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Abstract 

 This study investigates the potential impact of nature-based leisure on the acculturative 

strategies of refugees in Canada, with a focus on the integration mode, and, in particular, the 

inclination to participate fully in the larger society.  The study is underpinned by Berry’s (1997) 

acculturation theory, which posits the integration mode as the least stressful acculturation 

strategy for newcomers in multicultural countries.  Four refugees from Africa and the Middle 

East participated: two women with children, and two single men.  Participants’ ages ranged from 

20 to 36 years.  Semi-structured interviews and photovoice were used to explore refugees’ 

experiences of a large-group winter camping experience at Long Lake Outdoor Centre in 

Alberta, and how it might provoke integration.  Nature’s vaunted ameliorative and restorative 

impacts (Kaplan, 1995), and nature-based leisure’s positive impacts (Knopf, 1987) were evident 

in refugees’ responses to their experience.  Participants appreciated the opportunity to be away 

from the city (Kaplan, 1995) and to share the experience of group leisure with family and friends 

(Knopf, 1987).  Refugees felt safe and cared for because of the presence of parks and social 

services staff members.  Their experiences underscored the importance of creating a welcoming 

environment and social acceptance for newcomers in society generally to foster integration 

(Berry, 1997; Berry et al., 2002).   In addition, helping refugees overcome constraints to leisure 

(Crawford & Godbey, 1987, as cited in Kleiber, Walker & Mannell, 2011) and mental health 

problems (Ellis et al., 2014; Fazel et al., 2005) are important in preventing their separation or 

marginalization (Berry, 1997).  Finally, nature-based leisure was found to strengthen the innate 

desire within the individual to integrate.  
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My interest in this topic stems, in part, from my own experience as an immigrant to 

Canada, and in part from a revelatory moment during the course of my studies for this degree, 

when I finally understood my mother’s experience of acculturation as an immigrant to apartheid 

South Africa.   

Immigration, under normal circumstances—learning to navigate a never-before-seen 

landscape, and negotiating one’s place in a new country—is enormously stressful.  One of my 

most vivid memories was of a visit to the Rocky Mountains one Saturday after six months 

immersed in the hard-scrabble minutiae of day-to-day living in Calgary, Alberta.  We found 

ourselves in the most breathtaking scenery I had ever seen. Picture-postcard Banff National 

Park loomed in all its magnificence—those snow-capped peaks, towering, breathtaking and 

somehow eternal.  Something about those stunning mountains and valleys appeared to me to 

stand as ancient sentinels, witnesses to eons of human and animal passages.  I felt that they 

would continue to do so for millennia to come.  The overwhelming sensation of awe evoked in 

me, at last, a sense of peace and of belonging in Canada.  The images I’d only seen in books or 

films were suddenly before me.  I was in them, part of them, walking among them. These 

mountains were now mine too, in my country.  And so, years later, as I pondered the hard 

landings of refugees to Canada and elsewhere, fleeing from terror, persecution and unspeakable 

violence into unfamiliar places, I wondered would they, too, find a sense of belonging and solace 

in Canada’s natural spaces? Would this country’s gorgeous peaks, verdant valleys, and tumbling 

rivers bring them solace too, stirring their tentative desire to put down roots once again, and 

spurring their integration in a new land? 
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This research was also prompted by my mother’s experience as an immigrant from 

England to South Africa in the 1950s.  She was a determined woman when she and my father 

chose to emigrate to South Africa following World War II—determined that she would make “a 

go of it”; determined that she would make her adopted country her own.  She and my father had 

never seen South Africa pre-arrival and knew little, if anything, of its tumultuous history, racial 

clashes or the deep-seated hatred and distrust of Boer toward Brit, with Afrikaners still smarting 

from the loss of the Boer War in the 19th Century against their colonial foe.  Settling in the heart 

of Afrikanerdom in the Orange Free State in the gold-mining town of Welkom, we children 

adapted quickly, as did my father, who went to work on the gold mines.  He had no option but to 

rapidly adapt as our family depended solely on him as the breadwinner.  But my mother was a 

homemaker, and with few friends and few outlets for mingling with other South Africans or for 

learning the local language, she found herself torn between relinquishing her heritage culture 

and acculturating to an unwelcoming host society in her adopted country.  She lived for more 

than three decades as a marginalized person, neither truly British, nor South African—an 

unhappy, displaced, isolated life.  I understood this for the first time when I stumbled on Berry’s 

acculturation theory in 2012 during one of my courses and began to ponder on my family’s 

immigrant experiences.   

This knowledge and experience has brought me, questioning, to this point. It would seem 

that the intertwined roles of leisure, of Nature, and the attitudes of both newcomers and host 

society weave an elaborate, complex fabric that may, when unraveled, reveal a new path to be 

explored in the question of successful integration for Canada’s most vulnerable, but plucky, new 

settlers. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

The Refugees: Who are They and Where do They Come from? 

According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees’ (UNHCR) 2013 

global trends report, there were 11.7 million refugees globally under its mandate with more than 

38.7 million persons “of concern” which included 33.3 million internally displaced people and 

5.4 million others persecuted by war and sectarian violence.   

Refugees have been defined as people forcibly displaced from their native countries 

(Fazel, Wheeler, & Danesh, 2005), as “a subset of immigrants” who flee their homelands fearing 

persecution “for their beliefs, politics or ethnicity” (Williams & Berry, 1991, p. 632), as outcasts 

or fugitives, fleeing harassment and discrimination in their homelands (Drumm, Pittman & 

Perry, 2001), and, in a definition that succinctly encapsulates the essence of all of these, as those 

who flee “owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 

nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion” (UNHCR, 1951, p. 14).  

A key distinction between refugees and immigrants, then, is that the former leave involuntarily 

and most desire to return or would prefer not to have to leave, while the latter are considered 

voluntary migrants who make a deliberate choice to emigrate (Berry, 2005).   Williams and 

Berry (1991) suggested that, “If given a choice, most refugees would prefer to stay in their 

countries and not seek shelter in strange, foreign lands, where they can be isolated, ostracized, 

and impoverished” (p. 632).   Drumm et al. (2001) supported Williams and Berry’s assertion.  

They found in their study of Kosovar refugees in a refugee camp in Albania, that hope that they 

would soon return to their homeland was critically important to, and a prime objective of, 

refugees.   
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Current areas of significant concern in the world, described as those experiencing serious 

and systemic human rights abuses, conflict, war, and generalized violence, according to the 

UNHCR (2014) include the Syrian Arab Republic, Ukraine, Iraq, Central African Republic, the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mali, and the border areas between South Sudan and Sudan.  

These countries have seen the greatest exodus of people fleeing.  In the main, the majority of 

refugees, worldwide, originate from the Syrian Arab Republic, Iraq, Afghanistan, Eritrea, Serbia 

(and Kosovo: S/RES/1244(1999)) (UNHCR, 2014).  

Many flee to neighbouring countries, as has been the case with the five-year conflict in 

Syria, for example, where refugees have crossed the borders into Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, 

and Egypt (UNHCR, 2013).  Others seek refuge in the United States, Canada and Europe 

(UNHCR, 2014), where they try to re-establish and mend their disrupted lives, and begin again.  

Canada receives a relatively small number of refugees annually: it accepted 89,385 in 2012.  

Most settled in Ontario (54.8%) and Quebec (24.6%).  The top five source countries for refugee 

claimants in Canada in 2012 were Hungary, China, Croatia, Pakistan and North Korea 

(Government of Canada, 2012).  These countries of origin may alter as political situations in 

those countries fluctuate, or the Government of Canada decrees a country to be a “designated 

country of origin” or DCO (Government of Canada, 2013).  For example, Hungary was declared 

a DCO in December 2012, following a large number of claims for asylum by Roma people in 

that country and in an effort to stem the tide of new claimants from a country typically deemed 

safe.  When the Government of Canada designates a country as a DCO, it is deemed safe and 

viewed as one that provides its citizens with protection from discrimination.  The Canadian 

authorities do not typically accept refugee claimants from DCOs. 
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Refugees at Risk for Mental Health Problems 

Having experienced trauma or personal violence to greater and lesser degrees (Simich, 

Este & Hamilton, 2010), refugees face the monumental task of learning to live in the larger 

society where they have been resettled.  Their experiences, pre- and post-arrival, profoundly 

affect how they acculturate (Berry, 1997; Williams & Berry, 1991).  The mindset and mental 

health of the individual play a significant role in his or her acculturation.  Psychological 

acculturation, or individual-level acculturation, a term coined by Graves (1967, as cited in 

Williams & Berry, 1991), takes into account the complex interplay of “behaviour, values and 

attitudes, and identity” (p. 633) of each individual, recognizing that groups’ and individuals’ 

responses to acculturation will be different, with group-level acculturation occurring at the 

social, economic, political and cultural levels, while much individual-level acculturation occurs 

at the cerebral level. Mental health, therefore, plays a key role in the acculturation of traumatized 

and highly-stressed refugees (Williams & Berry, 1991). 

Refugees may be suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder or depression—two 

mental disorders found to be prevalent among refugees.  For example, Steel, Silove, Phan and 

Bauman (2002) found that Vietnamese refugees who had been resettled in Australia between 

1975 and 1996 tended to suffer from anxiety disorders up to 14 years post-settlement.  The most 

prevalent of these disorders were post-traumatic stress disorder (5%) and “major depressive 

disorder” (3%) (p. 1058).  Liebkind (1996) noted that refugees, in general, experience greater 

levels of “psychological distress and dysfunction” (p. 163) than those who are native-born. 

These disorders may impact those who have experienced or witnessed the catastrophic 

loss of family members, loss of material possessions, significant levels of violence or 
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persecution, and other trauma (Williams & Berry, 1991).  The true extent of problems of mental 

ill health experienced by refugees may be underreported, because as Liebkind (1996) suggests, 

among refugees from Southeast Asia, for example, “shame and disgrace is associated with 

admitting emotional problems” (p. 163).  

In addition, mental disorders may affect unaccompanied or separated children, often 

forcibly torn from their families (Bryan & Denov, 2011) and brought to countries of asylum that 

may be vastly culturally different from their homelands.  Mental distress, post-arrival, may be 

further exacerbated by underemployment, lack of money for food and medicines, concern for 

family in their home country, having to support extended family and those left behind in the 

homeland, and feelings of disappointment that expectations of the host country have been unmet 

(Simich, Este & Hamilton, 2010).  It should be noted here that many of these factors may also 

beset immigrants generally (Berry, Poortinga, Segall & Dasen, 2002), and thus may be 

experienced more broadly by newcomers, but in all cases affecting newcomers’ experiences of 

acculturative stress—the process of adapting when cultures come into contact with each other 

(Berry, 1997). 

Beginning Again: The Process of Acculturation 

Having arrived in a new host society, refugees must begin the process of acculturating to 

a country, which may have very different norms and social mores than their former homeland.  

In addition they must find a home, a job, locate schools for children, learn a new language, and 

acclimatize to an unfamiliar climate (Simich et al., 2010; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009).    

How this process of acculturation occurs has been the subject of much research, however, 

one of the most rigorously tested theories is Berry’s (1997, 2005, 2006) acculturation theory and 
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model.  Berry’s theory argues that cultures in contact choose an acculturative strategy based on 

(a) the acculturative stress they experience and, (b) the issues of culture maintenance and culture 

contact, and the degree to which each is sought.  The acculturation process, Berry argues, is a 

mutual one with both host society and newcomer making behavioural shifts and adaptations as 

they determine how they will live together.  This theory and model provide the theoretical 

underpinning of my study, and they are explored in detail in the Literature Review section. 

“One Touch of Nature,” Leisure and Happiness 

Amid the hubbub of life, leisure may play a vital role in individuals’ well-being, 

including their mental health, happiness, and even peacefulness (Spiers & Walker, 2008), no 

matter their age or station in life.  Leisure may, therefore, ameliorate refugees’ acculturative 

stress and facilitate their integration into the larger society.  Leisure in nature and outdoor 

recreational pursuits have been found to have significant benefits in terms of “cognitive, 

emotional and social functioning” (Frumkin, 2012, as cited in Wolsko & Lindberg, 2013, p. 88).  

Attachment to nature and spending time in nature in a variety of activities have been found to 

enhance spirituality for some participants and to strengthen the coping capabilities of individuals 

living through difficult circumstances, such as life-threatening illnesses (Heintzman, 2010). 

The association between leisure and subjective well-being (SWB) or happiness (Diener, 

2000) has been well-researched across many population groups and in different settings.  For 

example, in a study of 363 articles looking at the role of leisure and its impact on SWB in a 

variety of settings, Newman, Tay and Diener (2013) deduced that five key psychological 

dimensions: detachment-recovery, autonomy, mastery, meaning and affiliation (DRAMMA) 

were the core psychological dimensions sparked by leisure participation.  Individuals engaging 
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in leisure that met one or more psychological needs that increased their leisure satisfaction and 

SWB also experienced global or overall SWB that spilled over into other aspects of their daily 

lives, such as work and family life.  Reinforcing this “spill over” effect, Kim (2000) found that 

high levels of leisure participation outside the home among older Korean immigrants in the U.S. 

correlated with greater life satisfaction and reduced acculturative stress.   Further bolstering the 

theory of a correlation between leisure and SWB is Iwasaki’s (2007) comprehensive review of 

the literature relating to the role of leisure on the quality of life of individuals in Asia, the Middle 

East, and indigenous populations globally.  His findings underscored the impact of leisure on 

happiness, well-being, self-efficacy, confidence, independence and quality of life as a whole.  

His study also emphasized that meanings of leisure for individuals are socially, culturally, and 

often politically constructed and influenced. 

In addition, a deep connection to nature and outdoor pursuits, such as hiking or canoeing, 

can evoke positive emotions, moods, and a sense of well-being in individuals (Wolsko & 

Lindberg, 2013; Zelinski & Nisbet, 2012).  However, ethnicity and race are key factors in the use 

of wildland—defined here as natural, unstructured, and uncultivated spaces—and other natural 

landscapes for leisure purposes, with different ethnocultural groups espousing differing views on 

spending free time in untamed spaces.  For example, Erickson, Johnson and Kivel (2009) found 

that Whites made up the majority of recreationists in Rocky Mountain National Park in Colorado 

and that Blacks’ low visitor rates were attributable to negative historical factors.  In addition, 

Blacks characterized parks as symbols of “White culture” and “not a “Black thing” (p. 540).  

