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Abstract
Sports participation can confer a range of physical and psychosocial benefits and, for refugee andmigrant youth, may even
act as a critical mediator for achieving positive settlement and engaging meaningfully in Australian society. This group has
low participation rates however, with identified barriers including costs; discrimination and a lack of cultural sensitivity in
sporting environments; lack of knowledge of mainstream sports services on the part of refugee-background settlers; in-
adequate access to transport; culturally determined gender norms; and family attitudes. Organisations in various sectors
have devised programs and strategies for addressing these participation barriers. In many cases however, these responses
appear to be ad hoc and under-theorised. This article reports findings from a qualitative exploratory study conducted in a
range of settings to examine the benefits, challenges and shortcomings associated with different participation models. In-
terview participants were drawn from non-government organisations, local governments, schools, and sports clubs. Three
distinct models of participation were identified, including short term programs for refugee-background children; ongoing
programs for refugee-background children and youth; and integration into mainstream clubs. These models are discussed
in terms of their relative challenges and benefits and their capacity to promote sustainable engagement and social inclu-
sion for this population group.
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1. Introduction

Each year, Australia settles approximately 13,500 peo-
ple on humanitarian visas, with recent temporary in-
creases to these numbers announced to accommodate
more refugees fleeing conflict in Syria. While the source
countries for refugee-background migrants to Australia
vary from year to year, in the two years from July 2014
to June 2016 the top five countries of origin were Iraq,
Syria, Burma, Afghanistan and the Democratic Republic
of Congo and the intake included just over 10,500 young
people under the age of 18 (Australian Department of
Immigration and Border Protection, 2017). More than a

quarter of the total settled in the state of Victoria with
the majority in Melbourne, where this research was con-
ducted (CMY, 2016).

Sports participation can offer a range of physical
and psychosocial benefits likely to foster health, well-
being and social inclusion (Eime, Young, Harvey, Char-
ity, & Payne, 2013). This potential has resulted in sport
being seen as an important instrument in social pol-
icy with the capacity to promote not only physical and
mental health but also to reduce youth antisocial be-
haviour, improve community cohesion and safety, and
reduce health inequalities (Hoye, Nicholson, & Brown,
2015; Vermeulen & Verweel, 2009). It may also assist re-
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cently arrived young people with language acquisition,
self-esteem, confidence and social connectedness. Par-
ticipation by refugee-backgroundmigrants in community
clubs can play an important role in fostering a sense of
community belonging (SCOA, 2012; Spaaij, 2012), per-
haps particularly so in Australia given the popularity and
pervasiveness of sportwithin Australian culture (Refugee
Council of Australia, 2010).

The potential benefits are particularly salient for dis-
advantaged and marginalised young people at risk of
poor educational, health and social outcomes associ-
ated with social exclusion. Risk factors for exclusion com-
monly experienced by refugee-background young peo-
ple include residing in disadvantaged neighbourhoods,
disrupted education prior to arrival in Australia, poverty,
discrimination, trauma-associated mental and physical
health problems, and living in families torn apart by war
and violence and struggling with multiple settlement
challenges. This group has low participation rates how-
ever, with identified barriers that include costs; lack of
access to transport; a lack of cultural sensitivity in sport-
ing environments; a lack of knowledge of mainstream
sports services on the part of refugee-background set-
tlers; culturally determined gender norms; competing
settlement priorities; and family attitudes (Caperchione,
Kolt, & Mummery, 2009; O’Driscoll, Banting, Borkoles,
Eime, & Polman, 2013; Olliff, 2007; Rosso & McGrath,
2013; Spaaij, 2013). A report by Oliff (2007) on the poten-
tial role of sport and recreation as an aid to integration
of refugee young people argues that targeted programs
can facilitate settlement, promote health and wellbeing
and be an entry point to broader participation and so-
cial inclusion.

