of sport structures intended for WRB. 

First, the design should be informed with specific information which relates directly to 

the ethnic backgrounds and cultural norms of those to whom sport is delivered. Second, it 

should also be shaped by an understanding of the refugee experience and its compound effects.  
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Third, it should give close attention to specific stages of the resettlement process of WRB and 

the priorities central to the lives of individual WRB at any given time. Adopting such a mandate 

from the outset ensures the development of culturally-nuanced sport programs with which 

WRB can engage with confidence. 

To ensure this engagement is maintained, there is also a duty to deliver fully on the 

purpose of the sport structure. Where a sport structure is intended to enhance social inclusion, 

it is not enough to design a structure which merely initiates involvement. Advancing beyond 

the ‘fresh approach’ or ‘new initiative’ is crucial. This means seeing the exercise through to its 

intended goal and not misthinking the job is done once initial sport involvement has been 

facilitated. Mohammadi’s (2019) Bike Bridge program demonstrates the multifarious 

challenges involved and the ongoing need to adjust structures to meet these challenges with a 

level of strategic thinking that helps to achieve broad social goals like social inclusion. 

While this mandate for a tailored program has evidence-based merit, it is advanced in 

the knowledge that a multitude of targeted sport programs for WRB is not financially feasible. 

Any proposal for the design of such programs for any minority group must be located within a 

broader social context where other groups are also competing for the same funds and facilities. 

WRB, for example, may conceptually sit under an umbrella titled ‘programs for women and 

girls’ which also oversees the sport needs of Muslim women, non-English speaking women, 

migrant women and CALD women. WRB may conceivably be members of one or all of these 

groups while their refugee experiences simultaneously make them a distinct group in their own 

right.  

The respondent group which participated in this research study can evidently be 

subdivided into two groups, whereby two sport programs with entirely different structures 

could be developed. Like almost any sample of humans, their perspectives on sport 

involvement are mixed, ranging from dormant and culturally removed to burgeoning and 

enthusiastic field-specific ambition. Therefore, while the design and delivery of sport structures 

targeting WRB cannot be all-encompassing and still effective at the same time, as asserted by 

Olliff (2008) in her examination of sport’s influence on young refugees resettling in Australia, 

neither can the needs of WRB be realistically accommodated at microscopic level. 

The broad field of organised sport, therefore, has an important role to play here, and the 

sport involvement of numerous respondents in this study suggest that, at some levels and in 

some situations, sport is embracing this role. While sport organisations and clubs may not be 

equipped to meet the nuanced, culturally-specific needs of WRB, an awareness of the 

dimensions of the cultural-structural constraints continuum can support progressive clubs to 
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address broader constraints to involvement. Closer attention to entry points and how they are 

encountered by all prospective new members can make a difference for minority groups like 

WRB. Ensuring sport coaches are sensitive to needs of all members from different cultural and 

social backgrounds can improve the experience for WRB. The appointment of a multicultural 

officer to its committee indicates a club that is planning for sociocultural change in its 

surrounding community. 

More than anything, this kind of approach calls for a flexibility and agility in the 

attitudes of existing sport club members. Flexibility and adaptability are not characteristics 

traditionally associated with sport organisations. Many of those in sport leadership positions 

are also the long-time holders of privileged positions which they inevitably seek to maintain. 

More often than not they are male and their resistance to structural change and diversity in 

sport is an act of self-preservation. In their study of diversity in recreational sport, Spaaij et al. 

(2020) demonstrate how those in positions of power can manipulate the social environment to 

maintain the status quo and keep “underrepresented or marginalized population groups out or 

in the margins of the sport clubs” (p. 366).  

The perseverance of these power positions often means the clubs these individuals lead 

are in many ways, “elitist, exclusionary and unwelcoming to particular groups and individuals 

who do not reflect the dominant white, male, high socio-economic status” (Spaaij et al., 2014a, 

pp. 140-41). Their influence infuses the business of the club. Lake (2016) suggests moves to 

broaden membership by sport clubs may be little more than exercises in accessing government 

funds, while Hanlon et al. (2019) - in their study of how sport organisations in Melbourne, 

Australia attempted to involve more women and girls - found clubs were inclined to maintain 

control and implement their own initiatives rather than those externally recommended from 

local government. 

The indications, therefore, are that moves to encourage greater flexibility among sport 

organisations in relation to recruitment of WRB (and other minority, multicultural groups) 

should be tempered with a reality check that acknowledges the historic origins of the enduring 

structures of sport in Australia. This observation is not to accept this situation. In a country 

constructed in large part by migrants, an underlying moral imperative exists to reassert the 

alleged egalitarianism of sport in Australia. This remains a daunting but compelling task and 

while the enhanced coverage of high-profile sportswomen signals structural change and serves 

as inspiration for many young Australians, it appears that WRB take inspiration from women 

involved in sport with much lower profiles. 
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6.3 Chapter Summary 

This chapter has presented the research findings to the sub-research question: ‘What 

are the perceptions of WRB of sport delivery in Queensland?’. Guided mainly by Bourdieu’s 

concepts of habitus, field, doxa and symbolic violence, two primary modes of constraints – 

cultural and structural – were established and a constraints continuum incorporating six 

dimensions emerged. The findings about constraints were discussed in relation to the ways 

WRB get involved in sport in Queensland, how sport events can loosen constraints for WRB, 

and the exclusionary impacts on WRB of sport’s enduring structures. The discussion also 

focused on the entry points to organised sport and, guided by existing literature, it endeavoured 

to make a case for enhanced flexibility in the approaches of those managing sport clubs to bring 

about greater opportunities for access among WRB and to support their continued involvement. 

In advancing this case, the discussion also referred to the overarching socio-political context 

of sport in Australia. The thesis will build on this in the next chapter when the forms of capital 

accessed, accumulated and converted through the sport involvement of WRB are investigated. 
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Chapter 7: Identifying Impacts of Sport Involvement 

This chapter progresses from the constraints explored in the previous chapter to 

examining how sport is enabled for WRB and the nature of its impact on the WRB for whom 

sport is enabled. The analysis responds to the sub-research question about the forms of capital 

that WRB access, accumulate, and convert through involvement in sport. The resources WRB 

‘invest’ in sport involvement and the resources they accrue from involvement are considered 

in relation to the benefits they derive from this involvement. Three categories emerged from 

the data to explain the benefits of sport involvement, namely: (i) health and wellbeing; (ii) 

skills and competencies; and, (iii) relationship development. A comprehensive presentation of 

the findings relating to each is presented across the first half of this chapter. 

A four-part discussion of the findings accounts for the second half of the chapter. The 

first part conceptualises and empirically anchors the role of organised sport in the personal 

development and capital accumulation of WRB during resettlement. The second part explores 

a key intermediary role that some WRB play between sport organisations and refugee 

communities, which leads to a discussion in part three of the potential efficacy of WRB as 

sporting role models. Part four considers the levels of attention sport organisations give to 

connecting with groups like WRB and maintaining relationships with members. Guided by the 

discussion of sport structures in chapter 6, it homes in on relationships and questions why sport 

organisations should be motivated to change values, practices and structures to engage 

meaningfully with WRB. 

Bourdieu’s practice theory informs the discussion with the master concept of capital 

highly effective when explaining the findings. The four parts of the discussion retain a 

theoretical coherence with cultural capital and social capital interlocked in the analysis of sport 

experiences described by respondents. Cultural capital provides a lens to make sense of 

knowledge, language, customs, behaviours and credentials as they apply to sport involvement 

of WRB. Social capital enables an understanding of the nature of personal and formal 

connections established through recreational and organised sport involvement, and how these 

bonds impact WRB both within and outside of sport. Symbolic capital guides thinking around 

the ways that status and reputation of WRB are affected by sport involvement. The findings in 

relation to sport involvement of WRB and the benefits identified in the data are examined in 

the following section. 
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7.1 Findings 

Following data analysis, three categories emerged to represent the benefits of sport 

involvement described by respondents. These categories were: (i) health and wellbeing; (ii) 

skills and competencies; and, (iii) relationship development. The categories are related to 

benefits experienced by WRB in this research study and benefits they perceived to materialise 

from sport involvement. The dimensions of each category implied an interdependence and 

interactivity among the categories. The beneficial outcomes from sport involvement described 

by respondents did not significantly differ from benefits described by women and girls in 

Queensland (Macdonald et al., 2013). However, the application of Bourdieu’s concept of 

capital cast an insightful light on the findings. The findings are presented next, starting with 

the ‘health and wellbeing’ category. 

7.1.1 Health and Wellbeing 

When considering the benefits of sport involvement and physical activity for WRB, 

health and wellbeing was a dominant category for respondents. Respondents felt that by 

maintaining good physical and mental health, they were in control and able to manage and 

prepare for the challenges of life. Respondent 33 was forthright in stating, “health comes first, 

before friends. I need to be alive to have friends.” For respondent 30, good mental health laid 

the foundation for the education she wanted to achieve: “Uni is not an easy thing. So, having 

[soccer] on my side, having that 90 minutes where I can just forget about everything, it’s 

perfect”. In a similar fashion, playing soccer at the weekend provided an incentive for 

respondent 11 to negotiate student life during the week: “I think it gives you something to look 

forward to, especially on the weekend when you’ve been busy studying all week.” 

Physical exercise was perceived by respondents who practiced both recreational and 

organised sport as a means of maintaining physical health. Respondent 24 turned to ‘soft 

exercises’ when she didn’t feel well, while respondent 22 turned to soccer as a possible remedy 

when she had health concerns about  balance issues experienced by her son. Respondent 1 had 

firsthand experience of the physical benefits of exercise since arriving in Australia and rued its 

absence from her life: 

I used to go to my friend’s house maybe twice a week in the afternoons for a couple of 

months doing exercise with my friends. We would do it for three hours. During that 

three months, I saw a lot of changes in my body and I felt a lot healthier. But, again, it 

came time for Ramadan and we had a long break. Then my friend moved to a suburb 
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far away from us. After that my back pain came back again. At the moment I’m 

suffering a lot of pain in my back and shoulders. 

Respondents 17, 24 and 32 saw sport involvement as a productive use of their time and worth 

the investment in terms of the strength, fitness and energy to be accrued. Respondent 33 saw 

sport as a way of not replicating her own mother’s physical decline in the wake of displacement, 

detention and resettlement: “I don’t want to be at her age and asking myself ‘why am I fat?’ or 

‘why have I let myself get so sick that I cannot eat this food?’ I don’t want to be like that.” 

While prevention of disease and dealing with physical ailments were benefits associated 

with sport involvement and physical activity, a far greater emphasis was placed by respondents 

on the rewards to be gained in terms of mental health and wellbeing. This view was expressed 

by respondents in all focus groups and across recreational and organised sport. In this context, 

sport involvement was widely seen as a form of stress relief. 

Respondent 7 expressed this mindset as follows: “I think staying healthy for me is not 

just about the physical side. I think that playing a sport really assists me with my mental health. 

I can go and do anything else in terms of physical health, but I get a lot in terms of my mental 

health from kicking a ball.” Similarly, respondents 9, 10, 12, 14 and 33 described sport and 

exercise as their free time away from everything else, when they could feel relaxed and good. 

Respondent 8 elaborated on this feeling as follows:  

I remember one time I was very, very ill. I was sick and I went to the soccer ground 

and I played and, with all my fitness, I sweated everything off. I realised then that every 

time I’m on the field, all of my problems, all of my worries just go out the door.  

Respondent 3 also identified these benefits off the field of play: “When you get into a social 

setting and you socialise after sport, you feel good. The social aspect is why I play sport. It’s 

the only time when you can do something and not think about anything else. It’s like 

exfoliating. You exfoliate all the stress.” For respondent 27, who was planning her future 

career, these properties of sport were important: “I feel like sport is something that I always 

want to have there because I want to have something outside of my own work commitments. 

Sport is also something I can use for my stress relief.” This perspective was echoed by 

respondent 1, a working mother: “If I’m not working out, my physical health is not good 

enough, my brain is not functioning properly and it’s going to affect my job as well.” 

Respondent 24 extended this effect to the powers of concentration her own son could gain from 

physical activity: “It impacts on the quality of his studies because once he was active, he was 

doing much better at his studies.” 
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Respondents 1, 8 and 33 described calmness, positive emotions, and feelings of 

happiness as regular benefits of sport. Respondent 32 also reaped these benefits from playing 

soccer: “Soccer distracts me from little things, let’s say school, and a lot of things, let’s say 

mentally and emotionally. It’s a fun sport that makes me happy and whenever I go there and 

see everyone together, being in a team, it just makes me happier.” Aspects of sport involvement 

like learning new skills, teamwork, competing, winning and losing contributed to a growth in 

confidence for respondents 7, 27 and 32. Respondent 7 said: “It just started at a social level 

until I guess I built my confidence to play at a more competitive level.” Confidence harvested 

from improved self-esteem was also observed. Respondent 33 linked fitness with ‘looking 

sexy’, while the following exchange among a group of respondents during a different focus 

group 3 captured a similar tone: 

Respondent 35: Whenever you do sport or exercise …  

Respondent 23: The body becomes lighter and you become healthier.  

Respondent 16: Your weight decreases.  

Respondent 4: What happens to your body?  

Respondent 17: It becomes fit. 

Respondent 35: Fit without a big belly.  

Respondent 17: When you lose one kilo, your body becomes nicer. 

While sport had had a positive impact on her life, respondent 8 also highlighted the possibility 

for sport to have a detrimental effect after she faced abuse on the field of play from male 

counterparts: 

I had friends, I had family, but I never shared my problem because if I opened up about 

what was bothering me, then I would be seen as weak. As humans we face so many 

challenges, and every single obstacle I faced [in Queensland] I was keeping to myself. 

Sport didn’t help but at the same time it did. 

Some of the complexities of sport involvement for WRB are reflected in this comment. While 

the benefits are desirable and can potentially bolster the resettlement process, sport 

involvement is not without its dangers to the wellbeing and progress of WRB resettling in 

Queensland. Respondent 8’s experience indicates the need for leaders of sport organisations to 

be informed about the potential impact of racism and sexism on WRB who may be susceptible 

to health setbacks related to previous experiences as a refugee. For WRB who are uncertain 

about their ongoing legal status, who have been victims of sexual abuse and/or who are 

regularly the victims of discrimination (Cortis et al., 2007; McPherson, 2010; Pittaway & 
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Pittaway, 2004; Smyth & Kum, 2010), a sport environment where such experiences occur can 

have detrimental effects on their wellbeing during resettlement as described by respondent 8. 

7.1.2 Skills and Competencies 

The sport environment was perceived by respondents as one where competence could 

be developed and displayed. More than the development of specific skills, the opportunities to 

build capacity and self-improve were observed by respondents as particularly beneficial. 

Significantly, these opportunities accrued from organised, competitive sport dramatically more 

than from the recreational sport involvement of WRB, especially in relation to team sports. 

Interpersonal skills of teamwork and communication were identified by numerous 

respondents as key benefits from their sport involvement. For example, in recalling what sport 

meant to her, respondent 19 became emotional saying, “Basketball was a good thing because 

it helped me to learn to communicate, to meet new people. I’m getting goosebumps because I 

enjoyed it.” Respondent 33 described how she found the language of sport with one club to be 

inviting and welcome: “They wouldn’t even speak the white English. You know what I’m 

saying? They would speak the bogan English which is a bit easier to understand and easier to 

talk.” Respondent 3 focused in particular on the rewards she had drawn in terms of socialising: 

If you take a shy kid and you make them play team sports, I feel like it will help their 

personality flourish a lot. They’ll develop a lot of skills. They’ll be more comfortable 

around people and it can help them a lot when they are dealing with anything. If you’re 

a social person and you know how to get along with people, I feel like that’s so useful 

in the workplace, in your personal life, everywhere. I feel like playing sport has that 

benefit bigtime. I probably wouldn’t be the person I am if I hadn’t played sport here in 

Queensland. 

Emerging leadership skills were described by respondents 8 and 19 from their sport 

involvement, while respondents in focus groups 3 and 4 referred to learning the important life 

skill of swimming. 

More broadly, respondents gained a greater awareness about the value of togetherness, 

discipline and growing as people through their sport involvement. Respondent 21 talked about 

her new perspective on staying out of trouble in the face of conflict: “You know when you’re 

playing a game and sometimes the people from the other school just want to fight with you.” 

Respondent 26 replied: “But you encourage your teammates and you never give up.” 

Respondent 8 seized the opportunity for personal development through sport by volunteering 

with a refugee support organisation where she worked as a cultural ambassador to encourage 
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other young WRB to get involved in sport. She had to be resilient in this endeavour as her 

efforts at encouragement were not always welcomed, as described in this exchange with the 

mother of a teenager:  

I said: ‘Hi Rowena [pseudonym]. My name is Carmel [pseudonym]. I’m from the 

Somalian community as well. I play soccer and I’m wondering if your daughter can 

play because she’s really, really good and it’s really good for her. It’s good for her 

health, and it’s good for her physical health as well’. And she was, ‘no, I don’t want 

my daughter going down the wrong path, she has too much work to do. 

