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Abstract
The process of resettlement in a new country represents a significant transition in a 
person’s or family’s life, during which there are many changes to their daily activi-
ties. While involvement in recreational activities may support such transitions, fur-
ther exploration of leisure experiences, as defined subjectively by newcomers them-
selves, is needed. Using an exploratory, community-based participatory approach 
drawing on photovoice methods, focus groups, and individual interviews, this 
research project explored the meanings of recreation among newcomers in two com-
munities, one rural and one urban, in Eastern Canada. Forty newcomers (n = 40), 
originally from 13 different countries, participated in the photovoice activities. Tran-
scripts from three focus groups and five individual interviews were analyzed, first 
by site to create the photo exhibits and then across sites. Across the two sites, four 
sub-themes were identified: (1) continuity with, and freedom from, past activities 
and places; (2) being in and connecting with nature; (3) staying physically and men-
tally well; and (4) connecting and learning with others through reciprocity. These all 
contributed to the overarching theme developing a sense of belonging: a series of 
small encounters. The findings highlight the powerful role of recreation within the 
resettlement process, and highlight particularly the importance of small, informal 
recreational experiences that are woven into everyday lives and routines. Such expe-
riences contribute to a sense of belonging for newcomers, thus assisting the resettle-
ment process.
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Introduction

Canada is among the many countries that have welcomed increasing numbers of 
newcomers, guided by both the economic benefits of immigration and commit-
ments to upholding human rights for those facing forced migration. The process 
of resettlement in a new country represents a significant transition in a person’s 
or family’s life. Transitions refer to processes of change; during such changes, 
people’s daily activities, including their work, family life, and free-time activities, 
can be disrupted (Crider et al., 2015). In the context of resettlement, transitions 
can include changes to or abandonment of previous activities and engagement 
in new activities altogether (Schisler & Polatajko, 2002; Suleman & White-
ford, 2013). While housing, employment, and schooling are essential aspects of 
this transition (Ghahari et  al., 2019), involvement in recreational activities can 
also facilitate settlement (Gallant & Tirone, 2017; Perez et  al., 2010), through 
the development of social networks and language skills (Suto, 2013). Involvement 
in meaningful and enjoyable activities (i.e. recreation and leisure) in community 
settings can be a means through which newcomers become a part of, and con-
tribute to, the cultural life of their communities in their new contexts, while also 
building social networks, managing stress, and being physically active. Despite 
the known benefits of leisure for the general population (Caldwell, 2005), and for 
newcomers specifically (Gallant & Tirone, 2017), the meanings newcomers asso-
ciate with their recreation activities are not well understood, which can result in 
the under-utilization of subjectively meaningful recreational activities to support 
resettlement transitions. Further exploration of leisure experiences of newcomers 
can enhance our understanding of how involvement in community recreation, as 
defined subjectively by newcomers themselves, can contribute to resettlement. In 
particular, a broad definition of recreation provided a foundation for this project, 
to be inclusive of diverse experiences that extend beyond structured recreation 
(such as organized recreation programs) to explore less formal and unstructured 
leisure activities during resettlement processes.

Using an exploratory, community-based participatory approach (Minkler & 
Wallerstein, 2011) that drew on photovoice methods, focus groups, and individ-
ual interviews, this research project explored the varied meanings of recreation 
among newcomers from diverse cultural backgrounds in two communities, one 
rural and one urban, in Eastern Canada. This project served as a foundation for a 
broader project aimed to support the leisure needs of newcomers by providing a 
means to build a common understanding of the varied meanings and experiences 
of recreation for newcomers. We first briefly discuss terminology, review relevant 
literature, and then describe our project and findings.



1 3

Picturing Recreation: Newcomers’ Perspectives on Experiences…

Terminology

We adopted the term newcomers to describe our participants — immigrants and 
refugees who resettled in Canada from various countries — and specifically chose 
not to use the terms immigrants or refugees, given the diverse pathways they may 
have used to come to Canada (Caidi & Allard, 2005; Statistics Canada, 2010). We 
instead use the term newcomers to collectively describe those who are recognized 
as being new residents to Canada and have been living in Canada for 5 years or 
less (Barrick et  al., 2021; Caidi & Allard, 2005) to highlight the “newness” of 
their experiences in Canada and to capture their broad yet unique recreation expe-
riences, regardless of their migration pathway or status.

For this study, we adopted the definition of recreation endorsed by the National 
Framework for Recreation in Canada: “Recreation is the experience that results 
from freely chosen participation in physical, social, intellectual, creative and spir-
itual pursuits that enhance individual and community well-being” (Canadian Parks 
and Recreation Association/Interprovincial Sport and Recreation Council [CPRA/
ISRC], 2015, p. 9). This definition acknowledges the characteristics of recreation 
experiences (enjoyment, freedom, fun, etc.), which are similar qualities ascribed to 
leisure in academic literature. Throughout this paper, the term leisure will appear if 
it is used by scholars whose work we are describing, while the term recreation will 
be used to describe the experiences of participants who engaged in this research, 
invoking the broad definition of recreation that guided this research.

Literature Review

Below we summarize key concepts from the literature which have shaped our pro-
ject, with a particular focus on culture; the role of leisure in transitions, well-being, 
and belonging; and key barriers and facilitators to recreation participation. This lit-
erature review identifies key gaps relating to the need to explore non-Eurocentric 
(Western) definitions of leisure that are subjectively defined across cultural groups 
and the exploration of informal and unstructured activities. This project aimed to 
address these gaps.