There is however, a dearth of robust evidence to
either support or disprove many of the benefits intu-
itively attributed to sports participation. A systematic
review has identified a lack of research into participa-
tion by culturally and linguistically diverse migrants as
a key gap in the literature (Kay, 2009; O’Driscoll et al.,
2013). Moreover, sports interventions and programs tar-
geting refugee-background young people frequently lack
a clear theoretical rationale and are often short-term,
ad hoc and difficult to sustain (Refugee Council of Aus-
tralia, 2010). Several researchers have emphasised that
the capacity of sport to promote social inclusion is lim-
ited and shaped by broader social and structural exclu-
sionary processes rendering the social impacts of sport
highly contextually dependent (Coalter, 2015; Hoye et al.,
2015; Kelly, 2011; Spaaij, Farquharson, & Marjoribanks,
2015). Theoretically informed investigations are there-
fore needed that take into account factors such as cul-
tural and social diversity, gender and local processes of
inclusion and exclusion.

This article reports findings fromanexploratory quali-
tative study that examined the variety of sports participa-
tionmodels available to young people from refugee back-
grounds in Melbourne, Australia. The project aimed to
clarify the underlying assumptions and implicit concep-

tual frameworks supporting different participation mod-
els and examine the respective benefits, challenges and
shortcomings of each from the perspectives of those pro-
viding the programs. Three distinct models of participa-
tion were identified, including short term programs for
refugee-background children; continuing programs for
refugee-background children and youth; and integration
into mainstream clubs. These models are discussed in
terms of their impacts and their capacity to promote sus-
tainable engagement and social inclusion for this popula-
tion group.

2. Theoretical Frameworks: Social Inclusion and Social
Capital

Optimistic views of the social impact of sports partici-
pation often focus on its potential to build social capi-
tal (Coalter, 2007; Hoye et al., 2015). Social capital can
broadly be defined as ‘a range of thinking around norms
and networks; the values and resources that both result
in, and are the product of, socially negotiated ties and re-
lationships’ (Cheong, Edwards, Goulbourne, & Solomos,
2007, p. 25). This broad definition encompasses the two
most common, yet distinct, ways in which social capi-
tal is conceptualised—as either an individual or a collec-
tive asset. Network conceptions of social capital (based
on the work of Bourdieu, 1986) focus on resources that
flow differentially through personal networks to individ-
uals, whilst communitarian conceptions (based on Put-
nam, 2000) are concerned with positive social norms,
created by community level connectivity and available to
all (Hawe & Shiell, 2000). Both are likely to be important
for facilitating social inclusion.

Distinctions are also made between bonding social
capital, drawn from networks where there is a shared
identity such as between family and close friends, and
bridging social capital, which refers to informal or formal
groupings that cut across ‘ethnic, gender, caste, class,
wealth, religion, location or any other characteristics
which distinguish social groups’ (Narayan, 1999, p. 7).
Linking social capital can be conceptualised as a variant
of bridging capital comprising connections between indi-
viduals and institutions (Woolcock, 2001). These distinc-
tions are particularly relevant when considering the ca-
pacity of social capital to promote broader social inclu-
sion for refugee-background young people. While there
is general agreement in the literature that social connec-
tions and networks are vital components of refugee in-
clusion and wellbeing, there is less agreement over the
assigned value of different types of social capital. Some
authors emphasise the importance of both bonding and
bridging ties. Others note the limitations and potential
negative effects of exclusive reliance on bonding ties for
migrants, arguing that strong ties within disadvantaged
communities can contibute to exclusion (Eriksson, 2011;
Wakefield & Poland, 2005). Many scholars correspond-
ingly stress the value of bridging capital for providing ad-
ditional resources to such communities (Ager & Strang,
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2008; Beirens, Hughes, Hek, & Spicer, 2007; Field, 2003;
Hardwick, 2003; Korac, 2003).

A conceptual framework for understanding domains
of social integration has been developed by Ager and
Strang (2008). The model is based on research with
refugee background settlers in the UK and proposes
ten domains of inclusion. While the authors of this
framework refer to integration (rather than inclusion)
the framework effectively captures themultidimensional
and interactive nature of domains that constitute social
inclusion or exclusion. Education, employment, housing
and health are described as both ‘markers’ and ‘means’
of integration. Having access to these domains both rep-
resents the state of inclusion and the means for bring-
ing it about. The model explicitly incorporates theories
of social capital by positioning bonding, bridging and
linking connections as key mediators of inclusion. Facil-
itators of integration comprise social capabilities repre-
sented by language and cultural knowledge; and having
a sense of safety and stability. All of these domains rest
on a foundational domain of rights and citizenship. The
model thus draws together a number of theoretical and
conceptual frameworks—including social inclusion, so-
cial capital and human rights—and emphasises the co-
dependence and links between domains.

