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ABSTRACT
This paper pertains to a project which began with an academic 
research team being recruited by a YMCA management team to help 
understand how to retain forced migrant youth in YMCA sport pro-
grams. Owing to experience working with diverse cultural groups 
through praxis-oriented approaches, the project team recognized a 
need to develop an understanding of how forced migrant youth 
wished to engage in sport where the onus was not exclusively theirs 
to shoulder the navigation of cultural differences. We present a critical 
analysis, interspersed with creative non-fiction accounts, to show 
how forced migrant youth, their families, YMCA settlement staff mem-
bers, and an academic research team collaborated to increase aware-
ness of the diverse cultural ‘realities’ present in our community and 
social inequalities faced by forced migrant youth. We conclude with 
lessons related to community capacity building and the development 
of contextually relevant sport programs.

One in every 97 people was living forcibly displaced from their home by the end of 2019 
due to persecution, conflict, and/or violence (UNHCR 2020). Individuals who cross their 
country’s borders seeking asylum (i.e., asylum seekers) must provide sufficient proof of fear 
of persecution to be afforded the legal protection and material assistance granted to ‘rec-
ognised refugees’ (UNHCR 2020). For many asylum seekers and refugees (from here on 
referred to as forced migrants) returning home is not an option in the short-term. Hence, 
they seek to be permanently re-settled in a third country (UNHCR 2020). The number of 
individuals seeking asylum in Canada has steadily increased over the past five years (i.e.,  
9 999 in 2014 to 87 270 in 2019), while at the same time Canada has consistently been 
among world leaders in resettling refugees (IRB 2020; UNHCR 2020). The increasing number 
of forced migrants has resulted in the tension that comes about as culturally dissimilar 
individuals come into constant contact with one another. The process of, including resis-
tance to, cultural and psychological change individuals undergo when in constant contact 
with members of a culturally dissimilar community is known as acculturation (Berry 2017). 
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Psychological integration, an acculturative process through which individuals maintain 
connections to their home culture while engaging in daily interactions with culturally dis-
similar others, has been posited as an ‘optimal’ form of acculturation by researchers using 
nomothetic-deductive research approaches (Berry 2017). However, more often than not, 
the onus of undergoing a process of change is shouldered by newcomers who are expected 
to adapt unilaterally to the host community (i.e., assimilation) (Agergaard 2018; Jeanes, O’ 
Connor, and Alfrey 2015). The subsuming of assimilation under the guise of integration 
can be stressful and lonely for newcomers and compound the negative impact on mental 
health forced migrants encounter due to traumatic incidents faced during journeys to safety 
(Berry 2017; George 2012). The compounded impact can leave forced migrants with feelings 
of exclusion, isolation, anger, uncertainty, anxiety, and potential prolonged mental health 
challenges such as depression and/or post-traumatic stress syndrome (George 2012; Steel 
et al. 2006).

Sport is often portrayed as a method through which to support the integration of new-
comers (e.g., Sport Canada 2012). Participating in sport can help newcomers improve their 
physical and mental well-being, develop connections with others, and learn relevant life 
skills (Ley, Barrio, and Koch 2018; Whitley, Massey, and Wilkison 2018). Sport can also 
help forced migrants feel in control of defining who they are and simplify interaction with 
culturally dissimilar others (Nathan et al. 2013; Stone 2018; Woodhouse and Conricode 
2017). However, without critically examining how individuals engage in sport and who 
determines what forms of sport engagement are prioritized, the complex social and cultural 
issues present in sport may be ignored resulting in the marginalization of forced migrants 
who view engagement in sport differently than what is accepted as normal in the host 
community (Jeanes, O’ Connor, and Alfrey 2015; Spaaij 2015). An important first step is 
acknowledging that sport can also be a context in which broader societal issues of racism 
(e.g., Farquharson et al. 2018), discrimination (e.g., Mauro 2013), and a lack of understand-
ing for cultural differences (e.g., Jeanes, O’ Connor, and Alfrey 2015) manifest. Recognition 
of the complexity of intercultural interaction in sport has led to researchers exploring the 
factors that help or hinder the development of sport contexts capable of producing positive 
social outcomes (e.g., Dukic, McDonald, and Spaaij 2017).