For WRB who had experienced organised sport in Queensland, the field of sport was 

often perceived as a learning zone where they could experience continual improvement. 

Respondent 3 talked about her goal of “getting slightly better every time” while respondent 27 

pointed to a progressive sport environment: “You learn how to kick a ball and you go, ‘Oh I’ve 

learned that now. What’s the next thing I can learn?’” At the same time, she indicated the 

importance of learning in a safe space in which she could build confidence: “With the Afghan 

community soccer club, I knew the girls pretty well. If I didn’t know how to play or if I made 

a mistake I would not be as embarrassed as I would be with the bigger group because I’m a 

beginner and I’m still learning.”  

In a similar fashion, respondents 19 and 21 described learning to play basketball and 

rugby league in a school environment where they felt able to deal with the initial physical 

setbacks that might have put them off sport in a less supportive environment. As a result, 

respondent 19’s development in basketball gained her an awareness that reached beyond the 

sport: “For me, it was a good feeling because it was like an education. It is not all about 

winning.” Respondent 24 also put initial doubts and reservations behind her when exercising 

at home as directed by her doctor: “I saw some improvements. I saw some results and from 

there my attitude basically changed.” 

Recognition was observed as a key concept in terms of benefits of sport. Respondent 

11 signalled the informal credentials that would be of value to her: “It’s something to put on 

your resume as well, that you play soccer. It says you have team skills; it says that that you 

have communication skills, the ability to work in a team, the ability to deal with stuff like that.” 

Respondent 7 had taken confidence from the informal recognition she received when playing 

social soccer: “A heap of people at that social comp complimented me and kind of encouraged 

me to play at a more competitive level.” The value of being recognised by authority figures 

like teachers was also described by respondent 33 who was told she should join a club and by 

respondent 30 who was recognised by club officials after her schoolteachers had persuaded her 
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to start playing. The club officials recognised her attitude, behaviour and ability to interact as 

well as her on-field skills and invited her to take on a coaching role which brought further 

rewards for her. Through the development of time management, planning and strong leadership 

skills, and their recognition within the club structure, new possibilities in terms of future 

employment and senior positions at the club emerged for respondent 30. 

7.1.3 Relationship Development 

WRB also associated sport involvement with relationship development, the third 

category to emerge from the data when the benefits of sport involvement were investigated. 

Five dimensions of relationship development were classified during data analysis as follows: 

(i) relationship limited; (ii) relationship initiated; (iii) relationship built; (iv) relationship 

extended; and, (v) relationship evolved. The arrangement of these relationships relative to each 

other is depicted with a spectrum in Figure 7.1 (see page 198). The findings à propos each 

dimension of relationship development are outlined next, starting with relationship limited. 

7.1.3.1 Relationship Limited. This described respondents with limited scope for 

relationships with people outside their own ethnic community. As a result, their relationship 

development took place within a closed social circle. This was, at times, a source of frustration 

for these respondents who expressed a wish to engage in relationships with others outside their 

cultural communities including members of the host country. This sense of frustration was 

evident in the discussions of focus groups 3 and 7 when they considered their aspirations for 

sport involvement and the challenges they were met with.  

In each of these situations, respondents felt their lack of English proficiency hindered 

their ability to establish relationships that would lead to meaningful sport involvement. In 

trying to plan a group swimming session, members of focus group 3 highlighted the perceived 

importance of finding a woman in the role of swimming instructor with whom they could relate 

confidently to progress their plan. Even with some help from a Muslim women’s support 

agency, making that connection with someone at a swimming pool was elusive for a group of 

WRB who did not speak English and lacked knowledge about the availability of specialised 

swimming sessions in Queensland. This situation was exacerbated where group members were 

more inclined to maintain cultural norms rather than compromise in terms of who they were 

prepared to engage with. This is reflected in this comment by respondent 12: “Even with sports. 

I’m one of those people. I can’t perform exercise with a male instructor while wearing pants. 

When it’s a female instructor with women, it’ll be better.” 
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In a similar fashion, respondents in focus group 7 struggled to establish a link with local 

sport organisations where they could register their children and get involved themselves. 

Language proficiency again emerged as an issue that could be problematic. Respondent 39 

questioned the willingness of members of the host community to connect with people who 

“don’t speak good English.” However, respondent 13, in the same focus group, indicated her 

belief that lack of English proficiency would not be a difficulty during sport involvement and 

the relationships it might foster: “I don't think that's an obstacle. I mean, there isn't much said 

and we understand gestures of the trainer. If they perform the routine in front of us once, we 

know how to copy it.” But the problem of breaking out of the closed social circle and making 

initial connections overshadowed this optimism. 

Respondents involved in recreational activities like walking and physical exercise 

sessions described being happy to share these experiences with other women from their culture 

often at home or close to home. Due to these interactions being limited to people in their own 

cultural group the availability of information about getting involved in sport was limited and 

dependent on other group members accessing it. This curbed their sense of what was possible 

when it came to sport in Queensland. Without connections, they could not find out what was 

possible in sport; without sport, they could not find the friends from whom they could learn 

more. This conundrum was captured by the following (separately stated) comments during 

focus group 2:  

Respondent 27: It’s not that Afghan girls can’t play soccer or don’t want to play soccer, 

it’s just that a lot of them don’t know they could be part of this. 

Respondent 33: The thing is when you’re a refugee, you don’t really have friends. You 

go [to sport] to find friends. 

7.1.3.2 Relationship Initiated. For some respondents, the doctor-patient relationship 

and advice from medical professionals in Queensland instigated physical activity beyond the 

closed cultural circle. Respondent 17, for example, acted on her doctor’s orders: “Sometimes I 

go to the doctor who says go and exercise or go to the gym because it’s healthy for the body.” 

Establishing that doctor-patient relationship in Queensland was not without its challenges, 

however, as respondents often expected medical advice to follow the same formula as in their 

country of origin. Respondent 24 described this experience: “The doctors (in Queensland) 

would advise me to drink lots of water and be more active. I would get angry, thinking they 

did not know anything about medicine because they wouldn’t give me any medication to deal 

with my symptoms. But now I’ve totally changed my approach.” Her view was changed to the 

point that she went to significant lengths to work out bus timetables and arrange childcare so 
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she could step outside her cultural comfort zone for a weekly session at a swimming facility 

some distance from her Brisbane home. 

Like doctors, teachers in Queensland also functioned as influential authority figures for 

WRB who attended high school in the state. Several of these respondents described how 

respectful relationships with teaching staff led to their initial and ongoing sport involvement. 

Respondent 33, for example, said: “I was spotted by my schoolteachers. They were like ‘you’re 

really good, you should go play club’.” Respondent 2 recalled how her relationship with one 

teacher enabled her to play sport at school without the signed consent of her mother. These 

latter examples demonstrate how perceived authority figures imposed a sense of obligation on 

some WRB to break from cultural circles leading to sport and physical activities that presented 

opportunities to connect with others. In summary, formal and, at times, obligatory relationships 

with ‘local’ authority figures led to relationship development initiated through sport 

involvement. 

Respondents who had been involved in organised sport either at school or with clubs 

outside of school were upbeat about the opportunities this involvement had created to initiate 

relationships in social settings outside their cultural group. In stating that “the social aspect is 

why I play sport”, respondent 3 hinted at sport’s inherent capacity to not only bring people 

physically together but to trigger personal interactions that may represent the meaningful 

interactions integral to the integration process. 

Respondents described situations where relationships were initiated as an automatic and 

positive biproduct of sport involvement, even when the relationships were effectively foisted 

upon them. Team sports were particularly pertinent in this respect, as captured by respondent 

11: “It’s being a part of a team that I really like, the connection you get. The only reason I 

wanted to play soccer at that level was because I wanted to be part of a team. I could always 

play with my sister and my family, but I wanted to be part of a team, do the team training thing, 

and all of that. That’s the connection I wanted.” The obligation to initiate relationships because 

of procedural interactions with team members was described by respondent 2: “I suppose in 

teamwork you have to make those connections.” Respondent 29 echoed this view: “You learn 

how to communicate. You have to learn to communicate because some people don’t know 

you.” 

Respondent 14, who had played at school in Ethiopia and looked forward to playing 

again in Queensland, said: “Football will connect you with so many friends. You will have 

friends from diverse backgrounds. That’s why I like football.” Respondent 7 also distinguished 

between individual athletic pursuits and team sports, highlighting the latter as most beneficial 
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for her: “Whilst running for 90 minutes is a really good way to get fit, I think it’s about the 

connections more so.” The value placed on new connections was given similar perspective by 

respondent 19: “I didn’t say that winning is everything. The first thing is the people you meet.” 

When the chance to initiate new relationships through sport was absent, as in the case of 

respondent 32 after she gave birth, it prompted regret: “I miss the opportunity to make friends 

and connections.” 

7.1.3.3 Relationship Built. Respondents also perceived new or existing relationships 

as ripe for development when in a sporting environment. The structures and norms of organised 

sport, including regular training sessions and working for others in a team, meant that 

relationships could only be strengthened and progressed in such an environment. The following 

exchange from focus group 6, where respondent 21 recalls how she fitted into a rugby league 

team, demonstrates this sense of building relationships:  

Respondent 21: We just played together and …  

Respondent 19: You stayed together. 

Respondent 21: We stayed together. We went out, we played other teams, we trained 

together. 

Respondent 19: It became family. 

Respondent 21: Yes, I said that. 

Regular training and a shared experience were key instruments identified in building 

relationships in sport. For example, respondent 30 said: “It takes time but just going to training, 

training with you guys, having that buzz, going to a game, encouraging each other, it’s really 

amazing.” Demonstrating that relationship building in this fashion was not necessarily the 

preserve of team sports, respondent 1 indicated how it worked for her: “You can connect with 

other people. You can find and make new friends, especially when you go to the gym. You can 

have a gym friend, a training partner.” For respondent 3, a university student, the routine of 

sport and the implicit social component of its structure came to consciously underpin 

relationships she built over time. She said: “Now I’ve got to a stage where I want to be there. I 

really want to play. I have soccer training and soccer games in the back of my mind when I’m 

doing my uni timetable.”  

7.1.3.4 Relationship Extended. Some respondents described situations where 

relationships they had built through sport involvement started to impact outside the immediate 

structures of sport. The returns on investment in sport relationships could be extended to other 

aspects of life. Respondent 26 remembered with some gravitas a postgame experience while 

she was at high school: “There was one time that we lost. Our coach was not mad. She took us 
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to dinner. What did she say, let me think? She said: ‘Winning isn’t everything. If you lose it 

doesn’t mean you can’t win the next time. Sometimes you need to know how to lose’.” 

Through her relationships with teachers at school, respondent 8 gained both respect and 

encouragement, and through that, the confidence to extend her sport involvement beyond the 

confines of school: “They paid for my first-ever club fees. I will never forget that because that 

was the first soccer club I ever played for, and I am still in contact with them (teachers) because 

I feel like I owe them everything.” This led to her own willingness to share her sport experience 

with her cultural peers to try and encourage their involvement: 

That’s what I try to apply when I help out with refugee support events. I just want to 

get girls to play … That motivates me to go to training so I can get better, so I can be 

on TV or I can be somewhere where I can give those girls that message. 

Another important relationship developed by respondent 8 through sport was with Jo 

[pseudonym], the coach of the team she joined outside school. She felt valued and respected 

by Jo who would drive near her house to pick her up and drop her off for training. Jo kept a 

distance from the house so respondent 8’s mother did not find out she was going to play 

football. His cooperation meant her relationship with her mother was not placed under 

increased strain by discovering her sport involvement. 

Respondent 33 also developed a strong relationship with her coach at a soccer club. The 

strength of the relationship meant that she was able to turn to him when putting together a girls’ 

team from the Afghan community with respondent 10, who recalled how they reaped the 

benefits of the relationship: “We were lucky that Mari [pseudonym] knows the coach at 

Castlegar. Otherwise (accessing facilities) would be a problem.” This outcome can be 

compared to that of respondent 22 who developed a supportive relationship with the coach of 

her son’s soccer team. It led to a more formal connection with the club, and then as club 

president, she was able to extend her club role to her multicultural relationships in the local 

community. Her description was illuminating in this context: 

I used to observe a lot and see where the challenges were and based on that I’d provide 

advice and then do something about it. One thing, for example, was coming up with 

better processes of doing registration because there’s only a few of us (at the club) but 

a lot of families who are interested in registering their children … But for a lot of our 

families, language was a barrier, their literacy was very low. So, I organised a day when 

all our volunteers, all the community members were in there. We advertised it on 

WhatsApp and we had [club members] call the parents. We invited anyone who needed 

help with getting access to ‘fair play’ vouchers. We said, ‘come to the club, we will 
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help you. Bring your healthcare card’.  We set up a table and there were five, six, seven 

of us with different devices and we actually helped parents to apply because otherwise 

there was no way that they could apply for the vouchers. But they needed them … So 

yes, that was kind of my role. Also, just relationship building, every time there was 

training, I just walked around, said hello to all the parents, encouraged them. We made 

a little community place for them. A lot of our families were from a Muslim 

background, so we had prayer mats so they didn’t have to worry about going back home 

to pray. A lot of women and men were coming, sitting around, watching their children 

playing, they would bring tea and just have fun. That was a way of combatting social 

isolation as well at the same time. That was my role and I guess that was something I 

was very passionate about doing as well. That was just the beginning. [The club] was 

also a place where we started connecting families to other support, like for example if 

there were English classes in the community, then I’d sometimes tell parents about that. 

If I didn’t have a social work background, I don’t think I’d have done any of that. 

7.1.3.5 Relationship Evolved. For some respondents involved in organised sport, their 

new relationships were not only developed within the sporting domain; existing relationships 

outside of sport were also developed. There were indications in respondents’ descriptions that 

existing relationships with parents, children, brothers, male compatriots and familiar people in 

perceived positions of power had evolved. As a distinct cultural group with a distinct refugee 

experience, the nature of their interactions with each other were different to previous 

interactions in countries of origin and detention camps. 

Where the sporting space had been the preserve of males in most countries of origin, 

WRB found their sport involvement was encouraged and often facilitated in Queensland. This 

experience was also new to their male compatriots, many of whom adapted to the changed 

social circumstances and interacted differently with WRB when sharing the social space of 

sport in Queensland. As a result, the relationships between WRB and their male counterparts 

evolved. Respondent 30 explained how this benefited her: “Watching the boys at our club play 

soccer, you can talk to them about it. I must have learned something from watching the boys 

playing. It just gives me different perspectives on game structures and how other teams play.” 

Respondent 7 outlined how being involved in sport in Queensland influenced her relationship 

with her partner: “Our other interests are different and not something we can connect on. But 

this (sport) is something that helps me connect with him and other people as well.” 
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An evolving relationship with her culture, driven by new experiences and progressive 

perspectives, was significant for respondent 27, a university student who got involved in the 

Afghan women’s team at the invitation of respondents 10 and 33. She recalled:  

I hadn’t really seen Afghans playing soccer before I came here so I think when I saw 

my friends playing, they were so dedicated, they were so good, I think I was most proud 

of my culture. Some people say that with my culture girls can’t do this or don’t do that. 

If you have the opportunity, anything is possible.  

Respondent 27 described her life as one cluttered with priorities around education, career and 

cultural duties. But the enriching environment her countrywomen had opened for her and her 

compatriots compelled her to make time for sport involvement where relationships with peers 

were developed in ways that had not seemed realistic before. Respondent 3 put into context the 

potential for sport involvement to contribute significantly to important relationships. Here, the 

relationship between parent and daughter evolves because of the daughter’s involvement in 

and the parent’s knowledge of a sport tournament:  

An Afghan girl travelling by herself to a totally different city is … like ‘right, you’re 

not allowed’. Normally they wouldn’t be allowed to do that sort of thing but just 

because their parents know this tournament and how big it is (within their culture), 

they’re comfortable with letting girls go and participate.  

The Afghan parents, in this case, knew about the tournament because of the work of 

respondents 10 and 33 in developing a team to take part. In describing how she went above and 

beyond to recruit young Afghan women, respondent 33 also indicated how her evolving 

relationships with parents contributed to involvement of new players: 

I started with one parent, and now there’s like another two that actually trust me because 

I talk to them outside [their house]. I say ‘look, there’s this, this, this. Will you let them 

go to Sydney at the end of the year? Like, can you trust me and stuff?’ And they go 

‘yeah, alright’. Now those girls always come to training. Why? Because I talk to the 

parents. And I think we need to do that at the end as well, have a meeting with all the 

parents, get them involved. 