The diagram (Figure 1) below depicts Ager and
Strang’s (2008) framework. Based on the evidence cited
earlier in this paper, we would expect that a range of
these domains—including social connections, facilitators
and markers and means—have the potential to be en-
hanced by sports participation.

Building on this model, Spaaij (2012) has suggested
that recreational sport may be viewed as an additional
marker and means of integration. The following discus-

sion uses this conceptual model and embedded theories
concerning social capital to discuss the conditions and
contexts through which sports participation may con-
tribute to integration and inclusion.

3. Method

A qualitative exploratory study was conducted in a range
of settings offering sporting activities for recently arrived
young people in Melbourne, Australia. Ethics approval
for the project was obtained from the University of Mel-
bourne Human Research Ethics Committee and data col-
lection took place between June and December 2014.

Interview participants for this research were drawn
from non-government organisations, local governments,
schools, and sports clubs—including elite clubs provid-
ing outreach programs and grassroots clubs attempting
to integrate refugee-background young people into their
teams. Potential participants were identified through dis-
cussions between the researcher and representatives of
relevant organisations such as sports governing bodies,
local councils, community clubs and schools in areaswith
significant numbers of refugee-background settlers. A
purposive sampling strategy was used to select partici-
pants representing programs and settings that provided
a range in terms of sports being undertaken; age and
gender of participants; school and community-basedpro-
grams; and program models.

Interviews were semi-structured to allow unantici-
pated as well as anticipated themes to emerge. They
were conducted at a time and place convenient to the
interviewee and lasted an average of 60 minutes with a
range of 30 to 90minutes. Interview prompts focused on
elucidating the objectives (and implicit or explicit theo-
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Figure 1. A conceptual framework defining core domains of integration (Ager & Strang, 2008).
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retical underpinnings) of programs and their consequent
capacity to promote inclusion; identifying contextual and
other factors (barriers and facilitators) leading to success-
ful (or unsuccessful) and sustainable (or unsustainable)
attempts to include refugee young people in sports; and
identifying key features of high quality practice within
schools and community settings to inform development
of future interventions.

Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim
with NVivo 11 (QSR International, 2015) used as a data
management tool. Transcripts were analysed using in-
ductive and abductive qualitative methods, examining
the data for patterns and themes and using existing
theoretical frameworks as sensitising concepts against
which emergent themes were continually tested (Char-
maz, 2003).

4. Participants

Ten participants (three female and sevenmale) took part
in interviews. Their organisation type, roles, sports and
participation models covered by each are summarised

in Table 1 below. All participants had roles that were
specifically focused on facilitating sports participation
(primarily in team sports) by refugee background mi-
grants and they included representatives fromNGOs pro-
viding settlement support and sports programs, grass-
roots and elite clubs, schools and local government. A
number of interviewees oversaw or had a role in promot-
ing more than one model of participation while others
were involved in promoting a singlemodel. The three dis-
tinct models that were identified—short term programs
or events; continuing programs for refugee-background
children and youth; and integration into mainstream
clubs were fairly evenly represented across the project.

5. Perceived Benefits Associated with Each
Participation Model

Interview participants were generally enthusiastic about
each of the participation models in which they were in-
volved and felt that sport was an effective way to con-
nect with young people and influence their behaviours
and values.

Table 1. Summary of interview participant characteristics.

Participant Type of organisation Position/Role Sports Participation models*

1 2 3

1 NGO providing Program coordinator All sports—especially X X
settlement support football (soccer) and

basketball

2 Grassroots sports club Multicultural liaison Basketball X
worker

3 Primary school with large Community and family All sports—especially X
numbers of refugee- engagement football (soccer)
background families.