Virden and Walker’s (1999) study examining the influence of ethnicity, race and gender on the 

meanings individuals ascribed to natural environments, such as forests, found marked differences 
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in the ways Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics in America perceived wildland recreation.  Blacks 

were more likely to prefer managed and developed outdoor environments, and less remote areas 

than Whites did, possibly for the reasons proffered by Erickson et al.  It should be noted here that 

there is a paucity of research, in the Canadian context, on ethnocultural groups’ landscape 

preferences when conducting outdoor leisure.  Therefore the inclusion of literature about Black 

Americans’ experiences of wildlands, forests, woods, national parks and country, bathed as it is 

in a violent history of ferocious racism and discrimination, may not be entirely appropriate or 

germane to the focus of my research.  But, given the lack of research on this topic in the 

Canadian context, I included it. 

Constraints to leisure. 

Constraints to leisure or reasons for not participating in leisure may be (a) intrapersonal 

and comprised of the internal psychological reasons an individual has for not participating, such 

as a lack of self-confidence; (b) interpersonal factors: these factors are comprised of the social 

factors that inhibit an individual from participating in some leisure activities, such as not having 

friends with whom to enjoy an activity or feeling unsafe to do so (Bieleschki, 2005); or (c) 

structural—such constraints may include not having a car or other means of transportation to 

leisure venues, having insufficient time to engage in leisure activities, or a lack of money 

(Crawford & Godbey, 1987, as cited in Kleiber, Walker & Mannell, 2011). 

Buijs, Elands and Langers (2008) suggest that refugees and other newcomers may face 

other constraints to leisure in wildland spaces, including how they perceive land usage and 

preferences for natural landscapes that are urban, close to home and developed, versus national 

or provincial parks that may be located distant from towns or cities and may not be developed.  
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Other constraining factors may include lack of time, economic hardship, unemployment and 

difficulty finding a job, concern for families and others left behind in the homeland, language 

difficulties, loss of familiar social supports (Simich et al., 2010), living far from a national park 

(Floyd, 1999), not having access to transportation (Floyd, 1999; Erickson et al., 2009), or 

perceiving discrimination (Erickson et al., 2009, Floyd, 1999). 

Conclusion 

Leisure may be perceived to be a time to be “individually expressive” and one less 

constrained by societal roles (Gramman, Floyd & Saenz, 1993, p. 73).  Given that refugees may 

face monumental day-to-day living problems (Simich et al., 2010), and that their differing 

notions of nature-based leisure may be at variance with those of the dominant culture (Lovelock, 

Lovelock, Jellum & Thompson, 2011) this research seeks to determine how a nature-based 

leisure experience may prove to be a catalyst for, or play a role in, the integration of refugees 

into the larger society.  
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 
 

Refugees’ Pre-Arrival Trauma: The Possibilities for Leisure? 

Few studies have examined the role of nature-based leisure in the integration of refugees 

specifically.  In fact, much research on the leisure preferences of newcomers—immigrants, 

refugees, international students, business travellers and migrant workers—tends to group these 

individuals under the term “newcomer.”  This may be because of the perception that after an 

initial period of disruption and settling in, newcomers are able to “expand their leisure 

repertoires” (Stodolska & Yi-Kook, 2005, p. 58). Yet, as noted earlier, refugees may have 

experienced significant mental and, in many cases, physical violence, anguish, and grief at the 

loss of loved ones.  They may have experienced forced resettlement (Williams & Berry, 1991) as 

well as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and depression stemming from their pre-arrival 

experiences (Steel et al., 2002) and these experiences may hinder or constrain their ability to 

have leisure to a greater extent than other types of newcomers.   

The extent of the effect of PTSD may be far-reaching.  For example, in their study of 

Vietnamese refugees to Australia, Steel et al. (2002) found that even after a mean of 14 years had 

elapsed since the experienced trauma, “a significant association persisted between trauma 

exposure and risk of mental illness” (p. 1060).  A meta-analysis of 20 studies of 7000 refugees 

showed that one in 10 refugees in Western countries had PTSD, one in 20 suffered from 

depression, and one in 25 suffered from “generalized anxiety disorder” (Fazel, Wheeler & 

Danesh, 2005, p. 1312).  Violent conflict may be especially damaging to children and youth.  

Jabbar and Zaza (2014) found that Syrian children and youth living in Zaatari refugee camp in 
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Jordan expressed high levels of anxiety, suicidal feelings, helplessness, futility, and other PTSD 

symptoms. 

Separated children, defined as those who seek asylum without family members may be 

viewed with suspicion by countries where they seek refuge because they may be seen as 

forerunners for families seeking to migrate for economic reasons.   For this reason countries of 

refuge may not regard them as refugees at all, making it doubly stressful to find acceptance in 

countries where they seek asylum (Bryan & Denov, 2011).  This situation prevails despite the 

number of children, in vast numbers, leaving home alone, often travelling long distances on foot 

to reach safety.  The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees raised the alarm on this 

phenomenon recently (UNHCR, 2013) when it reported that 23,500 asylum applications were 

from children separated from their families or travelling unaccompanied, the highest number of 

children in this situation since the organization began documenting this phenomenon.   

Refugee camp conditions may contribute to the stress of refugees.  There may be a lack 

of adequate sanitation or food and water (Drumm, Pittman & Perry, 2001).  Additionally those 

living in refugee camps may feel insecure and uncertain about their future (Jabbar & Zaza, 

2014).  Boredom and an overabundance of free time in camps may be equally problematic.  

Drumm et al. (2001) found that with little to occupy them, Kosovar women refugees in an 

Albanian camp described the weight of boredom wrought by the absence of their normal, pre-

conflict, daily activities, as oppressive, and expressed the desire to be busy.  Russell and Stage 

(1996) documented the plight of Sudanese women refugees in the Kakuma refugee camp in 

Kenya, finding that, though this was one of the more well-cared-for camps in Africa, inmates had 

little to occupy their time.  The typical day-to-day occupations, such as hunting, fishing (men) or 
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home-making (women) they had engaged in prior to living in the refugee camp were no longer 

available to them, and many people slept the day away to escape the enforced indolence.  These 

conditions are exacerbated by the ephemerality of living, for an indeterminate period of time, in 

a “temporary space in which refugees may receive humanitarian relief and protection until a 

durable solution can be found to their situation” (Ramadan, 2013, p. 1).  

There is, however, significant evidence of the rehabilitative and calmative impacts of 

leisure, physical activity, and occupational activities in restoring a modicum of well-being and 

normalcy in refugees’ lives.  For example, interventions such as physical activity, combined with 

biofeedback-based cognitive behavioural therapy have been found to mitigate the chronic pain of 

traumatized refugees who had suffered torture—often a determinant of PTSD (Leidl et al., 2011).  

Engaging in traditional, cultural pastimes, such as weaving, not only ameliorated stress in Karen 

women refugees resettled in Utah, but also aided in their integration into American society 

because they found interest, encouragement and a market for their creations among Americans 

(Stephenson, Smith, Gibson, & Watson, 2013).  These findings among refugee populations 

support the hypothesis that leisure participation may contribute positively to physical health, 

psychological and spiritual well-being across the lifespan (Mannell, 2007) by “diverting or 

distracting people from distressing thoughts that may be triggered by stressful life events” (p. 

117).  Further bolstering Mannell’s view of leisure’s positive affect (e.g. inducing positive 

feelings of joy, happiness, and contentment) on humans in many life situations, Kleiber, 

Hutchinson, and Williams (2001) reviewed the literature on leisure and transcending negative 

life events arguing for a robust role for leisure in provoking post-traumatic growth (PTG) 

(Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004).  PTG may include an altered self-perception that embraces the new 
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life reality—“survivor rather than victim” (Kleiber et al., p. 221), changes in interpersonal 

relationships and philosophy of life (Powell et al., 2003) which may manifest, for example, in an 

appreciation “for the smaller things in life and a desire to make the most of the moments 

available” (Kleiber et al., 2001, p. 221). Further emphasizing the role of positive affect in 

achieving psychological growth, Frederickson (2001) asserts that “positive emotions may help 

people place the events in their lives in the broader context, lessening the resonance of any 

particular negative event” (p. 222). 

In addition, when leisure experiences are shared with friendly, compassionate 

companions who provide a form of social support—“leisure friendship”—may afford a buffering 

effect against stress (Iso-Ahola & Park, 1996, p. 183).  Clearly, leisure’s ameliorative and 

restorative impacts could play an important role in helping refugees rebuild their disrupted lives 

given its role in stress alleviation. 

It seems unusual, then, that many of the studies on leisure and newcomer adaptation 

appear not to take refugees’ unique situational and personal factors into account sufficiently, 

especially considering how these might impact refugee acculturation in countries of resettlement.  

One might argue that it is these very experiences and circumstances that set them apart from 

typical immigrants (who have chosen to migrate.) 

Multicultural Countries and Newcomer Integration 
 

According to Young and Evans (1997) refugees appear to settle more readily in countries 

that support and favour ethnic diversity and cultural pluralism, such as Canada. For example in 

their study of Salvadoran refugees to Canada, these authors found that despite refugees’ 

traumatic experiences pre-arrival, and the post-arrival phenomenon of  “downward mobility”  (p. 
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296) attributed to factors such as “age, lack of competence in English, and non-transferable skills 

and credentials as well as discrimination and racist hiring practices” (Stein, 1980, as cited in 

Young & Evans, p. 296), these refugees eventually adapted to their host country.    

This situation contrasts with the aforementioned findings of Steel et al., (2002) that 

among Vietnamese refugees in Australia—who were, arguably, more culturally distant from the 

dominant culture— a significant number still suffered mental health disorders many years after 

resettlement.  These mental health disorders may be attributable to several factors including the 

magnitude of trauma experienced prior to their arrival (Steel et al., 2002) and the fact that 

Australia had, until the 1970’s, espoused an assimilationist policy, anticipating that newcomers 

would be absorbed into the dominant culture (Parliament of Australia, 2010).  Multiculturalism 

is a fairly recent policy in Australia that was contested by many Australians when it was first 

introduced because they feared it would dilute the essence of what it meant to be an Australian 

(Parliament of Australia, 2010). 

March (1965, as cited in Berry, 1997 and Berry et al., 2002), however, asserts that 

societies that support cultural pluralism provide “a more positive settlement context” (Berry et 

al., 2002, p. 364) for two reasons: (a) they are unlikely to demand or enforce culture change, in 

other words, demanding individuals to assimilate into the larger society’s culture; and (b) their 

social institutions, such as schools and health care, have been modified to accommodate cultural 

diversity.  It is worth noting that even in host cultures, such as America, that espouse an 

assimilative acculturation strategy and prefer newcomers to be fully absorbed into the dominant 

culture, many newcomers find ways to integrate instead—retaining their heritage culture while 

participating in the larger society.  For example, Asian Americans living in the United States 
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maintained their ethnicity and culture by forming and living in enclaves within large cities.  

According to Gudykunst (2001), when Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, Vietnamese and Filipinos 

settled in the United States, they did so to live within the mainstream society comfortably.  In the 

enclaves, language and culture were familiar.  Most of these ‘towns’ provided then, and still do, 

churches, shops and services in the mother tongue of the diaspora.  “Because of living here we 

feel like home” (Li, 1999, as cited in Gudykunst, 2001, p. 61), said one respondent, living in 

Monterey Park, a large, urban Chinatown in California.  It appears, then, that whether a country 

adopts the melting pot strategy (assimilation) or multiculturalism, groups with like ethnicity tend 

to congregate and form enclaves to maintain their heritage culture.  This appears to support 

Berry’s (1997) assertion that integration is the preferred and least stressful acculturation strategy 

of most newcomers settling in a new host society. 

Acculturation: The Theoretical Framework 

Berry (1997) makes a clear distinction between immigrants and refugees in expounding 

on the process of acculturation. He describes refugees as involuntary migrants and suggests that 

when cultures come into contact with each other, both newcomers and the host society 

experience acculturative stress, as opposed to “culture shock”—implying a negative reaction, of 

cultures colliding, as it were—as they learn to make mutual accommodations and adaptations to 

each other.  

Berry’s acculturation theory rests upon that premise: 

Acculturation comprehends those phenomena which result when groups of individuals 

having different cultures come into continuous first-hand contact with subsequent 
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changes in the original culture patterns of either or both groups (Redfield, Linton & 

Herskovits, 1936, p. 149)  

This classic definition recognizes that it is not only the newcomer who learns to adapt to 

a dominant culture, but that the dominant culture also undergoes a cultural change or shift as a 

result of the newcomer’s arrival.  

Berry (1992, 1997, 2005, 2006a; 2006b, 2009; Berry et al., 2002) describes the 

framework for understanding acculturative strategies as a five-step process that begins with the 

need to understand the cultures involved in the interaction before contact with each other. 

Political, economic and social environments of each culture need to be understood (steps one and 

two). Third, we need to understand how these cultures interact with each other when contact 

occurs because each will have an impact on the other.  How a newcomer or person in a non-

dominant culture acculturates depends largely on whether the dominant culture is welcoming, 

accommodating and wishes to include non-dominant cultures in a culturally pluralistic society. 

Following contact the individual acculturating will undergo psychological changes or 

behavioural shifts (step four) and adaptations (step five)—the changes we make to live life the 

way we want.  

Psychological changes result from “culture shedding”—when one loses parts of one’s 

culture, either accidentally or by choice to fit in with the dominant culture.  The second reason 

for physiological change is “culture learning”—the process of learning to live in the new culture 

and make adaptations (Berry, 2006a, p. 292).  Finally there is “culture conflict” (Berry, 1992, 

2006a, p. 292) which occurs when cultures that are vastly different from each other (“culturally 

distant”) (Berry et. al, 2002, p. 361) clash and one culture may find itself subject to domination 
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by another—something that cannot be easily changed by making adjustments to one’s way of 

living.  

Culture shedding and learning are not necessarily immediate but can occur over time, 

over a lifetime, in fact, and the extent of these metamorphosing factors depends on whether the 

individual’s interactions with the larger society are positive or negative. Some of these changes 

may comprise behavioural shifts to facilitate interfusing with the dominant culture and may 

include learning the language, eating different ethnocultural foods, living in a different 

environment, or changing one’s manner of dress.   However, when the changes are problematic 

for the individual they create acculturative stress (Berry et al., 2002).  

Acculturation Strategies 

Berry’s (1997, 2005, 2006a, 2006b) theory of acculturation describes acculturation as a 

process in which both the host society and newcomers make shifts, changes and accommodations 

as they determine how they will live together.  These decisions are based on questions of the 

degree to which each chooses culture maintenance and culture contact with the other.  It bears 

emphasizing that the role of the larger society is a key factor in newcomer acculturation: if the 

dominant society supports and accommodates newcomers or indigenous people, newcomers 

acculturate less stressfully and with greater ease than if they meet with hostility and rejection 

(Berry, 1997; Berry et al., 2002; Berry & Sabatier, 2009).   