We (the authors) remain skeptical universal factors (i.e., applicable to ALL sport con-
texts) exist. We concur with sport morality researchers’ (e.g., Shields and Bredemeier 2007) 
views of sport environments as highly idiosyncratic and socially rich whose ‘reality’ is 
produced by the individuals present in them. The philosophical underpinning of our work 
is rooted in ontological cultural relativism and epistemological social constructionism. 
We believe understanding how individuals continuously engage in the co-construction of 
multiple, localized realities enables us to also understand how change may be brought to 
our ‘realities’ through the introduction of new stories (Gergen and Gergen 2008). Wishing 
to bring change to the realities present in the community we (the authors) are part of a 
research team comprised of YMCA community settlement staff, forced migrant families, 
and academic researchers engaged in a community-based participatory action research 
(CBPAR) project. Currently in year four of six, this paper is the fourth stemming from the 
CBPAR project. The first paper was a meta-synthesis of qualitative research related to 
forced migrants’ involvement in sport and provided academic team members with an 
opportunity to learn from previously developed knowledge (Middleton et al. 2020). The 
second (Middleton et al. 2021) and third paper (Middleton et al. under review) centralized 



SpORT IN SOCIETY 3

the re-storying of forced migrant youths’ stories through empirical data. Having completed 
the knowledge generation phase, the aim in this paper is to provide a critical analysis of 
the continuous process required to engender a collaborative effort towards developing 
socially just community sport programs.

The critical analysis is underpinned by conversations and email exchanges between 
research team members throughout the CBPAR project which were tracked and reflected 
upon by me (Thierry) in a project journal. The analysis is interspersed with a number of 
creative non-fiction literary devices to bring forward the different voices of research team 
members and reveal the dynamic navigation of power differentials that occurred throughout 
the knowledge development process (Spaaij et al. 2018). By doing so the aim is to provide 
an authentic account of how local knowledge was centralized in the social construction of 
a new shared ‘reality’ (Gergen and Gergen 2008; Kral 2014). Forced migrant youths’ voices 
are brought into the text in two ways: (1) brief dialogic accounts of events that occurred 
during the data collection process when the team could meet in person, and (2) purposefully 
chosen quotes shared over Zoom and email that reveal how power shifted to youth during 
the analytical process. Youths’ anonymity is protected throughout the manuscript through 
the use of (forced migrant youth chosen) pseudonyms so that youth felt safe sharing personal 
stories (McDonald, Spaaij, and Dukic 2019).

Proactively shifting power in the research relationship is incumbent on academic 
researchers who are generally viewed as occupying positions of power in the research pro-
cess. As Kwan and Walsh (2018) noted, to ethically navigate power differentials between 
research team members, academic researchers must be aware of and address power dynam-
ics continuously throughout the research process. Doing so includes acknowledging my 
(Thierry’s) role in shaping this manuscript by writing in first person. Further, reflexivity is 
inextricably linked to (academic) researchers shifting power as they continuously use their 
reflections on the unfolding of the research process to ensure future actions continue to 
centralize community members as the lead decision makers charting the course of the 
project (Schinke, Smith, and McGannon 2013; Spaaij et al. 2018). While reflexivity has 
become increasingly used in qualitative research texts, rarely are readers privy to the 
researcher’s reflective thoughts. Rather than seek to portray the CBPAR process as one of 
continuous equal participation (Kaukko 2016), the aim herein is to provide reflexive 
accounts of how I continuously examined my position in the research process and the 
subsequent impact on knowledge development (Spaaij et al. 2018). Three brief asides (see 
Lopez 2003), a drama literary device used to interrupt a text to provide readers (or viewers) 
with insight into a character’s thoughts, are used to share my personal interpretations of 
how intentionally or not I felt my decisions shaped the stories shared by forced migrant youth.