The fact that respondent 33 shared the same cultural background as the young women she was 

recruiting for sport was important. Respondent 6, who worked in the refugee support sector, 

commented on the approach taken by respondent 33 when she said, “this is vital to building 

that trust with parents.” The challenges to this work were described in some detail, with 

respondents 33 and 3, respectively, highlighting how fears about safety and cultural norms 

could potentially impede evolving relationships in a new country. Respondent 33 said: 
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I pick them up and drop them back home. I get angry sometimes when the parents say 

it’s too late, like ‘it’s 8.30, what happened? And why are you late?’ Then I have to 

explain to them there’s another seven kids and I have to drop them home and then your 

daughter, because she lives really close to me, I’m obviously going to drop her off last 

you know? I can’t just drop her off and go back. 

 Respondent 3 captured the step-by-step impact of respondent 33’s work with the following: 

I feel like sport is the turning point for a lot of girls that I know. Usually, they’re not 

encouraged to go out and do these things but just because they have this little 

community, they have friends, for example me, other Afghan girls that go and play 

sport, their parents feel more comfortable and start letting them go. 

Respondent 3 believed this initial step had far-reaching consequences as parents took the next 

step and came to a game: 

Watching their daughters play changes their mindset a lot. All of a sudden, their parents 

are more comfortable with them being out and about, they can do things, it’s fine. They 

can go out and do other things they want to do that are usually seen as taboo and 

unladylike. 

This concludes the presentation of findings pertinent to the five dimensions which make the up 

the third category of relationship development. The arrangement of these dimensions relative 

to each other is depicted using a spectrum in Figure 7.1 (below). A discussion of the findings 

relative to the three categories of health and wellbeing, skills and competencies, and 

relationship development will follow in the next section. 

7.2 Discussion  

This discussion is presented in four standalone but conceptually interrelated parts as it 

explores the findings in relation to benefits of sport involvement described by respondents. 

Predominantly through the lens of cultural capital, the first part examines the role of societal 

institutions such as sport in supporting the personal development of WRB. The second part 

uses linking and bonding social capital to make sense of an intermediary role adopted by some 

respondents in this study. The third part extends this proposition by positioning WRB who 

progress in sport as role models. Part four takes a sport organisation perspective and considers 

motivations for change that would bring the commitment of greater resources to the initiation 

and maintenance of relationships. The benefits of sport involvement outlined in the findings 

section are summarised in Table 7.1 (see page 199) and this is followed by the first part of the 

discussion. 
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Figure 7.1 

Five Dimensions of Relationship Development Connected by WRB to Sport Involvement 
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Evolved: Agency and confidence 

gained through the development of 

relationships in the field of organised 

sport underpin a transformation in the 

nature of intracultural relationships. 

 

Extended: Relationships with people 

who have acknowledged roles in sport 

and/or the wider community are 

extended beyond a purely sport focus 

to meaningful, respectful connections 

of value. 

 

Built: Obligations, 
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sport require 
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continued involvement 
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Limited: Development 
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Initiated: In pursuing 
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structures systematically 

instigate unprecedented 
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within the field. 
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Table 7.1 

Mapping Forms of Involvement onto Benefits of Sport Involvement 

Form of 

Involvement 
Benefits of Sport Involvement in Queensland 

 

Involvement in 

recreational 

sport 

Health and 

wellbeing 

enhanced at 

physical and 

mental level 

Enhanced 

physical and 

psychological 

ability to 

manage life 

 Intracultural 

relationships 

maintained and 

developed, and 

useful 

knowledge 

gained 

Involvement in 

sport through 

their children 

Health and 

wellbeing 

enhanced at 

physical and 

mental level 

Knowledge 

gained about 

new 

environment 

 Start of 

relationships 

with others in 

sport are 

influenced by 

links to host 

community 

including 

teachers, 

doctors, sport 

and community 

leaders. 

Involvement in 

sport through 

school 

attendance 

Health and 

wellbeing 

enhanced at 

physical and 

mental level 

Skills and 

competencies 

developed 

Recognition, 

status and sense 

of contributing 

to host 

community 

Relationships 

with numerous 

members of 

host community 

started, built 

and extended  

Involvement in 

organised, 

competitive 

sport 

Health and 

wellbeing 

enhanced at 

physical and 

mental level 

Skills and 

competencies 

developed 

Recognition 

status and sense 

of contributing 

to host 

community 

Relationships 

with numerous 

members of 

host community 

started, built 

and extended, 

and these 

generate agency 

that leads to 

evolved 

intracultural 

relationships 
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7.2.1 A Capital Awakening Within the Structures of Sport 

An awareness of capital, according to Nowicka (2013), is part of the migration 

experience. She explains that migrants assess their own economic capital in deciding whether 

their lives will be oriented towards the host country or their country of origin. Colic-Peisker 

and Walker (2003) indicate a similar process for refugees, suggesting they also make an 

economic decision on how to use human capital in their new surrounds and that this decision 

influences other resettlement choices. In essence this is about working out how to use education 

(knowledge, skills or credentials) to facilitate resettlement, and can also mean enhancing 

knowledge, skills and credentials to do so (Colic-Peisker & Walker, 2003; Lamont & Lareau, 

1988; Vasta, 2007). For non-English speaking WRB, learning English would constitute an 

economic decision on how to use human capital; subsequently using the language to gain 

strategic positions in social fields represents a use of enhanced cultural capital whereby their 

individual habitus is developed and begins to align (albeit slowly) with the habitus of the social 

field that represents their new surrounds. 

Where sport involvement is perceived to be a leisure pursuit by WRB, the findings of 

this study suggests that involvement is not likely, particularly where WRB make an initial 

evaluation of their situations. Such a pursuit does not amount to the type of economic decision 

that needs to be made to resettle. Where some respondents decided not to actively pursue sport, 

despite a desire to do so, it was often an economic decision based on strained family finances 

and the prioritisation of education. An intersecting factor with many of these decisions was the 

sense of obligation among WRB to respect and maintain gender-based cultural norms. 

As discussed previously, in the indicators of integration framework published by the 

UK Home Office (Ndofor-Tah et al., 2019), the domain of ‘leisure’ (incorporating sport) has 

been added to the four means and markers of integration previously developed by Ager and 

Strang (2008). However, the role of sport in the initial decision-making process for WRB in 

this research study appears peripheral at most. While some respondents drew attention to the 

importance of physical and mental fitness for them to get on with the business of life, it was 

not until they were more established in their new surrounds that most of these WRB considered 

involvement in organised sport or a sustained commitment to exercise. However, among WRB 

age 29 or under, who were not mothers and spoke English competently, there were indications 
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that they perceived in sport involvement a form of social change where positive human 

development and community engagement could result (Murray, 2014). 

When discussing leisure pursuits in this context, it is important to bear in mind the 

potential circumstances of WRB who arrive in Queensland. Where they have lost homes and 

family members and have been stripped of the trappings of a previous life, an acute awareness 

of what they possess in terms of capital that might contribute to a new life in a foreign country 

is perhaps unlikely. When the focus is on rebuilding lives and contributing economically, issues 

like housing, education, employment and negotiating Australia’s health system are most likely 

to be prioritised, as highlighted by Ager and Strang (2008) in their development of an 

integration framework for refugees. Murray (2014) suggests physical activity will be a low 

priority for vulnerable people more concerned with providing food and security for their 

families. 

Identifying cultural and social capital in the form of knowledge, qualifications and 

connections that are directly relevant to finding schools, jobs and homes is a significant 

challenge, particularly – as Erel (2010) highlights – when cultural capital in the form of 

language and customs loses its value during the transition from country of origin to host 

country. WRB can find the perspectives and personal tastes which informed and guided their 

activities previously do not quite fit with life in Queensland. In addition, it is not unusual for 

WRB to be labelled as passive and vulnerable, to be perceived as an economic burden and 

subjected to racism (McPherson, 2010; Pittaway & Pittaway, 2004; Smyth & Kum, 2010). 

With self-confidence and self-esteem already at a low ebb as a result of the challenges 

of displacement and detention, any inclination towards leisure pursuits that have no apparent 

bearing on the immediate priorities of resettlement is bound to be quashed. Respondent 24, a 

young, non-English speaking mother from Iran, sought medication rather than a gym 

recommendation when she went to a doctor in Queensland for help. Respondents who felt 

established in Queensland’s society through school attendance (following economic decisions 

by their parents) became aware about the possibilities of sport sooner than other WRB such as 

their mothers. On completion of high school, and with their habitus repertoires expanded by 

their interactions and experiences within the education institution, these respondents generally 

sought to pursue sport involvement, having gained a heightened awareness about forms of 

cultural, social and symbolic capital they possessed which could be transferred to organised, 

competitive sport. Even this heightened awareness could be undone, however, when underlying 

doubts and fragility resurfaced as in the case of respondent 29 when her online approaches to 

a soccer club met with little or no response. 
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Key to capital development within the school system was the support young WRB 

received from teachers to self-discover their capacity to play a useful part in school sport. 

Coming from cultural positions and embodying dispositions where even the thought of sport 

involvement was not nurtured, this experience within the school system was significant. 

Respondent 30’s experience is insightful in this context. She initially resisted the 

encouragement of teachers to try sport, either to focus on her studies or in fear of exposing 

herself, but eventually desisted. She recalled: “I played in the school’s world cup tournament 

and found out that, somehow, I was good.” In doing so, she accessed a form of cultural capital 

she was not aware she possessed and would go on to convert this capital into social capital 

within the educational setting and into economic capital as a coach at her soccer club. WRB in 

similar situations found they could open their minds to the possibilities of sport while easing 

parental concerns by telling mothers and fathers it was ‘a school thing’, as in the case of 

respondent 8, or not telling them, as in the case of respondent 2. 

Butler (2005) suggests the transitional nature of the refugee situation means those 

without a “coherent refugee community” (p. 154) have an opportunity to form new alliances 

with others also in transitional social situations. In other words, the uncertainties that come 

with arriving as a refugee in a new country may create a climate to explore new horizons away 

from the risk-averse practices of refugee life. In a safe space like a school, where they had the 

nominal support of parents to attend and learn, young WRB in this research study appeared to 

find chances to capitalise on the transitional nature of their situations. It allowed respondent 2, 

for example, to do sport at school unknown to her parents and opened the door for her to new 

connections and relationships that she recalled positively.  Keeping knowledge of her sport 

involvement at school from her parents triggered experiences of cultural tension for this young 

Somalian woman and placed her in a situation not unlike that of Harwood et al. (2021) when 

they describe the subfield of sport at school as “a messy, muddy space driven by a system of 

tense relationships where [a women with a refugee background] must negotiate her habitus and 

desire to participate in sport” (p. 183). Respondent 2 is negotiating, arguably wrestling, with 

her habitus as she tries to make sense of her agency and regulated liberty at school. 

Mothers in this study were more inclined to default to familiar cultural practices which 

lent themselves to safety and wellbeing, as in the case of the mother of respondent 2 who could 

not be persuaded to allow her daughter to do sport even within the safe surrounds of an 

education institution. Where the subfield of school sport presented her daughter with a space 

for interaction, the mother of respondent 2 did not appear to have the same opportunities to 

interact and as a result her habitus (and the habitus she shared with other mothers in similar 
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situations) was not subject to the same strains as that of her daughter (Harwood et al., 2021; 

McNay, 1999). 

The health system can be perceived in similar fashion, an institution instrumental to 

social life in Queensland. In this space, with the support of her general practitioner, respondent 

24 came to think of physical exercise as ‘a medical thing’, not unlike the way respondent 8 

came to think of sport as ‘a school thing’. This line of thinking fits with the broad habitus of 

the institution. Once this perspective was established for her, respondent 24 then had to 

consider what was needed to do physical exercise, what she could bring to the process, and 

what she could take from it. With her involvement instigated, an assessment of capital was 

triggered and an economic decision was made that related to resettlement choices and to what 

extent she could reorient towards the host country while maintaining cultural practices in 

keeping with her country of origin (Nowicka, 2013). Not unlike respondent 2 above, this 

balancing act was also an act of habitus negotiation whereby respondent 24 sought a new 

position in an unfamiliar social field while endeavouring to maintain her position within the 

cultural social field shaped in her country of origin. 

The examples of WRB who engaged with social institutions like the education and 

health systems demonstrate how certain social structures can have an active role in the ways 

WRB may think about capital and personal development. Through these experiences, 

respondents came to see themselves as possessors of valuable capital, such as respondent 24’s 

new knowledge of the public transport system and timetable and respondent 2’s enhanced 

understanding of how Somali culture influenced her mother’s behaviour in Queensland and 

was likely to influence her own behaviour in the future. While the latter felt inhibited and 

pained, the former developed greater confidence about life in Queensland.  

In considering the needs of WRB resettling in New Zealand, DeSouza (2011) raises the 

need for “comprehensive institutional support, rather than refugee women being positioned 

without agency” (p. 28). The institutional support respondent 24 received from the medical 

sector was ongoing and led to her exercising agency. However, once respondent 2 has 

completed high school, her institutional support for sport involvement evaporates as she is 

subsumed back into her ethnic group. By contrast, the institutional support for respondent 8 

(also Somali) is maintained after school and she takes her enhanced understanding about the 

nature of human capital into her endeavours to access sport at new levels. 

McPherson (2010) focuses on such opportunities to progress self-knowing in her study 

of the views of WRB about education. She suggests that engagement with the views of people 

from different backgrounds can help WRB to better know and understand themselves, while 
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also contributing to social cohesion. Key to its self-directed achievement is support, according 

to McPherson (2010), a view that is echoed by Spaaij et al. (2021) in relation to “effective 

community development programs that support resettlement of refugees as they transition 

between cultures and societies” (p. 565). 

Based on the findings of this research study, it is suggested here that the structures of 

organised sport, and particularly team sport, can provide a form of institutional support that 

enables self-development of WRB who are involved. Within its structures, relationships are 

initiated and developed with the potential to be mutually beneficial, a dynamic espoused by 

Butler (2005). Numerous descriptions of respondents suggest the institutional structures of 

sport can offer a suitable setting for WRB in “learning about and understanding self, distinct 

from, and in concert with, others” (p. 566). 

Respondent 22 is an insightful example of a WRB who engaged in a mutually beneficial 

relationship with others and came to understand more about herself, her role in sport and what 

could be achieved. She had not previously thought of her social work credentials as a form of 

capital she could activate in a sporting space (not to mention watermelons), and only came to 

realise their value in the sport sector after she got involved. Her experience demonstrates how 

cultural capital can be revalued or reactivated in a different social context. Respondent 22 also 

drew on her personal knowledge of cultural customs and her own multicultural network in this 

endeavour, an example of unrecognised cultural currency (UCC) she possessed and could 

instigate into her club involvement to advance her position. Lo (2015) advances UCC as 

cultural resources that marginalised groups can draw upon to lessen the impact of domination 

over them as they position themselves in an unfamiliar environment. 

Respondent 36 transferred institutionalised cultural capital from Iran in the form of her 

taekwondo credentials. She was able to ‘know herself’ in Queensland by putting these 

credentials to use with the institutional help of a support organisation for Muslim women which 

facilitated the classes she delivered to convert cultural capital into economic capital. It is useful 

to compare this experience with that of respondent 13 who, like respondent 36, brought pre-

existing cultural capital from sport involvement in Syria, was also a mother and also spoke no 

English. Respondent 13, however, lacked the extent of institutional support that respondent 36 

had and felt disconnected with no volleyball in her life. She had no doubt about her capacity to 

fit into sport in Queensland, but she lacked the language proficiency to connect herself and 

lacked the connections to get past the language issue to a place where she knew from past 

experience she would thrive on the non-verbal language of sport. 



205 
 

It is likely respondent 13’s habitus would have served her well if she reconnected with 

organised sport in general and volleyball specifically. Dukic et al. (2017) suggest that by 

playing a sport they have experienced before in a different context, refugees and asylum seekers 

are better placed to speak the language of the sport in the new environment and, therefore, can 

be involved in a meaningful rather than submissive fashion. The revitalised aspect of their 

habitus repertoire “contributes to the resilience and confidence required to engage with the 

uncertainty presented by the host country” (Dukic et al., 2017, p. 107). This describes 

experiences of respondents 22, 33, 36 and respondent 1 who had been a regular swimmer in 

Iran and was able to renew this pursuit in Queensland. 

For respondent 33, the language of sport could only be spoken freely when she removed 

herself from a higher level of competitive soccer where her capacity to communicate with and 

understand players and coaches from the host community was limited. There, language was 

used to marginalise her. But at a lower, sub-elite level, where she played with a mix of host 

and migrant players, respondent 33 found the informal language used generally aligned with 

the cultural capital she brought to the field in terms of language. She described this as ‘bogan’ 

English. It represented a form of cultural capital, as did her ability to play soccer, which enabled 

her to establish a network of new connections with people from similar but mixed backgrounds 

with shared interests. Guided by Wessendorf and Phillimore’s (2019) discussion of social 

relations as a means to integration, where they recast bridging social capital as an outcome of 

relations between people from similar cultural backgrounds as well as relations between new 

arrivals and those generally perceived to be members of the host community, it can be argued 

that respondent 33’s experience with this team contributed much more to her resettlement than 

with a high-level team made up mainly of white Australians. 