The Culturally Bound Nature of Leisure

The concepts of recreation and leisure have varied meanings cross-culturally. The 
notion of leisure as ‘time’ is most often conceptualized in Euro-American con-
texts as free or unobligated time (Murphy, 1974), with leisure as ‘activity’ typically 
referring to activities done in one’s free time. It is also common to focus on lei-
sure as experiences characterized by the subjective sense of freedom, involvement, 
or intrinsic values such as enjoyment or meaning (Mannell & Kleiber, 1997; Neul-
inger, 1981). It is debated to what extent these Western conceptualizations reflect 
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meanings and definitions of leisure within diverse cultural contexts of perspectives 
(Kim & Iwasaki, 2016). Thus, it is important to explore subjective experiences and 
meanings of leisure to guard against imposition of culturally-bound definitions.

Some leisure and occupational science scholars suggest that the values and mean-
ings associated with different cultures need to be reflected in understandings of daily 
activities, including leisure (such as the values of individualism versus collectivism; 
e.g. Hammell, 2014; Walker, 2010) whereas others argue that conceptualizations 
(and the study) of leisure should take into consideration cultural differences and rec-
ognize the complexity and heterogeneity of migrants’ experiences, preferences, and 
cultural practices (Juniu, 2002; Li et al., 2008; Mata-Codesal et al., 2015). Further 
to this, some researchers challenge the “Western” idea that leisure is an inherently 
positive experience which can improve life satisfaction, health, and well-being for 
cultural minorities (Höglhammer et al., 2015), suggesting that narrow, Eurocentric 
definitions of leisure can exclude and/or serve to limit certain groups. To address 
this, Hurly and Walker (2019) suggest attending to ethnocultural and individual 
preferences for leisure, as well as considerations for what is appropriate and mean-
ingful for many ethnocultural groups.

Leisure’s Role in Transition

Resettlement, as experienced by newcomers, constitutes change, transition, and 
often, disruption in one’s routine (Suto, 2013). In framing resettlement as a transi-
tion, we focus on changes in daily roles, routines, and environments for newcomers 
during the resettlement process. It is through these transition processes that new-
comers negotiate how to participate in their daily lives in new ways. This negotia-
tion can involve abandoning previously engaged in activities, negotiating different 
meanings for previous activities, or engaging in new activities altogether (Schisler 
& Polatajko, 2002; Suleman & Whiteford, 2013). Literature points to pleasurable, 
social activities (e.g., leisure activities) as a supporting factor throughout the transi-
tion process (Gallant & Tirone, 2017; Perez et al., 2010; Suto, 2013).

During the process of transition, engaging in leisure can support newcomers in 
experiencing or discovering different aspects of a new culture, as well as of their 
own. In other words, leisure can be a path for newcomers to experience integra-
tion of existing cultural characteristics or traits with those of their host society (Kim 
et  al., 2016a, 2016b). Integration is often linked to acculturation which refers to 
a process of undergoing change of existing cultural traits or values while acquir-
ing those of one’s host society (Deng et  al., 2005). For example, Horghagen and 
Josephsson (2010) found that asylum seekers engaging in theatre in Norway was a 
way of becoming visible within their new environment, and Adrian (2013) found 
that immigrants and refugee populations in the United States of America (U.S.A.) 
used music making as a dynamic way of acquiring elements of American culture 
while maintaining and engaging with cultural practices from their home countries. 
Indeed, leisure has the potential to positively influence newcomers’ transitions dur-
ing resettlement (Kim et al., 2016a, 2016b) as it provides newcomers with oppor-
tunities to interact with community members, develop or strengthen language and 
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communication skills, explore and understand new cultural aspects of a host nation, 
and feel a sense of belonging (Campbell et al., 2016). Therefore, understanding how 
newcomers experience, negotiate, and participate in leisure activities during their 
transition into a new country, as well as the barriers and facilitators experienced, 
is central to understanding what can facilitate resettlement. The following sections 
briefly review literature about the role of leisure or recreation experiences in the 
transition process.

Leisure’s Role in Newcomers’ Health and Well‑being During Transition

Engaging in leisure is not only a means of facilitating the transitions associated 
with migration but can also help newcomers cope with new stressors or life chal-
lenges (Stack & Iwasaki, 2009). Because of change, transition, or challenges expe-
rienced upon resettlement, newcomers may experience acculturative stress — a set 
of behaviours acquired as a result of or as a response to stress related to resettle-
ment and migration, which often contributes to declines in mental health (Hasmi 
et al., 2014). However, Hasmi et al.’s (2014) study identified that finding social sup-
port and experiencing social integration through leisure helped migrants in South 
Australia manage acculturative stress. Stodolska et  al. (2017) also demonstrated 
that partaking in nature-based leisure or leisure in natural environments facilitated 
a sense of self-restoration amongst immigrants in the U.S.A. who were experienc-
ing immigration-related stress. Hurly (2019) also proposed that leisure can have 
“ameliorative effects” (p. 3) on newcomers’ lives, particularly due to its potential 
to reduce stress related to migration (Höglhammer et al., 2015). Indeed, experienc-
ing personal, social, or cultural connectedness through leisure can help newcomers 
overcome acculturative stress or immigration-related challenges which can, in turn, 
promote health and well-being (Kim & Iwasaki, 2016).