According to Berry (1997) newcomers adopt one of four acculturation strategies in 

response to the acculturative stress they experience as a result of culture contact. Individuals 

retaining parts of their heritage culture and participating fully in the dominant culture choose 

integration. Those who shed their original culture entirely and become absorbed into the host 
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culture are assimilated.  Those wishing to retain only their heritage culture and reject the 

dominant culture prefer separation.  Individuals with no interest in maintaining their heritage 

culture, or participating in the larger society, choose marginalization.  Because acculturation is 

mutual, the larger society also chooses acculturation strategies based on the dimensions of 

culture maintenance and culture contact with other ethnocultural groups (Berry, 1997, 2005, 

2006a; 2006b; Berry, et al., 2002).  Societies welcoming newcomers and supporting heritage 

culture retention favour multiculturalism.  Countries, such as America and France, that prefer 

newcomers to assimilate espouse a melting pot strategy.  Other dominant cultures may prefer 

segregation.   For example, the Swiss favoured the segregation of resident Yugoslavians, even 

though Yugoslavians desired integration or assimilation with the larger society (Piontkowski, 

Klorack, Hoelkner & Obdrzalek, 2000), while Berry and Sabatier (2010) found that second 

generation immigrant youth in Montreal sought integration and were supported by the larger 

society in their desire to do so.  On the other hand, immigrant youth in Paris seeking integration 

or even assimilation with the larger society experienced discrimination, indicating that 

integration may only be possible in multicultural societies “supportive of cultural pluralism” 

(Murphy, 1965, as cited in Berry, 1997).  Similarly, Ward and Kus (2012) conducted a study 

with immigrants in New Zealand, comparing the roles of culture-contact and culture-adoption in 

acculturation.  Their findings were consistent with Berry’s (1997) model: integration occurred 

more frequently when the culture-contact dimension was used, underscoring the importance of 

participation of the individual in the broader society, and heritage culture maintenance rather 

than assimilation. 
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The final mode that may be practiced by dominant cultures, exclusion, describes enforced 

segregation whereby the larger society rejects other ethnocultural groups or those with different 

belief systems.  At its most extreme, this attitude may result in cataclysmic culture conflict, 

including genocide (Berry et al., 2002).  For example, during the era of apartheid, South Africa 

excluded Black South Africans based on race, while Nazi Germany excluded and then 

exterminated Jews, based on their religion and ethnicity.  Exclusion may be seen occurring 

across the globe during the present time in countries such as Iraq where the extremist group 

Islamic State (IS) has routed other religious groups such as the Yazedi and Shia Muslims 

because their values and belief systems are at odds with those of IS adherents.   

Factors affecting acculturation. 

Each person’s acculturation experience is different and each acculturates according to his 

or her circumstances. Berry et al., (2002) assert that moderating variables prior to contact such as 

level of education, gender and age, play a role in acculturation and the strategies adopted.  For 

example, Kwak and Berry (2001) found that in a study comparing generational differences 

between Korean, Vietnamese, East-Indian and Anglo-Celtic adolescents in Canada, Asian 

adolescents selected more integrative and assimilationistic attitudes toward maintaining their 

language, children’s rights and cultural aspects of their heritage culture. These were in 

opposition to their parents who leaned toward separationistic attitudes to preserve their heritage 

culture.  Three of the major factors affecting acculturation are described here in more detail. 

Gender. 

Berry et al., (2002) suggest that gender may also be a moderating factor in acculturation 

and that women may experience more problems than men.  Women’s experiences of 
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acculturation may be coloured by their pre-migratory experiences of “torture/imprisonment, 

sexual abuse in refugee camps, loss of menfolk” (Naidoo, 1992, p. 178).  In addition, many 

refugees to Canada come from collectivistic societies (Naidoo, 1992) and for refugee women 

from those societies, particularly single mothers, who are accustomed to rearing children with 

the support of other women in their clan or community (Phillimore, 2011) parenting alone can 

lead to feelings of isolation and depression (Naidoo, 1992).   This is also evident in women from 

collectivistic and communalistic cultures, who had experienced sexual abuse pre-migration.  

Women from those cultures typically only share their experiences among their community of 

women rather than divulge them to a medical practitioner, who may be male (Phillimore, 2011).   

Furthermore, post-migration, women from developing countries are most at risk for 

partner violence, especially when their menfolk are unemployed or underemployed (Brownridge 

& Halli, 2002).  Women with higher education “who begin to realize the freedoms of Canada” 

(p. 468) are at greater risk for partner violence.  They may experience partner violence to deter 

them from participating more fully in the larger society.   Supporting Brownridge and Halli’s 

findings, Nilsson, Brown, Russell and Khamphakdy-Brown (2008) found that Somali women 

refugees to the US were more likely to experience domestic violence the more proficient they 

became in speaking English because with language acquisition, women’s opportunities for 

employment and independence blossomed in a less paternalistic host society.  Nilsson et al., 

suggested that the risk of increased partner violence may have escalated because men became 

threatened by the budding power and autonomy of women in their family, resulting in their 

resorting to violence to re-assert their power and control over the women. 
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Desire to inculcate youth with the norms of the heritage culture exclusively (separation) 

may also cause acculturative stress for girls.  As Berry el al., (2002) contend, children and youths 

acculturate faster than adults.  Talbani and Hasanali’s (2000) study of adolescent immigrant 

South Asian girls found that parents strictly controlled their daughters’ socialization within the 

larger society because girls were deemed more vulnerable than boys.  This situation, at times, 

resulted in girls’ antisocial, rebellious behaviours such as drug-taking, running away, and mental 

health problems such as depression.  The parents’ separationistic attitudes further hobbled their 

daughters’ integration in the society of settlement. 

The stress of espousing separationistic attitudes was also reported by Liebkind (1996) 

who found that among Vietnamese refugees to Norway, adult women exhibited the highest 

degree of acculturative stress and were less acculturated than Vietnamese men and youth because 

of their “rejection of the dominant culture…” (p. 176).  Exacerbating acculturative stress yet 

further was “the absence of a community of coethnics” (p. 176), as well as a feeling that they 

were alone in preserving the heritage culture in their family.  It should be noted that Norway 

scattered the Vietnamese refugee population across the country, settling them in groups 

consisting of no more than 20 persons. Liebkind emphasized the key factor of cultural distance 

between the newcomers’ heritage culture and the host society cultures, and its correlation to the 

acculturative stress (Berry et al., 2002) experienced by collectivistic population groups 

navigating their place in individualistic societies. 

Education. 

Education, too, is a predictor of how individuals acculturate because it relates to their 

economic status in the society of settlement and therefore status in society (Aycan & Berry, 
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1996; Berry et al., 2002).  In a study of 525 adult refugees to Alberta, Canada, who had occupied 

professional and managerial positions prior to migration, Krahn, Derwing, Mulder and 

Wilkinson (2000) found that refugees were more likely to be unemployed than Canadians and 

faced significant barriers to re-entering their profession.  Factors that increased the barriers for 

migrants were (a) their insufficient command of English, (b) reluctance by regulating bodies to 

accept foreign credentials, and (c) their lack of Canadian experience (Aycan & Berry, 1996; 

Jackson & Bauder, 2013; Krahn et al, 2000; Lamba, 2003).   However, Jackson and Bauder 

concede that these barriers may also reflect “to some degree the experience of non-refugee 

immigrants in Canada” (p. 365) as well (Zaman, 2010).  This fact is evident in Sochan and 

Singh’s (2007) study looking at the experience of non-refugee, internationally educated nurses 

(IENs) from the Philippines, China, India, South Korea and Ukraine, in Canada.  IENs reported 

difficulty having their credentials recognized, requirements to upgrade their qualifications, 

disillusionment at not being able to practice, and pressure to succeed and contribute financially 

to their families in Canada and abroad.  An additional barrier to refugees is that because of the 

haste with which they flee their homelands, documentation, such as transcripts or certificates, 

may be lost (Jackson & Bauder, 2013). 

Exacerbating the employment situation for refugees is that many may not have the 

marketable skills needed to obtain meaningful employment in Canada.  DeVoretz, Pivnenko and 

Beiser (2004, as cited in Jackson & Bauder, 2013) found that “only 20 per cent of refugees from 

non-European countries arrived in Canada with post-secondary education” (p. 365).  A lack of 

formal education may impede integration because those who do not have it as a “personal 

resource,” have not been instilled with the “problem analysis and problem solving” (Berry et al., 
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2002, p. 366) skills necessary for navigating a new culture.  In addition, refugees and refugee 

claimants’ impermanent status, as well as social insurance numbers (SINs) that indicate their 

status as refugees, were found to further devalue refugees’ skills and credentials.  Consequently 

refugees may be ghettoized into unskilled labour, part-time and contract work because employers 

equate refugee status with unskilled work (Jackson & Bauder, 2013).  These forms of  

employment discrimination hamper refugees’ integration into Canadian society.   

The consequences of not being able to find employment or employment within one’s 

profession or meaningful employment may be dire.  One consequence may be “negative self-

concept,” according to Aycan and Berry (1996, p. 241), which may lead to increased 

acculturative stress that may manifest in mental ill health and feelings of depression and 

worthlessness.  This, in turn, may lead to adopting the acculturation strategies of separation or 

marginalization, rather than integration and full participation in Canadian society.   

Host society support. 

Another important moderating factor is the degree of support newcomers receive from 

the host country and the attitude of the dominant society toward newcomers.  If the society of 

settlement is welcoming and prepared to adapt its national institutions to accommodate the needs 

of different groups by recognizing cultural diversity, newcomers are more likely to prefer 

integration, whereas if the dominant culture is hostile, newcomers are more likely to choose 

separation (Berry et al., 2002).  Jackson and Bauder (2013, citing Pozniak, 2009), found that 

refugees in their study were acutely aware of the discourses in Canada that unfairly labelled 

refugees as “bogus”, abusers of the welfare system, queue-jumpers, unskilled, or dangerous 

because of their religious affiliations.  Researchers argued that these pejorative labels 
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substantially harmed refugees’ integration.  The stereotype of “bogus refugee” (p. 376) was 

particularly harmful “creating a hostile environment of distrust towards RCs [refugee claimants]” 

(p. 376) and entrenching “assumptions about the ‘place of refugees’ within Canadian society, 

including which jobs refugees ought to obtain” (p. 376) in the minds of Canadians. 

Other constraints to integration. 

These constraining factors may cause the individual to prefer a different strategy.  Some 

of these constraints may be physical, such as when an individual looks different from the 

dominant culture, has heavily accented speech or does not speak the predominant language of the 

dominant culture (Berry, 1997; Berry et al., 2002).  Newcomers may, therefore, be noticeably 

different and vulnerable to discrimination.   

Perceived discrimination may constrain integration in societies of settlement. The more 

individuals perceive or experience discrimination the less likely they are to seek interaction with 

the dominant culture and the more likely they are to prefer separation or marginalization 

strategies instead (Berry et al., 2002; Berry et al., 2006).  Therefore the context in which the 

acculturation takes place must be a consideration in understanding acculturation orientations 

(Ward & Kus, 2012).  The importance of the acculturation context: cultural, political, economic 

and historical (Berry, 2005), was well illustrated in South Africa recently.  In 2008, xenophobia 

erupted in that country when poor citizens turned violently on migrants from impoverished 

neighbouring countries because of concerns that newcomers would take already scarce jobs, and 

that there were insufficient resources to support the influx (Vromans, Schweitzer, Knoetze, & 

Kagee, 2011).  
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Integration: the least stressful acculturation strategy. 

In Canada’s multicultural society, Berry (1997, 2005, 2006; Berry et al., 2002) suggests 

that integration is the least stressful acculturation strategy for newcomers, particularly where it is 

accommodated by the host society.  According to Berry (2005), “those who pursue integrative 

strategies (in terms of attitudes, identities and behaviours) will achieve better adaptations than 

those who acculturate in other ways, especially those who are diffuse or marginal in their way of 

acculturating” (p. 710). Curran (2003, as cited in Berry, 2005) found that newcomers who 

preferred integration also experienced better health than those who chose other ways of 

acculturating.  In contrast, in assimilationist countries, such as America, Japan and France, where 

newcomers are expected or anticipated to lose their heritage culture and be absorbed into the host 

culture over time, such demands can prove stressful for newcomers.  For example, in 2004 

France banned the wearing of religious symbols in schools, purportedly to engender “a sense of 

equality through cultural similarity” (Wiles, 2007, p. 703).  Instead, the ban caused consternation 

to many traditional, practicing Muslims who perceived the law as discriminatory and intolerant 

of their symbols of faith. 

Bidimensional versus unidimensional acculturation models.  
 

Prior to Berry’s bidimensional model, a unidimensional model of acculturation (Gordon, 

1964) was widely accepted.  Gordon argued that individuals in contact with the dominant culture 

gradually lost their heritage culture until they were completely assimilated into the larger society.  

However, Berry (1997, 2005, 2006) argued that it was possible for people to live between two 

cultures and become integrated, rather than assimilated, into the dominant culture by retaining 

valued facets of their heritage culture while participating in the larger society.  Ryder, Alden and 
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Paulhus (2000) compared the bidimensional and unidimensional acculturation models, finding 

the bidimensional model to be the more accurate and robust in describing the acculturation 

processes of newcomers, and that integration is, indeed, the preferred acculturation strategy of 

newcomers (Berry et al., 2002).  Sayegh and Lasry (1993) also examined the uni- and 

bidimensional models of acculturation, concluding that the “orthogonal acculturation model” (p. 

107), in essence Berry’s (1997) model, wherein the immigrant “identifies with both the heritage 

and host cultures without this being a detriment to their full participation in the host society” (p. 

107) was the most desired form of integration by newcomers. 

Berry’s (1997) acculturation theory has not, however, been broadly tested with refugees 

specifically and rarely in relation to leisure (Kleiber et al., 2011).  Of the few studies examining 

immigrant leisure and acculturation in the Canadian context using this theoretical framework, 

Donà and Berry’s (1993) study of Central American refugees found that the majority of the 

sample favoured integration with the dominant culture, with none favouring marginalization and 

only one of the 101 participants choosing assimilation.  

Walker and Lynn (2011) used Berry’s (1997) theoretical framework, and measures 

similar to Berry and Sabatier’s (2009) study of adolescent youth in Montreal and Paris to 

examine Chinese-Canadian immigrants’ acculturative strategies and leisure activity participation. 

Walker and Lynn found that immigrants who were assimilated and integrated participated more 

readily in a number of leisure activities than those who identified as separated or marginalized.  

In a similar vein, Stack and Iwasaki’s (2009) study of Afghan refugees in Winnipeg, Manitoba, 

found that leisure played an important role in refugees’ adaptation to Canadian life in terms of 

socializing, maintaining contact and assisting others from their community.  “Learning and 
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development” (p. 249) was seen as important for maintaining “social, cultural, educational, 

developmental and mental and physical health” (p. 254) and facilitating refugees’ participation in 

the larger society.   Though Stack and Iwasaki did not test Berry’s (1997) bidimensional theory 

of acculturation, their findings support Berry’s (2005) assertion that integration is the least 

stressful acculturation strategy of newcomers, and, importantly, that leisure played a vital role in 

helping Afghan refugees to settle well in Canada.   