Introducing the CBPAR project

CBPAR projects, rooted in concerns brought forward by community members, use research 
methods that reflect local practises and result in project deliverables (e.g., training protocols, 
sport programs) that centralise local customs and are sustainable beyond the involvement 
of academic researchers (Schinke, Smith, and McGannon 2013; Spaaij et al. 2018). The 
project analysed in this paper was initiated by management staff from the YMCA of 
Northeastern Ontario seeking to develop improved sport programming that would support 
forced migrant youth resettling in the community. Having provided resettled Syrian forced 
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migrant families with a free one year membership, YMCA managements’ desire for improved 
programming was borne from a realization that forced migrant families had not renewed 
memberships beyond the first year. YMCA management staff approached Robert, a long 
time YMCA supporter and academic known in the community for previous work helping 
a local Indigenous community develop sport programming for youth.

Setting the context

Sudbury is a city in Northeastern Ontario, a region of Canada that has had a recent influx 
of forced migrants, primarily from Syria and Western Africa. The YMCA of Northeastern 
Ontario, a community organization tasked with providing settlement services, recorded a 
144% (i.e., 171 to 418) increase in the number of forced migrants they provided services to 
from 2018 to 2019. The majority of the host community have European ethno-cultural 
heritage backgrounds. Hence, forced migrants arriving in Sudbury do not have access to 
large cultural enclaves found in larger urban centres (Kumar, Seay, and Karabenick 2015; 
Statistics Canada 2019). Additionally, forced migrants must contend with negative portrayals 
of their presence in Canadian host communities (Esses, Medianu, and Lawson 2013). Forced 
migrant youth were the chosen research partners as Canadian researchers had previously 
found newcomer parents more likely to become involved in sport programs through chil-
dren in the family (ICC 2014). The academic research team believed working alongside 
forced migrant youth would lead to youths’ family members also benefitting from sport 
involvement.

Project collaborators

From the outset of the project, Deborah took the lead on behalf of the YMCA in continuing 
to develop the project’s aim, defining inclusion criteria for forced migrant youth, and devel-
oping recruitment materials. As a life-long resident of Sudbury, Deborah’s understanding of 
the dominant ‘realities’ in the community and the different YMCA programs that could benefit 
from the co-produced knowledge were invaluable in charting the project. Deborah also 
recruited Bahaa, one of her staff members at the YMCA Immigrant Services office, to join 
the project and help recruit forced migrant families. Bahaa was forced to flee Syria, finding 
refuge in Jordan where he helped other Syrian asylum seekers. After five years he was spon-
sored by Laurentian university to resettle in Canada. Bahaa proved invaluable in helping 
interested forced migrant youth and their families join the research team as collaborators.

Thirty-three forced migrant youth from 15 families have become collaborators. At the 
outset of the project the youths’ average age was 12.6 years (range = 8 to 21 years) and average 
time of living in Canada was 18.6 months (range = 4 to 44 months). Youth were originally 
from Syria (n = 20), Nigeria (n = 8), Libya (n = 2), Chad (n = 1), South Africa (n = 1), and the 
Bahamas (n = 1). Syrian youth had been resettled in Canada from the country where they 
applied for asylum, namely Jordan, Turkey, and Lebanon, while non-Syrian youth were at 
varying stages of applying for asylum in Canada after having relocated directly from their 
home country or indirectly by crossing the U.S.A. border.

I (Thierry), was a PhD candidate and the lead research assistant on the CBPAR project. 
Born in Switzerland, I grew up in Nigeria prior to moving to Canada at the age of 10, and 
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more recently, taught physical education in Italy and completed my master’s degrees in 
Finland and Germany. Originally having been taught by Robert during my undergraduate 
education, I was invited to join the project team for my PhD. Diana is a licensed clinical 
social worker in addition to her faculty position. Her research has focused on the use of 
arts-based mindfulness activities to improve the resilience and self-concept of youth from 
marginalized backgrounds. Cole is a PhD student who joined the project team at later stage 
to assume my duties in the program delivery phase. His role was to support the launch of 
the co-developed staff training and youth-centered sport programs as I moved away from 
Sudbury after I completed my PhD.