Leisure, Transition, and Belonging

Phelan and Kinsella (2009) pointed to the importance of engaging in meaningful 
activities as a way to support identity formation, allowing us to understand that the 
ways we engage and negotiate spending our time are not only important for well-
being, but also for our own sense of identity and belonging. For example, McCarty 
et al. (2020) explored the transition of daily activities (referred to as occupations) in 
the context of refugees resettling in the U.S.A and found that refugees placed a high 
level of importance on belonging and social networks — and adapted, terminated, or 
adopted new activities throughout their resettlement process to support these social 
aims. Similarly, Kim et  al., (2016a, 2016b) found that Korean immigrants often 
brought in their own ways of being and merged this with their new environment, 
New Zealand, until they felt valued as members of their new society — pointing 
to a complex process of negotiation through daily activities. Within the Canadian 
context, Michalski (2001) found that Iraqi refugees’ successful resettlement was 
linked to ease of access to informal support systems, and Martins and Reid (2007) 
found that key themes of ‘fitting in’ and ‘coping with a new life’ were evident for 
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new-immigrant women in Canada. Acevedo and Stodolska’s (2019) study shows that 
engagement in leisure activities through student or campus club involvement facili-
tated positive integration experiences for Latino university students in the U.S.A. On 
a similar note, Rich et al. (2015) proposed that engagement in recreational sport or 
physical activity can foster acculturation and social inclusion for newcomers. Thus, 
leisure may aid newcomers in retaining their cultural heritage or practices within 
a dominant culture (Kim & Iwasaki, 2016). At the same time, leisure can serve as 
a bridge between newcomers’ culture and their host society’s culture (Kim et  al., 
2016a, 2016b), reinforcing leisure’s role in newcomers’ experiences of acculturation 
and adaptation during transition.

Newcomers’ Experiences of Barriers and Facilitators Related to Leisure

While leisure can support newcomers’ transition, health, and sense of belong-
ing, newcomers may experience unique barriers and facilitators related to leisure. 
According to Li and Stodolska (2018), “Leisure of [newcomers] cannot be under-
stood in separation from the [barriers or] constraints they face” (p. 14) as migra-
tion, transition, and resettlement can pose  a multitude of factors that can impede, 
hinder, or cease newcomers’ engagement in leisure (Stodolska, 2000). Competing 
settlement priorities (Block & Gibbs, 2017) such as work, lack of free time, learning 
a new language, and economic constraints are some barriers related to leisure that 
can be experienced by newcomers (Höglhammer et  al., 2015; Hurly, 2019; Love-
lock et al., 2011). In addition, distance and transportation difficulties (Hurly, 2019; 
Lovelock et  al., 2011), as well as limited social networks, lack of information or 
knowledge about leisure and recreation services, and childcare, family, and domes-
tic responsibilities (Block & Gibbs, 2017; Hurly, 2019) can pose additional barri-
ers to newcomers’ engagement in leisure. Personal factors likely related to cultural 
beliefs and traditions, including gender roles, family attitudes, caring duties, and 
domestic responsibilities can also influence newcomers’ leisure experiences (Block 
& Gibbs, 2017; Juniu, 2002; Lovelock et al., 2011; Martins & Reid, 2007). Moreo-
ver, perceived discrimination and social exclusion, fear of the unknown natural envi-
ronments, and feelings of difference (Hurly & Walker, 2019; Lovelock et al., 2011; 
Mock et al., 2013; Taylor & Toohey, 2001) can hinder newcomers from participat-
ing in leisure.

Despite these challenges, past research demonstrates how expanding one’s social 
networks and the possibility of making new friends can help newcomers to frequent 
places like parks or community gardens for leisure (Stodolska et al., 2017). Stodol-
ska (2000) also identified reliving leisure pastimes, preservation of one’s culture, 
and escaping stress or problems as facilitators for newcomers’ continued motivation 
to engage in leisure. Having access to information (in one’s home language; Quirke, 
2015) about low- or no-cost opportunities and assistance navigating confusing regis-
tration processes have also been identified as key facilitators of participation.

In summary, there is a need to understand newcomers’ subjective experiences of 
recreation/leisure and how diverse forms of recreation can be part of the resettlement 
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process. Further to this, there is a need to understand factors that serve as both barri-
ers to, and facilitators of, activity participation and meaningful experiences.

Context and Research Question

This research project was the first phase of a broader project that aimed to develop 
an innovative peer leadership initiative to support newcomers in connecting to their 
community through culture and recreation, which was funded by a culture and inno-
vation fund of the provincial government. The first phase, which is the focus of this 
paper, aimed to (1) identify and share culturally relevant and community-based rec-
reation experiences through photography and (2) to document the key values and 
perspectives of newcomers related to recreation in both rural and urban areas. The 
research question that guided this project was, “What are the meanings and experi-
ences of recreation for newcomers?”

Ethical approval was received from the relevant university. The project took place 
in two Eastern Canadian communities, one urban and one rural, starting in May 
2019 with dissemination activities occurring from 2019 to 2021. For logistical and 
human resources reasons, each step of the project was carried out first at the urban 
site, with the rural site following several months later.

Methodology

This exploratory, qualitative study drew on community-based participatory 
approaches (Minkler & Wallerstein, 2011) and used photovoice methods, focus 
groups, and individual interviews. Community-based participatory research princi-
ples guided partnerships with community organizations working with newcomers 
and the use of visually-based participatory approaches that privileged the perspec-
tives of newcomers regardless of English language ability. The Recreation Access 
for Newcomers (RAN) Partnership, an existing consortium of representatives from 
approximately 15 local organizations that work with newcomers in the urban centre, 
served as the community advisory group to provide guidance throughout the project. 
The project team came from diverse backgrounds and contexts, including members 
with personal experiences of immigration.