Therefore, understanding that Canada’s national multicultural policies welcome ethnic 

diversity and maintenance of heritage culture, and that leisure has been shown to promote 

integration in both voluntary and involuntary migrants, nature-based leisure may well prove a 

further catalyzing factor in refugee integration.  

Nature Relatedness and its Connection to Human Health and Well-Being 

Wilson’s (1984, as cited in Frumkin, 2001) biophilia hypothesis argues that humans have 

an innate attachment and attraction for nature grounded in human evolution as hunter/gatherers 

and “emphasizes people’s positive responses to nature” (Hartig et al., 2010, p. 142).  There is 

evidence of human’s interest in, and affinity for, nature and its impacts on health.  For example 

Hartig et al. point to the establishment of national parks in America and Europe in the nineteenth 

century, the development of health spas and pleasant gardens for hospitals, all of which, they 

assert, hearkened to the human desire to preserve natural spaces and recognized the restorative 

benefits of the natural environment for people experiencing physical or mental ill health. 

Nature connectedness has been found to aid in the convalescence of, or to nurture well-

being in, those experiencing life-threatening illnesses.  For example, post-operative breast cancer 

patients who experienced leisure activities in nature, such as going for a walk, or gardening, 
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reported less cognitive dysfunction, greater vitality and were more likely to return to their 

regular, pre-diagnosis work and activities than were women in the control group (Cimprich, 

1993, as cited in Kaplan, 1995).  Children with end-stage renal disease reported greater self-

efficacy, higher self-esteem and significantly less depression after attending therapeutic camps 

doing outdoor activities, such as boating and swimming (Warady, 1994).  Once again, these 

findings emphasize the restorative power of nature, even in individuals who are normally living 

in distressing circumstances. 

Being in nature, whether in urban (parks, green spaces) or wilderness settings appears to 

play a vital role in human health and well-being.  For example, children with attention deficit 

disorder (ADD) preferred recreating in green spaces and found it easier to focus their attention, 

than did children who played indoors (Taylor, Kuo & Sullivan, 2001).   Hartig, Evans, Jamner, 

Davis and Gärling (2003) found that participants performing tasks in an office with views of 

trees, or walking in nature, had lower blood pressure and reported greater happiness, less anger 

and aggression, and feelings of calm.  Participants walking in built-up urban settings, or who 

spent time in a room with no views did not experience similar benefits.   

In a similar vein Mayer, McPherson Frantz, Bruehlman-Senecal and Dolliver (2009) 

found that being in nature, away from the hubbub of urban life, produced the greater 

psychological benefits and participants more easily focused on their “loose end” (p. 616) or 

problem they were contemplating than participants who experienced the outdoors in an urban 

setting.  Five studies measuring subjective vitality, defined as “having physical and mental 

energy” (Ryan et al., 2010, p. 159) and the effects of an experience in the outdoors, underscored 

the positive impact of nature connectedness to subjective vitality, and to health and well-being.  



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

28	  

Nature relatedness was also found to be “positively correlated with positive affect, vitality, 

autonomy, personal growth and purpose in life (meaning), and … life satisfaction” (Nisbet, 

Zelinski & Murphy, 2011, p. 316).   In addition, experiencing awe in nature—feeling dwarfed by 

the majesty of nature—may induce altruistic, pro-social behaviours in individuals.  For example, 

in a series of five studies on the experience of awe in a variety of situations, including in a 

naturalistic setting, Piff, Feinberg, Dietze, Stancato and Keltner (2015) found that the experience 

of awe appeared to influence individuals to be more helpful, generous and ethical.  Piff et al. 

suggested that these behaviours were induced by “the diminishment of the individual self” (p. 

895) in the presence of awe-inspiring phenomena, such as towering trees. 

Connectedness to nature has been associated with providing meaning in life generally 

(Howell, Passmore & Buro, 2012), while nature relatedness has also been found to “predict 

happiness” (Zelinski & Nisbet, 2012, p. 16).  Furthermore, individuals who engage in 

“appreciative outdoor activities [such as canoeing and hiking which cause minimal impact on the 

land] are more likely to experience a strong connection with nature and to have higher 

psychological well-being” (Wolsko & Lindberg, 2013, p. 88).  

It is not only leisure activities in nature that are beneficial to the individual’s health.  

Conservation and environmental stewardship activities may also result in health benefits.  For 

example, Townsend (2006) found that in four studies examining various aspects of well-being 

including physical, social and mental health benefits associated with nature-based conservation 

and environmental group activities, participants expressed feelings of fulfillment from doing 

something that others appreciated, visiting their doctor less, feeling safer where they lived, 



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

29	  

having a heightened sense of belonging in their communities and appreciating the opportunity to 

use their skills. 

Attention restoration theory (Duvall & Kaplan, 2014; Kaplan, 1995) suggests that nature 

has the capacity for alleviating the cognitive fatigue and stress resulting from working or living 

in situations of “uninteresting stimuli and/or persisting in the face of external and internal 

distractions [that] require an effortful form of attention” (Duvall & Kaplan, 2014, p. 686).  

Duvall and Kaplan found that military veterans suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) benefited in terms of their psychological well-being, social functioning and outlook on 

life when they participated in a week-long outdoor recreational program that removed them from 

the stresses of everyday life.  Outdoor leisure’s therapeutic benefits were also reported by Vella, 

Milligan and Bennett (2013), who found that a fly-fishing program for veterans suffering PTSD 

reduced veterans’ stress and improved their sleep quality among other quality of life and health 

benefits.  Notably, in both of these studies, participants reported residual restorative effects of the 

outdoor program for up to a month to six weeks after the program had been completed. 

These findings appear to support Knopf’s (1987) assertion that being in nature may 

promote individuals’ personal growth beyond their “self-perceived limits” (p. 787) because it 

“presents a new world to master where accustomed behavior patterns, resources and problem-

solving styles are no long appropriate” (p. 787).  In other words, they encourage individuals to 

transcend their usual way or approaching problems, forcing them to creatively challenge and 

become proficient and competent in a new environment, thus extending the perceived limits of 

an individual’s potential.  
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Nature, it appears, is not only restorative, but may enhance vitality.  In five studies 

looking at the impact of being outdoors in nature and vitality— defined as a sense of heightened 

mental acuity and physical energy—Ryan et al., (2010) found “a consistent positive relation 

between being outdoors and subjective vitality” (p. 167) and that being in nature itself, as 

opposed to seeing images of nature or being in nature close to urban settings, was most 

conducive to higher vitality.  

There is, however, some caution to be exercised in assuming that nature connectedness 

and relatedness are beneficial for well-being and health in general.  In an analysis of 50 studies 

examining nature’s visual impact on health and well-being in both indoor and outdoor 

environments, Grinde and Patil (2009) found that interacting with nature appeared to have 

positive effects on both health and well-being, in general, but cautioned that these were “likely 

shaped to a large extent by cultural factors and individual peculiarities” (Hartig, 2003, as cited in 

Grinde & Patil, 2009, p. 2338).  Cultural factors and individual preferences for nature, and 

experiences in nature may, therefore, significantly impact whether and how refugees experience 

nature-based leisure and whether, indeed, it could be an uplifting and restorative experience that 

facilitates their integration.   

Kaplan (1995) suggests that four factors are important in making a nature-based 

experience restorative: (a) being away—he means not taking one’s troubles with one, but 

changing “the direction of one’s gaze, or even an old environment viewed in a new way” (p. 

173); (b) extent—Kaplan suggests that the environment should create enough of a new 

experience to occupy the mind fully, (c) ease—the environment should be one in which the 

individual can easily and without a struggle, engage in and do the activities he or she wants to; 
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and (d) Kaplan suggests that fascination with the environment—sufficient to enchant and remove 

one from everyday pressures and worries—is an essential component in harnessing the 

restorative powers of nature. 

Certainly, Louv (2005) makes a compelling argument for encouraging unfettered play in 

nature for children, and in developing an intimacy with nature to mitigate social problems, such 

as obesity and poor social skills.  Louv contends that these social problems may result from 

children’s increasingly sedentary lives that are promoted by their growing dependence on 

technology for recreation and leisure purposes. Given the rise in the number of child migrants in 

the world (UNHCR, 2013), Louv’s exhortations to conduct leisure in nature take on even greater 

significance considering the difficulties young, unaccompanied refugees may face in 

acculturating sans parental guidance in a new country (Bryan & Denov, 2011).  

It should be noted that a large number of studies in the environmental psychology field 

that examine nature-connectedness and relatedness and its impact on health and well-being were 

conducted with undergraduate psychology students at European, American or Canadian 

universities.  Therefore it is not possible, or fitting, to attempt to generalize these findings to 

refugees whose circumstances and life experiences differ significantly from those of university 

students in a peaceful country. 

Ethnicity, Race, Culture and Nature-Based Leisure 

Many theories abound as to why different ethnocultural groups may not engage in nature-

based leisure.  The marginality hypothesis has been suggested to explain why African Americans 

tend not to visit US national parks (Meeker, 1991, as cited in Floyd, 2001; Stodolska & Yi-Kook, 

2005); the subcultural hypothesis suggests that national parks may not appeal to other 



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

32	  

ethnocultural groups because they  “lie beyond the range of activities and settings that reinforce 

their collective identities” (Floyd, 2001, p. 44) and may not reflect many ethnocultural groups.  

Perceived discrimination may also limit the recreational activities of some ethnocultural groups 

in nature-based leisure because they may feel unwelcome or fearful (cf. Erickson et al., 2011; 

Floyd, 1999, 2001; Lovelock et al., 2011; Stodolska & Yi-Kook, 2005).  The acculturation 

hypothesis argues that the more an individual is integrated or assimilated into the larger society, 

the more likely he or she is to conduct leisure in the manner of the dominant culture (Floyd, 

2001). 

Ethnicity, race, culture and even gender may affect attitudes to nature, environmental 

values, and landscape preference, such as functional versus naturalistic views of nature (Buijs et 

al., 2008).  These factors speak to individuals’ comfort levels in nature, determine environmental 

values, and the likelihood and type of outdoor leisure they may pursue.  These factors may, 

therefore, impact individuals’ expectations of nature-based leisure and recreation.  For example, 

Lovelock, Lovelock, Jellum and Thompson, (2011) found that recent immigrants to New 

Zealand from Asia differed substantially in their views of nature-based recreation in a national 

park from non-Western immigrants and other New Zealanders.  Asian immigrants were more 

likely to associate close proximity to nature with lower class (Han, 2006, as cited in Lovelock et 

al., 2011), and being tanned or sunburned as evidence of working on the land and therefore the 

mark of the peasant class (Hung, 2003, as cited in Lovelock et al., 2011).  In addition, Asian and 

other ethnocultural immigrants tended to prefer developed or managed landscapes rather than 

wild nature.  The former afforded well-appointed facilities such as seating and shelters for 

recreating with large family groups and for cooking meals (Gentin, 2011; Lovelock et al., 2011).  
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In addition, Chinese immigrants’ attitudes to the plant and animal kingdoms differed greatly 

from Western immigrants’ perceptions because “the [Chinese] relationship [to the animal 

kingdom] is one that hinges on understanding what enjoyment the animal or plant might 

provide” (Lovelock et al., 2011, p. 524), rather than its scientific or ecological significance.  The 

Chinese attitude runs counter to the traditional conservational and ecological integrity 

preservation mandates of many Western national and provincial parks.  For many Asian 

immigrants (Lovelock et al., 2011) and other ethnocultural groups such as Hispanics 

(Hutchinson, 1987, as cited in Stodolska & Yi-Kook, 2005) desirable leisure typically consisted 

of visiting and spending time with family, indoor rather than outdoor recreation pursuits or in 

urban parks that were aesthetically structured with well-maintained paths and numerous facilities 

to accommodate large, multi-generational groups (Lovelock et al., 2011).  This finding of a 

preference for large-group leisure with family was echoed by Erickson, Johnson and Kivel’s 

(2009) study of African American usage of Rocky Mountain National Park in Denver, Colorado.  

Their parks usage was influenced by historical factors such as segregation and the “Jim Crow” 

laws enacted from the 1880’s to the 1960’s, the legacy of which was reflected in the current 

limited usage of the national park.  African Americans articulated their perceived discrimination 

as “feeling unwelcome”,  “being stared at” (Floyd, 1999, as cited in Erickson et al., 2009. p. 

530), or feeling unsafe recreating in natural or wildland spaces (Johnson, Horan & Penner, 1997) 

occupied by Whites.  Additionally, connotations of “woods” and “country” were associated with 

violence, vulnerability to attack, particularly when alone.  These factors could be mitigated 

depending on an individual’s history of parks usage.  For example, positive park visitations with 

family as children often meant individuals would return to the park as adults (Erickson et al., 
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2009).  Johnson et al. conducted a study of southern African Americans’ attitudes to wildland 

leisure that supports Erickson et al., and Floyd’s contention that the meaning and attitude people 

assign to wildlands or natural places and the history and myth associated with them, profoundly 

influence their use of these places for recreation.  

In his review of the social science literature on race and ethnicity and use of the national 

parks system in the United States, Floyd (1999) found that African Americans and Hispanics in 

the US made wider use of urban parks than national parks, recreating in large, generationally-

diverse groups and placing value on social interaction above nature-based recreation.  

In addition to preferences for outdoor recreation and leisure in nature that appear 

common to many ethnocultural groups, regardless of immigration status, several other 

documented constraints to outdoor leisure included bullying and racial slurs (Gentin, 2011), 

perceived discrimination (Erickson et al., 2009, Floyd, 1999, 2001), acts of discrimination 

(Chavez, 1991, 1993, as cited in Stodolska & Yi-Kook, 2005), lack of time, limited income 

(Floyd, 1999; Lovelock et al., 2011), lack of transportation (Erickson et al., 2009; Floyd, 1999), 

and fear for personal safety (Bialeschki, 2005; Erickson et al., 2009; Floyd, 1999; Lovelock et 

al., 2011).  Fear was a notable constraint for many women and newcomers, whether Western or 

non-Western. This included fear of the unknown, being in an untamed landscape and getting lost 

(Lovelock et al., 2009) encountering dangerous wildlife while hiking or camping (Lovelock et 

al., 2009; Stodolska, 2000), fearing for one’s “physical safety, the lack of which was rooted in 

historical racism” (Erickson et al., 2009, p. 538) or women’s fear of sexual predation and assault 

during outdoor recreation (Bialeschki, 2005).  Lovelock et al., (2011) underscored the constraint 

of being female on leisure in national parks, noting that all women, regardless of whether they 



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

35	  

were Western or non-Western, “self-excluded entering these places alone because they thought it 

was not safe to do so” (p. 527).  Similarly, Johnson et al., (1997) noted that women and older 

adults, whether Black or White, and African Americans expressed a general fear of wildland 

spaces and suggested that these groups may feel greater “vulnerability in outdoor settings” (p. 