Building relationships

The foundation of high-quality and impactful CBPAR rests on the development of rela-
tionships between academic and community collaborators grounded in respect, reciprocity, 
and trust (Gergen and Gergen 2008; Kral 2014; Spaaij et al. 2018). Developing relationships 
can be a ‘messy’ process but is facilitated if researchers work alongside community partners 
with humility and openness to engage in new ways of seeing the world (Cook 2009; Schinke 
et al. 2016). From the outset, relationships were developed through formal meetings, shared 
meals, informal coffee times, unplanned encounters in the community, and intermittent 
messages via a collaboratively created Facebook group. A crucial component to the devel-
opment of relationships between academic and YMCA team members and forced migrant 
families came from Bahaa’s suggestion to visit families’ homes rather than hold formal 
recruiting events. Initial introduction meetings were held in each family’s home during 
which I, as the outsider, was introduced to the cultural values and traditions of families 
over shared cups of coffee, new foods, and instruction on how to speak a few words in the 
families’ native languages. As Bahaa explained, by sharing in food and drink with the families 
in their homes, I moved from being a stranger to becoming a part of forced migrant youths’ 
extended family.

Decolonizing knowledge development

CBPAR draws upon Indigenous scholars’ calls for researchers to move beyond academic 
boundaries of knowledge production in order to reverse damage done by oppressive research 
practices (Smith 2012). While decolonizing methodologies are rooted in Indigenous schol-
arship, they are applicable to research with individuals from marginalised backgrounds as 
they offer an openness to different ways of thinking about cultural norms, co-constructing 
knowledge, and the dissemination of findings (Land 2015; Smith 2012). The decolonization 
approach to knowledge development used in the CBPAR project analysed here followed 
Darnell and Hayhurst’s (2011) lead, in that the term is not used in reference to a historical 
era, but rather in relation to challenging unjust social structures and supporting the self- 
determination of forced migrant youth in regards to the research process. Similar to Kaukko 
(2016), the current project was developed with the belief that each forced migrant youth 
was an expert of her/his own story and for meaningful change to be brought to community 
sport programs their accounts needed to be centralised in any discussion about the impact 
of sport during acculturative journeys. Hence, the reflexive approach to participation in 
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the CBPAR process on the part of academic researchers was explicitly aimed at recognising 
and addressing practices through which those in positions of power perpetuated disem-
powering research structures (Schinke et al. 2012). As such, the project team did not adhere 
to a prescriptive model; the research process was characterised by twists and turns as dif-
ferent ways of thinking about the world provided inspiration for developing novel pathways 
to bringing about change (Cook 2009). The following sections show the dynamic unfolding 
of the knowledge development process beginning with arts-based conversational interviews 
followed by a reflexive thematic analysis and culminating in the development of collabo-
ratively written creative non-fiction polyphonic vignettes.

Arts-based conversational interviews

Building upon Rob and Diana’s previous use of an arts-based method to develop locally- 
relevant knowledge in community work with Indigenous youth (see Blodgett et al. 2013) 
and inspired by a collage of art created by youth hanging in the YMCA Immigrant Services 
offices, an arts-based method was used during the initial ‘get-to-know-each other’  
interviews. Once again, Bahaa and I were invited by the families into their homes for these 
interviews which began with me asking youth to draw any images and/or symbols  
that meaningfully depicted personal stories related to playing sport in Canada (some  
of the artwork created by youth can be found at https://www.facebook.com/
Activitypageforforcedimmigrantyouth). While arts-based interviews were selected by aca-
demic researchers as a method of fostering space for youth to control which stories were 
shared, the following two brief creative non-fiction accounts portray how youth and their 
families took control and shaped how the process unfolded. The accounts are portrayed in 
a creative non-fiction manner so readers may envision themselves sitting in the room 
alongside the researchers (Rolfe 2002).

Event 1: Art as a collective exercise
‘While you draw, Bahaa and I will also draw our stories of playing sport in Canada at the 
same time. Feel free to ask us questions at any time,’ I say as I hand a piece of paper to Abdo 
and spread out markers, pencil crayons, and crayons on the table.

‘Would you mind if my brother joined me?’ Abdo asks. As I look up I see Abdo’s younger 
brother staring longingly at the colouring utensils and paper.