4 NGO providing sports Executive Director Basketball X
program

5 Primary school with Assistant principal of All sports—especially X X
large numbers of school and senior coach cricket
refugee-background families at sports club
and grassroots sports club

6 Elite sports club Community and Australian rules X
diversity manager football (AFL)

7 Local government Sport and recreation All sports—especially X X X
development officer football (soccer)

8 NGO providing sports Chair of the board All sports X X
program

9 Grassroots sports club Volunteer committee Football (soccer) X
member

10 NGO providing sports General manager All sports X X
program

Note: * 1 = Short term programs and events, 2 = Continuing school or community-based programs, 3 = Supporting integration into
mainstream clubs.
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Discussing short term sports activities run in her pri-
mary school, Participant 3 explained how she valued the
connections developed between children and adults and
amongst the children themselves.

Those programs, they’re short and they’re fun! So fun.
I like the fact that they are exposed to adults having
fun with them. I know, as a parent, when was the
last time I played kick to kick? Certainly these parents
don’t….These adults act in a different way to teachers
and a different way to parents, so that is probably the
number one thing…

I was there for that first cross country where all the
kids were training and it was amazing! Looking at
those kids and the way they supported each other
and the way that they cheered each other on… that
was really what it was about, getting to the end of it.
(Participant 3)

A continuing program based in a secondary school was
seen as having similarly positive outcomes.

The school said that the one thing, the one posi-
tive in their lives is soccer….These group of boys that
all we hear is they’re trouble, they’re this, they’re
that. When they’re playing soccer they’re perfect. Fo-
cused, teamwork—it’s incredible. The power of the
passion….It’s exciting to be on a program that kids re-
spond to. A lot of youth work it’s like “meh”, but when
kids respond so positively to it it’s just a joy towork on
it! (Participant 1)

The third participation model, integration into main-
stream clubs, also received glowing reports. Despite be-
ing warned by a youth worker who referred some of the
young people to the club that ‘there might be behaviour
problems’, a volunteer committee member reported:

The kids were so pleased to join a club and be able to
play. That’s what they really wanted. Really super en-
thusiastic to get to training, very enthusiastic at train-
ing and wanted to do everything. Very easy to get
along with, listened to instructions, got on well with
the other kids. (Participant 9)

5.1. Markers and Means of Inclusion: Health, Wellbeing
and Education

Interviewees representing each of the different participa-
tion models saw associated benefits in terms of health
and wellbeing. A number of participants emphasised
the physical health benefits associated with being fit
and active. More commonly however, they spoke about
benefits contributing to mental health and wellbeing
such as self-esteem, positive self-image, goal setting
and leadership skills. Providing an opportunity for young
people to experience success and a sense of achieve-

ment was seen as an important outcome by many of
those interviewed.

For a lot of our refugee population the kids are strug-
gling at school. They’re finding school quite difficult
and then they’ll get involved in sport and they’re ac-
tually pretty good at sport. It’s their own self-efficacy
and just to be able to have something that they’re
really good at and they can achieve well. I think it
doeswonders for theway they view themselves in the
world. (Participant 5)

We’re going to get [the year 9 boys] to develop a sport
skills building program that they can deliver to pri-
mary schools and then that kind of builds their con-
fidence up and it shows off the skills that they’ve
learned (Participant 1)

Similarly, each of the participation models was regarded
by participants as having flow on benefits for educa-
tion. Several interviewees felt that values and inter-
personal skills developed through participation in sport
were transferable to the classroom. Participant 1 coor-
dinated a ‘soccer scholarship program’ which offered
weekly lunchtime and after-school coaching sessions to
refugee-background students regarded as being at high
risk of disengagement. It was anticipated that the pro-
gram would help to keep these young people at school
and it also used rewards such as new soccer boots to en-
courage improved classroom behaviour.

Participant 5, who was both an assistant principal at a
school and a sports coach saw distinct educational bene-
fits associated with young people’s participation in sport.
He spoke about them learning to apply values and skills
that they learned from playing sport such as ‘working
hard’, ‘persistence’ and ‘bouncing back from disappoint-
ment’ to other aspects of their lives including their educa-
tion. He also described ways in which he was able to use
some of the boys’ enthusiasm for cricket in the classroom.