106).   

Knopf (1987) emphasizes the importance of recognizing the complexity of human 

interaction with nature, arguing that humans approach, interact with, and experience nature based 

leisure not only on the stimulus of nature, but other factors also play a role.  Those factors may 

include the influence of the recreationists’ social group, their prior experience of nature, the 

heritage culture “that shaped them” (p. 808), their home and work life, how well prepared they 

are with equipment for outdoor leisure. It is, Knopf argues, the confluence of these stimuli that 

influences and determines how people will respond to, and interact with, nature.  

Therefore wildland or wilderness leisure constraints, and philosophical differences of the 

perception of nature, nature connectedness and leisure in wilderness areas may mean that 

Canada’s natural spaces may not be perceived by all ethnocultural groups as the welcoming 

places some may find them to be.  Consequently the role of nature-based leisure in the 

acculturation and integration of refugees to Canada needs to be examined with mindfulness 

about ethnocultural differences, preferences for nature-based leisure participation, landscape 

preference, and the complex array of internal and external stimuli (Knopf, 1987) that shape our 

views of nature and, consequently, the way in which we respond to experiences of leisure in 

nature. 

  



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

36	  

Summary 

The number of people seeking refuge in other countries continues to grow as conflicts, 

persecution and sectarian violence proliferate in areas such as Africa, the Middle East, Asia and 

Central America (UNCHR, 2013). It should be noted that according to the Welcome Centre for 

Immigrants in Edmonton, Alberta, the city has welcomed refugees from El Salvador and Somalia 

recently, and from Afghanistan, Vietnam and Ethiopia (D. Key, personal communications, July, 

2014).  Countries seeking to integrate newcomers, whose pre-arrival experiences may include 

deeply traumatic personal events, may seek to enlist the aid of nature, which has been shown to 

have beneficial effects in terms of instilling positive moods and a sense of well-being (Wolsko & 

Lindberg, 2013; Zelinski & Nisbet, 2012), as a way to mitigate the impacts of forced 

resettlement and adaptation of refugees to a different culture.  But natural, wildland spaces may 

not prove to be welcoming, inclusive places for all ethnocultural groups depending on individual 

perceptions of, and reactions to, nature connectedness and leisure in wildland places (Floyd, 

1999; Gentin, 2011; Lovelock et al., 2011).  As Berry’s (1997) acculturation framework 

suggests, in multicultural societies, such as Canada, the integration strategy is the least stressful 

of all acculturation strategies for newcomers. Important factors in ameliorating acculturative 

stress include (a) the perceived “cultural distance” between the society of origin of refugees and 

the host society into which they settle, (b) “the degree of voluntariness” (Young & Evans, 1997, 

p. 290) involved in leaving the home country, and (c) the degree to which the host country 

welcomes and supports ethnic diversity (Berry, 1997).  For non-Western ethnocultural groups, 

wilderness spaces may be associated with lower social class (Lovelock et al., 2011), and for 

African Americans national parks in particular may be associated with the historical legacy of 
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racism and concerns for personal safety (Erickson et al., 2009; Floyd, 1999).  Regardless of race, 

age, ethnicity, or immigration status, gender is also a key factor in terms of fear for personal 

safety in the use of outdoor recreational areas (Bialeschki, 2005; Johnson et al., 1997) and 

national parks (Lovelock et al., 2011) and must be considered in planning safe, welcoming 

natured-based recreation programs for all Canadians. Whether Canada’s magnificent natural 

bounty will prove a catalyst to aid refugees in integrating into the larger society remains 

unexplored, and it is a consideration worthy of further examination.   

For these reasons I chose to approach Catholic Social Services in Edmonton, which in 

conjunction with Alberta Parks, arranges a natured-based leisure experience for recent refugees 

each February at Long Lake Outdoor Centre in Northern Alberta. 
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Chapter 3:  Methodology 

For this study I took a qualitative rather than quantitative approach to data gathering.  

There is a dearth of qualitative research on the topic of race, ethnicity and outdoor recreation, 

though quantitative researchers have contributed generously to the field.  To counterbalance this, 

Knopf (1987) calls for a subjective understanding of leisure in the natural environment “from the 

eyes of the experiencer” (p. 809).  Floyd, (1999) and Floyd, Boccaro and Thompson (2008) 

support this view, suggesting that more qualitative research in the leisure field is warranted to 

obtain a richer, more nuanced understanding of the topic.  According to Henderson and Walker 

(2014), most of the qualitative studies in this field have been post-positivist.  While post-

positivism represents a move away from the fundamentalism and scientific tradition of 

positivism (Markula & Silk, 2011), the interpretivist approach, focused on the lived experience 

of a phenomenon and individual meaning making, offers the opportunity to explore the topic of 

leisure in nature, opening up the “phenomenological life world” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015) of 

individuals through interviews. 

Furthermore, the topic of acculturation, underpinned by Berry’s (1997) theoretical 

framework, has most often been studied using quantitative methods (cf. Berry, Phinney, Sam & 

Vedder, 2006; Berry & Sabatier, 2010; Donà & Berry, 1994; Kwak & Berry, 2001; Ward & Kus, 

2012), but there is a growing body of research applying Berry’s acculturation theory in 

qualitative studies.  For example, Phillimore’s (2011) qualitative, interpretive study of refugee 

experiences in England employs Berry’s (1997) theory to examine the acculturative stress 

experiences and acculturative strategies of these involuntary migrants.  Using semi-structured 

interviews, Phillimore elicits thickly described (Patton, 2002), evocative narratives (Markula & 
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Silk, 2011) providing the reader with a prismatic understanding of the acculturation of diverse 

cultures in contact and revealing the realities of refugees’ lives.  In a similar vein, Leiber, Chin, 

Nihira and Mink (2001) employed Berry’s acculturation modes and bidimensional model in their 

mixed methods study, using both interview and survey data to learn how Asian immigrants in 

America experienced their quality of life, ethnic identity and household harmony, and balanced 

the valued tenets of their heritage culture with those of the larger society.  Similarly, Stuart and 

Ward (2011) used Berry’s theory of acculturation in a mixed methods study, using a 

questionnaire, interviews and focus groups, to determine how Muslim youth achieved balance 

between their heritage culture and faith and the larger society in New Zealand.  In essence, Stuart 

and Ward sought to understand participants’ integration strategy or mode.   

One aspect of Berry’s (1997) acculturation theory lies at the heart of my study: that of 

integration, which, Berry (2005) contends, occurs “when there is an interest in both maintaining 

one’s heritage culture while in daily interactions with other groups” (p. 705) and which, Berry 

argues, is the least stressful of the four acculturation modes.  Deconstructed yet further, it is the 

dimension of freely seeking interaction with the larger society that I wish to explore in this study 

and specifically, following a nature-based leisure experience by refugees.   It bears noting that 

Berry’s model “has seldom been employed in the social psychology of leisure” (Kleiber et al., 

2011, p. 321) and this research sets forth to attempt to address, in part, this lacuna.  Therefore I 

elected to conduct my research from a psychosocial perspective. 
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Paradigmatic and Methodological Framework 

Paradigmatically, my approach to this research project is interpretivist, also known as 

constructivist—interpreting or constructing meanings from individual and collective realities.  

Interpretivism subscribes to a subjective epistemology (Markula & Silk, 2011), with truths 

revealed by the perspectives of individuals as they divulge and make meanings of their 

experiences in time, the setting in which they occurred, the circumstances surrounding the event, 

the individuals’ states of mind when the event occurred, how that might have changed with the 

passage of time, and myriad other aspects that provide a rich, multifaceted understanding of an 

event from the individual’s viewpoint.  The interpretivist stance acknowledges that individuals 

make their own meanings of the complex social environment in which they live.  

Interpretivism, therefore, acknowledges a relativist ontology. While ontologically the 

researcher believes there is one reality (Markula & Silk, 2011), she recognizes that individuals 

“construct multiple meanings of reality” (p. 33).  Shadish (1995b) asserts that the goals of 

interpretivist researchers “refer to constructing knowledge about reality, not constructing reality 

itself” (p. 67, italics in the original).  Guba and Lincoln (1990, as cited in Patton, 2002) extend 

these understandings of the interpretive paradigm, arguing that in addition to its subjective 

epistemology and relativist ontology, interpretivism is “methodologically hermeneutic and 

dialectic” (p. 98) and focused on an understanding or meaning and interpretation of the language 

individuals use to describe their experience, as well as the context (Manning, 1997) and “original 

purpose” thereof (Patton, 2002, p. 114).  Interpretivism’s hermeneutic characteristic also means 

that the researcher’s understanding of self is also enriched by what she learns from those being 

interviewed (Markula & Silk, 2011).  Accordingly, “the researcher’s main aim is to understand 
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the participants’ subjective experiences and through these experiences, interpret the participants’ 

meanings” (p. 34).   

This raises the matter of power in research and the role of the researcher.   These are 

important issues for consideration, because it is critical to avoid the “subtle exploitation” of 

participants (Hart & Bond, 1995, as cited in Löfman, Pelkonen, & Pietilä, 2004, p. 337).  A 

critical (and more importantly for the researcher, self-critical) approach to mitigate unintentional 

or subtle exploitation may be achieved by focusing and re-focusing on the narratives of the 

participants, frequently reflecting on the progress of the research to ensure that it does not 

become biased towards a focus on the academic achievement of the researcher to the detriment 

of the participants.  Importantly, power and ethics are inseparable, according to Brinkmann 

(2007) who asserts that though qualitative research may often be portrayed as “inherently 

dominance-free, based on trust and empathy, and a free exchange of viewpoints” (p. 129), the 

researcher is, by her ability to set the agenda and ask questions that they devise, in a more 

powerful position than the interviewee.  This creates an “asymmetrical power relation” (p. 129) 

of which the researcher must be aware and alert during the interview process. 

Because of the focus on the lived experiences of participants, and recognizing the 

relativism of each human experience in revealing “the essence of humanity” (Markula & Silk, 

2011) I used Brinkmann and Kvale’s (2015) modified phenomenological analysis technique to 

analyze the interviews.  This entails a five-step process that includes, first, a thorough reading of 

the text (the transcribed interview) to gain a complete sense of the whole. Second, the text is 

divided into “natural meaning units” (p. 235)—these are units of meaning as naturally described 

by the interviewee, but which the researcher determines. Third, the researcher states the 
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dominant theme of the meaning unit, succinctly. Fourth, the meaning units are examined for their 

relevance to the purpose of the study.  Therefore, I sought evidence or indictors that pointed to 

Berry’s (1997) theory of acculturation, and in particular to evidence or indications of the 

integration mode.  Fifth, the “essential, non-redundant themes of the entire interview are tied 

together into a descriptive statement” (p. 235).   

Interpretation may reveal multiple meanings of the text and the researcher’s presence is 

apparent in the interpretation. Other readers of the texts may sift yet more meanings from the text 

and this is congruent “with hermeneutical and postmodern thought [that] allow for a legitimate 

plurality of interpretations” (p. 240) and, which Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) assert are strengths 

of qualitative interview research. 

Recruitment 

To conduct this research and gain access to Edmonton’s refugee population, I began 

volunteering with Catholic Social Services (CSS) in April 2014.  CSS has a contract with 

Citizenship and Immigration Canada to provide settlement services for government-sponsored 

refugees who are settled in Edmonton, Alberta.  Through the Welcome Centre for Immigrants, 

based in Millwoods, Edmonton, I was introduced to Frank Bessai, settlement orientation 

coordinator for Catholic Social Services.  The Welcome Centre for Immigrants is a social 

services organization affiliated with Catholic Social Services.  Mr. Bessai’s interest in this 

research and standing in the organization were instrumental in my successfully navigating the 

CSS bureaucracy to gain permission from the relevant parties to commence this study.  CSS 

granted me permission to proceed with my research in January 2015 after reviewing my Royal 

Roads University-approved research proposal and ethics review submission.  
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Because of the confidential nature of CSS’s services and the vulnerability of its client 

populations, the organization felt compelled to do the recruitment itself.  In this matter, Mr. 

Bessai, as the organization’s gatekeeper and key informant (Markula & Silk, 2011), recruited 

four participants, who would be attending the camping trip in February 2015.  I provided him 

with a copy of my participant information letter (see Appendix A) and the consent form (see 

Appendix B).  I reinforced instructions that individuals’ consent must be freely given, that it 

must be emphasized that they were free to refuse to participate or withdraw if they chose and that 

they were, in no way, to feel coerced to participate in order to receive services from CSS.  While 

I would have preferred to recruit the participants myself, I understood and respected the needs of 

the organization in protecting an already vulnerable and traumatized group of people.  To 

reassure participants of their rights when participating in research, during the first interview I 

restated their rights as encapsulated in the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for 

Research Involving Humans (2014), which I had enunciated in both the participant information 

letter and the consent form. I also read and explained the study, how I would go about doing the 

research, their role in the research, emphasizing their right to withdraw at any time and that 

doing so would not jeopardize any settlement services they were receiving.  In addition, I also 

made clear my independence from both Catholic Social Services and Alberta Parks. I believed it 

was important to do so, not only because I felt it was my duty as a researcher, but because 

refugees may have experienced a loss of independence and the ability to exercise their free will 

in their homelands or places of refuge, prior to their arrival. 
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Sampling and sample size. 

Phenomenological research is interested in individuals’ subjective lived experiences, their 

life stories and the meanings of phenomena they experience.  Therefore sampling for qualitative 

research should be purposeful.  It is in this purposefulness that the “logic and power” of 

qualitative sampling lies (Markula & Silk, 2011, p.93; Patton, 2002, p. 230).  Because my 

research is undergirded by Berry’s (1997, 2005) acculturation theory, I selected participants 

using theory-based sampling (Markula & Silk, 2011; Patton, 2002).  The rationale for employing 

this technique derives from the sample population, the refugees, who are at the start of their 

acculturation to Canada and may be experiencing varying levels of acculturative stress as they 

learn to navigate their way in the larger society.  In addition, refugees are acculturating in a 

multicultural society, which may be a more welcoming and less stressful society in which to 

settle (Young & Evans, 1997) than a society espousing a melting pot acculturation strategy 

(Berry et al., 2002) because a multicultural society embraces the notion of maintaining the 

heritage culture and not demanding assimilation (Berry, 1997).  Also, because I was interested in 

exploring the impact of nature-based leisure on refugees’ integration, which Berry (1997, 2005) 

suggested is one of four possible acculturation strategies refugees might adopt, it is Berry’s 

(2005) definition of integration I sought to explore in the Canadian context.  For these reasons, 

theory-based sampling appeared to be both relevant and appropriate.  Finally, because I wished 

to include participants who matched the specific criteria of being government-sponsored 

refugees in Edmonton, Alberta, currently receiving settlement services from CSS and who would 

be attending a camping experience at Long Lake Outdoor Centre, I also used criterion sampling 

(Markula & Silk, 2011; Patton, 2002) because these criteria were pivotal to my research. 
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The emphasis in interpretive studies is on eliciting a mine of rich and deeply personal 

reflections from individuals.  Therefore the sample size for interpretive studies is typically quite 

small (Markula & Silk, 2011).   As Patton (2002) suggests, in qualitative research there are no 

rules as to sample size, though Markula and Silk (2011) are a little more clear, and suggest that 

10 or fewer participants are suitable for a master’s thesis.   