‘Of course, I’d be happy if he did,’ I say offering a piece of paper to Abdo’s younger brother. 
I then looked to the other siblings, ‘Would you like to join us too?’

Interpreting event 1
The first event reveals how youth developed an interview context that helped make them 
feel more comfortable. While Bahaa and I attempted to help youth feel comfortable by 
assuring them the artwork was solely to be used as means of self-expression and would 
not be analysed, as well as drawing alongside them, for many of these youth drawing 
alongside siblings felt most comfortable. Feeling comfortable in the interview setting can 
help youth feel confident directing conversation by choosing the stories they wish to tell 
(Sinding, Warren, and Paton 2014). The act of drawing in this case catalysed a shifting of 

https://www.facebook.com/Activitypageforforcedimmigrantyouth
https://www.facebook.com/Activitypageforforcedimmigrantyouth
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power in the research relationship rather than merely becoming a data source (Leitch 2008; 
Sinding, Warren, and Paton 2014). For instance, one youth uncomfortable with the pros-
pect of drawing asked if he could answer questions we wanted answered rather than partake 
in the arts-based exercise. After Bahaa and I explained that we did not have specific ques-
tions to ask, but rather wished to hear stories he wanted to tell us and re-iterated that the 
art was solely to facilitate the storytelling process, the youth decided to draw alongside his 
brothers. Following the drawing period, the youth was eager to share his story first and 
proceeded to direct the entire conversation based around his drawing which touched on 
the different activities he enjoyed engaging in and how engaging in the activities differed 
from his home country to his host community (see Figure 1). Using arts-based methods 
with youth can also help them share stories that may have previously been ‘unsayable’ 
(Leitch 2008; Sinding, Warren, and Paton 2014). Some of these unsayable stories may have 
been related to traumatic incidents encountered during their journey to safety. For youth 
who wished to share trauma-related stories, using an arts-based method provided an 
opportunity to represent these stories as fictional and/or in the past within an ethically 
safe context (Leitch 2008).

Figure 1. “these are my favourite activities from my home country and in canada”.
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Figure 2. “the book i’m reading in class is about a man saving the planet”.

Event 2: the freedom to draw what you want
‘Finished!’ Exclaims Deji as he sets down his marker and looks at his drawing. I look up at 
Deji and then down at his drawing and have to stifle a reaction. On the paper is the drawing 
of a man with weapons, a strange looking creature, and what looks like a meteor heading 
for Earth (see Figure 2). Interested to hear Deji’s story in relation to his picture I ask, ‘Wow 
that is cool! Would you mind telling me about your picture?’
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Deji launches into telling me all about the book they are reading in school and how he 
can’t wait to finish it. After about five minutes Deji’s mum softly lays her arm around Deji’s 
shoulder and says, ‘Deji, why don’t you tell Thierry about the football game you have 
tomorrow? He would probably be interested to hear about your team.’ Without hesitation 
Deji launches into a story about his team and his excitement for the upcoming game.

Interpreting event 2
The second event reveals the precariousness that comes with CBPAR; when co-researchers 
take control of deciding what knowledge is developed they may share stories which differ 
greatly to those expected by academic researchers (Darnell and Hayhurst 2011; Spaaij et al. 
2018). Perhaps more common were instances when youth shared stories related to their 
desire for employment. An important story for one youth was related to the gardening 
company he had self-started during his first summer in his host community. Rather than 
talk about sports he spoke about how he had begun the company to continue to help finan-
cially support his family just as he had in the country they had first fled to. As Darnell and 
Hayhurst (2011) noted, if community members are more concerned with employment than 
sport, then truly decolonizing the research process may mean moving beyond a focus on 
sport. However, many youth also lamented that many employment opportunities did not 
provide the same intercultural interaction as they had within sport, raising the spectre of 
examining the intersection of sport with other social fields in youths’ lives (Spaaij 2009). 
Shifting control over what stories were focused on in the storytelling relationship to youth 
was a continuing priority for the academic research team.