Drawing on the principles of photovoice approaches (Wang & Burris, 1997), a 
brief photographic training session was offered, and participants were invited to take 
photos of their recreational activities and discuss them at subsequent focus groups to 
identify the key themes. These themes were synthesized into public photo exhibits 
in the two settings.
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Participants and Recruitment

Six newcomer Champions (two rural, four urban), who were identified by the two 
participating partner community organizations as emerging leaders with conver-
sational English skills, assisted with recruitment along with RAN members. The 
Champions were from Ethiopia, Syria, India, England, and Iran and included four 
women and two men. Recruitment posters were used to open conversations with 
potential participants. Interested participants were directed to the project coordina-
tor who provided additional information and gathered informed consent and demo-
graphic information.

Participants were newcomers who had lived in either of the study sites between 
4  months and 5  years and who had some experience with recreational activities. 
English language skills were not required and a total of six interpreters (Somali, 
Ormo, Arabic, Russian, Nepali, and Spanish) assisted in the recruitment processes 
and research activities. Although participants as young as 10 years could participate 
if accompanied by an adult, only one teenaged participant engaged in all aspects of 
the project. Champions were also invited to participate in the photovoice training, 
photo taking, and discussions. In total, 51 participants (39 in urban and 12 in rural 
sites, including six Champions) attended the photovoice training and a total of 40 
(28 at the urban site and 12 at the rural site, including four Champions) submitted 
photos and participated in focus groups.

Photovoice participants (n = 40) ranged from 14 to 66 years old and were origi-
nally from one of the following 13 countries: Afghanistan, Bhutan, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Guatemala, India, Morocco, Nepal, the 
Philippines, Russia, Somali, and Syria. Sixty-eight percent (n = 27) of the partici-
pants were female, 45% (n = 18)  and had been in their Canadian communities for 
3 years or less, and 33% (n = 13) required an interpreter.

At the urban site, most participants (93%, n = 26) had entered Canada through 
various resettlement refugee programs and the rest were refugee claimants (7%, 
n = 2), meaning they were forced to flee their home country because of fear of per-
secution (UNHCR, 2021). At the rural site, 92% (n = 11) of the participants were 
economic class immigrants, meaning they chose to migrate rather than faced 
forced migration, while 8% (n = 1) had come to Canada under family reunification 
programs.

Data Collection

The project involved the following steps: (1) photo training, (2) photo submissions, 
(3) focus groups, and (4) individual Champion interviews. Table 1 summarizes these 
key data collection steps, the number of participants, and the type of data collected.
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Data Analysis

Transcripts from the three focus groups and five Champion interviews were ana-
lyzed using interpretive description (Thorne, 2016), drawing on constructivist 
grounded theory analysis methods, using Atlas Ti for the cross-case analysis. Fol-
lowing Thorne’s suggestion to use analytical scaffolding to begin analysis and then 
to go beyond that foundation, the analysis was done in two steps: (1) Preliminary 
descriptive analysis of focus groups by site (urban or rural) that grouped pictures 
and quotes into general categories for the local photo exhibition and (2) in-depth, 
cross-case analysis of focus groups and Champion interviews.

At both sites, preliminary descriptive analysis began with one researcher review-
ing and coding the transcripts and  identifying  key themes related to the research 
questions. At the urban site, these preliminary summaries were shared at an optional 
group discussion session where participants (n = 13) were invited to engage in par-
ticipatory thematic analysis during which they discussed preliminary themes and 
confirmed key photos and messages for the photo exhibit. At the rural site, the pre-
liminary data analysis was delayed and the participatory thematic analysis did not 
occur due to public health restrictions during the COVID-19 pandemic and limited 
internet access that hindered virtual discussions. The photo exhibition from the 
urban site was launched in September 2019 at a local library and the rural photo 
exhibit occurred in March 2021 at a local museum.

Following the preliminary descriptive analysis at each site, focus groups and 
Champion interview transcripts across both sites were analyzed together by two 
researchers. The purpose of the cross-case analysis was to deepen our understanding 
of possible relationships and complexities within and between themes and to iden-
tify shared, differing, or overarching themes across sites. Throughout both analysis 
steps, discussions with the research team served to verify interpretations and alter-
native interpretations.

Findings

The participants took pictures of and described a range of recreational activities 
they engaged in. Although the activities varied, shared themes were distilled into 
common valued elements and benefits of recreation, which were often intertwined. 
These valued elements of recreational activities were synthesized into the follow-
ing key themes: (1) continuity with, and freedom from, past activities and places; 
(2) being in and connecting with nature; (3) staying physically and mentally well; 
and (4) connecting and learning with others through reciprocity. These all contrib-
uted to the overarching theme that emerged as most meaningful for the participants, 
(5) developing a sense of belonging: a series of small encounters. Each of these 
key findings is described below with supporting quotes and examples from partici-
pants. We also include a brief summary of (6) barriers and facilitators. Although 
separated for the sake of clarity and discussion, the themes’ interconnectedness is 
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discussed. Supporting quotes are provided, indicating if they were from urban or 
rural participants.

1. Continuity with, and freedom from, past activities and places
  Some activities were engaged in because they linked to participants’ previ-

ous experiences and allowed them to remember their past or continue with an 
activity from their previous home. For example, activities such as gardening 
were described as “bring[ing] us our memory” (Urban). Some participants took 
pictures of gathering mushrooms, biking, or going fishing, which were activities 
they participated in while living in their previous country. Participants explained 
they took pictures of landscapes during walks because it was similar to their 
rural hometowns: “I remember when I do just see something like this [referring 
to a picture of trees], I remember where I came from… I feel happy and I sense 
something” (Urban). Photographs of such places or activities from one’s previous 
home allowed people to find “something to connect with our past life” (Rural). 
In contrast, another participant spoke of a newfound freedom with starting over 
in Canada where she is “not afraid to do something weird” and thus trying some-
thing new is “easier” (Rural) in her new home. She explained: “we make a big 
start to move from our country to [a] new country and that’s why our fears will 
be left in the past. Now [with this] new life, I can do everything” because “you’re 
free of the ties from your old life” (Rural).