The devaluation of cultural capital as a result of transition from one country to another 

severely impacts language (Erel, 2010), and by extension diminishes the capacity for WRB to 

communicate effectively in their new environment. Vergani et al. (2021) highlight the 

challenges faced by Afghan WRB who arrive in Australia with no formal education and who 

are often illiterate, drawing attention to how this limits their social interactions and employment 

opportunities as they move forward in the resettlement process. For WRB who are denied the 

opportunity to interact in this way, the field of sport may be an institutional space where the 

development of cultural capital to reconnect takes place. 

The experiences of respondents 13, 33 and 36 are illuminating, with the key point being 

the importance of finding a level of sport or a sporting space where sport’s overriding call to 

action and interaction summons a quality of communication that reaches beyond the written 
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word or the language of the land while inducing an informal, democratic use of language among 

participants. Australian slang may have a unique role to play in such a sporting context, not 

least where ‘bogan English’ is encouraged. 

Moore (2014) argues that Australian slang has a distinct role in encapsulating 

Australian values and attitudes, using certain words as markers of national identity. Moore lists 

‘bogan’ among these words which embody a history of Australian values and attitudes, calling 

it “the most 'successful' Australianism of the past decade” (p. 95). The suggestion here is that 

the informal language prominent in certain fields of sport is in some ways the language of 

Australia, and its informality gives it a suitability and accessibility for WRB whose English 

language proficiency is limited. In activating this very specific type of cultural capital in this 

environment, WRB can develop a form of capital which has currency in Queensland and 

Australia and which underpins meaningful interactions with others. 

7.2.2 Where Bonding Capital Means More than ‘Getting By’ 

While there was an undeniable aim among respondents to reap the health and wellbeing 

benefits of sport involvement, none of the 41 respondents had made a deliberate effort to access 

resources through the information and connections perceived to be on offer at sport 

organisations. Where resources happened to materialise from club membership and 

participation, it appeared incidental to the involvement of respondents. The concept of linking 

social capital was used to make sense of these gains through sport involvement. Linking social 

capital implies the forging of relationships which are new, trusting and established over time 

(Claridge, 2018; Woolcock, 2001). It involves relations between individuals and groups from 

different social strata, meaning a hierarchical structure where power, social status and wealth 

can be accessed through the relationship (Claridge, 2018). There exists the potential for a 

detrimental outcome when relationships can be derived from institutions where gender norms 

undermine the involvement of women and girls and/or where whiteness is predominant among 

committee members and the general membership, potentially meaning development of 

relationships through linking social capital is burdened by structured impediments of race and 

exclusivity (Brown, 2006; Leonardo, 2013). Linking social capital refers to an individual’s 

“capacity to leverage resources from formal institutions beyond the immediate community” 

(Spaaij, 2011, p. 107), so for the relationship to work, people in positions of power need to be 

sympathetic to the situations of the other parties to the relationship (Woolcock, 2001). 

While respondent 33 was playing with a soccer club, she accumulated an extensive 

understanding of the soccer landscape in Queensland mainly through her appetite for sport and 



207 
 

her pursuit of high standards in sport. This involvement, which could be described as a personal 

investment in sport, also brought new relationships for respondent 33 which proved valuable 

when she started coaching an emerging team of women from the Afghan community. 

Woolcock (2001) suggests that for members of marginalised groups trying to access linking 

social capital, it takes time to gain the respect of what he calls “institutional gatekeepers” (p. 

76). Applying the concept of instersectionality in this context invites further consideration of 

the motivations and intentions of such institutional gatekeepers, and whether they uphold 

institutional norms and practices which systematically undermine or exclude women and/or 

people from different ethnic backgrounds as part of their ‘gatekeeping’ role. 

Respondent 33’s experience demonstrates how the investment of time  and the ability 

to engage and negotiate can pay off for WRB. However, the same respondent also points to 

entrenched practices in (at least some) sport clubs in Queensland when she describes gendered 

access to facilities. In similar fashion, respondents 8, 29 and 30 each described rewarding 

outcomes from sustained relationships with sporting institutions. Respondent 29 was named 

player of the year by her club, respondent 30 was invited to coach her club’s miniroos and 

respondent 8 was nominated by prominent community organisations to trial with an auspicious 

soccer academy. In achieving such manifestly beneficial results, each of these WRB still had 

to overcome challenges deriving from social inequality related to gender and ethnicity (Collins, 

2015). 

Importantly, linking social capital is the product of a two-way dynamic, meaning the 

perspectives of the sport and community organisations are just as relevant when considering 

the experiences of respondents 8, 29, 30 and 33 here. The progress on and off the field of these 

respondents indicates that members of sport organisations were willing to invest in these 

relationships too. This points beyond initial relationships with institutional gatekeepers to 

ongoing relationships with ‘institutional agents’ as conceptualised by Spaaij (2011). 

Institutional agents can be coaches, volunteers, officials, program coordinators, business 

representatives and community leaders, and as institutional agents they have their own durable 

bond with the sport organisation (Spaaij, 2011). For respondents 8, 22, 29, 30 and 33, 

productive and supportive relationships with institutional agents who could be described as 

“sympathetic individuals in positions of power” (Woolcock, 2001, p. 72) were forged in the 

field of organised sport. The sympathetic institutional agents who approached these 

relationships in the ways they did can be understood as agents of social structures where a 

gendered or racial institutional bias was not dominant or as individuals who exercised bounded 

agency as they negotiated gendered and/or racial challenges to their habitus within a contested 



208 
 

field (Mendelsohn et al., 2014). The notable progress of the respondents also supports 

suggestions for organisations to invest time into relationships with individuals, to take care in 

directing external relations activities towards specific groups, and to look at potential roles of 

club members and supporters where they may act as informed agents or ambassadors of the 

club (Hanlon et al., 2019; Spaaij, 2011; Woolcock, 2001). 

O’Shea, Maxwell, and Peel (2020) give close consideration to these kinds of roles and 

the network of stakeholders involved in sport organisations, in their exploration of partnership 

approaches to the creation of sport opportunities for women and girls in Sydney, Australia. In 

the design of their ‘Women in Sport Roadshow’, they ask how bonds generated under the sport 

club umbrella can be drawn upon to generate new relationships in sport for women and girls 

who are socially and economically disadvantaged. In so doing, they move beyond institutional 

gatekeepers (Woolcock, 2001) and institutional agents (Spaaij, 2011) and into the territory of 

institutional stakeholders whose interests relate to the sport organisation but whose roles are 

set up to bring their personal and professional experiences to new relationships forged in a 

sport setting. It means an enhanced investment in the relationship that may yield access to 

resources that can advance the social and economic positions of the women and girls involved. 

It demonstrates how the structures of sport, as proposed by Spaaij (2011), can lend themselves 

to informal and beneficial learning activities. Rather than being sites where linking social 

capital is produced incidentally, they can be sites where linking social capital is generated, 

perhaps curated, in a more strategic and purposeful way with institutional stakeholders central. 

Bonding social capital is also intrinsic to this analysis. In her study of sport experiences 

of young women from immigrant backgrounds in Norway, Walseth (2008) deploys the concept 

to show how young women specifically used sport clubs as a setting and, therefore, as an 

instrument to strengthen existing friendships. This compares favourably with the motivations 

of members of the emerging Afghan soccer team who used the team structure as much to 

socialise and learn alongside members of their culture as they did to achieve on the sporting 

front. The concept can also help understand the actions of other respondents who were involved 

in recreational sport and engaged in exercise activities with other WRB from the same ethnic 

community, often close to home or behind the closed doors of home. Existing intracultural 

relationships were strengthened by these practices, in keeping with Putnam’s (2000) 

description of bonding social capital. Respondents drew physical and mental strength from 

these activities to support domestic duties and childcare, helping them to ‘get by’ as per the 

parlance of Putnam. 
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It is insightful to explore the experiences of some members of this closed circle group 

when they attempted to arrange a group swimming session, which would have taken them 

beyond the closed circle to a sport facility more broadly accessed by the wider population. 

Their attempts to bring about a swimming session at a local pool appeared to meet with regular 

frustration due to constraints around access to a woman in the role of trainer and limited 

resources accessible through a support organisation to provide transport. By contrast, the new 

members of the Afghan women’s community soccer team were supported and encouraged to 

play at a local facility through the endeavours of compatriots, respondents 10 and 33, who had 

generated and now accessed linking social capital with the club to bring this about. In her 

examination of how relationships are cemented in the sport of fell running, Nettleton uses 

Bourdieu’s practice theory to describe how a social space is effectively curated to 

accommodate the physical competence and skill levels required of participants who are getting 

older but still want to share in the experience of the sport. It is suggested here that the sporting 

progress of respondents 10 and 33 in organised sport enabled them to act in a similar fashion 

and establish in consultation with a sport organisation what Nettleton (2013) calls “an 

institutional context” (p. 200) for their peers to get involved. 

On one conceptual level, linking social capital played an important part. The ongoing, 

trust-based relationships respondents 10 and 33 had established in organised sport provided 

them with access to resources like facilities and coaches. They were well positioned to generate 

a suitable space for their peers to try sport, a space in which they knew their peers would feel 

safe and self-confident rather than anxious about exposing a lack of knowledge, skill and 

experience. In this way, respondents 10 and 33 were simultaneously cultural intermediaries 

and sporting institutional agents, simultaneously trusted authority figures and informed 

mentors. Their endeavours might be compared with the possible use of intermediaries like non-

government organisations in instigating linking social capital, as suggested by Woolcock 

(2001) or with Spaaij’s (2011) suggestion that institutional agents may act as a type of cultural 

intermediary in mentorship roles. 

On a second conceptual level, bonding social capital was at play here given the strong 

ties respondents 10 and 33 had with the young Afghan women who played. However, the 

bonding social capital generated among this group appeared to help with something more than 

‘getting by’. A sense of possibility, a feeling of cultural pride and consistent development of 

competence was associated by the Afghan group with their sporting activities at the soccer 

club. A nuanced form of bonding social capital may be at work here whereby linking social 

capital generated in advance and on behalf of a cultural group is plugged into the bonding social 
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capital power source. In this case, the fusion of social connections appears to prompt members 

of the Afghan group to push their thought processes beyond ideas of ‘getting by’ in a new 

country to thoughts of ‘getting on’ in this environment and tapping into its social structures to 

do so. While members of the ethnic group retain a strong bond during the activity, the activity 

takes place outside the ethnic community boundaries, and may represent a first step for WRB 

towards subsequent bridging social capital where weak ties with people from different 

backgrounds are initiated (Putnam, 2000). Bridging social capital, according to Walseth (2008), 

is perceived to contribute to societal integration. 

Key to this first step is the role of respondents 10 and 33 in paving the way for this 

involvement. In a similar fashion, respondent 22 also drew families from multicultural 

backgrounds to an established soccer facility using the linking social capital she had accessed 

through her sustained involvement and the bonding social capital she shared with others from 

multicultural and refugee backgrounds. As club president she was positioned well to generate 

an institutional context within which others could confidently engage. The impact that 

respondents 10, 22 and 33 had as intermediaries inadvertently draws attention to the absence 

of WRB in similar intermediary roles in the case of the frustrated swimming group and shines 

a light on the limited effect of the bonding social capital within that group.  

It is important to point out that the two groups under examination here share certain 

similarities as WRB but are also quite different in numerous ways. However, this work 

responds to the call from Vergani et al. (2021) for a more nuanced theorisation of bonding 

capital, following their study of the impact of levels of bonding social capital on gaining access 

to employment among Afghan refugees recently arrived in Australia. Their work generates 

new knowledge on how the complexities of social capital contribute to different outcomes for 

different gender groups, and in identifying the combined effects of linking and bonding social 

capital on the soccer playing group compared to the group aspiring to swim, this work 

contributes to the body of knowledge on the complexities of social capital and its impact. 

Drawing on this discussion and the work of O’Shea et al. (2020), Spaaij (2011) and 

Woolcock (2001) in particular, Figure 7.2 (below) depicts the generation and potential 

regeneration of an intermediary role among WRB within their cultural communities which is 

forged by multiple forms of capital. This depiction relies on WRB proactively engaging in the 

first place with sport organisations. The constraints to such engagement presented in the 

findings of this research study suggest the onus to engage should not sit with WRB. Thus, while 

this discussion has laid a conceptual platform for WRB to perform a cultural intermediary role 

between sport organisation and ethnic group, the following section will endeavour to position 
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intermediary WRB as sporting role models that sport organisations are motivated to engage 

with. 

 

Figure 7.2 

The Role of Organised Sport in the Development of an Intermediary Role among WRB 

7.2.3 Positioning WRB as Sporting Role Models 

Respondents who were involved in organised sport in Queensland manifested multiple 

characteristics of role models. The abundance of such characteristics varied according to the 

level of sport involvement of different respondents. For example, in delivering taekwondo 

classes to other WRB at a refugee support centre, respondent 36 demonstrated key role model 

attributes identified in the literature such as similarity, compatibility, accessibility, attainability, 

relevance and realism (Lyle, 2009, 2013; Meier, 2015). In doing so, she met the criteria of the 

most fundamental versions of role models in being a person others learned from, worthy of 

imitation and who inspired them to participate (Bandura, 1986; Meier, 2015; Yancey, 1998). 

In this way, respondent 36 provided both the informational and motivational functions of role 

models which Vescio et al. (1999) describe as important to the participation in sport of women 

from non-English speaking backgrounds in Australia. This informational function responds to 

the constraint highlighted by respondents in this research study relating to access to useful 

information about sport involvement. 
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Lyle (2009) suggests the behaviour and values displayed by the model can be curated 

to address the sociocultural setting and the motivation for change “weighed against existing 

behaviour” (p. 24) of observers. Drawing on a range of behaviours and values advanced in 

Lyle’s (2009) policy-focused review of role models and role model programming, the 

following parts of the role were associated with model behaviour of numerous respondents in 

this research study: (i) behaviour is okay to copy; (ii) message that it can be done despite 

personal circumstances; (iii) realising there are benefits and recognition to be accrued from 

emulation; and, (iv) model as an illustration that gender, ethnicity and refugee status are not 

barriers to achievement. 

While also demonstrating the qualities outlined above, respondents 8, 10, 22, 29, 30 

and 33 displayed additional characteristics of role models explored in the literature, and in so 

doing, they exemplified the potential for WRB to be active cultural intermediaries who could 

build a bridge between sport organisations and refugee communities in Queensland. As role 

models they provided guidance for the behaviour of other WRB which transcended sport 

(Meier, 2015). Their peers could not only learn from their actions but see the consequences 

that resulted from this behaviour which was often perceived as deviant by members of their 

own culture, including their parents (Vescio, Wilde, & Crosswhite, 2005).  

The involvement of these respondents in organised sport in Queensland may be 

compared to the moral behaviour of ‘deviant’ role models which is questioned by their own 

community (Meier, 2015). For example, respondents 8, 29 and 30 demonstrated the role model 

attributes of negotiation and diplomacy in their exchanges with their parents about their sport 

involvement. Respondent 8 negotiated permission to do sport at school from her mother despite 

her mother being ‘freaked out’ at the idea. In pursuing their personal sporting agendas these 

respondents exercised ‘a subtle influence’ which Meier (2015) includes among the functions 

of sporting role models. Other functions identified by Meier (2015) that they came to embody 

included symbolising change in social structures and attitudes, taking a stand, challenging 

gender stereotypes, being advocates for the sport they played, the sport clubs they represented 

and the refugee groups with which they were associated.  

It is proposed that respondents 8, 10, 22 and 33 injected enhanced sophistication into 

their role model activities in their determination to set good examples through socially 

preferred behaviour, to give back to their cultural community and to be observed to be reliable, 

sensitive, trustworthy and authentic (Meier, 2015). This was exemplified in their resolve to 

respect their cultural traditions and attend to domestic duties while negotiating multiple cultural 

and structural constraints to their sport involvement. In doing so as outsiders to sport 
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organisations in Queensland, they exercised agency by adapting to new sociocultural settings 

while not compromising on their authenticity (Meier, 2015). 

By successfully negotiating the cultural and structural constraints to sport involvement, 

while also managing their personal circumstances at the same time, respondents involved in 

organised sport in Queensland took on the characteristics of coping models. Vescio et al. (2005) 

highlight the distinction between mastery models whose expertise in the skills of sport are the 

focal point of emulation, and coping models who display moderate sporting ability but 

demonstrate personal qualities and moral fortitude in the sporting space deemed worthy of 

replicating. Respondent 33’s decision to walk away from higher levels of soccer in Brisbane 

after struggling to deal with the discriminatory practices of teammates is a case in point. In her 

study of women as role models in sport for development and peace, Meier (2015) says coping 

models have had to “defy adversities to succeed” (p. 971) and as a result are more identifiable 

and relevant to observers whose application, motivation and basic skill acquisition process may 

not be sustained without such role model inspiration. This representation of coping skills offers 

a telling counterview to the coping skills of other WRB which are often undermined, according 

to DeSouza (2011) by “past losses, stress of resettlement and traumatic experiences” (p. 24). 