Thierry’s Reflexive Aside: As an academic researcher, listening to stories youth wished to share 
was at times uncomfortable, particularly stories related to traumatic events in their lives as I 
feared causing re-traumatization through my questioning. During a debrief session with Diana, 
she assured me that it was ‘ok to be uncomfortable’ and that if youth were willing to share trau-
ma-related stories my questioning would not be the cause of re-traumatization. My realization 
in this case was that my uncomfortableness was not solely related to youths’ well-being, but also 
my own difficulty with ‘putting a face’ to the stories I had read/heard through media accounts of 
events occurring in war-torn areas.

Reflexive thematic analysis

Conducting a reflexive thematic analysis (see Braun and Clarke 2019) was a continuation 
of the knowledge development process as the research team worked together to develop 
stories forced migrant youth deemed important to share with host community individuals. 
Braun and Clarke (2019, 591) noted a reflexive thematic analysis is not about “finding the 
‘truth’ that is either ‘out there’ and findable from, or buried deep within, the data” but about 
interpreting and creating context-bound stories that hold meaning to storyteller and story 
listener. Further, the aim was to share stories that would bring about change and the devel-
opment of socially just conditions for all youth in community sport programs (Land 2015). 
With forced migrant youth being experts of their stories, it was incumbent on academic 
and YMCA research team members to become immersed in youths’ stories – especially 
academic team members who’s analytical and writing skills would be relied upon to bring 
together forced migrant youths’ stories into resonating creative non-fiction stories (see 
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Middleton et al. 2021). Immersion into youths’ stories began during the arts-based inter-
views and continued through a recursive process of reading and coding interview transcripts 
during which interesting common features across stories were noted. Discussions occurred 
amongst all research collaborators related to the development and subsequent organization 
of codes into sets of interrelated themes that would tell compelling and important stories.

Thierry’s Reflexive Aside: There were many points during the analysis process where I had to 
assess why I found certain aspects of stories interesting such as the journeys the families had taken 
to resettle in Sudbury. The difference in youths’ journeys as compared to mine piqued my interest, 
as my journey had left me without strong ties to one specific country, but rather to multiple. 
Despite having been forced to flee their homes, many youths remained very proud of their home 
culture as shown by their desire to invite me into their homes to share their stories with me. Being 
invited to learn about their culture in such a personal fashion made me realize how limited I 
would have been trying to re-tell youths’ stories without their collaboration. While I understood 
the theoretical importance of decolonization, building relationships with youth and their families 
led to a greater appreciation of how shifting power and control in the research process to commu-
nity members can lead to the development of locally relevant knowledge.

Co-developing creative non-fiction polyphonic vignettes

The analysis continued through the development of creative non-fiction stories using the 
thematic frameworks as guides. Reflecting the co-authorship of the stories, polyphonic 
vignettes were developed; short stories that gave agency to multiple voices throughout the 
writing process and portrayed the complex, multiple, and diverse meanings related to forced 
migrant youths’ accounts of the role sport played in their lives, including during their 
journeys to Canada (Letiche 2010). Developing polyphonic vignettes was also an ethical 
decision so as to highlight differences, as well as similarities, in forced migrant youths’ 
stories and not further contribute to grouping forced migrant youth as the ‘other’ under 
one label (Kwan and Walsh 2018; Land 2015). Using the youths’ words drawn from the 
transcripts of the arts-based interviews, the stories feature composite characters that resem-
ble forced migrant youth research team members yet adequately protect anonymity. Stories 
related to male youth collaborators featured two Syrian characters representing the 17 male 
Syrian youth collaborators and one non-Syrian character representing the five male non- 
Syrian youth collaborators. Stories related to female youth collaborators had yet to be drafted 
at the writing of this paper but will also include multiple characters.