I elected to attempt to recruit five participants for this study based on the fact that the 

research might be more complex because of its cross-cultural nature (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; 

Patton, 2002).  For example, cross-cultural research entails greater sensitivity to cultural 

differences on the part of the researcher, such as being cognizant of the role of elders and social 

hierarchy of different ethnocultural groups; the permissibility of male-female interactions, or 

negotiating and managing varying degrees of English language proficiency.  Furthermore, 

because participants may have been experiencing PTSD and depression, which has been found to 

be common to refugees (Steel et al., 2002), I considered that I might require additional assistance 

from Catholic Social Services in the form of a settlement or family counselor familiar with the 

individual’s situation to aid me in navigating the research interview sensitively.  For these 

reasons, as a neophyte researcher, I elected to recruit a smaller number of participants, which I 

deemed more manageable. 

Participants: diversity and complexity. 
 

Catholic Social Services (CSS) pledged to provide me with the assistance I needed to 

conduct my research.  To accomplish this, I provided Mr. Bessai with copies of the participant 

information letter (Appendix A) and consent form (Appendix B) and he undertook to approach 

settlement counselors to aid in the recruitment of participants.  Owing to the significant workload 
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of counselors, this was a monumental additional burden for them.  As a result, four participants 

were identified by CSS a week in advance of the camping trip itself and I was able to meet 

participants for the first time four days before the trip occurred.  This afforded me three days to 

arrange and conduct the first interviews.  It transpired that one of the participants recruited by 

CSS was a 14-year old, second-generation Somali, the daughter of former refugee parents, now 

Canadian citizens, who had lived in Canada for 22 years and were no longer receiving settlement 

services from CSS.  As such, this individual did not match my criteria, and she could not be 

included in the study.  Because she had been approached beforehand and had permission from 

her parents to participate, I provided her with a camera and invited her to take photos of the 

activities in which she engaged and found meaningful, but explained why I would not be able to 

include her in this study.  The remaining participants met all criteria and I sought permission to 

recruit a fourth participant.  I was unable to do this in the limited timeframe before the camp 

therefore I accomplished this while en route to Long Lake Outdoor Centre by engaging with an 

individual on the bus and explaining the purpose of my research to her. 

Participants hailed from four countries: Democratic Republic of Congo, Iran, Sudan and 

Somalia.  Though the sample was small, participants represented a diverse range of countries of 

origin, family structures, genders, ages and refugee experiences.   The study participants 

comprised two men and two women from widely differing family circumstances:  two single 

mothers, one of whom was separated from her husband by her own choice, and the other who 

was separated owing to the abduction of her husband by rebels in her home country and whose 

whereabouts remain unknown.  The men in the study were both young, single men, who lived 

with their families.  In one case, the family was complete with both parents and all siblings 
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living, and in the other the father had been killed in sectarian violence, causing the mother and 

her son to flee. All had experienced significant loss, such as the murder of family members, 

religious or racial discrimination and persecution.   Most had experienced living in a UNHCR 

refugee camp; one had lived as an urban refugee in Uganda.  The refugees from Democratic 

Republic of Congo and Iran had waited for close to three years for their refugee claims to be 

processed by the UNHCR; the participant from Somalia had lived 20 years—most of his life—in 

a refugee camp in Kenya, and the participant from Sudan had lived 10 years—half of his life—as 

a refugee claimant in Lebanon, a country which does not recognize the rights of refugees under 

the UN’s 1951 charter (UNHCR, 1951), though it does have 12 refugee camps where over 

450,000 refugees, mostly from Syria, are resident (UNHCR, 2014).  Participants ranged in age 

from 20 to 36 years. 

Method 

Before embarking on the recruitment of participants I developed an interview guide 

around the major themes of my research: nature-based leisure and integration (see Appendix C) 

for both the pre- and post camping experience interviews.  My goal was to ensure the data 

collected would elicit information about these themes, while allowing sufficient latitude for 

participants to explore, prospect and expound on each topic and question to reflect their 

individual meanings of it.   

Prior to the camping experience I conducted semi-structured interviews with participants 

to provide me with background information on their life stories and to determine (a) what kinds 

of leisure they had conducted in their homeland, (b) what kinds of leisure activities they had 

experienced since their arrival in Canada, (c) what they had thought of their experience, (d) what 
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they hoped the outdoor camping experience would be like, and (e) what they wanted to do or 

experience there.  Interviews ranged in length from 30 to 50 minutes.  They were audio-recorded 

with the permission of the participant, and interviews were conducted where the participant 

indicated he or she would be most comfortable.  I was able to conduct three of the interviews 

prior to the camping trip, but because I was only able to recruit the final participant on the way to 

the camping trip, one two-hour interview was conducted at the participant’s home approximately 

one week after the trip.  One of the interviews was conducted at a fast food restaurant close to the 

participant’s home, but because of the noise and lack of privacy, we agreed to conduct the post-

camping interview at his home.  One interview took place at the participant’s home in the 

presence of her children and the final one was conducted at CSS’s office in the presence of the 

individual’s settlement counselor, who also acted as interpreter for some questions. 

At the conclusion of the pre-camping interview I provided each participant with a 

waterproof, single-use disposable camera, and explained how to use the camera.  In addition, I 

provided instruction to take photos of leisure activities that were meaningful to them and to take 

as many pictures as they wanted to.  Leisure activities were described as any activities in which 

they engaged from which they derived pleasure or enjoyment and in which they freely 

participated.  They were asked to relinquish the camera to me at the end of the camp so that the 

film could be processed.  At this point, I also reminded participants that they were free to 

withdraw from the study if they wished, and how to do so, and stressed the voluntariness of their 

participation. 
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Photovoice: Giving Voice To Participants Through A Visual Method 

I chose to use photovoice because photographs may enhance leisure research by serving 

as frames for  “our lived experiences as sequences of events and invite us to think of our past 

situations as stories that lead to, or include, the taking of the photograph” (Stewart & Floyd, 

2004, p. 452).  Photovoice, in particular, may be helpful in prompting memories (Loeffler, 2004; 

Mills & Hoeber, 2013) of the experience during the post-camping interviews.  It may also help to 

bridge the lacunae between the cultural and life worlds of the researcher and participant (Harper, 

2002; Johnson, 2014).  Therefore, photovoice seemed particularly germane in this study because 

of the wide range of experiences of both participants and my own, and the possible 

precariousness of participants’ emotional states. 

Furthermore, photovoice is a valuable research tool because visual methods are “multi-

layered methods” (Markula & Silk, 2011, p. 169) that may also include the use of photography, 

drawing, story-making and narratives to address a research question. Participants are active in 

the meaning making.  I sought to use photovoice as a means of fording cultural and language 

barriers to produce a multi-dimensional understanding of the worlds of participants that 

transcended words only (Stewart & Floyd, 2004).  For example D’Alonzo and Sharma (2010) 

used photovoice, which, like participatory action research, has emancipatory aims (Markula & 

Silk, 2011) to examine how middle-aged Latina women’s belief in marianiso (self-sacrifice in 

the Marian tradition) influenced their physical activity.  This method helped the women to 

discover, through the photographs they took, that their low levels of physical activity and free 

time were detrimental to their health.  The images allowed “new lines of communication to be 
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opened” (Stewart & Floyd, 2004, p. 446) by actually allowing the women to see how they spent 

their time.  

Photovoice is participant-led.  Using photovoice, participants take photos of situations 

that are meaningful to them but are guided by the requirements of the researcher and the research 

questions.  They choose the photos they wish to discuss and describe.  Photovoice, it should be 

emphasized, differs from photo elicitation, which is researcher-led, with the researcher choosing 

the photos or images and eliciting responses from the participants (Markula & Silk, 2011). 

These photos, selected by the participants, then become catalysts for conversations that 

may unearth unrevealed facets of participants’ lives around a given topic.  For example, Mills 

and Hoeber (2013) used photo elicitation and photovoice with young skaters to prompt memories 

and perceptions of artefacts in their skating club and the authors suggested that using visual 

methods allowed participants another means of expressing themselves.  Also, while my study 

was not a participatory action research project, the participatory and emancipatory aims of 

photovoice interlaced with my desire to democratize the research (Stewart & Floyd, 2004) to 

some degree, to give participants some autonomy in the research study, and reduce the distance 

between myself and the participants.  I believe this is particularly important with a vulnerable 

population group that has experienced significant deprivation of its rights to be self-determined.  

As Harper (2005, as cited in Markula & Silk, 2011) contends, visuals are not always meant to 

replace text, and so therefore, my intention was, that the text that evolved from these images 

would be enriched in capturing the meanings refugees drew from their leisure-in-nature 

experience and allowing a deeper reading of individuals’ experiences to unfold.  
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Using photovoice in this study. 

I used photovoice in this way: Prior to the camping experience, participants were 

provided with a disposable camera and asked to take photos of things that were significant and 

meaningful to them, such as activities and landscapes, while on the camping trip. Post-camping 

experience, two sets of photos were printed (one for me and one for the participant).  Film 

processing took a week and I hand-delivered a set of prints to each participant at his or her home, 

using this as a further opportunity to make a connection and build trust with participants.  

Participants were asked to choose the five photos most significant to them or that represented 

meaningful leisure activities to them.  The number of photos was limited to five to encourage 

participants to reflect and ponder on the photos they had taken, and to surface those that were the 

most meaningful to them.  Because “leisure” is a complex term to define, I explained leisure as 

activities that were indulged in for pleasure or enjoyment and chosen freely (Stebbins, 2005).  

Second interviews were set up approximately a week to two weeks after the camping trip. 

These semi-structured interviews explored the meanings of the photos to the participant 

and were designed to elicit memories and thoughts about (a) their experience at the camp, (b) 

what they had thought of the camp setting, (c) how the camping experience had made them feel, 

(d) what leisure experiences they had participated in, (e) in which types of leisure activities they 

might participate again, and (f) whether and how the camping experience had helped or hindered 

their feelings of comfort and confidence of living in Canada and their ability to join in or 

integrate into the larger society.  Open-ended questions allowed participants to reflect on and 

describe their responses as broadly as possible.  I followed up with probing questions to expand 

and deepen the exploration of a question on a topic. 
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At the conclusion of the second interview, which took place from between two weeks to a 

month after the camping experience, I obtained permission from participants to use some of their 

photos in my thesis.  To protect individuals’ identities and privacy, I reiterated that their faces 

would be altered using Photoshop unless they chose otherwise. All of the participants gave their 

permission not only to use any photos they had taken but also to reveal their faces. 

Research Setting/Locations 

The Camping Experience Setting 

To gain information about the camping experience, its purpose and goals, as well as its 

setting, I interviewed two key informants (Markula & Silk, 2011): Frank Bessai, settlement 

orientation coordinator at Catholic Social Services (CSS), and Kevin Cantelon, environmental 

education coordinator, Learning and Stewardship Services for Alberta Parks.  CSS collaborates 

with Alberta Parks, which falls under the ministry of Environment and Sustainable Resource 

Development (ESRD), as well as with Parks Canada to arrange two parks camping experiences 

per year for newcomers.  The first of these is an overnight winter camping experience, which 

takes place in February and is arranged with Alberta Parks.  Later in the year, CSS and Parks 

Canada collaborate to arrange a two-night camping experience in Jasper National Park in 

September to introduce newcomers to a two-night national park camping experience. 

The winter camp took place at Long Lake Outdoor Centre, approximately 150 kilometres 

from Edmonton, in an area surrounded by 80 acres of boreal forest and bordering Long Lake.  It 

is situated on public land.  Long Lake Outdoor Centre, also known as Long Lake Outdoor 

Education Centre, was chosen for this camping experience because of its location in a pristine 

natural area and because it affords a winter camping experience in cabins or yurts, rather than 
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tents.  The Centre, established in 1981 and operated by ESRD, with an environmental education 

mandate, can accommodate up to 95 people and is equipped with a large, heated dining hall and 

kitchen, some heated outhouses and ablution facilities; 14 rustic, canvas-sided cabins that are 

similar to yurts, each with a wood-burning stove.  Cabins can accommodate eight people each, 

and there is also a staff house with sleeping and ablution facilities.  In addition to sleeping, 

ablution and dining facilities, the Centre is also equipped for a variety of outdoor activities 

including ice-fishing, cross-country skiing and snowshoeing.  The Centre has a large supply of 

canoes and kayaks for summer activities.   

In the past, Alberta Parks has supplied sleeping bags to attendees, but it was unable to do 

so for this particular trip owing to budget restrictions.  Consequently, participants were advised 

to bring extra bedding.  To ensure that participants were properly equipped for a sub-zero night, 

and there was no budget from either CSS or Alberta Parks to provide sleeping bags, I visited 

several thrift stores and purchased used sleeping bags, blankets and quilts for this purpose, in 

addition to asking for donations of sleeping bags or other bedding from my network of friends 

and family.   

This camping experience is a recent addition to CSS’s orientation and settlement services 

for newcomers—primarily government-sponsored refugees participating in literacy programs.  It 

began in 2011 with an Alberta Parks half-day orientation to camping in Rainbow Valley 

Campground in Edmonton.  This is a regular Alberta Parks program introducing individuals to 

camping know-how, such as how to pitch tent; guided hikes introduce attendees to local flora 

and fauna and the event is capped with a picnic, wiener roast and sharing of different 

ethnocultural foods and customs.  The half-day event is envisaged as an introduction to nature-
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based learning, as well as promoting English language acquisition skills. This was followed by 

the first outdoor winter camping experience in 2013 at Long Lake Centre, where 70 participants 

were hosted.   

Since 2011, Alberta Parks has collaborated with several agencies serving immigrants, 

including the Edmonton Mennonite Centre for Newcomers, Edmonton Immigrant Services 

Association, Norquest College, and Catholic Social Services.  The camping trips, held either at 

Long Lake Outdoor Centre (winter) or Miquelon Provincial Park (summer) are not part of 

Alberta Parks’ regular programming and do not receive regular funding.  They occur if and as 

requested by one of the immigrant-serving agencies.  For the CSS winter camp, costs are shared, 

with Alberta Parks providing the staff, location, amenities and sports equipment at Long Lake 

Outdoor Centre, and CSS providing transportation in the form of two rented school buses, a 

camp chef and meals.  