It may be argued that respondents 8, 10, 22 and 33 in particular are representative of a 

sophisticated, culturally-relevant role model which addresses the lack of available role models 

for WRB highlighted by Lipson and Miller (1994). They develop the suggestion by Ahmad et 

al. (2020) that Muslim women “can become important role models for others in the community 

and also contribute to cultural understanding within sport organisations” (p. 650). Their actions 

in achieving sport involvement, gaining recognition in the Queensland field of sport, and giving 

back to their community offer a platform from which other WRB may draw inspiration in 

navigating the social dilemmas of resettlement. As identifiable, compatible, trustworthy 

individuals whose social behaviour came to be acceptable to their own cultural community, 

they may have an authentic role to play in assisting other WRB. For example, refugee mothers 

who are occupied by long periods of childcare and maintaining households have been identified 

by DeSouza (2011) as a group that can benefit from active involvement in the community and 

its organisations. DeSouza says that this type of participation provides “an alternative 

transitional space for many women in their efforts to rebuild their lives” (p. 21).  

It is suggested that role models identified in this research study can provide aspects of 

support required by WRB as presented by DeSouza (2011). These range from levels of 

familiarity to the assistance needed to find a social outlet where they feel comfortable about 

engaging with and learning about the new host community. Further, it is proposed that by 
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cooperating with role models from refugee cultures, sport organisations can facilitate this type 

of support for WRB mothers, aged 30 and over, who do not speak English proficiently. 

By proactively aiming to broaden the sources of support and accessible networks for 

WRB who may be reluctant to seek this type of assistance from members of their own culture 

or the host community, the emergent role models among respondents in this research study can 

potentially help them overcome low levels of interaction with people outside their cultural 

circle (DeSouza, 2011). They may also offer socially relevant guidance to mothers who find 

their parental authority disrupted by unfamiliar sport activities of their children. WRB mothers 

in this situation may feel disempowered, according to DeSouza (2011), as their children adopt 

new practices at school that may lead to concerns about “losing their children to less palatable 

values” (p. 5). 

While a selection of respondents in this research study appear to demonstrate the 

qualities of culturally relevant role models, their potential impact as role models for other WRB 

is undermined if their peers are not made aware of their progress in sport involvement. Meier 

(2015) lists invisibility as a key factor in the apparent dearth of women as sporting role models 

in sport settings where masculine dominance and gender stereotypes often prevail. To address 

the low- or non-profile of sporting role models among WRB, it is suggested that sport 

organisations can use their resources to play a dedicated part that helps to raise profiles of WRB 

and, in the process, become the institutional opportunity structures that DeSouza (2011) and 

Mortensen (2011) describe as ‘pivotal’ to integration of refugee groups. In the following 

section, this potential role for sport organisations is discussed with reference to relationship 

development in sport and the need to build capacity in an evolving and uncertain social 

environment. 

7.2.4 Reasons for Sport Clubs to Work Their Relationships 

The experiences described by respondents across focus groups in this research study 

indicate that initial connections with sport organisations can be difficult to establish. Without 

the relationships that ensue, the social capital and cultural capital that could be generated to 

positive effect in their lives often did not materialise. Resources associated with networks 

established through sport involvement were not widely accessed by respondents. 

There were, however, exceptions to this observation with respondents 22 and 29 prime 

examples of WRB who gained in status (symbolic capital) through their involvement in 

organised sport. In building and extending its relationship with her, the soccer club with which 

respondent 29 played recognised her previous ambassadorial experience and nominated her to 
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showcase the club in a national social media campaign. Respondent 22 became the president 

of the sport club where she had initially registered her children to play. Both respondents would 

have remained outside the respective club structures were it not for fortuitous interactions with 

existing members of the clubs. For other respondents without the human and cultural capital of 

respondents 22 and 29, the challenges to making that first connection were even greater and 

generally not successfully negotiated. This difficulty in gaining entry into sport organisations 

is a key finding of this research study 

The findings also indicate that those who successfully negotiate the process of initial 

connection and officially join a sport organisation are not suddenly awash with access to social 

capital. Registering for a club and paying the requisite fees may only grant access to a club’s 

‘waiting room’ and unless this space is suitably attended to by club representatives, it is 

possible that the new arrivals may retreat. Respondent 10 captured this experience when 

describing how she was not inclined to return after feeling she did not fit into a club she tried 

out, and finding activities that helped her to fit in. For most people who enter a new club, the 

experience can be quite daunting. For WRB who are not local, not connected and who often 

do not speak English proficiently, the challenge of finding and approaching a sport club in 

Queensland goes beyond daunting. 

The findings suggest that greater attention needs to be given to how initial connections 

between WRB and sport clubs in Queensland are brought about. Specifically, the findings can 

contribute meaningfully to programs developed by the Queensland Government which are 

aimed at increased and sustained involvement of women and girls. For example, the ‘Get in 

the Game 2018-2020’ initiative driven by the Department of National Parks, Sport and Racing 

(Queensland Government, 2018c) includes a checklist for sport clubs under the question, ‘Is 

your club suitable for female participants?’. The findings of this study can add important 

nuance to aspects of this checklist which inquire about access to playing surfaces, structured 

processes for feedback from women and catering for varying cultural needs of women and 

girls. 

Of similar importance in this context is an understanding within sport clubs about the 

quality of the interactions and how the relationships that ensue either result in access to 

resources or do not. In her study of how disadvantaged young women negotiate the education 

system, Allard (2005) says Bourdieu’s definition of social capital makes it a conceptual tool 

suitable for examining the meaning and quality of interactions. A similar application is 

appropriate here. For example, the use of the social capital concept helps to enrich insights 
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about respondent 33’s experience when she joins a Brisbane soccer team which is competing 

at a high level. She describes her interactions with team players to respondent 10: 

Respondent 33: They don’t understand. They think if you’re from a different country 

and you come here, you don’t know anything. 

Respondent 10: Yeah. Did that put you off from like, trying and stuff? 

Respondent 33: Yeah, it did kind of put me off ‘cos I would go and try hard …. 

Respondent 10: And then you’d see everyone’s white. 

Respondent 33: Yeah, everyone is white, and everyone is communicating with each 

other and they see, for example, I have an accent and they’re like, ‘okay, fuck this’. 

Respondent 10: They don’t want you? 

Respondent 33: They don’t want to talk to me cos they can’t really understand me. Even 

if they did understand me, it would take them a bit of time, you know? 

This exchange shows how interactions between members of a sport team do not automatically 

imply the generation of social capital that unlocks a treasure trove of resources. Social capital 

is a concept steeped in complexity with a fine line separating the lived benefits of social 

interactions within a club setting and an abuse of power which has been reinforced and 

reproduced by pre-existing and ongoing relationships within a sport structure. Thus, while there 

is a bright side to the possibilities of social capital, there is also a darker function which is 

documented in the literature on sport’s role in society. 

Briefly recapping in the context of the research findings, Forsell et al. (2020) describe 

social capital as, “an investment in social relations with expectations returned when required 

or stored to be used sometime in the future” (p. 107). They identify (a) trust and reciprocity, 

(b) governance, (c) norms, and (d) acceptance and friendship as its four foundational 

components. Hoye and Nicholson (2012) suggest that, “strong social networks are formed 

when individuals and groups engage in activities which develop and sustain mutual trust” (p. 

471). However, strong social networks can function in ways that work against values of 

inclusivity. In his investigation of social capital produced in sport clubs in rural Australia, Tonts 

(2005) suggests that networks based on trust and reciprocity can have negative outcomes, and 

Forsell et al. (2020) pinpoint such negative practices, “where some groups bond and become 

inward such that they do not accept outsiders” (p. 107). A further effect of this ‘darker function’ 

can be the reinforcement of inequality within clubs’ structures, whereby some members have 

greater access to capital (Forsell et al., 2020; Seippel, 2006). In relation to social capital, club 

members in powerful positions may impose upon club members with a lower status in the club 

hierarchy to carry out duties, for example putting up the nets, as reciprocation for their place 
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in the squad. In this way, sport clubs can be structures where some members are vulnerable to 

abuse and manipulation which is a biproduct of social capital (Whittaker & Holland-Smith, 

2016). 

Respondents 30 and 33 provide examples from this research study of WRB who 

experienced opposite ends of the social capital spectrum. Respondent 30 reaped the benefits of 

the social capital she generated through her relationships with respectful leaders at her soccer 

club which led to her new role coaching the miniroos. Respondent 33, arguably more talented 

on the field of play, was a victim of the dark side as shown in her exchange with respondent 

10 above. She had to retreat from a club where her interactions with others only served to keep 

her on the periphery. It appears that sport organisations with little or no interest in what 

‘outsiders’ have to offer tend to reproduce ways of interacting that keep or push ‘outsiders’ out. 

In this context it may be inferred that the ‘dark’ side of social capital emanates from sport 

organisations which are founded upon and maintained by gendered and/or racial structures. 

Further, this interpretation of social capital is informed by the interdependence of Bourdieu’s 

triumvirate of master concepts. Respondent 33, as an individual social agent, brings her habitus 

repertoire into a field where the predominant habitus influences the actions and behaviours of 

agents who are already positioned within the field. These agents include the coach and 

teammates whose behaviours only serve to marginalise respondent 33 to the point that the 

social capital in play within the field supersedes the forms of capital that respondent 33 tries to 

promote and leads to her decision to self exclude. With her habitus not applicable to the 

activities of the field in any other conspicuous way, she retreats. 

 Tonts (2005) suggests this process of marginalisation may be endemic to sport 

organisations, saying that, “even in those clubs thought of as egalitarian and inclusive, such as 

Australian rules football, there appears to be fractures along class and status” (p. 146). It plays 

out where the capacity for sport involvement is linked with affordability (economic capital), 

physical ability (human capital) and sport knowledge (cultural capital). The findings of this 

research study suggest that WRB are particularly susceptible to this function of marginalisation 

on all three counts. Respondent 11, for example, found it a significant challenge to raise the 

money to pay for membership and transport, and as a result she registered to play with a club 

with a low fee structure. While her knowledge of the sport was good, she was not adequately 

informed about the club she joined, and as a result she found out too late that her physical 

ability to perform at the required level was not adequate. 

Tonts (2005) questions “the ability of sport to build long-standing and meaningful 

social capital across different racial groups in Australian rural communities” (p. 147). While 
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Tonts’ study is focused on rural communities, the questions he poses about the true effects of 

bonding, bridging and linking social capital are pertinent to this research study. In the case of 

respondent 11, the opportunity to develop a “durable network of more or less institutionalized 

relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248) was not on offer 

at the club she joined. By failing to add value to the club on the field of play, she remained an 

outsider to existing members and departed the club.  

Tonts (2005) points out that even for outsider members who excel on the field of play, 

their value to the club can have a finite shelf-life that expires on their retirement from on-field 

involvement. However, Allard (2005) is more optimistic about the reach of social capital and 

the resources that can be first accessed and then utilised across different contexts, and Meier 

(2015) locates this function in the field of sport when she identifies sport for development and 

peace programs as instruments of social change and skill acquisition which can be transferred 

to life outside sport. Guided by Bourdieu, Allard (2005) pursues a nuanced understanding of 

what happens to marginalised women in the education system with a selection of questions that 

probe the nature of relationships therein. She asks: 

• Which relationships yield productive interactions? 

• Which relationships provide access to resources that are needed and wanted? 

• Which relationships do marginalised women see as valuable? 

• Which interactions only work to limit their access to social capital? 

Equally, these questions may be put to sport organisations in Queensland. Asking these 

questions from the perspective of WRB draws attention to the nature, meaning and quality of 

the interactions and attached relationships. It invites clubs to consider their relationships with 

specific cultural groups in ways they may not have done heretofore.  

The findings of this research show that a lack of attention to the meaning and quality 

of networks produced in sport organisations has an adverse impact on WRB seeking to get 

involved in organised sport in Queensland. This can also mean a negative knock-on effect for 

those WRB who look to the social structures and processes of sport to support their resettlement 

in some way. The failure by sport clubs to carefully foster interactions and nurture relationships 

may also have an adverse impact for the clubs in a fast-evolving environment. They may deny 

themselves the opportunity for new, vibrant relationships which could be the source of a 

multitude of new resources.  

This research study provides some examples of WRB bringing valued forms of human 

and cultural capital into sport organisations. The contributions of respondents 29 (showcased 
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her club in a social media campaign) and 30 (coached her club’s miniroos) have already been 

discussed here. Respondent 33 eventually found a club at a sub-elite level where her 

commitment and contribution on the field helped to forge a strong bond with one of the club 

coaches. When she subsequently asked the coach if her nascent Afghan community girls’ team 

could train on the club’s premises, the coach recognised the value in this for the club and also 

agreed to run some training sessions with the group. Respondent 22’s social work credentials 

and multicultural networks proved immensely valuable to the club she joined. This 

combination of institutionalised cultural capital and linking social capital provided the club 

with access to unexpected resources to build membership with care and attention. In this case, 

the club took the opportunity to reconsider its surrounding community and a growing need to 

make itself attractive to a changing demographic. 

The importance for forward-thinking sport clubs in Queensland to be able to critically 

evaluate enduring and unchallenged club structures in the context of emerging needs and 

changed environments is implied in the positive experiences of respondents 22, 29, 30 and 33. 

The evidence here suggests that WRB can have a role to play in this evaluation process, starting 

with questions about the types of relationships facilitated by sport organisations. While the 

value to refugees of relationships forged in suitable social settings is acknowledged (Evans, 

2020), it is evidently important that closer attention be given to the initiation of such 

relationships. These findings reiterate the difficulties WRB of all cultural backgrounds 

encounter when trying to take the first steps in getting involved in sport. It is clear in relation 

to first connections that the sport clubs hold a stronger position and should be making the first 

move in instigating these links proactively.  

Community sport organisations, prompted by forward thinking and strategically-

minded governing bodies, need to take this kind of action with a purpose and intent which 

befits their values and their standing in the community. This may mean revisiting or possibly 

updating the values of the organisation, ensuring they drive the purpose and intent of the 

organisation’s actions. Respondent 22 emphasised how the values of the soccer club informed 

her actions as club president and guided the club’s progress in developing a family-friendly 

community. She says, “you need to make sure that the work continues to support new families 

joining the club, making sure that the members’ values align with the values of the existing 

committee so the work can be done.” Some clubs with suitable intent and purpose, and driven 

by a matching set of values, may find they are not equipped to invest in WRB. This may be 

due to a lack of finances to invest in new coaches with appropriate cultural literacy or in new 
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facilities that meet the needs of women from other cultures. Such shortfalls relate to deficits in 

organisational capacity. 

In their study of attempts to increase sport participation of women in Melbourne, 

Australia, Hanlon et al. (2019) show how multiple dimensions are at work in organisational 

capacity building, but they focus their lens on dimensions which are meaningful to a club’s 

ability to be inclusive and increase participation. They find, “human resources and finances 

may be a particular need when implementing participation-focused membership development 

programs” (p. 12). For the increased participation of WRB, this could relate to additional, 

culturally trained coaches, and the provision of suitable facilities. Hanlon et al. (2019) find 

work around coaches and facilities to be associated with the core operations of a sport club and 

thus broadly acceptable to club membership, but they also show how work around the 

recruitment of and support for women as leaders can be perceived as “extra work and greater 

change, and thus less in line with a club’s current systems and operations” (p. 13). 

When a sport organisation steps outside its perceived day-to-day remit and into a new 

context, it leaves itself open to instinctive resistance among members who are accustomed to 

the status quo. Spaaij et al. (2018) show resistance to change to be an issue for those seeking 

to promote diversity in community sport organisations in Australia. A key form of this 

resistance relates to organisational capacity and a heavy reliance on volunteers in a sport 

environment where a lack of resources is common. Spaaij et al. (2018) identify a view that, 

“clubs were already over-burdened with core tasks and functions to the point that many 

members and volunteers considered diversity work a step too far” (p. 289). 

A defeatist view to the possibility of innovation and change should not prevail, 

however. Hanlon et al. (2019) show that while sport clubs are likely to adopt and adapt 

initiatives specifically to club conditions, the practice of revisiting club values and strategic 

plans may not be as out of harmony with what the club does on a day-to-day basis and can 

prove quite effective in achieving goals. For sport clubs wrestling with relevance in a fast-

changing social environment, this perspective can offer some first steps or at least cause for 

thought when considering the make-up of membership and state of facilities, aptness of values 

and prevailing modus operandi, and whether these stand up alongside current community 

demographics and latest government and sport organisation strategies and policies.  