Some of my Grade 5/6 boys who are really into their
cricket will do stuff around maths…lots and lots of
maths with the scoring… (Participant 5)

Several of the participants were also involved in linking
sports programs to mentoring programs that offered ed-
ucational and social support to students. An interview
participant representing an elite Australian Rules Foot-
ball club discussed a partnership the club had formed
with a local primary school in which they ran short term
sports programs in the school and alsomentored refugee
background children. He saw tremendous value in the
positive male role models offered to the children, many
of whom had no father at home, and offered the follow-
ing anecdote:

Then there’s also a literacy program which we’ve just
launched…it started with the idea of having us read-
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ing in front of the class…to become socially accept-
able amongst the kids for boys to read books. So ap-
parently the next day the library was sort of emptied
which is [amazing]! (Participant 6)

Two of the interview participants had supported refugee-
background young people who had gone on to receive
basketball scholarships to colleges in the United States.

5.2. Social Connections

All interview participants spoke about the impacts of
sports participation on social relationships and connec-
tions. Participation in enjoyable group activities—even
short term or one-off events was seen as strength-
ening bonding connections and sometimes also link-
ing connections. Three different participants mentioned,
for example, how Victoria Police had engaged in their
sport programs to strengthen relationships with refugee-
background communities.

Both short term and continuing programs were
also explicitly used by interviewees and their organisa-
tions to build an array of linking connections between
community organisations and institutions and refugee-
background young people. Participant 1, described how
her organisation used sport to link participants into other
youth supports.

You probably know—traditionally refugee and CALD
[culturally and linguistically diverse] kids don’t go to
generalist youth services and across the board…local
youth services find it hard to engage with these
kids….We use [sport] in a lot of our programs as a tool
of engagement…we feed the boys, bring them down,
have soccer, and talk about what’s going on….So
sports is great because kids open up. They’re running
around kicking a ball, they sit down for a break, you sit
down beside them. It’s perfect when you’re working
with young people. Very important. (Participant 1)

When it came to building bridging connections across
ethnic divisions, and with the broader Australian com-
munity, supporting integration into mainstream clubs
clearly was seen as having the greatest capacity to make
a difference.

Wherever they’re playing, they have a chance to in-
tegrate with anyone and that’s what will make them
socially adapt to know how Australian people are,
how they can be friends with anyone in Australia. As
they’re growing up they will have the possibilities of
walking in anywhere and they know how to team up
with anyone. That’s why I want to encourage kids…
(Participant 2)

I’ve worked with refugee communities now for over
twenty years and I’ve seen over that time the ben-
efits not just for their children but also for their

families in linking into the community through sport.
(Participant 5)

I’m a big believer that if you know someone’s
story…that racism doesn’t exist if you get to know
someone....Even now our under 17 boys—we’ve got
South Sudanese boys, we’ve got Afghani asylum seek-
ers, we’ve got Indian and Pakistani boys—we’ve got a
real mixture and often at that age there can be that
tendency to you know—but they know each other
and they respect each other. (Participant 5)

Some of the participants argued cogently that for sport
to promote social inclusion and broader social cohesion,
integration into mainstream clubs was vital.

Ultimately youwant to take the young person and put
them in a club structure so they can develop their in-
clusion and the parents can get involved as well…it’s
how they build networks, a sense of belonging, health
and academic abilities as well. (Participant 10)

It’s obviously some small way of helping to maintain
and create some cohesion in our local area. To break
down barriers and just for the members of the club,
it’s going to be great to meet and talk to people from
different backgrounds. (Participant 9)

6. Key Barriers and Facilitators

Interview participants all discussed barriers for refugee-
background young people joining mainstream clubs and
these reflected the same challenges as those identified
in the literature. Many of those offering short term or
continuing programs for refugee young people acknowl-
edged that opportunities to participate in mainstream
clubs would be ideal but felt that this was unlikely to be
feasible for many.