Purpose of the camp. 

According to CSS’s Frank Bessai, the main purpose of the camp is to alleviate the stress 

of daily living of refugees in Canada as they acculturate and to relieve social isolation through 

recreational activities that are beyond the norm for these individuals.  Desired outcomes include 

instilling confidence and a sense of personal power and self-determination in individuals to ease 

their acculturative stress and promote integration. 

Through the recreational experience you have the chance to build community with 

people who suffer from isolation.  The simple formula to alleviate societal isolation 

is to create spaces and activities through which people can come together in 

unexpected ways.  For people that we take on these experiences, this is not 
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something that they would ordinarily do, or would be interested in. They might think 

that (these activities) are something that Canadians do, but it’s not part of what I’m 

used to doing. It’s unusual for them, and it’s always a surprise. They’re always 

different. You walk through a process and at the other end of it you are slightly 

changed. It gives people a positive attitude and outlook. It restores their faith. 

Being a native-born Canadian, I do understand how we look to immigration 

and multiculturalism as blessed things that are going very well. But often it’s not. 

Often it’s a real struggle to integrate and to become part of the functioning society (F. 

Bessai, personal communication, January 20, 2015) 

 In its planning document, Alberta Parks emphasizes the importance of inclusion and 

accessibility for people across the ethnocultural, life and abilities spectra to provincial parks and 

recreation areas, and programs that balance its conservation and environmental protection aims 

with outdoor recreational opportunities (Plan for Parks 2009-2019).  In addition, Alberta Parks 

sees this program as “an opportunity to contribute to the development of healthy children and 

families … for all who are provided access to basic camping experiences in Alberta” (K. 

Cantelon, personal communication, January 15, 2015).   

Long-term, the desired outcomes for Alberta Parks include families and individuals 

availing themselves of the provincial parks and recreation areas for recreation; healthy children 

and adults; awareness of, and appreciation for, Canadian wildlife; familiarity with basic 

ecological principles and participation in the stewardship of Alberta’s natural spaces (Plan for 

Parks 2009-2019).  For Catholic Social Services the long-term goals are for the acculturation 

process to be “more joyful” (F. Bessai, personal communication, January 20, 2015). 
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We hope that people lose their fear of winter and that, because of learning new activities 

that are specifically done in the winter, they’ll gain confidence and power in their lives 

(F. Bessai, personal communication, January 20, 2015) 

Camp Logistics 

 Selection.  

 Two of the goals of the camp are (a) to increase individuals’ confidence in speaking 

English, and (b) to provide an opportunity for individuals to practice their conversational skills.  

For these reasons, Catholic Social Services’ settlement orientation coordinator, Frank Bessai, in 

collaboration with the agency’s settlement counselors, selected the families and individuals to 

attend the camp based on their knowledge about the families and individuals they serve.  

Participants were at varying stages on the acculturation continuum and had widely differing 

levels of English-language proficiency.  Families sharing the same language, but at different 

stages of acculturation—one family having been in Canada for a longer period of time, for 

example, and therefore more fluent in English might be selected to serve as mentor and to help 

guide a family that had spent less time in Canada and had lower English proficiency.  

Participants’ English skills typically ranged from beginner to intermediate, and participants 

themselves ranged from recently-arrived newcomers to those who had been in Canada for up to 

five years.  

I was invited to attend the camp, and did so as a full participant in the activities, including 

helping with meals, participating in activities and helping to clean the camp afterwards. While at 

the camp, I took notes during dinner or at night in the yurt and attempted to do so unobtrusively 

so that participants would not feel they were being watched.  I also took the opportunity to speak 
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with settlement counselors to gain a deeper understanding of their roles in the resettlement 

process of refugees and with parks staff to gain their perspectives on the camp’s relevance to 

their programming.   I engaged with a wide variety of individuals—refugees, research 

participants, parks and CSS staff—at meals, during activities or on the bus.  I did so in a further 

attempt to build trust and help participants to feel at ease with me, as well as to glean as much 

information as possible about the perspectives of others about the camp and share my own 

experiences of acculturation.   

In addition, several staff members and their families attended.  Staff members were 

selected because they may have had family members receiving services from CSS, specific 

skills, such as knowledge of winter sports—one staff member was an expert cross-country skier 

and provided instruction to participants—or to provide counseling should an individual have an 

adverse reaction to the camp conditions which may have been reminiscent of what they had 

experienced of UNHCR refugee camps (J. Mulholland, personal communication, March 1, 

2015). 

Orientation.   

Approximately a week before the winter camp, Catholic Social Services and Alberta 

Parks held an orientation to the camp for all participants, volunteers and staff attending the camp.  

Information covered matters including how to dress for cold weather, what to wear for winter 

camping, and what to bring.  At the camp itself, five representatives of Fish and Wildlife (also 

part of ESRD) attended the camp to provide an orientation to park rangers and their 

responsibilities as well as information about wildlife and other flora and fauna in the area. 
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Transportation.  

 On the morning of the camp, participants, volunteers and staff met at Catholic Social 

Services’ downtown office at 9 a.m.  Two school buses were rented by CSS to transport all 

participants to Long Lake Outdoor Centre and back the following afternoon. 

Outdoor activities, meals and accommodation.   

Activities included snowshoeing, ice fishing, and cross-country skiing and participants 

were encouraged to try as many of the activities as they wished.  Because meals were an 

important component of the community building, welcoming and sharing objectives of the camp 

experience, the camp chef, who was hired by CSS, prepared these.  Food was halal with no pork 

served, and provided by donations and the Edmonton Food Bank.  All participants were 

encouraged to assist in kitchen duties such as setting tables and cleaning up, preparing 

vegetables, and serving.  A schedule of duties and roster was set up for this purpose and 

participants joined in voluntarily. 

Because the cabins/yurts could accommodate eight people, families were grouped 

together.  Smaller family units shared a yurt with another family and single individuals were 

grouped with others whom counselors deemed compatible.  Alberta Parks staff members 

escorted each yurt’s occupants to their accommodations, and explained the sleeping 

arrangements.  As the evening drew on, CSS and Parks staff started the fires in each yurt. 

Campers were educated on how to keep the fires going and took turns to stoke the fires with 

supplied stores of wood during the night.  Extra blankets and sleeping bags were delivered to 

participants by Mr. Bessai to ensure that everyone was sufficiently warm to survive the -15 

Celsius temperatures. 
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Participants were afforded opportunities to try cross-country skiing, snow-shoeing and 

ice-fishing.  The latter activity was demonstrated and overseen by Alberta Parks staff.  

Volunteers, Alberta Parks and CSS staff members were on hand to assist participants to put on 

skis and snowshoes and to learn the rudiments of these sports.  These activities were available on 

both days and many of the camp participants availed themselves of the opportunity to learn a 

new winter skill on both days. All of the outdoor activities took place on the frozen lake.  A fire 

was built at the lake’s edge where people sat, conversed and warmed themselves.  For those who 

chose to remain at the dining hall to participate in indoor activities, a large fire was built.  Both 

indoor and outdoor fires proved popular gathering spots for adults and children alike. 

The following day, participants helped in the clean up of the camp, including sweeping 

the cabins,  replenishing the wood bins in the yurts, and washing the floors in the dining hall and 

kitchen. The busses transported everyone back to Edmonon.  After arriving at  5 p.m., people 

dispersed to their homes. 
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Data Analysis 
 

Because it was my intention to analyse the interviews focusing on the meanings made by 

the participants of their experiences, I followed Brinkmann and Kvale’s (2015) five-step 

modified phenomenological analysis as described earlier.  I transcribed each interview verbatim 

as soon after the interview as possible.  Subsequently I did a careful reading and re-reading of 

each interview transcript to determine the natural meaning units into which the data fell and as 

way to “get immersed in the data” (Patton, 2002, p. 441).  Bearing in mind the goal of my 

research: to determine the potential impact of nature-based leisure on refugee integration, when I 

read the transcripts I looked specifically for references to the broad categories of (a) nature, (b) 

nature-based leisure, and (c) indicators or evidence of integration or desire to integrate.  Based 

on these references I coded these themes accordingly.  In addition, I wrote notes and 

observations on each interview and also rudimentary analyses of what I had heard during the 

interviews and observed while in the field (Patton, 2002). 

Thorne, Reimer-Kirkham, and O’Flynn-Magee (2004) warn that researchers should be 

careful not code too stringently or too early in the analysis because they run the risk of making 

assumptions and drawing conclusions too early.  For this reason, upon second and subsequent 

readings, I looked for meanings within the major categories, made notes in the margins of each 

interview, and further diversified each major category of themes into sub-themes.  Furthermore, 

throughout the analysis, I read and reread the transcripts, interacting with them on a daily basis in 

an attempt to divine as much information as possible, and to excavate for meanings I may have 

overlooked. 
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At this point, I entered the data into NVivo qualitative analysis software to enable me to 

visualize the themes and to determine the extent of the presence and prevalence of secondary 

themes, such as “nostalgia,” “connection to others,” and “family involvement,” across the 

interviews of all participants, and to determine relationships between themes. 

In addition, I analyzed the data for all possible connections and symbolic interactions 

between themes and sub-themes.  I looked for linkages between themes and to broaden the scope 

of possible interpretations of the data.  In this way, I sought not to fit the data to my research 

question, but to mine and surface all possible emergent themes and to think about ways in which 

these might be interpreted.  For example, as I reviewed the data, the theme of the campfire as a 

social nexus began to emerge. Rather than ignore this phenomenon because it was only 

mentioned by one individual, I included it as an important outlier worthy of deeper exploration.  

Onweugbuzie and Leech (2006) encourage researchers to include outliers and surprises in their 

data and urge researchers to follow up and explore exceptions and “unexpected findings” (p. 

243).  The authors suggest including unusual findings because they “can provide extremely 

valuable insights to the underlying phenomena” (p. 242).  By following Onwuegbuzie and 

Leech’s advice, I was able to uncover a gap in the leisure research on the topic of the campfire as 

a social core or nexus, and a surprise finding about an attitude to wildlife that may be helpful for 

Alberta Parks in the future.  I re-visited the transcripts frequently, so that I could continue to 

reflect on, and be aware of, my assumptions about my findings, and to allow for themes to 

develop or emerge as I did so.   

The NVivo software served as a useful repository for my data and as way of organizing 

and managing the data, but, as Patton (2002) argues, “computer programs can facilitate the work, 
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but they can’t provide the intelligence that make each qualitative analysis unique” (p. 442).  

Ultimately, I found that reading and re-reading the transcripts numerous times, hand-coding, and 

writing notes served me best.  

Ethical and Methodological Considerations 

Most phenomenological research studies have been conducted with English speakers 

because they rely so heavily on language and the way in which language, gestures and 

expressions are used by individuals to express themselves (Smith, 2008).  This research sought to 

understand the lived experiences of refugees’ camping experiences because of a paucity of 

research in the area of nature-based leisure and refugee integration.  Most participants did not 

have polished English-speaking skills because it was not their mother tongue.  However, all 

expressed appreciation for their inclusion in this research and the opportunity to contribute to 

new knowledge—and to be heard.  

Smith (2008) has questioned whether the complexity of doing cross-cultural and 

intercultural research where the participants have low English usage, skill and understanding 

outweighs the need to address a research question.  It is my contention that to avoid research 

because the participants do not speak English well, or because they are, as in the case of 

refugees, hard to access, is to marginalize already vulnerable people.  Their absence from the 

leisure literature arena makes for an incomplete narrative. 

 One participant was interviewed in the presence of his settlement counselor.  While his 

understanding of English was fairly good, the counselor’s presence and assistance served to 

make him more comfortable during the interview.  Both counselor and participant were from the 

same cultural background, so the counselor was both “culturally acceptable as well as proficient 
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in the language” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 169).  Smith (2008) suggests that the interpreter 

may feel the need to advocate for the individual or to summarize the interviewee’s words in 

order to “cast the participant in a more favourable light” (p. 50).  To mitigate this potential, I 

informed the counselor that the individual’s exact words must be translated and not edited or 

summarized in translation.  This verbatim practice applied to both the questions asked and the 

responses from the participant.   I did, however, sense that some of the responses in the first 

interview may have been embellished, or summarized by the counselor.  In order to ensure that 

the translation was correct, I asked the question again and asked the participant to answer the 

question himself as well as he was able.  As the interview drew on and the participant became 

more at ease, the counselor engaged in other activities and we completed the interview without 

her assistance.  During the second interview, all participants were sufficiently comfortable with 

me and confident enough of their English skills to be interviewed without an interpreter present.  

In addition, the counselor who had provided interpretation for one participant, declined to do so 

for the second interview and I proceeded with the interview with just the participant, who 

expressed determination and confidence that he could do the interview in English.  Although he 

struggled to express himself in English, I did not want to undermine his determination to do the 

interview independently by arranging a further interview with an interpreter present.  I chose to 

do so to demonstrate my respect for his resolve to successfully complete the interview and for his 

resilience in electing to do so unaided. 

Recruitment 
 
 Because I was not able to recruit the majority of the participants myself, I did not know 

what they had been told by CSS about the study or how they might participate in it. I had 
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impressed upon Mr. Bessai that participants should not feel pressured to participate and that each 

person should be given the participant information letter and consent form.  In addition, I 

requested and emphasized that these documents should be read and discussed with potential 

participants before they consented.   When I met the participants, however, none appeared to be 

familiar with the participant information letter or the consent form.  To ensure that participants 

fully understood the aims of the study as well their rights as participants to refuse to participate 

and to withdraw at any time, I read the participant information letter to them, explaining, as 

needed, all facets of the research and their role in it, should they choose to be involved.  I 

obtained their consent before arranging the first interview and reiterated their rights before each 

interview as a way of checking in with them as the research progressed.  Though it has been 

suggested that doing so is unnecessary and may appear to be paternalistic (Helgesson & 

Eriksson, 2011), I believed it was ethically necessary to do because the participants in my study 

had, as refugees, experienced many instances of powerlessness in their lives, or been afforded 

few choices.  My approach was, therefore, my way of being respectful of their desires and giving 

them ample room to change their minds.  In addition, because they varied in their English usage 

abilities, I felt it was necessary to reinforce the pertinent research protocols in case there had 

been any misunderstandings of these at an earlier stage. 
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Research Validation 

Qualitative researchers do not aspire to be objective or neutral, but view their mode of 

inquiry as “a civic, participatory, collaborative project” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, as cited in 

Seale, 2012), or as “holistic, emic, contextualized, interpretive and immersed” (Holloway & 

Wheeler, 1996, as cited in Rolfe, 2006), italics in the original).  As such, qualitative research 

celebrates its subjective epistemology and ontological assumptions that range from one truth, one 

reality (post-positivism) to multiple truths and realities (post-structuralism and post-modernism).  