Guided by the findings of this research, sport organisations could be particularly 

effective by focusing on relationship management on two fronts. First, close consideration to 

how their structures and capital can be deployed to instigate initial interactions with WRB can 

potentially open avenues to meaningful involvement of a cultural group with an under-sated 
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appetite for sport involvement. This represents a form of capacity building through planned 

change in response to an evolving environment (Millar & Doherty, 2016). It can be initiated 

by engaging representative WRB in discussions that respond to specific questions about the 

nature of relationships which are perceived by WRB and sport organisations to be valuable, 

which provide access to resources that are needed and wanted, or which may limit access to 

forms of capital.  

Second, attending to relationship development of club members and considering the 

structures which allow relationships to be initiated, built and extended within the club can have 

positive repercussions for both WRB and sport clubs. The findings of this study suggest sport 

clubs can facilitate the emergence of role models among WRB who join sport clubs by offering 

the “comprehensive institutional support” encouraged by DeSouza (2011, p. 28) and 

experienced to some extent by respondents 10, 22, 29, 30 and 33. This can help to develop 

inherent strengths of WRB, which is key to their transition according to Lovell, Tran, and 

Nguyen (1987), and to position them with agency outside the field of sport where they can 

capitalise on their evolving relationships and prosper as advocates for the club within a refugee 

community. 

7.3 Chapter Summary 

The impacts of sport involvement on the lives of WRB have been explored in this 

chapter, with insights developed in relation to how WRB benefit in ways that can contribute to 

integration. Findings in relation to categories of health and wellbeing, skills and competencies, 

and relationship development were presented and provided a platform to discuss the potential 

role of sport in the development of personal capital. The structures of sport were compared 

with those of education and health and the idea was advanced that sport is a social institution 

with the capacity to constructively provide structure, knowledge and connections that can help 

turn a time of uncertainty into one of structured possibility, not least in the development of 

sporting role models. In the final chapter, which follows next, findings will be recounted in 

regard to the study’s research questions, and conclusions and main themes will be brought 

together with a view to future directions. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

In this concluding chapter, the themes, categories and subcategories produced by data 

collection and data analysis will be drawn together as the sub-research questions are revisited. 

The findings will then be put into geopolitical and sociocultural context from where an appeal 

to policymakers is derived. The architecture for a pilot program will be outlined drawing on 

multiple aspects of the research project to suggest how the findings may be put into practice in 

the field of sport. Sections outlining limitations, areas for further research and theoretical 

implications will follow. The chapter closes by returning to the concept of integration and 

questioning its ongoing relevance to discussions of sport and resettlement of WRB. 

8.1 A Summary of the Findings 

Three sub-research questions were developed to elicit data that responded to the 

overarching research question on the role of sport in the integration process for WRB. In this 

section, a summary of the research findings relevant to each of these questions is presented, 

starting with the ways WRB get involved in sport. 

8.1.1 The ways WRB get involved in sport in Queensland 

The research identified two distinct but interrelated WRB groups whose strategies of 

sport involvement and ensuing experiences were notably different. Respondents in each group 

engaged in a process of decision-making, adaptation and interaction through sport involvement, 

but this process was differentiated socially. The first group included WRB who were aged 30 

and older, who were mothers and whose English language proficiency was low or negligible. 

WRB in this group got involved in sport at an uncommitted, recreational level and also through 

the sporting activities of their children. The second group included WRB aged under 30, who 

were not mothers, and whose English language proficiency was competent or high. WRB in 

this group got involved in sport at school in Queensland and by participating as members of 

organised, competitive clubs. 

Organised, competitive sport was of little or no interest to WRB in group one. Instead, 

they related sport to physical activity through which the bodily and mental strength to control 

their life situations as mothers renegotiating their roles could be enabled. Their sporting 

activities were generally at a low level, often built around childcare and domestic duties, and 

involved social interactions which were mainly intracultural. When their children got involved 

in sport as part of the school curricula in Queensland, WRB in group one felt they had no option 

but to support this part of their children’s education. As a result, a peripheral involvement in 
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sport was ‘imposed’ on them and they had to make decisions, take action, and start to interact 

a little more with members of host and other cultures as part of the process. 

The majority of WRB in group two had attended school in Queensland which brought 

with it a systematic expectation of students to be involved in sport. They felt obliged to take 

part in sporting activities at school and often had to balance this sense of obligation with the 

cultural perspectives of parents who resisted the idea of young women being involved in sport. 

Respondents who had been involved in sport through the education system generally continued 

this involvement into club sport after completing high school. 

WRB in group two exercised agency in adapting to new situations they encountered 

through sport. The process of getting involved in the first place brought challenges and conflicts 

that required decision-making, negotiation and resourcefulness. The structures of organised 

sport, while at times creating constraints to involvement, also played a part in activating 

resilience and agency among some respondents and triggering engagement with others around 

them. In addition, continued involvement and sporting progress were established as categories 

which brought new and unfamiliar obligations around routine and commitment alongside other 

forms of constraint. 

For WBR in group two, a preparedness to adapt was progressed by a school system 

which encouraged and often required their sport involvement. While their preparedness to 

adapt was tempered by a focus on educational credentials and a commitment to culture, their 

outlook as young women in new surrounds - where the effect of restrictive cultural norms were 

reduced - meant sport was attractive and often pursued. An openness to adapt was generally 

evident across the research sample. For WRB in group one, the preparedness to adapt to their 

new surrounds was primarily, but not exclusively, demonstrated in relation to employment, 

housing and education. The resources used to adapt to the requirements of such endeavours 

often left them with little opportunity for sport involvement. This emerged, therefore, as one 

of the constraints to sport involvement which will be reviewed in the next section. 

8.1.2 Perceptions of WRB of sport delivery in Queensland 

The involvement in sport of WRB across both groups one and two was subject to a 

series of complex overlapping constraints on a cultural-structural constraints continuum. 

Drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, and considering in particular the habitus repertoire, 

habitus residue and refugee habitus of respondents, six dimensions were identified across the 

continuum. The interpretation and representation of these dimensions was sharpened with a 

further application of intersectional thought which considered the overlapping factors of 
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gender, race and ethnicity and how these combined within the field of sport to produce varied 

effects of constraint depending on circumstances and personal motivations of different 

respondents. 

Data analysis revealed multiple constraints to sport involvement which respondents had 

to negotiate to first gain entry to the social field of sport and also to maintain their involvement 

in sport. A key finding is the way these dimensions interact, overlap and effectively merge at 

times to generate a compound constraint to sport involvement. The constraints were classified 

under two main categories, cultural constraints and structural constraints. Cultural constraints 

to sport involvement were borne out of factors deriving from cultural experiences of WRB. 

Three dimensions of cultural constraints were identified: ethnic background, refugee 

experience, and resettlement priorities. The three dimensions of cultural constraints repeatedly 

merged as a compound constraint to sport involvement. However, it was experienced 

differently by mothers and non-mothers. 

Structural constraints to sport involvement were derived from organised sport, with 

three dimensions also identified, labelled entry points, continued involvement, and sporting 

progress. The individual dimensions of structural constraints were experienced incrementally 

and regularly engaged the dimensions of cultural constraints to generate compound constraints 

that restricted sport involvement of WRB. The dimension of entry points was perceived by 

respondents to be particularly challenging. When it was eased or addressed, the capacity of 

WRB to negotiate cultural constraints was enhanced. For example, where regular access to a 

sport facility for training sessions was formally scheduled, WRB had peace of mind and 

certainty that allowed them to make arrangements so cultural constraints like domestic duties 

could fit around the known schedule. In such circumstances, forms of capital on offer through 

sport involvement could be accessed and these will be reviewed next. 

8.1.3 Forms of capital accessed, accumulated and converted 

Three categories emerged to represent the benefits of sport involvement described by 

respondents. These categories were health and wellbeing, skills and competencies, and 

relationship development. With ways of involvement and constraints encountered varying for 

respondents across the two groups, the benefits experienced inevitably varied too. All WRB 

benefited in terms of health and wellbeing. WRB in group one pursued this benefit as a resource 

to help them manage other aspects of resettlement. WRB in group two sought this benefit to 

drive aspirations built around education, social lives and their futures. Mental health and 

emotional benefits of sport and exercise were broadly articulated. 
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WRB in group two also highlighted benefits in terms of skills, competencies and 

relationship development which were not described by WRB in group one. These benefits were 

experienced almost entirely through involvement in organised sport and were deemed 

significant in building knowledge (physical and cultural capital), confidence (human capital) 

and status (symbolic capital) among respondents. These gains were facilitated by meaningful 

interactions with others within the sporting space and by incremental relationship development 

provoked by the structures of sport. Through their involvement in organised, competitive sport, 

respondents came to recognise forms of capital they not only possessed in their own right as 

people but also capital developed through sport. This emerged as an important point of 

difference to WRB in group one for whom the recognition of capital they could activate through 

sport was not evident in the data. 

The sport environment was perceived by respondents as one where competence could 

be developed and displayed. More than the development of specific skills, the opportunities to 

build capacity and self-improve were seen as particularly beneficial. Significantly, these 

opportunities accrued from organised, competitive sport dramatically more than from the 

recreational sport involvement of WRB, especially in relation to team sports. In enabling, even 

requiring respondents to interact competently, sport involvement created opportunities to 

develop relationships that might not otherwise have been developed. This benefit depended on 

the realisation beforehand of other benefits related first to health and subsequently to 

communication, resilience, confidence, self-improvement, leadership and recognition, as 

depicted in Figure 8.1 (below). The phases of relationship development which WRB identified 

through their sport involvement were classified as the following five dimensions: (i) 

relationship limited; (ii) relationship initiated; (iii) relationship built; (iv) relationship extended; 

and, (v) relationship evolved. 
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Figure 8.1 

Phased Development of Personal Skills and Relationships by Involvement of WRB in Sport 

8.2 Putting the Findings into Social and Political Context 

It is important to reflect on the ongoing geopolitical and sociocultural contexts in which 

this research project took place. These contexts provide a backdrop against which the research 

findings and their relevance can be interpreted. On a geopolitical scale, the numbers of people 

forcibly displaced around the world continues to rise (UNHCR, 2021). The re-emergence of 

the Taliban in Afghanistan, political unrest in Venezuela, horrific bloodshed in northern 

Ethiopia and Russia’s invasion of Ukraine are but four examples of conflict hotspots from 

where thousands of families have been forced to flee recently. The global trends relating to 

forcibly displaced people published annually by the UNHCR highlight a continued need for 

support for refugees and asylum seekers, and the value of ongoing research to provide 

evidence-based knowledge that informs social strategies and government policies in response 

to this geopolitical context. 

In terms of the sociocultural context, the findings of this study arrive at the dawning of 

the post-Covid era for sport in Australia. How sport organisers and club committees approach 

this unprecedented social reset in the wake of seismic disruption is unpredictable and likely to 

fluctuate depending on perceptions of circumstances and how structures and surrounding 

environments have changed since the city of Wuhan first gained worldwide infamy in the last 

days of 2019. In addition, as sport organisations emerge from the pandemic, the prospect of 

Brisbane hosting the 2032 Olympic and Paralympic Games and its rich sporting promise also 

1
• Health & Wellbeing

2

• Learning, Self-Improvement, Competence

• Interaction, Resilience, Recognition

• Confidence, Leadership, Communication

3
• Relationship Initiated

4

• Relationship Built (routine, obligation, responsibility of organised sport)

• Relationshiip Extended (role-based, respectful, enduring, valued, 
meaningful)

• Relationship Evolved (community-based, personal, intracultural, changed 
dynamic, new perspective)
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looms into view. Before that comes the 2023 FIFA Women’s World Cup to be co-hosted by 

Australia and New Zealand. 

Infiltrating this elite sport context is the continued emergence in Australia of women as 

sporting icons, a social revolution which is changing the discourse around sport and its 

involvement of women. The rise in profile of these elite athletes has been complemented during 

the past decade by a series of strategies driven by Sport Australia, the Australian Sports 

Commission and Queensland Government, among others, to increase the numbers of women 

and girls participating in sport. The inclusive goals of these initiatives have targeted gender-

related constraints to sport involvement while increasing widespread knowledge of the benefits 

of organised sport. However, the evidence of this research suggests a cultural impasse remains 

in place for women and girls from diverse cultural backgrounds who have not grown up in 

Queensland. With the announcement that Brisbane will host the 2032 Olympic and Paralympic 

Games, there is an opportunity to launch a ‘live’ examination of how the findings of this study 

align with extant, evolving or new policy directions of the Queensland Government in light of 

the forthcoming global event. 

The enduring emphasis on winning that is part of Australian sport and the subsequent 

celebration of champions continues to inhibit involvement of some minority cultures, 

particularly at higher, more celebrated levels of competitive sport. The winning culture is 

known to be unattractive to many women from CALD backgrounds (Olliff, 2008) and as a 

result, its inherent importance to Australia’s sport sector means clubs and organisations can act 

selectively in how they manage membership and recruitment. Respondent 33 embraced 

competitive sport and sought to pursue sporting excellence through higher levels of organised 

sport. However, this endeavour summoned resistance from those ingrained within club 

structures who decided she was either not good enough for their teams or that she threatened 

their positions therein. Respondent 33 described how they resorted to discriminatory tactics to 

expel her from their space. The evidence of this research study suggests efforts to address issues 

of gender and cultural inclusion may be missing the mark. The findings show mainstream sport 

clubs tend not to throw the doors open to allcomers. Respondents described considerable 

structural constraints on their efforts to get involved with clubs which affected their ambitions 

and capabilities. Those that were able to get involved found it difficult to then stay involved. 

The findings crystallise as a response to the inquiry by Foley et al. (2011) about the 

effect of government-led strategies to reduce marginalisation of CALD women through the 

creation of opportunities in sport. The broad collective of participants in this research study did 

not say they felt they belonged in organised sport in Queensland. While some found pockets 
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within the sporting landscape where they felt involved meaningfully, others did not have the 

opportunity to test how they felt because they could not get involved. It suggests that initiatives 

to increase participation across the sporting landscape of women and girls in Queensland and 

Australia are restrictive in their reach and have not connected effectively with CALD women 

and WRB. This may be indicative of a restricted reach that is dictated in part by the creation of 

pipelines to elite sport for women and girls from sociocultural backgrounds that are likely to 

yield future stars and medal winners. Further research is required to address this issue, but in 

raising it, a familiar dilemma faced by policymakers and sport planners is brought into view: 

• Does government direct its efforts into the achievement and subsequent celebration of 

Australian sporting success on a global stage and reap the feelgood benefits and 

alleged knock-on boost to participation numbers in the aftermath?  

or 

• Does government increase the investment of resources into the pursuit of social 

agendas that focus on health, education and social cohesion, possibly at the expense 

of Olympic medals and world championships? 

Without question, the latter strategy is the one most likely to yield more meaningful 

pathways into sport for WRB. However, at a time when Australia and Queensland are set to 

host mega sport events that will showcase the country and state to the world, it may be 

suggested that overlapping forces that perpetuate the prioritisation of elite sport objectives are 

more likely to come to the fore. This may be brought about by updated versions of Green’s 

(2004) “subtle framing of discourse” (p. 383) through which notions of economic benefits for 

the host country are marketed in relation to employment, infrastructure, tourism and trade (Veal 

et al., 2019) at the expense of investing in sport for development while sport’s value in this 

context is held up as unproven (Harris & Adams, 2016). 

Grix and Carmichael (2012) describe how all UK sport policy was infiltrated with a 

concern for elite-level sports after the 2012 Olympic Games were awarded to London in 2005. 

This kind of practice puts the sport policymaker in the spotlight, and even when policymakers 

are armed with evidence-based research, the process of policymaking may be anything but 

straightforward (Veal et al., 2019). A moral onus appears to rest with policymakers, and in 

Australia’s fast-evolving geopolitical and sociocultural contexts, this view is sharpened. The 

findings of this study support Eime et al.’s (2020) call for adaptation across the sector in the 

ways that sport is delivered to a wider, evolving population. This requires policymakers to be 

strong and prepared to challenge the dominant discourse where and when required. 
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8.3 Putting the Findings into Practice in the Field of Sport 

While the proposal for alternative structures of sport delivery to meet the needs of a 

changing social landscape is to be welcomed, there remains scope for established sport 

organisations and their structures to play a proactive part. A pilot program, based on the 

processes and products of this research study, is therefore proposed here. The program would 

aim to increase sport involvement of a target group of WRB at a sport club which has WRB 

among its current or recent members. It is recommended that these WRB (current or recent 

members) be invited to take part in a cultural role model development program whereby they 

become (a) sporting role models who represent the club and (b) cultural role models whose 

sporting achievements are proactively promoted to their ethnic communities. This will involve 

four aims of, (i) inspiring other WRB to get involved in sport; (ii) recruiting new members 

from such ethnic groups who enrich club membership; (iii) enhancing reputation of the club 

within the community; and, (iv) strengthening club on competitive field of play. For the pilot 

program, it is recommended that WRB who support the sporting activities of their children at 

the club, but do not get involved otherwise, be targeted as a group who may respond to cultural 

role models. From a sport club perspective, a greater capacity to respond structurally to social 

change is envisioned as a result of the program. Financial or resource support from umbrella 

organisations or government agencies may also be appropriate for clubs which embrace the 

intent of the program and can demonstrate intended outcomes. 