If they want to get involved in a team it’s hard. It’s all
those surrounding barriers, getting to training. With
basketball it’s venues scattered around Melbourne
that might not be accessible by public transport. A lot
of the parents are single parents....A lot of these peo-
ple are at home dealing with the other six or seven
they’ve got at home. (Participant 4)

It would be perfect if there was a [local soccer] club.
Because thatwould be at the end of their list [of goals]
to be registered in a club but because there’s no club
we can’t have that as a goal…so that’s a shame be-
cause that’s what they want. (Participant 1)

Lack of knowledge of systems, gender norms, and com-
peting family priorities—with parents preferring their
children to focus on education—were all mentioned; but
costs and, to a lesser extent, transport were seen as the
key barriers to participation.
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You’re talking $500 memberships [for soccer] and it’s
things like that. And having to travel halfway across
the state to play a game on a Sunday and all those
sorts of things. It’s not accessible. (Participant 5)

I think finance is an issue. How we’re going to do
something that’s sustainable. As I said, joining the
club is expensive. How are we going to fund the play-
ers that want to play that aren’t able to? So there’s
a whole lot of questions there. Whether we can do it
with our own internal fundraising or apply to various
other organisations. So that will be one of the chal-
lenges. Then obviously transport. (Participant 9)

Most of the continuing and short term programs for
refugee-background children and youth were designed
in response to these barriers and were provided free of
charge. They also generally countered the transport bar-
rier by being provided where children and young people
lived or were attending school. However interviewees in-
volved in providing these programs almost universally re-
garded the challenge of finding and continually needing
to apply for funding a major barrier to sustainability. An
additional concernwith respect to sustainabilitywas that
many of the activities relied on the vision and drive of a
single person, without whom it was feared many would
‘fall over’.

The experiences of the interviewee who was both an
assistant school principal and a cricket coach made him
a particularly strong advocate.

I just think that if we’re really serious about trying to
cut down on crime and trying to cut down on drug
abuse. The research is there….If kids are playing sport
they won’t get involved in those things. And particu-
larly from low socio-economic groups….[Those kids]
don’t have access to sport and they will get involved
in those harmful activities. I just think that there’s got
to be some sort of way I think in a country like Aus-
tralia, where we can provide families with an oppor-
tunity for their kids to be able to access sport for free.
(Participant 5)

Integrating young people successfully into mainstream
clubs was in each case dependent on having someone as-
sociated with the club making the effort to reach out to
families and assist with communications and transport.
In two cases, people whowere themselves from refugee-
background communities were employed specifically in
community liaison roles and this model was reported to
be an extremely effective way of engaging and support-
ing young people to participate. In case 1, a club had se-
cured sponsorship in order to waive membership fees
and then:

[We employed] two (what we call) multicultural
sports aides or MSAs for short….I guess to be able to
communicate information, build trust and also to help

providemuch needed support with transport….We’ve
had a couple of other clubs replicate it on a smaller
scale and it seems to be working quite successfully for
them as well. (Participant 5)

In case 2, a Multicultural Liaison Officer (Participant 2)
was paid on a part-time basis by the local council to per-
form a similar role. He described howhe helped to organ-
ise transport, met with parents to explain the benefits
of their children being involved in sport and provided a
communication link between coaches and young people,
helping to educate the latter about the importance of
regular and punctual attendance at training and games
as well as expectations about behaviour.

Other interview participants also spoke about the
value of having someone in that type of role if trying to
integrate young people into mainstream clubs.

You could potentially have people who are champions
within those clubs to allow the [right] environment
to exist….Because otherwise, it’s good luck—go to a
club, turn up to training, it’s just a normal football
training session and it can be a bit daunting I guess.
(Participant 6)

That go-between. Because the whole system of okay,
here’s the tryouts, giving that information out to par-
ents. It just doesn’t work. So you need an intermedi-
ary to go between. (Participant 4)

Other key facilitators of successful participation dis-
cussed by virtually all participants were the need for flex-
ibility around what was offered and the value of partner-
ships between different organisations offering services
to this population group. Two of those interviewed also
recounted instances where refugee-background young
people had faced overt racism in mainstream sports
settings and stressed the importance of developing im-
proved systems and responses to such incidents.