I composed the initial draft of male youths’ stories. I took creative license in determining 
how content drawn from the transcripts was rearranged into a compelling and coherent 
story. Once completed, the stories were shared with forced migrant male youth collaborators 
and family members, YMCA, and academic team members whose feedback was provided 
via email or over Zoom due to COVID-19 restrictions. Two pieces of feedback received 
from youth show the shifting of power to youth during the analysis process. The first piece 
of feedback was shared over a Zoom call with one family during the analysis of the first 
story to be disseminated to the community. Having read the first draft of the story as a 
family, the eldest youth, Tarek, provided the following feedback:

We think the story is good, but it’s missing some of our culture. My dad especially wanted 
to comment on your description of how we kids stood up from the couch when you arrived 
at our home and then sat on the floor so that you could sit on the couch. You didn’t explain 
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that this is our cultural custom for any adult that comes into a room. We think you need to 
explain this so that Canadians understand our culture. Also, your description of how we 
played football anywhere we could makes it sound like we didn’t have fields to play on, but 
that isn’t true. We did go play on football fields, it’s just that we would also play anywhere 
we could at any time, but the way you wrote it, I think, makes our country look poorer 
than it was.

This feedback from Tarek raised several points which fundamentally altered the writing 
of the story and shows how youth maintained control of themes centralized in the stories. 
Rather than the focus being on where football was played, the focus shifted to how football 
was played (i.e., in an informal manner) which forced migrant youth felt was a more import-
ant aspect in the storying. Further, pride in their home culture was further emphasized with 
the desire for underlying cultural norms behind actions to be explicitly described within 
the stories.

A second piece of feedback sent to me via email by another youth, Omar, provided further 
insight into the multiple benefits that underly a storied methodology:

I thought I had a unique childhood, but it seems that all Syrian kids had the same childhood. 
I can definitely relate… Especially when they touched on the way the teams are split up when 
they are playing football, given the amount of time it takes to split the teams, it’s VERY accu-
rate. Also the location of the ‘field’ is very relatable because we played in any open area where 
we could put two rocks on each end as goal posts.

The use of composite characters to re-story seems to have provided Omar with a com-
forting sense that he was not alone. For youth who must tackle feeling the ‘other’ everyday, 
the knowledge that youth with similar life stories lived in the community can provide a 
connection back to their home culture and help them to feel that diverse cultural values 
and norms are accepted by others in the host community, which can help foster resilience 
and increase comfort in engaging in intercultural interaction (Keles et al. 2018; Berry 2017). 
Combined with connecting youth through involvement in the project, this feedback reveals 
how including youth as active research team members in the CBPAR process resulted in 
‘action’ also occurring naturally rather than through a planned approach.

Thierry’s Reflexive Aside: I felt a great sense of responsibility in writing the initial draft of the 
polyphonic vignettes. While the stories were composed from collaboratively developed thematic 
frameworks, I understood that how I pieced together the youths’ words in a manner that con-
veyed the stories they wished to share would be closely scrutinised. I was not wrong. The first 
piece of feedback shared earlier was a turning point for me in my relationship with some of the 
forced migrant youth. Rather than feeling defensive, their willingness to provide critical feedback 
and assert control over how the manner in which the story was shared made me feel that the 
relationship had reached a deeper level of trust at which they felt comfortable explaining to me 
my cultural mis-understanding, thereby providing me with a unique and fortunate opportunity 
to further learn from the youth.

Conclusion

Earlier on in the CBPAR project, the author team outlined the importance of decolonization, 
collaboration, and praxis to engendering socially just change (see Schinke et al. 2018). This 
contribution brings a deeper understanding to how knowledge can be co-constructed 
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through CBPAR and as such we conclude by focusing on the importance of constantly 
attending to the dynamic sharing of power as the research process unfolds (Kral 2014; 
Schinke, Smith, and McGannon 2013; Spaaij et al. 2018). Drawing upon the critical analysis 
three lessons are shared that further understanding of how CBPAR approaches, and atten-
tion to who directs the development of knowledge, can contribute to locally relevant and 
sustainable community sport programs.

First, we (as an author team) believe the use of storied method(ologies) provide mar-
ginalized, in this case forced migrant youth, with the space needed to share stories that can 
become the starting point of engendering socially just change within a community (Pratt 
2007). The research process detailed here is one approach to supporting an environment 
in which forced migrant youth feel psychologically, emotionally, and culturally safe enough 
to take control of the storytelling relationship. Through youth taking control of the knowl-
edge development process, the research project developed authentic and meaningful sport 
and non-sport specific stories that show how sport is an embedded component of youths’ 
lives, and yet not of more importance than other parts such as family, work, and school. 
Prolonged engagement through interviews and analysis of shared stories illustrates how 
story-telling relationships are an embedded component of the research process as the stories 
which get shared may change over time and place (Gergen and Gergen 2008).