2. Being in and connecting with nature
  Many of the recreational activities took place in nature, in the outdoors. Out-

door activities included walking, gardening, fishing, hiking, biking, kayaking, 
sitting in a park, or playing by the water’s edge. Being in nature and feeling con-
nected to nature were important in themselves, because of feelings of “peace,” 
“calm,” and “relaxation”. Participants spoke of beautiful nearby scenery and 
places, including beaches, hiking trails, local gardens, and city parks, and the 
activities they engaged in, such as gathering shells and listening to birds. One 
participant described enjoying sitting by the water because “water is kind of the 
source of life, and I’m kind of more refreshed… And then when the ship is on the 
water, free, just floating, it just makes me …feel like I’m free and then I can relax 
in nature” (Urban). Similarly, looking out of a window at a tree while reading 
a book helped one participant feel “connected to nature…I’m close [to nature] 
here” (Urban). Key features of many of the outdoor activities that participants 
talked about were proximity and availability: these activities were close, easy to 
get to, and free. This was consistent across both the urban and rural sites. 

3. Staying physically and mentally well
  Building on the sense of relaxation and calm discussed above, participants 

described recreation being “fun” (Urban), providing a sense of freedom and 
“giv[ing] meaning to life” (Rural). Recreation was a way to minimize loneliness 
and thus promote well-being. One participant explained: “sometimes you are 
far [from home], and you are feeling isolated … So, all the recreation, it helps 
in our health…. it helps a lot [with] mental health” (Urban). Participants also 
spoke of the physical benefits of recreational activities, such as staying healthy 
through activity. Those who gardened, fished, or gathered mushrooms spoke of 
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the health benefits of these foods and activities: “For us [gardening] is very impor-
tant because we are using a lot of vegetables in our kitchen. And that helps us to 
stay healthy” (Urban).

4. Connecting and learning with others
  The concept of Connecting and learning with others can be seen through vari-

ous activities photographed by the participants with family and new friends. For 
example, the participants emphasized the importance of family when describing 
a photo of gardening together. While they appreciated having healthy food to 
eat, they stated “…. And the most important thing is that we are doing that as a 
family” (Urban). A few photos and much discussion surrounded some traditional 
coffee ceremonies, which brought family and friends together: “[the coffee cer-
emony] is a way how the neighbours are connected, how the family members 
are connected... So, all the neighbours come together and drink in one house” 
(Urban). In addition, the coffee gathering was considered as an event to “provide 
support and share information” (Urban).

  The participants also shared their recreational experiences with new people. 
Activities such as playing sports, sharing food, or playing in the park allowed 
them to form connections with people, outside their family, in their new commu-
nity. Recreational activities were described as the common element that brought 
diverse people together, as explained when referring to a photo of a cricket match: 
“[what is] important about cricket is the people who enjoy that sport, they come 
together and play as a sport and make the network connection” (Rural). The par-
ticipant explained further, “It’s also about the connection …. here all the people, 
some are from Australia, England and some are from India, they come and play 
cricket. All are from different cities and different towns. What is common is 
cricket. It’s cricket that makes it get together” (Rural).

  Direct interaction or a common language was not necessarily required for the 
participants to experience connections with others through recreational activities. 
One participant described through an interpreter joining a group of people already 
at a gathering: “Even if we are not talking [to] each other, as we observe, we are 
doing the same thing. That is how we started interacting and communicating…” 
(Urban).

  Some recreational activities also offered the opportunity to learn from oth-
ers about new cultures or new skills in a safe, non-judgmental context because 
recreation was considered a “universal language” (Rural). The libraries also pro-
vided many opportunities to meet new people to “share our culture, our stories” 
(Urban). Participants also described some of their recreational activities as a 
means for English learning and to learn about Canadian culture, such as local 
festivals or celebrations.

5. Developing a sense of belonging: a series of small encounters
  This overarching theme of developing a sense of belonging through a series of 

small encounters can be seen woven throughout the previous themes. By small 
encounters, we are referring to activities or experiences that may seem ordinary 
to others (e.g., sitting on a park bench or meeting for coffee) but were significant 
or meaningful to participants. Through connections with families and between the 
past and current self, these small encounters created a sense of feeling welcomed 
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and helped to stave off feelings of loneliness, all of which contribute to a sense of 
belonging. Many participants explained that involvement in recreational activities 
“gives you that sense of belonging. Like you belong here. This is your new home. 
And you are welcome as a newcomer” (Urban), and this feeling of belonging can 
occur “even though we are here, far from home” (Urban). A Champion from the 
urban site explained, people “belong to something if they are part of that activity. 
So, I think …recreation is very important. Very important”.

  While belonging was mentioned often by the participants, the recreational 
activities that fostered that sense of belonging were diverse, spanning participa-
tion in active team sports to everyday encounters in the community. For example, 
regular interactions at a local café can create the feeling that “I’m home”, and 
“I’m part of [the] community” (Rural). Small interactions in a park can create a 
sense of being included in the community: 

 “[in the park] you will find that inclusion. And then that relationship, the 
bonding that you may be creating in there. And then the newcomer kid 
will feel at home. Like “I belong here because I’m playing with another 
kid” (Urban).