While WRB receive training on role model behaviour through the structured resources 

of the sport club, they are simultaneously consulted by the club on strategies to facilitate the 

meaningful and sustained involvement of ethnic peers who may be inspired to get involved. 

This interactive process will consider aspects such as scheduling, facilities, costs, suitability of 

coaches, opportunity to continue involvement, opportunity to sustain cultural identity, 

recognition of contribution, and development of ability. 

After using club resources to promote the role models, it is proposed the club organise 

(and host, if possible) a forum where the role model leads a discussion with her ethnic peers 

about sport involvement at the club, promoting the benefits and challenges of that involvement, 

and inviting her peers to contemplate the forms of capital they possess that may be used to get 

involved or stay involved in sport. The role model will use a questionnaire to ‘prompt’ 

recognition of these forms of capital. The pilot program recognises multiple forms of capital 

which are, (a) possessed by WRB; and, (b) are instilled and accessible within the structures of 

sport. It seeks to combine these with the aim of producing targeted outcomes for three distinct 
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groups namely, (i) WRB who are existing or former club members; (ii) WRB who remain on 

the periphery of sport even while supporting their children in sport; and, (iii) established 

community sport clubs and organisations.  

The design and components of the pilot program are informed by multiple aspects of 

the research project as outlined in Appendix 1, which also sets out the targeted outcomes and 

benefits relevant to the three appointed groups. While the ethical requirements set out for this 

research project by Bond University Human Research Ethics Committee (BUHREC) focused 

the attention of respondents on their experiences of sport, it is important, at this point, to address 

traumatic experiences of WRB into the development of this pilot program. With the rates of 

post-traumatic stress disorder very high among refugees compared to the general population, 

and with WRB vulnerable to traumatic experiences following the loss of their husbands during 

conflict or as the victims of sexual assault and rape, it is crucial that the proposed pilot program 

incorporate a trauma-based approach in addition to the program design outlined above. (Bemak 

& Chung, 2017; Landis, 2014). A valuable starting point in this respect will be the Our Watch 

report on preventing violence against women through sport, and the 10 key elements of 

promising practice in sport organisations (Liston et al., 2017). Among these is the need to 

ensure meaningful involvement of women and girls in sport which redirects the focus to forms 

of capital that WRB possess and which are activated in sport settings. With this focus on forms 

of capital, the pilot study also responds to one suggestion for further research, which will be 

discussed in the next section. 

 

8.4 Further Research and Research Limitations 

The findings of this research study draw attention to areas where further research may 

be productively focused. Three areas are specifically outlined next, followed by a discussion 

of pertinent limitations. The first area considers the use of capital by WRB. 

8.4.1 Area of Further Research 1 

One example of further research emerges from the proposed pilot program outlined in 

the previous section. If implemented, it can create a setting that lends itself to a concerted 

examination of the ways WRB use different forms of capital. This suggestion for further 

research represents a targeted response to the proposal by Smith et al. (2019) for new research 

into how cultural capital is deployed “to navigate social exclusion and related barriers to 

participation” (p. 864).  
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The pilot program is structured so the use of cultural capital by WRB may be 

investigated during three separate phases: (i) the capital possessed and activated by WRB (who 

later become role models) in accessing and progressing involvement in organised sport; (ii) the 

capital accumulated by the same WRB through sporting progress and their development as 

sporting role models, capital which is then deployed to inspire and enable their peers to get 

involved; and, (iii) the capital possessed but often not activated by WRB who typically do not 

get involved in organised sport and remain on its peripheries, capital that may be recognised 

and activated through discussion forums with cultural role models. Where there are two distinct 

groups involved (i.e., cultural role models who are young adult women and mothers who are 

aged 30 and over and are on the peripheries of sport) such a program also incorporates a ‘filter’ 

to examine the use of cultural capital by different generations of WRB. A longtitudinal 

approach to the development and implementation of this program offers the potential for 

enriched understanding about the role of sport in the generation of cultural capital which 

contributes to resettlement and integration processes for WRB. The pilot program also presents 

an opportunity to investigate the nature and extent of sport involvement through children with 

a focus on how involvement varies depending on whether they are sons or daughters. This 

would represent an additional response to Smith et al. (2019) who also highlight a need to focus 

on how the ability of WRB to deploy capital varies across different generations of the WRB 

community. 

8.4.2 Area of Further Research 2 

The findings and subsequent discussion in this thesis also bring to the forefront the issue 

of preparedness to adapt where questions about integration, resettlement and social cohesion 

are raised in the context of organised sport. The requirement to adapt falls not only on WRB 

but also on those managing sport clubs and delivering structured sport. It is suggested, 

therefore, that future research into preparedness to adapt incorporate both perspectives. New 

knowledge with specific details about where and how they need to adapt structures is likely to 

be of great value to sport clubs in a fast-changing society. The six dimensions of the continuum 

of constraints advanced in this study’s findings can be applied to a relevant research project. 

The first dimension to be activated is that of ‘entry points’ which can provide the foundation 

for an inquiry into what efforts – if any – sport organisations make to adapt their structures to 

facilitate involvement of WRB. At the same time, the research project can also focus on the 

conscious efforts – if any – of WRB to adapt when approaching and negotiating the same entry 

points. 
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The influence of the three dimensions of cultural constraints (ethnic background, 

refugee experience, resettlement priorities) on the preparedness to adapt of both parties would 

be evaluated as part of this process, while knowledge around the markers identified in this 

study (age range, language proficiency, mother/non-mother) could be developed further. In 

considering preparedness to adapt from both perspectives, a research opportunity is created to 

explore how adjustments by sport organisations at their entry points can work in encouraging 

WRB to take small but unprecedented steps towards adaptation in the face of culturally-

grounded concerns. This suggestion for further research is depicted in Appendix 2. 

8.4.3 Area of Further Research 3  

The process of planning the research focus groups and how these played out in reality 

suggest further related work in this methodological space may be fruitful. Careful planning 

ensured each focus group located participants in a research setting where they could express 

opinions and feelings about sport involvement, and openly describe their experiences in ways 

they had not done previously. This opportunity was embraced by participants who often took 

discussions off script to satisfy their curiosity about the possibilities of sport involvement and 

learn more about the experiences of their peers.  

The role of cultural peer as facilitator was attentively shaped in this regard, down to the 

itinerary of focus group questions which the researcher constructed in the voice of the 

facilitator. It is recommended that this component be developed when shaping further research 

of this nature with cultural peers invited to take a lead rather than supportive role in the design 

and delivery of projects which inquire in their ‘being-in-the-world’.  

A key objective of this modification is to advance research processes that give voices 

of WRB greater resonance therein. On one level this attention to the detail of research design 

curbs the potential for other voices in the process (including co-researchers who are men or 

white) to suppress the voices or misinterpret the meanings of minority groups who often 

struggle to be heard from the margins of society. On another level, arguably more important, it 

elevates the voices and influence of people who are likely to best understand the needs and 

issues the research attempts to address. Inviting minority women such as WRB to contribute to 

theoretical frameworks, for example, offers compelling scope for further inquiry. This 

recommendation responds to Vadeboncoeur et al. (2021) who call for a move away from a 

research mindset that creates opportunity structures for ethnic minorities to understanding that 

representation is meaningless if the same opportunities do not encourage and engage with 

active, leading voices within ethnic minorities. 
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During this research study, it became clear across all focus groups that opportunities to 

share their own experiences, learn about the experiences of others and explore the concept of 

sport were rare for WRB. Therefore, the design of the focus group created a fertile setting for 

data collection and additional research is warranted to evaluate the efficacy and wider use of 

this modified focus group structure. Future inquiry should consider the role and background of 

the cultural peer, the role, presence and influence of the lead researcher and the nature of the 

issue under discussion. Participants in this study may be capitalising on ‘regulated liberties’ 

discussing a topic regarded as ‘deviant’ within their cultural communities. Therefore, the 

opportunity to discuss it openly and candidly requires specific social structures and careful 

research design that can be brought about in collaboration with cultural peers. Engaging with 

cultural peers in a sustained and suitably documented process of reflexivity should be a project 

priority to ensure the research aims are on track and the research process not only stays on track 

but produces valuable, valid knowledge. 

8.4.4 Research Limitations 

There are a number of limitations which inhibited the scope of the research study and 

the reach of its findings. While the undiluted perspectives of WRB are an unquestioned strength  

of the project, the absence of the views of those responsible for the planning and delivery of 

organised sport is a limitation. For example, the views of coaches, players and committee 

members of soccer clubs would undoubtedly have enhanced the research endeavour in 

confirming or challenging the perspectives of WRB involved in soccer. Greater insights about 

the implementation of structural constraints at different levels of sport may also have been 

drawn from a research sample such as this one. 

The research sample was primarily made up of WRB from Africa and the Middle East. 

The absence of a group of respondents from Asia represents a limitation particularly in light of 

continued unrest and displacement in Myanmar. Asia annually accounts for a significant 

portion of visas granted by Australia’s Offshore Humanitarian Program, with more than 34% 

of visas granted in 2020-213 (Australian Government, 2021a). While two respondents had a 

background from the Americas, this low number also represents a limitation where further 

research is increasingly needed in light of the refugee crisis that has emerged in Venezuela in 

recent years. At a subcultural level the research did not account for varying cultures among 

 
3 The granting of humanitarian visas for 2020-21 was deprioritised as a result of Covid-19, meaning 

statistics are not necessarily consistent with numbers in years prior to the pandemic. 
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respondents from the same country of origin and how these differences might influence views 

and experiences of sport involvement. At another complex level, trauma-related experiences 

of respondents were not explored for valid reasons related to my position and experience as a 

researcher. This is a limitation which needs to be explored in future research where traumatic 

impacts of the refugee experience such as loss of family members, sexual assault, rape and 

domestic violence are investigated in their relationship to sport involvement of WRB. 

While the delineation of two distinct groups within the broad research sample is an 

important finding, it means the sample size supporting the findings relevant to each of these 

groups was unintentionally reduced. This arguably limits the depth of the research findings and 

curtails future application. While the findings built upon previous scholarly studies, further 

research in this area using a larger study sample can extend knowledge and robustly confirm 

insights. The participants in this research study were all based in the greater city of Brisbane, 

Australia. This limitation may be addressed with further research which includes WRB 

respondents based in regional Queensland and interstate.  

In this connection, the inquiry is limited to some extent by the prevailing use of practice 

theory rather than, for example, feminist theory, critical race theory or intersectionality theory 

as the dominant theoretical guide. In this study, practice theory, more than any other - but not 

solely - guides methodology and informs analysis, interpretation, findings, representation and 

recommendations. Potential directions for critical thought are arguably restricted as a result. 

Approaching another study of this nature from an alternative theoretical perspective would 

potentially make for an insightful and valuable comparison, and could also influence the 

process of reflexivity.  

Covid-19 limited the reach and the rhythm of the research endeavour. For example, an 

attempt to include a group of WRB based in far north Queensland was eventually put aside 

after complications relating to travel restrictions and group meetings made it impossible to 

coordinate. Similar obstacles prevented the in-person facilitation of one focus group (which 

was successfully conducted with the online video conferencing platform Zoom) and disrupted 

the scheduling of other focus groups (which eventually went ahead). The impact of the 

pandemic also restricted opportunities to carry out participant observation with sport teams 

often forced to postpone playing activities for unscheduled periods of time. It should be noted, 

however, that the insights of respondents when discussing this loss of sport to their lives was 

informative. 

Participant observation was also limited due to cultural reasons. One focus group was 

built around a social gathering of WRB and involved a light exercise session under the tutelage 
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of a woman in the role of trainer. This session took place in a separate room to which the 

researcher, as a male, did not have access. Similarly, while the researcher interacted with 

mothers and their children when volunteering at a swimming pool session, he did not have 

access to the second swimming pool area that the mothers used for their official swimming 

lesson. While these represent limitations, they were also important lived observations for the 

researcher about the cultural norms at work across the respondent group. 

Four of the focus group discussions were conducted to some degree in a language other 

than English. This required the cultural peer to translate the comments of the respondents as 

she facilitated the discussion. This represents a potential limitation in that certain comments 

may have lost their nuances or have had their meanings diluted in translation. Every effort was 

made to mitigate for this possibility through strong relationships with cultural peers and follow-

up discussions when uncertainty arose. The recording of one of the focus groups was translated 

and transcribed by a refugee support officer who assisted with the focus group, while the 

recording of another group was translated and transcribed by a NAATI-accredited professional. 

In the next section, theoretical implications of this research project are set out in terms of its 

contribution to knowledge and how it builds on previous scholarly research. 

8.5 Theoretical Implications 

Practice theory informed this research study and from this coherent theoretical base 

four sub-concepts were used in a coordinated manner to home in on WRB as a group within a 

group. This novel conceptual assemblage incorporated habitus repertoire (Joy et al., 2020), 

bounded agency (Evans, 2007), migrating cultural capital (Colic-Peisker & Walker, 2003; Erel, 

2010; Nowicka, 2013), and unrecognised cultural currency (UCC) (Lo, 2015). The combined 

use of the first two sub-concepts enabled an enhanced understanding of the social fields in 

which respondents found themselves resettling in Queensland and how their ability to exercise 

agency and make decisions was influenced by a combination of surrounding social structures, 

habitus developed through their life trajectories, and aspirations for the future. The use of 

habitus repertoire and bounded agency in this way enabled a more individualised understanding 

of respondent experiences. 

The combined use of the latter two sub-concepts placed the focus on the quality and 

quantity of capital the respondents transported to Queensland, their awareness of forms of 

capital they either possessed or did not possess, and their recognition of the value and reach of 

different forms of capital in Queensland. The conceptual assemblage created a unique platform, 

underpinned by Bourdieu, with which strategies in relation to sport involvement could be 
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unpacked. An important contribution here was the way the coordinated application of these 

concepts derived two distinct strategy sets from the data and enabled the subsequent 

identification of demographic attributes of WRB who used one set or the other. This meant two 

groupings were determined within the research sample with characteristics which distinguished 

one from the other, and enabled new ideas about casual involvement and obligatory 

involvement in sport to be developed. 

The application of the concept of UCC (Lo, 2015) in its own right to this study topic 

was also useful. In the case of WRB in group two, UCC helped demonstrate that they were 

negotiating sport involvement on two fronts - with members of the host community and with 

members of their own cultural communities. This nuanced application of UCC focused on the 

ways that the ‘dominated’ draw on cultural resources within a field to “covertly challenge the 

dominant codes” (Lo, 2015, p. 127, italics in original) and negotiate everyday forces of 

exclusion. Lo demonstrates how the use of UCC enables some to push back while others within 

the same group who do not use UCC are resigned to their situations.  

In the present study, the concept of UCC is helpful in identifying two distinct groups 

of WRB and also in observing the dual fronts on which one of those groups goes into 

negotiation. UCC makes manifest the complexity of approaches required to to covertly involve 

themselves in sport in full view of parents and cultural leaders, particularly under the cover of 

the Queensland educational system.  At the same time, on the second front, members of the 

same group disarmed resistant attitudes among members of the host community about WRB 

and sport by easing into sport at school where they gained a degree of recognition for their 

efforts. 

The use of UCC showed that WRB in group one not only felt that they lacked the 

cultural capital to involve themselves in sport, but did not seek to identify cultural resources 

which might have gained them a foothold in organised sport. If there were cultural resources 

they had preserved and transferred to Queensland as refugees, for example resilience developed 

during detention, these were being put to work to gain positions in other social spaces like 

employment and education. UCC was also identified as a mechanism that could inform the 

inquiry into integration. As a concept which involved the preservation of cultural customs, it 

illuminates the potential for exclusion if cultural customs were advanced too provocatively and 

the related option to use this form of currency full-time or not at all. This was mapped onto 

Berry’s model of acculturation to add an extra layer of resettlement analysis. 

This research contributes broadly to the ongoing conceptualisation of integration, and 

specifically in relation to the markers and means of integration set out in a UK Home Office 
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framework (Ndofor-Tah et al., 2019). By identifying and analysing the integration experiences 

of two distinct groups of WRB, the research showed that leisure (incorporating sport) - the 

most recent domain to be added as a marker and means of integration – was a means of 

integration for WRB in group one, but both a means and marker of integration for those in 

group two. 