7. Capacity of Sports Participation to Promote Social
Inclusion

Interviewees representing each of the participationmod-
els spoke about their programs promoting integration
and inclusion. For all models, sport was seen as a means
of helping young people to understand and participate
in Australian culture; a way of benefiting health, well-
being, self-esteem and confidence; and as an activ-
ity that contributed to behavioural attributes support-
ing education. The opportunity to experience success
and reward for effort—otherwise not available to those
whose educational background meant they struggled in
the classroom—was seen as particularly valuable (Block,
Cross, Riggs, &Gibbs, 2014). All models were also viewed
as fostering bonding and linking social connections. Thus,
in terms of Ager and Strang’s (2008) conceptual frame-
work, even those participation models that stopped
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short of integration into mainstream may have substan-
tial potential to promote inclusion by supporting health,
education, and bonding and linking connections.

Integrating refugee-background young people into
mainstream clubs had the additional capacity to di-
rectly support development of bridging social connec-
tions likely to be particularly critical for promoting inclu-
sion. While bonding social capital is essential for wellbe-
ing, bonding ties are also responsible for creating social
boundaries. The development of group identity and so-
cial capital within groups is, by its nature, exclusionary
with respect to those with different norms and identi-
ties. This raises difficulties for attempts to couple this
type of social capital with social inclusion (Eriksson, 2011;
Field, 2003; Wakefield & Poland, 2005). Unlike bonding
networks, bridging networks are invariably depicted as
positive for collective wellbeing (Narayan, 1999). Con-
nections across social boundaries have also been char-
acterised as providing instrumental returns to individu-
als. They are useful for obtaining new knowledge and re-
sources (economic, political and social) not already pos-
sessed by an individual or group (Portes, 1998). Link-
ing social capital, refers particularly to relationships be-
tween individuals and institutions. It implies a capacity
to leverage resources, ideas and information from in-
stitutions and agencies and is regarded as particularly
important for marginalised individuals and communities
(Domínguez & Arford, 2010; Warr, 2005). Thus, an opti-
mal balance between bonding, bridging and linking so-
cial connections is likely to be most effective in facilitat-
ing inclusion and wellbeing (Szreter, 2002) and also for
supporting those domains labelled facilitators of inclu-
sion: language, cultural knowledge, and a sense of safety
and stability.

Models which employed bicultural workers were not
only themost successful at integrating young people into
mainstream clubs but also provided an important av-
enue for communicating with parents and family mem-
bers. Couch (2007) has suggested that involving families
and the wider communtiy is crucial for developing ef-
fective participation strategies for refugee-background
young people to ensure their support. Failure to do this
risks straining family bonds as well as the sustainability
of participation.

8. Conclusions

Findings from this research indicate that the three iden-
tified participation models were all perceived as having
significant benefits for refugee-background young peo-
ple.While each of themodels has the capacity to support
a number of domains of inclusion, integration into main-
stream clubs has the additional capacity to promote the
development of bridging social capital with consequent
greater potential impact. Both short-term and ongoing
programs specifically for refugee youth were clearly val-
ued but it was reported by many of the participants
that facilitating integration into clubs remained the ideal.

Although barriers to implementing this model success-
fully were substantial, key facilitators emerged. These in-
cluded fee subsidies and having someone who actively
linked young people and their families into clubs, assist-
ing with communication and transport. Given that this
outreach role appeared to be a critical ingredient of suc-
cessful integration into clubs, a key recommendation is
that sporting associations and governments fund and
evaluate participationmodels employing bicultural work-
ers in community liaison roles with a view to expanding
this practice.

This study suggests that drawing on a theoretically in-
formedmodel of integration can assist with analysing the
relative benefits of differing sports participation mod-
els and with designing future interventions. The study
also has a number of limitations. The sample included
only service providers and its size was small—although
analyses suggested that data saturation was reached
for this category of participants. Additional research is
clearly needed to investigate the experiences of refugee-
background young people and their families themselves;
and to assess the impacts of sports participation inter-
ventions on outcomes associated with social inclusion.
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