6. Barriers and supports to belonging through recreation
  Both personal factors and structural issues were seen to support and limit par-

ticipation in recreation for these newcomers. Personal facilitators included having 
the “confidence” and “self-esteem” to be “brave enough to do the first step” to 
find out more about recreation activities within their communities.

  Structural facilitators and barriers included issues of accessibility of activities, 
spaces, and information; language; familiarity with technology to be able to access 
online information and registration; other competing demands on time such as shift 
work; and the availability of social supports, including support from community 
organizations. Accessibility referred to cost as well as proximity, such as having a 
park close by or near public transportation. In the rural setting, lack of transportation 
and amenities was noted. One participant explained, “I like doing things that don’t cost 
money, that’s my biggest motivator with recreation because I live very cheap” (Rural). 
Access to information was interrelated with language. One Champion explained, “The 
main challenge is not being familiar with the society they live in. They are new here. 
They don’t know what there is.” However, language can broker this: “The language 
barrier of course is huge. Huge….If they have the language, they can read, they can 
go and talk to people, and, you know, they can be informed” (Urban). Technology 
was experienced as both a way to “connect us with friends” as well as a barrier when 
having to navigate complex online registration forms. The availability or lack of free 
time was also a factor that could limit or facilitate participation in recreation. When 
reflecting on bringing the coffee ceremony to their local community, one participant 
noted, “people find it’s very busy here because of the work schedule and all that stuff. 
So, they can’t do or prepare coffee as often as they used to. And the second [related 
challenge] is people are working different shifts. So, it doesn’t make it possible to have 
everyone at the same time [for coffee]” (Urban). And finally, as noted above, having 
friends or family with whom to do activities was considered a facilitator to engaging in 
recreation, along with support and information from local community organizations.
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Discussion

Recreation played diverse roles in the lives of the newcomers who participated 
in this study, connecting them to the past and to nature, helping them to inte-
grate within their new home, and providing a source of fun, relaxation, sociali-
zation, wellness, and overall, belonging. These align with previous scholarship 
exploring the roles of leisure in the lives of newcomers pertaining to the central-
ity of social supports and the development of social networks (Li et  al., 2015; 
Suto, 2013), the role of recreation in promoting physical and social well-being 
(Kim et al., 2017; Kneer et al., 2019), and the importance of nature-based leisure 
(Hurly & Walker, 2019). The following discussion focuses on what we believe 
are the most important learnings generated from this study.

Characteristics of Leisure Valued in Transitions During Resettlement

The interplay of leisure and everyday activities that emerged in this study helps 
to illustrate how leisure can contribute to transitions that occur during resettle-
ment. In a scoping review about transitions, Crider and colleagues (2015) identi-
fied that participation in meaningful activities, the availability of social supports, 
and continuity between past and present activities can facilitate transitions. The 
results of the current study illustrate how the recreational activities identified by 
participants fulfill many of these functions, and thus appeared to support reset-
tlement processes. Suto (2013) proposed that the social nature of leisure activi-
ties described by immigrant women in Canada was central to their development 
of both social capital (e.g., social networks of reciprocal relationships where 
information is shared and support provided) and cultural capital (in particular, 
language development), which are also supported by the findings of the current 
study. Of note, the qualities of many of these leisure activities described in the 
current study — low risk, enjoyable, informal, accessible — helped make them 
doable because they were woven into everyday life. Thus, the leisure activities 
described in the current study provide examples of how small encounters during 
leisure have the potential to support transitions associated with resettlement by 
fostering social networks, supporting physical and mental well-being, and offer-
ing safe opportunities for learning. The strong presence of nature-based activi-
ties amongst both urban and rural participants in our current study also support 
the notion that transitions are impacted by environment (Crider et  al., 2015), 
but advance the unique role of accessible nature in supporting well-being and 
providing a sense of continuity with past places and activities (Hurly & Walker, 
2019; Suto, 2013) that also facilitate transition(s) during resettlement.

While engaging in recreation provided opportunities to feel a sense of conti-
nuity to valued memories and activities in participants’ home countries, some 
participants also noted that, having negotiated the challenging process of migra-
tion, they felt an openness or freedom to trying new things. Stodolska (2000) 
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and Hurly (2019) similarly found that learning new things and engaging in new 
pastimes were common experiences amongst newcomers. Kleiber et  al. (2002) 
describe the potential of leisure as a means of personal transformation following 
life events that are characterized by disruption, stress, and adaptation; these are 
characteristics that could also describe transitions such as immigration (Kim & 
Iwasaki, 2016; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009). These activities often lead to increased 
receptiveness to, and appreciation of, new experiences, and might explain some 
participants’ openness to novel forms of leisure in our current study.

Leisure’s Role in Fostering Belonging

Sense of belonging seemed to arise from a combination of the features discussed 
above, such as engaging in activities and places that connect with one’s previous 
home, but also activities and events that allow for meeting new people, learn-
ing more about Canada, and exchanging information and experiences. Recreation, 
because of its fun, often unstructured and casual nature, can provide opportuni-
ties that foster these feelings of connection and belonging in a relaxed context. 
Participation in recreation was at times both casual and meaningful, providing 
affirmations that one belonged in their new community.