The development of storytelling relationships also meant that, while similarities were 
found across stories, differences were also brought forward so as not to make any claim to 
a universal story that could be told to portray forced migrant youth. As Land (2015) noted, 
grouping individuals into ‘us and them’ categories is not a neutral approach but one 
grounded in maintaining a status quo of which cultures are considered to be superior and 
inferior. Further, failing to recognize youths’ divergent stories could have resulted in some 
youth, whose stories were different than those found to be ‘common’, feeling marginalised 
in the research process (Kwan and Walsh 2018). Therefore, the aim was to consider the 
complexity inherent in the youth collaborators’ stories, and to portray the rich stories iden-
tified as important to be shared with host community members.

The second lesson we (as an author team) have learnt is the need to reconcile the afore-
mentioned prolonged engagement with forced migrants’ transient lives. The time and effort 
needed to build trusting and respectful relationships has previously been discussed in rela-
tion to the constraints academic researchers face in terms of finite research timelines 
(Schinke, Smith, and McGannon 2013). However, the transient nature of forced migrants’ 
lives as they search for a host community in which they feel safe and hopeful for the future 
(see Pizzolati and Sterchele 2016) is another factor that must be taken into account. During 
the research process, contact was lost with some of the families as they moved away from 
the community. While there is the opportunity to recruit new youth to join the research 
team, such as Kidd et al. (2018) have done in work with street-involved youth, there is an 
imperative need for visible action to take place expeditiously while still ensuring that such 
action reflects the needs and values of those for whom the change is meant to serve.

Finally, the aim of moving beyond academic boundaries by shifting control over the 
storytelling process to youth meant academic researchers and YMCA community staff 
members retained little control over the stories which were shared (Cook 2009; Smith 2012). 
As shared earlier, for some youth this meant a desire to share traumatic personal stories. 
Sharing stories related to difficult times in one’s life through the research process can be a 
form of catharsis and our author team hope that engagement in the research process helped 
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some forced migrant youth collaborators further develop the resilience needed to cope with 
traumatic pasts (Papathomas and Lavalee 2012). However, it is important to acknowledge 
the difference between research and professional therapeutic services. From an ethical 
standpoint, academic researchers must consider the well-being and safety of those they 
work with. While working with forced migrant youth, academic and YMCA research team 
members have continued to provide youth, and their families, with numerous resources 
that can be accessed if professional and/or clinical assistance is required.

The sharing of personal traumatic stories during the research process also brought 
about a deeper appreciation for ensuring the well-being of academic and community 
research team members. Our author team implore academic and community researchers 
to also consider the impact of the research on themselves. Researchers, particularly those 
involved in the day-to-day interactions with community members and/or the transcrip-
tion of interviews, can be subject to vicarious trauma (Parker and O’Reilly 2013). Openly 
embracing complexity, (inter-)subjectivity, and researchers positionality entails also crit-
ically analysing researchers sense of safety and emotional well-being in the research 
process. While each researcher’s sense of uncomfortableness will be unique, the presence 
of team members who encourage critical reflection and support during these times may 
be the epitome of what it means to have critical friends. Critical friends have been dis-
cussed as helping to foster reflexivity by encouraging reflection and exploration of alter-
nate interpretations (see Smith and McGannon 2018), but our author team suggest the 
role be extended to include providing support and care for all research team members 
through regular preparation and debriefing sessions.

The critical analysis presented here has helped show how the dynamic unfolding of a 
CBPAR project can result in the development of locally relevant knowledge that contributes 
to socially-just sport programming. We (the author team) conclude by acknowledging the 
co-authors who are not listed in the by-line for reasons of anonymity and confidentiality, 
namely the forced migrant youth members of the research team. We feel fortunate to have 
been afforded the opportunity to listen to youths’ stories and have been inspired by youths’ 
resiliency and desire to contribute to the community.
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