For older WRB in the first group, sport involvement was a means to the health and 

wellbeing which they felt they needed to pursue goals in terms of work, education, housing, 

and health and social care (the other four domains which represent the markers and means of 

education according to Ndofor-Tah et al. (2019). For this group, the experience of leisure as a 

marker met the health and wellbeing criteria of the UK Home Office framework but stopped 

short in relation to opportunities to learn about the host country, improve English proficiency 

and develop social networks. For younger WRB in the second group, these latter achievements 

occurred to varying degrees depending on their level of involvement in organised sport. 

This finding is an important contribution to the integration discussion as it indicates 

ongoing and emerging complexities in play, not least in terms of refugee groups within refugee 

groups, and suggests the health and wellbeing aspect of the domain of leisure may warrant 

further review. It may be argued that by thinking of health and wellbeing as part of the domain 

of health and social care and incorporating recreational sport and physical activity into the 

properties of this domain, the leisure domain can be understood with greater clarity in terms of 

social experiences and outcomes achieved by migrants who voluntarily engage with 

associations and organisations in the host country. 

The identification and conceptualisation of five types of relationship development 

experienced by WRB through sport involvement is a significant piece of knowledge. In effect, 

each of these phases leads to the types of social relations which Wessendorf and Phillimore 

(2019) link to integration. Relationship development that is initiated leads to ‘serendipitous 

encounters’, relationship development that is built or extended leads to ‘crucial acquaintances’, 

and relationship development that is limited or evolved leads to ‘enduring friendships’. By 

locating where these phases of relationship development take place in the field of sport and 

who is involved, the research makes a significant contribution to knowledge about the role of 

sport in the integration process. In the case of WRB who have limited relationship development 

through sport involvement, the potential for enduring friendships with other WRB in the same 

situation is strong and these friendships can be emotionally rewarding and provide them with 

resources and support. However, the social mobility that is available through these 

relationships is limited.  
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WRB with experiences of relationship development which had evolved through sport 

involvement demonstrated other outcomes of bonding social capital associated with cultural 

pride, self-development and social networks when they came together with compatriots. Where 

the former group appeared to generate bonding social capital to get by as they rebuilt their 

lives, the latter group did so to get on with life. This distinction represents an important 

contribution to knowledge, a contribution which was achieved through a nuanced application 

of bonding social capital. The nuance which uncovers the ‘getting on’ effect is brought about 

through a fusion of bonding social capital with linking social capital. 

The research literature showed WRB to value institutional support, particularly during 

the early stages of resettlement when their lives are often shrouded with uncertainty and have 

been stripped of societal markers, such as employment, that grant identity (DeSouza, 2011). 

The research provided empirical evidence that supported this position through experiences of 

respondents who exercised agency and advanced their positions in Queensland society on the 

back of institutional support from education and health, thereby progressing the processes of 

rebuilding identity and reestablishing self. In this way the research first supported the findings 

of previous studies and then extended the implications through the use of linking social capital 

to conceptualise organised sport as a supportive space. 

Through the construction of a nexus involving the concepts of institutional agent, 

institutional context and sporting role model, a strong case was made for the purposeful 

mentoring of selected WRB to become a key function of supportive sport structures. This 

proposition builds on previous research by Butler (2005), DeSouza (2011), McPherson (2010), 

Spaaij (2012a) and Tuchel et al. (2021), drawing on ideas of institutional support and idealised 

development of supportive sport structures. In doing so, it responds to the need for adaptation 

across Australia’s sporting sector, identified by Eime et al. (2020), by conceptualising a mode 

of sport delivery suitable for the increased involvement of marginalised groups including 

WRB. In harnessing the cultural knowledge of WRB (which may also be considered 

unrecognised cultural currency), this proposition also builds on the work of Doidge et al. 

(2020), Farello et al. (2019) and Mohammadi (2019) who highlight the importance of precise 

and culturally sensitive planning of sport programs aimed at people from refugee backgrounds. 

The findings of this study add to previous research on constraints to involvement in 

sport. It confirms the findings of Maxwell and Stronach (2020) that constraints to involvement 

combine to create an exclusionary force and the identification by Jeanes et al. (2015) of barriers 

both in sport structures and beyond the domain of sport which diminish sport’s positive 

influence on resettlement. By precisely locating six dimensions on a continuum of cultural-
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structural constraints, this research project provides the means for a systemic, coordinated a 

‘full court press’ on constraints that continue to pop up as WRB try to negotiate a pathway to 

involvement. The nature of the constraints encountered by WRB are shown to be similar to 

those experienced by women and girls in Queensland, however this research also shows that 

the effect of initiatives to reduce and remove constraints faced by ‘local’ women and girls is 

not reaching WRB. Focus group discussions revealed the sense of disillusionment and rejection 

that comes with experiencing constraints to sport involvement. This remains a palpable source 

of frustration among WRB and has the power to engender feelings of helplessness. In this 

respect, this research study provides important commentary around the widespread celebration 

of the achievements of women in sport in Queensland and Australia. 

The research, finally, builds on the work of Wessendorf and Phillimore (2019) when 

they overhaul the idea that bonding social capital has little to offer to the integration process 

when generated among people from the same cultural background. By showing the integrative 

value of social relations with other migrants and members of marginalised groups, they 

reconceptualise what was previously perceived to be bonding social capital as a form of 

bridging social capital generated through relations with people from similar backgrounds who 

are resettling or have resettled in the same geographical area. They advance this as a new 

perspective, saying the forms of bridging social capital generated through relations with people 

who are perceived to be the host community are not necessarily the forms that are important to 

integration. Where people with similar backgrounds have different experiences such as length 

of time in the host country or extent of social networks established, it means bridging social 

capital created as a result can be just as valuable in terms of resettling as bridging social capital 

created by social relations with ‘perceived’ members of the host community. 

The research study into the role of sport in the integration process for WRB builds on 

the ‘new perspective’ of Wessendorf and Phillimore (2019) by showing how this happens in 

sport. It is observed, in particular, in the experiences of a young Afghan woman (respondent 

33) who struggles to develop social relations with a competitive soccer team made up mainly 

of white Australians, but who feels able to connect and relate to the members of a different 

team who have similar experiences to her as migrants and refugees from different parts of the 

world. This understanding of bridging social capital is explored through the idea of shared 

forms of communication used by all within the sport team, in this case ‘bogan’ English. The 

experience of a young Somali woman (respondent 8) also serves to demonstrate the limitations 

of this recasting of bridging social capital as gender norms practiced in her country of origin 

underpin resistance to her progress in sport in Queensland. It is through more ‘traditional’ 
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bridging social capital, i.e., relationships with ‘local’ members of associations in the host 

community, that her sport involvement is maintained and advanced. In this way, this research 

extends critical thinking about the concept of bridging social capital in the context of sport 

involvement and integration. Concluding thoughts about the concept of integration will follow 

in the next section. 

8.6 A Final Word on Integration 

At the end of a one-to-one interview with respondent 8, the researcher asked for her 

thoughts on the overarching research question. The response from the young Somali woman, a 

university law student, was as follows: “I get confused because I don’t know what integration 

means.” A brief exchange followed where the researcher outlined components of integration 

which he believed relevant to the research project and to the situation of respondent 8. “But the 

question basically is ‘does sport have a role in my life’?” she concluded. At this point, she 

embarked on a mini monologue, talking through an imagined future life with sport involvement 

at its absolute core. She imagined the response of her mother if settling down meant a life of 

sport. She imagined where life as a lawyer might sit in the life of an obsessed sportswoman. 

She considered the potential response of her compatriots to her achievements. She thought 

about doors that would open, doors that would close, the time and commitment that would be 

required, the impact on her own desire to get married and be a mother in the future. “That’s a 

really good answer,” the researcher said when respondent 8 had concluded. “I hope so because 

I was really confused about what integration means,” she replied. 

The vignette recalled here captures an important observation about the concept of 

integration which will be discussed in conclusion. At the outset, informed by a review of the 

literature, a working definition of integration was developed for the purposes of this study. The 

word’s political association with ‘fitting in’ and its literal interpretation around combining one 

with another to form a whole offered a starting point on which a working definition could be 

constructed and used to benchmark the sport involvement of WRB participating in this study. 

The literature review revealed integration to be a concept with issues, wedged as it seemed to 

be between the taut political positions of multiculturalism and assimilation. But the working 

definition of integration developed for this study was conceptually robust and served its 

purpose by providing six constituent parts (see Figure 8.2) which were used to unpack 

experiences of sport involvement described by respondents. 
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Figure 8.2 

Constituents Parts established in the Conceptualisation of Integration 

Across the course of the research project, even as the concept was doing its job, the 

sense that the word ‘integration’ was somehow troubled within this setting did not desist. To 

explain this, it is useful to revert briefly to the data. An important observation to be drawn at 

this juncture is the strong sense which emerged in the data of individual agents who were active 

in multiple social spaces. The views of respondents invariably described individual 

circumstances and personalised experiences which played out across and within any number 

of social spaces. As such, the integration experience – guided by the working definition – 

necessarily varied for each individual respondent. 

The time spent by WRB in the social space of sport varied depending on commitments 

to other social spaces like education, employment and domestic life. For some respondents, 

sport took up a significant chunk of their time compared to other WRB who stole an hour or 

two for sport where they could. Numerous WRB gained access to recreational sport and 

physical exercise within social spaces other than sport such as housing, education, employment 

and healthcare. Sport involvement was interweaved into domestic duties, built into school runs, 

sometimes sacrificed to work schedules or university study sessions, sometimes shoehorned 

between work schedules and university study sessions, and at times rendered obligatory on the 

advice of doctors. Sport involvement was part of getting on with life rather than an attempt to 

fit into a social setting. 

Integration

Ongoing 
process that 
occurs in a 
social space

Opportunity to 
maintain 
cultural 
identity

Meaningful 
two-way 

interactions 
with other 
cultures

Access to 
resources and 
opportunities 

enabled

Agency and 
adaptation are 

encouraged 
and facilitated

Dominant 
norms that 
marginalise 

can be 
challenged



242 
 

It may be suggested, therefore, that women in group one arguably accessed exactly 

what they needed through the limited, intracultural relations that were nurtured during walking 

sessions or exercise in front of the television. For WRB in group 2, the relationships initiated, 

built and extended through involvement in organised sport offered windows of opportunity to 

progress their lives. The sport involvement of WRB in this study can be understood to have 

offered one group a resettlement starter pack based around the building blocks of resettlement 

(health, education, employment, housing) and the other group a resettlement pack including 

extras like a sense of belonging, informal rather than formal social connections, and enhanced 

status in the community. 

All respondents regarded sport involvement as a phenomenon which informed and 

fuelled their ability to do well in life, to self-improve and effectively become better versions of 

themselves. Being able to learn and connect with others in sophisticated ways were beneficial 

biproducts of involvement in organised sport often only uncovered in the act of sport 

involvement and then used to progress lives and wider aspirations. None of this involved 

predisposed motivations related to ‘fitting in’ or doing things which they were expected to do 

in Australia. Instead, WRB in group one used the idea of sport in support of resettlement rather 

than sport in support of integration; WRB in group two used the structures of sport to build on 

that first phase of resettlement. As implied by the words of respondent 8 at the start of this 

section, this had nothing to do with integrating but everything to do with getting on with life. 

As numbers of refugees continue to rise around a globe where the movement of people 

across borders is constant, accessible sport structures that enable global citizens with global 

mindsets to get on with the business of life are in high demand. The evidence of this research 

strongly suggests that sport has a potentially profound role to play in this regard. To come to 

the stage and accept this role, sport must actively respond to some salient questions. Does sport 

equitably grant access to the benefits and rewards it offers? Does sport maintain values and 

principles which suitably inform practice and policy that is actively inclusive? Do sport leaders 

think beyond the obvious and consider ideas like adaptation and interaction and how they can 

work with participants to get the best out of all involved? How can sport’s structures and 

resources be accessed to develop skills, knowledge and connections that can be used 

productively in other social fields? When did we last think about our members, past, present 

and soon-to-be, and ask how they are ‘getting on’? 

In conclusion, in a world made smaller and ever more interconnected by the effects of 

multiculturalism, transnationalism and globalisation, the need to ‘fit in’ to an unfamiliar 

environment is not as socially insistent as it may have been in the past. Individuals who move 
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between countries are now constantly connected in some way with who they were and where 

they came from. For WRB, this ongoing connection with country of origin is often underscored 

by an abiding (if at times unrealistic) desire to return home, or by the absence of family 

members in the host country. Within this broad, fluid global context, the ‘fitting in’ implication 

of integration jars. While most, if not all, of its component parts – adaptation, a two-way 

dynamic, meaningful interaction, maintaining culture – are entirely relevant to analysis, they 

are overshadowed by the big sign on the door of the conceptual warehouse in which they are 

stored. The idea of ‘integration’ appears in need of a rebrand. This research project has shown 

the very idea of ‘fitting in’ to be ill-fitting where sport involvement of WRB is concerned, 

rendering the broad goal of integration in this sociocultural context in need of a rethink. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: The following tables (A and B) explain the individual components of the 

proposed pilot program and their inclusion based on the research study (Table A), and the three 

groups targeted by the program including targeted outcomes for each group (Table B). 

Table A 

Program 

component 
Justification for its inclusion Informed by 

Sport clubs to 

proactively engage 

with current or 

recent members who 

are WRB with a 

view to developing 

sporting role models. 

The structures of sport clubs are suited to the 

development of role models. There is an emerging 

need for sport clubs to be innovative in 

considering the groups they cater for and how they 

cater for them. Evidence from this research study 

reveals WRB in sport clubs with achievements 

that clubs can celebrate and promote to suitable 

audiences. 

Research 

literature and 

research 

findings. 

WRB selected and 

invited to be sporting 

role models 

In conceptualising sporting role models, it was 

evident that some respondents possessed attributes 

related to role models including ties with 

institutional stakeholders and intermediary skills 

to connect sport clubs with their peers. 

Research 

literature and 

research 

findings 

Notion of a sporting 

role model shaped in 

part by cultural peer 

role 

Positive impact of cultural peers who facilitated 

the research focus groups. 

Research 

design and 

data collection 

planning 

Sporting role models 

to lead discussion 

forums involving 

other WRB who are 

not involved in sport 

A key finding of the research study is the different 

types of relationships that are fostered by WRB 

involved in sport at different levels. Relationship 

development which has reached ‘extended’ and 

‘evolved’ stages may be used in discussion forums 

and connecting peers with sport clubs.  

Research 

findings 

Discussion forums Enthusiastic and revealing responses to the 

carefully structured environment in which focus 

groups were held. 

Research 

design and 

data collection 

process 

Questionnaire Probing theory-based questions which were 

prompted by the sub-categories that emerged 

during data analysis. 

Data analysis 

Program to target 

increased 

involvement of 

WRB on the 

peripheries of sport 

An important research finding shows WRB who 

are aged 30 and older, mothers and do not speak 

English proficiently are often interested in 

organised sport and open to adapting to be 

involved, but lack information and know-how. 

Research 

findings 

Program to focus on 

the entry points to 

the sport club 

A continuum of constraints to involvement in 

sport is identified in the research project, 

including six dimensions. A key dimension 

Research 

findings 
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highlighted by WRB is ‘entry points’ to organised 

sport. 
 

Table B 

Group            Set of target outcomes 

WRB who are 

existing or former 

club members 

(i) Specialised skills and knowledge recognised within 

club structures meaning an enhanced sense of 

belonging, productivity and contribution. 

(ii) New (or existing) skills developed to perform role 

model duties. 

(iii) Reputation enhanced among club members. 

(iv) Supported by club structures to perform a task that is 

important to the club. 

(v) Achievements within the field of sport are highlighted 

positively. 

(vi) Development of relationships progresses from 

relationships built to relationships extended and 

evolved. 

WRB who remain 

on the periphery of 

sport even while 

supporting their 

children 

(i) Opportunity to interact with other WRB on topic of 

sport involvement. 

(ii) Opportunity to learn more about sport in safe forums 

facilitated by cultural role models. 

(iii) Opportunity to recognise forms of capital they possess 

which are valued by the sport club. 

(iv) Opportunity to move from peripheral to meaningful 

involvement with sport organisation (and activate 

capital and develop relationships as a result). 

(v) Opportunity to make decisions and exercise 

ownership of sport involvement. 

Established 

community sport 

club or 

organisation 

(i) Club, its values and its personality, thoughtfully 

promoted to a preselected market. 

(ii) Enhanced awareness of multiple forms of capital 

within the ranks of the club. 
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(iii) Thoughtful recruitment brings new or needed forms 

of capital into the club. 

(iv) Club identifies issues to be addressed at entry points. 

(v) Innovative practices implemented to meet with 

changed environment in which club operates. 

(vi) Enhanced reputation of the club within community. 

 

Appendix 2: A guide for further research located at the entry points of sport clubs and 

program which examines preparedness to adapt on the part of sport organisations and WRB. 
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