While other researchers have noted the importance of informal social leisure 
for immigrants (e.g., Hurly, 2019; Juniu, 2002; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009; Tinsley 
et al., 2002), participants shared with us that even activities that offered limited 
opportunities for interaction (e.g., being at a busy festival with family and not 
knowing others there, nor understanding the language) were nonetheless viewed 
as meaningful experiences that helped them feel a sense of belonging, and were 
significant in helping them to acculturate to their new environment, which is sup-
ported by similar findings exploring intercultural urban encounters by Ganji and 
Rishbeth (2020). In other words, feelings of belonging were cultivated through 
a series of small encounters with family, others, nature, and oneself. It is during 
these encounters that many participants created and were offered opportunities to 
integrate their past activities, build social connections and connections to places, 
learn and exchange experiences, and foster a sense not only of health and well-
ness, but of belonging within their new home.

The reciprocal nature of recreational activities that involved learning and 
sharing also draws attention to the potential for bidirectional sharing of cultures 
and experiences during recreation. A critique of leisure is that it can serve as 
a way to encourage newcomers to “fit in” by engaging in mainstream activi-
ties (Herrero-Arias et  al., 2020), thus contributing to acculturation (Kim et  al., 
2016a, 2016b), a process which historically emphasized changes in newcomers 
(Nayar, 2015). Bringing an occupational perspective to processes of acculturation 
in New Zealand, Nayar (2015) emphasized the dynamic, transactional processes 
of acculturation which occur between the changing daily activities of newcom-
ers and the host country, each influencing and shaping the other. Considering 
acculturation as a bidirectional, transactional process increases awareness of val-
ues, beliefs, and practices that newcomers bring to their new context; recognizes 
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that host communities are also constantly changing; and helps both newcomers 
and host communities acknowledge the variety of cultural influences on interac-
tions. Recognizing acculturation as a transactional process frames resettlement 
in a new country as an ongoing process and thus can help reduce pressures felt 
by newcomers to conform as change occurs in both directions (Nayar, 2015). In 
the current study, this mutual exchange was evident as participants tried recrea-
tional activities in their new communities, but also continued with previous activ-
ities and emphasized the importance of sharing their own experiences and tradi-
tions with others. Some recreational activities appear to allow for such mutual 
exchange, not only benefitting newcomers, but also influencing and broadening 
the host community through such exchanges.

Meaningful Small Encounters of Recreation

Similar to barriers identified in the literature (Höglhammer et al., 2015; Hurly, 2019; 
Lovelock et al., 2011), some participants in the current study also encountered bar-
riers to recreation, such as cost and transportation, that resulted in some gravitat-
ing towards recreation opportunities that could be considered routine and everyday. 
In other words, participants often described engaging in recreational activities that 
were close to home and made use of materials and spaces easily accessible to them. 
Despite the many barriers that limited their options, participants were able to iden-
tify diverse, meaningful activities that they perceived as important to their health 
and well-being during resettlement. This research was novel in highlighting the role 
of routine, informal leisure activities in the lives of many of these newcomers. Par-
ticipants valued a range of recreational activities such as gathering with friends or 
family for coffee, tending a garden, or reading. They described weaving recreation 
into everyday or obligatory activities, such as by bringing family members to help 
with gardening and going to the park afterward, using the additional time on a bus 
transfer to stop at a park, or sitting on a bench in a park listening to birds. This sup-
ports the importance of “playfulness”, or informal recreation, within public spaces 
in supporting the integration of recent immigrants (Ganji & Rishbeth, 2020, p. 231). 
Further to this, the broad conceptualization of recreation that guided this research 
could have encouraged participants to consider varied occupations as recreation 
activities, as compared with Western conceptualizations of recreation that are com-
mon in the literature (Hurly, 2019) and focus on structured and organized activities.

Implications for Practice and Research

This study highlights the diversity of experiences that are considered to be recrea-
tion. While recreation practitioners often focus on provision of structured (leader-
led) group programs and address well-known barriers impacting newcomers’ access 
to recreation, such as cost and transportation (for example, by accessing subsidized 
programs), this research suggests that focus should also be on emphasizing nearby, 
free, and easily available forms of recreation, as well as those where family groups 
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can participate together or in parallel activities. In supporting newcomers to infuse 
recreation into their everyday activities, practitioners could draw on strategies 
described by participants, including involving family and friends, building in recrea-
tion by visiting recreational spaces such as parks in close proximity to appointments 
or errands, or focusing on relational aspects of activities (i.e., engaging family and 
friends or noticing a sense of community with those in close proximity). Some par-
ticipants in this study noted that low-risk opportunities to try informal recreational 
activities, such as a trial sampler of recreational activities, were appreciated. Such 
recreation sampler initiatives should be flexible and include opportunities for family 
members and friends to also participate. Of note, because many valued recreational 
activities in this study overlapped with or occurred around other activities, this 
study encourages further reflection on potential ways to include opportunities for 
informal recreation alongside obligatory activities just as grocery shopping, tending 
gardens, or doing errands. For example, structured recreation programs as well as 
service agencies could include information about informal, accessible recreational 
activities, spaces, and equipment available in a community (such as nearby parks, 
libraries that offer equipment loans, or indoor play areas), which could assist people 
in weaving meaningful informal recreational activities into their daily lives. Further 
interdisciplinary research, in collaboration with service providers and urban plan-
ners, for example, could explore how best to structure spaces that could foster such 
opportunities for leisure as part of daily life. This research suggests that resettle-
ment agencies and practitioners working with newcomers should be attuned to the 
important role that both recreation and daily, informal activities play in newcomers’ 
lives. Educating immigrant settlement support workers about these benefits may, in 
turn, help them guide newcomers to prioritize recreation as part of the resettlement 
transition process. Further to this, it may be beneficial to partner with recreation 
organizations and/or occupational therapists to deepen opportunities for newcomers 
to engage in informal, unstructured forms of recreation. In this research, emerging 
leaders in  newcomer  communities, referred to in this project as Champions, pro-
vided critical support to the project by helping to recruit and support participants 
throughout the process. Thus, this research highlights the potential of peer support 
(people with lived experience of immigration) in helping and potentially enhancing 
the recreation experiences of newcomers.

The methods used in this research also offer insights for those who support new-
comers in transition or in accessing recreation. Both photography and storytelling 
(sharing and describing photos in small groups) were characterized by some partici-
pants as valued recreation experiences in and of themselves, and thus offer potential 
opportunities for many newcomers to build a sense of belonging and connection by 
focusing attention on everyday enjoyable activities and providing the opportunity to 
learn and share across cultures.

While recreation and leisure activities were characterized in this research as 
inherently beneficial or positive, it is critical to note that leisure has also, both his-
torically and in a contemporary context, been used as a means of reinforcing norms 
of the dominant group. Historically, for example, leisure was organized and regu-
lated to maintain public order, to enforce moral norms, and to ensure the productiv-
ity of the workforce (Cassar, 2017; Kelly & Freysinger, 2000). Currently, organized 
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leisure continues to be a means to build a sense of social cohesion and common 
identity by channelling people, particularly newcomers, into organized leisure 
activities that reflect mainstream culture (e.g., hockey in Canada), with newcom-
ers’ acceptance of these activities sometimes considered a measure of their ability 
to adapt to, or assimilate to their new homes (Barrick et al., 2021; Spracklen et al., 
2015). Consequently, immigrants’ participation in unstructured, self-organized lei-
sure activities can be perceived by some as problematic or suspicious (Agergaard 
et al., 2016), rather than valued as acts of agency and ways to contribute to their new 
communities. Leisure choice can thus be a source of tension as immigrants balance 
their pursuit of meaningful leisure with expectations to “fit in” by engaging in main-
stream leisure activities (Herrero-Arias et al., 2020). While the current study did not 
aim to examine this tension, by centering the subjective definitions of newcomers, 
it begins to offer alternatives to mainstream leisure activities which can foster fur-
ther critical self-reflection of biases and assumptions of what leisure can or should 
involve.

Finally, this research highlights the need for attention to recreation that occurs 
outside organized recreation programs, such as amongst families and individually. 
For example, there was some indication in our research that the cumulative impact 
of small encounters was powerful, but this area requires further study. Extending 
from this, there is a need for future research to understand the range of strategies 
newcomers use to weave leisure into their everyday lives, and to build on these lived 
experiences to develop strategies that would make leisure more accessible to other 
newcomers, particularly those who might face barriers to recreation (e.g., due to 
transportation, shift work, disability). Of particular interest is the observation that 
for some participants, brief encounters, even when there was not a shared language, 
seemed to support feelings of belonging. Exploration of the weaving of recreational 
activities with other daily activities could help further expand understandings of lei-
sure across cultures to get at the qualities and features that are subjectively experi-
enced during activities. While there were some possible emerging differences across 
the urban and rural sites (such as differences in access to public transportation, dif-
ferences in immigration status and thus employment), this project did not seek to 
uncover competing perspectives between groups, but rather to explore common 
understandings of leisure based on the subjective experiences of newcomers. The 
broad definition of recreation used in this project made it possible for all participants 
to identify meaningful leisure experiences within their everyday lives. Although 
beyond the scope of this project, there is merit in future research that examines 
whether there are gender differences in their meanings, differences between those 
who came to Canada through different mechanisms (e.g. refugee versus economic 
migrants), or differences in settlement in urban and rural locations.

Limitations

Although the participatory processes used in this research are a strength of this 
work, because of public health restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pan-
demic, we were not able to meet with participants at the rural site to engage 
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them in participatory analysis of themes associated with their photos. A second 
limitation is that the research leads are not newcomers and thus approached this 
research from the perspective of the host culture. However, our research team 
is a diverse team including members with immigration experiences who shared 
their perspectives and experience throughout the research process. In addition, 
we regularly consulted with a project advisory team for advice and guidance. The 
third limitation pertains to recruitment strategies which occurred through part-
ner organizations, which may not have reached those not already connected to 
such services. The fourth limitation relates to the aim of photovoice methodol-
ogy to engage decision makers with key messages. While recreation and immi-
gration services staff and government officials attended the urban photo exhibit 
launch in 2019, because of public health restrictions, key decision makers were 
not actively engaged during the rural launch in 2021. Fifth, asking people to take 
pictures and share them with others as part of this research created opportunities 
for participants to notice recreation as they experienced it in their everyday lives, 
and may have guided participants to identify informal, everyday forms of recrea-
tion and opportunities for sharing as meaningful. Lastly, while participants were 
diverse in age, gender, and time in country, this project did not focus on poten-
tial differences across these factors, but instead aimed to explore commonalities 
across diverse leisure experiences. As a result of this focus, potential differences 
in access to some recreation activities were not explored.

Conclusion

This research engaged newcomers, through photo taking and photo sharing, 
in identifying recreation experiences that were meaningful to them. The data 
described the importance of recreation in terms of providing a sense of continuity 
with, and freedom from, past activities and places, connecting with nature, stay-
ing physically and mentally well, and learning with others through reciprocity. 
These all contributed to the overarching theme that emerged as most meaningful 
for the participants, developing a sense of belonging: a series of small encoun-
ters. The findings highlight the powerful role of recreation within the resettle-
ment process, and highlight particularly the role of small, informal recreational 
experiences that are woven into everyday lives and routines. Such experiences 
contribute to a sense of belonging for newcomers, thus assisting the resettlement 
process.
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