As Markula and Silk (2011) contend, while there is no “unified criterion” (p. 196) for judging the 

quality of qualitative research, it is judged, rather, based on its paradigmatic assumptions.  

Validation criteria, therefore, vary based on the paradigmatic stance of the researcher, however, 

all qualitative research may be evaluated using two criteria: (a) how the research was 

constructed, i.e., the rigour of the research process; and (b) an evaluation of the research’s 

overall impact and relevance when complete (Morse et al., 2002, as cited in Markula & Silk, 

2011).  

Guba and Lincoln’s (1985, as cited in Markula & Silk, 2011; see also Schwandt, Lincoln 

& Guba, 2007) suggest a logical approach to validating qualitative research in the interpretive 

paradigm.  Their measures, include (a) credibility: determined by prolonged engagement in the 

field; persistent observation, negative case analyses and member checking; triangulation of data 

sources, methods and analysts; (b) transferability—this entails the writing of “thickly 

descriptive” (Schwandt, Lincoln & Guba, 2007, p. 19) interpretations to deeply engage the 

reader who is then better equipped to appreciate the setting in which the research took place 

(Seale, 2012), (c) dependability, and (d) confirmability.  Dependability and confirmability are 
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achieved through auditing “by a competent external, disinterested auditor” (Schwandt, Lincoln & 

Guba, 2007, p. 19).   According to Brinkman and Kvale (2015) validation of the research 

permeates all stages of the research process (p. 283).  It is “not some final verification or product 

control; verification is built into the entire research process with continual checks on the 

credibility, plausibility, and trustworthiness of the findings” (p. 285). 

On these final points, I opted to employ verification strategies as the research was created 

to allow me to recalibrate any discordances between my “methodological coherence, theoretical 

sampling and sampling adequacy” (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson & Spiers, 2002, p. 17), 

analysis and saturation.   

Ensuring Rigour and Validation in This Study 

 Following Guba and Lincoln’s (1985, cited in Markula & Silk, 2011) validation criteria, I 

used the following measures to validate my research. 

Credibility 

 Prolonged engagement in the field. 

 In order to gain access to refugees for this study, I became an active volunteer with 

Catholic Social Services for 10 months prior to the research taking place.  My volunteer efforts 

served to familiarize me with the organization, its programs and clientele, and key staff members 

who would later become gatekeepers and key informants (Markula & Silk, 2011) during my 

research.  Because access to the participants in my study was severely restricted until scant days 

before the camping experience, I used the short period of time before the camp to build trust and 

to create an environment of respect by meeting with participants’ family members and learning 

and enacting social courtesies appropriate to each individual’s heritage culture in terms of 
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greetings and other social conventions. Some examples included enquiring at length about family 

members’ health and well-being before beginning the interview; accepting hospitality, such as 

the offer of tea or snacks customary in Sudanese, Somali and Iranian cultures.  Prior to each 

interview I consulted the library and researched various online resources, such as encyclopedias, 

to learn about, and familiarize myself with, some of the social practices I might encounter in my 

participants’ cultures. 

During the camping experience itself, I was fully immersed in the camp activities, 

assisting people to put on skis, stoking the fire, engaging with as many people as possible in 

conversation, games, camp clean up, etc.  I also used these opportunities to engage with all study 

participants in conversations, during sporting activities and at meals to enhance their level of 

trust in me, as well as their confidence in speaking freely with me, and expressing themselves in 

English.  By being immersed in the camping experience, I was able to fully participate in the 

experience in which the study participants were active, allowing me the opportunity to both be a 

participant and to observe the camp activities.   

Member checking. 

While the notion of member checking is one of the cornerstones of Guba and Lincoln’s 

(1985, as cited in Markula & Silk, 2011) validation criteria, Morse et al., (2002) argue that “with 

the exception of case study research and some narrative inquiry, study results have been 

synthesized, decontextualized, and abstracted from (and across) individual participants, so there 

is no reason for individuals to recognize themselves or their particular experiences” (p.16).  

Member checking, therefore, may actually “invalidate the work of the researcher” (p. 16) 

because it does not allow for an expansive analysis that explores meanings well beyond the 
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actual data. Mero-Jaffe (2011) concurs, suggesting that individuals to whom transcripts are 

returned for review may be astonished at their lack of grammaticality in articulation—yet this is 

the normal way in which human being express themselves in conversation.  Because this 

realization may lead to edits that render the transcripts arid and devoid of their original 

spontaneity, despite the trust that allowing editing may engender, member checking may threaten 

the integrity of the research, or lead the research away from the original research question.  

Despite these drawbacks (Markula & Silk, 2011; Mero-Jaffe, 2011) I sought an alternative way 

to accomplish member checking by verifying any questions about the transcriptions or responses 

with participants.  As I proceeded with the research I sought permission from each participant at 

the start of the pre-camping interview to approach them with subsequent questions should any 

information be unclear.  I did so with two of my participants to clarify their answers to original 

questions, to ask for further clarification or further elucidation about a topic or question.  For 

example, I would say, “You said this in response to this question … (and I read the question and 

the response).  Or I might say, “I understand this to mean (here I expressed my own 

interpretation). Did I understand you correctly?” and provide the individual with an opportunity 

to expand upon, or change, his or her answer.  I also requested permission to conduct follow-up 

interviews should these be required.  In all cases, participants gave their consent which, I believe, 

may have been proffered because of the trust I had attempted to build with participants 

throughout the process. 

Transferability 
 

Patton (2002) describes the importance of writing richly-described interpretations of the 

data that help to engage the reader and illuminate the research setting, the participants and their 
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experience of phenomena.  Because my research falls within the interpretive paradigm, my focus 

has been on bringing to life, and colourfully illustrating, the lived experiences of participants, 

giving them voice, using rich, evocative language.  In addition, because a goal of this research is 

to help Catholic Social Services and Alberta Parks to tailor and improve their program offerings 

in ways that will positively affect refugees to Canada, this research may be transferable in terms 

of its learnings to those organizations and other organizations that may be directly or indirectly 

immigrant-serving, such as schools, and sporting and recreational bodies.  Furthermore, the 

findings of this research may serve to support Catholic Social Services’ settlement counselors’ 

funding requests for their learn-to-camp experiences for newcomers and to extend the program.  

In that vein, the findings may also aid Alberta Parks to justify the enfolding of this program into 

its regular, funded offerings, given the influx of newcomers to Alberta each year. 

Confirmability 

 In addition to reviews by my thesis supervisor and committee member of the chapters of 

this research as they emerged, I sought the input of a disinterested friend, a researcher in a 

different field, for “peer debriefing” (Markula & Silk, 2011, p. 205) in order to strengthen my 

research and allow someone not familiar with my research to act as devil’s advocate, as it were. 

Dependability 
 
 This criterion refers to “documenting an audit trail by documenting the methods used and 

the logic behind the results and conclusions” (Markula & Silk, 2005, p. 205).  I have described 

how I managed this task in the Methods section of my thesis: to reiterate, I documented all of the 

steps taken to ensure that the data was gathered, analyzed, and managed methodically and in 

accordance with the research principles for sound, ethical research. 
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Reflexivity  

Lincoln and Guba, 1986 (as cited in Patton, 2002) suggest that interpretivist researchers 

may seek to establish the authenticity of their research by reflecting consciously, throughout the 

research, on their role in the research, as to how their personal biases may impact their research.  

For example, Hinds (2011), in conducting interviews with young women on a wilderness trip in 

Scotland, reflected on how, as a White, older male, interviewing young females, his age, gender, 

and race might influence their responses to him.  He also reflected that in conducting his study he 

wished to gain a deeper understanding of the “deeply felt, ambiguous, ineffable, and spiritual 

nature” (p. 193) of his encounters of wilderness.   Similarly, Goodman (2004) reflected on her 

position of power as a White, older female in interviewing young, Dinka male refugees in 

America and how their responses might have differed had the interviewer been of the same 

ethnicity, age or gender.  With these examples in mind, I was alert to Brinkmann’s (2007) 

caution to qualitative researchers of the need to be aware of “power asymmetry” (p. 129) during 

the interview process.  I acknowledged my position of power as a White, older female researcher 

and how these factors might affect the responses participants proffered. 

Reflexivity, however, goes beyond demonstrating rigour, or being aware of one’s own 

biases or position as researcher: it also broaches the ethics of research (Brinkmann, 2007).  

According to Guillemin and Gillam, (2004), reflexivity in qualitative research “involves critical 

reflection of how the researcher constructs knowledge from the research process” (p. 275) and 

the factors that may influence that process.  To this end, and given that the participants in my 

study had experienced significant personal loss and “disintegration” of the self (Newman et al., 

2013, p. 229) through hardship, I sought to reflect not only on my own potential influences on 
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the research, but also the ethical issues which might arise during the course of my interactions 

with participants.  For example, while interviewing one participant I asked him what his father 

had done for a living in Lebanon.  This seemingly innocuous question was clearly laden with 

meaning for this young man.  He looked down, and was silent, his face a mask.  A vibrant, 

loquacious individual was suddenly rendered powerless, numb with pain, and unable to express 

the depth of his emotion.  Around us, the clatter and hubbub of the restaurant was no match for 

the yawning chasm of suffocative, intense suffering that had opened up so suddenly.  No ethics 

board can adequately prepare a neophyte researcher for these moments.   

As Guillemin and Gillam (2004) suggest, reflexivity is interlaced with the interpersonal 

interactions that occur between the researcher and participant and that it is within these 

interactions that reside “the possibilities of respecting the autonomy, dignity, and privacy of 

research participants and also the risks of failing to do so, thus perhaps causing harm” (p. 275).  

With these exhortations in mind, I approached my research participants empathetically and I 

attempted to build trust by my actions and by demonstrating respect for their opinions, customs, 

and concern for their well-being.   

Reflexivity is also an opportunity for the researcher to step back from the process “and 

take a critical look at his or her role in the research process” (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004, p. 275).  

I did this regularly because, like Hinds (2011), I had also undertaken my study to understand 

how nature-based leisure had impacted my own experience of acculturation in Canada.  For me, 

leisure experiences in national and provincial parks had been particularly profound, grounding 

my sense of belonging in Canada as a newcomer.  Being aware of my bias enabled me to be 

aware of how I might inadvertently influence participants’ responses to my questions.  In 
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addition, I prefer summer activities to winter ones, and so I was alert to my biases in the way I 

asked questions about their experience of the winter camp, or in how I reacted to participants’ 

responses, so that I would not influence them to answer in a way they thought might please me, 

or be “the correct” answer.  Most importantly for me, was to reflect, throughout the research 

process, on how the research might impact participants in my study, and to take steps, such as 

approaching each participant with respect and empathy, and, while probing deeply, to cause no 

harm (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

The purpose of this research was to examine the potential impacts of nature-based leisure 

on refugee integration in Canada.  In order to contextualize the findings I first looked at ways in 

which refugees in the study had, or had not, experienced nature-based leisure, or other kinds of 

leisure, in their countries of origin or places of refuge.  Furthermore, because many refugees 

have experienced or witnessed traumatic events in their lives and the lives of others and may be 

prone to PTSD and depression, which could remain problematic many years after migration 

(Steel et al., 2002), I felt it was germane to gain an understanding of the stressful factors they had 

encountered prior to migration.   

For these reasons I divided the findings into five major themes: (a) pre-departure life 

experiences and outdoor leisure, (b) post-arrival leisure experiences, prior to the winter camping 

trip; (c) responses to nature, (d) nature-based leisure, and (e) integration, with particular 

reference to the winter camping trip and its impacts.   

What follows is a brief description of the lives of each of the participants. These 

descriptions are vital because participants’ pre-arrival life experiences were marked by hardship, 

personal loss, discrimination, marginalization and even exclusion (Berry, 1997) from the larger 

societies in which they had sought refuge prior to resettlement in Canada.  Because of the 

involuntariness of their migration, refugees have markedly different pre-migration experiences 

from those of immigrants, who migrate voluntarily, bring their possessions with them, and may 

even have prospected for job and housing opportunities in advance of their migration. 

Nicole is 36-years old, from the Democratic Republic of Congo and a single of mother of 

three children under 10 years of age.  Nicole’s English is exceptionally good because she 
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attended English schools in Congo.  Her family had owned and managed a thriving timber 

company in Congo, but with the rise of rebel militias intent on overthrowing the government 

came the destruction of her home and life.  Nicole described how the rebels abducted her 

husband:  

They wanted to have men who were able-bodied to fight the government. I had a 

family. My two brothers were killed and my dad and my mom too. It was really 

hard. I had to go to counseling sessions. I used to get emotional when speaking 

about it, but now I go on living.  

Having fled to Uganda, where she was an urban refugee, Nicole registered as such with 

the UNHCR.  As an urban refugee she lived a precarious existence among Ugandans instead of 

in a refugee camp where it is typically easier for the UNHCR to provide services.  It was in 

Uganda that Nicole found she was pregnant with her third child, which added significantly to her 

emotional burden.   

I had to wait for three years [for her visa]. It was very, very tiring and I was 

looking after the children. Finally when my visa came out and I could come to 

Canada, I couldn’t believe it. It was a shock to me. It was like a miracle because I 

had lost hope. Now I’m settled here and my life is here.  I am far from home but I 

am safe. 

Abshir was two years old when his mother fled with him from Somalia to Kenya.  They 

lived in a refugee camp for 20 years before being accepted for resettlement in Canada.  His 

family, he said, had lived in Somalia for generations.  He could not remember any relatives 

living anywhere but Somalia, and described his family members as having been farmers, who, 
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over the centuries had passed on their farming traditions to other Somalis.  But when the civil 

war began in 1991, his family was attacked and accused of not being pure-blood (Black) 

Somalis.  They were vilified as Arabs and told that they did not belong, despite their deep roots 

in Somalia, having no other homeland, and identifying as Somali.  His father was murdered in 

the clan-based warfare that marked the early 1990’s, and Abshir and his mother fled to Kenya.  

Though under the jurisdiction of the UNHCR, it appeared that refugees fared poorly in the 

Kenyan camps.  An avid soccer player, Abshir recounted that Kenyans working for the UNHCR 

pilfered sports equipment intended for the refugees that had been provided by the agency. “The 

UN, they give them footballs and something like that, and they say we will give the youth, and 

they didn’t give it.  They take it.  They were UNHCR, but they were not good people” (Abshir, 

personal communication, March 30, 2015).  After living in a refugee camp for 20 years, Abshir 

and his mother were accepted by Canada for resettlement.  He has lived in Canada for two years. 

A Baha’i from Iran, Monir is 32 years old and came to Canada in late 2014 with her son 

and husband, from whom she is now separated.  There has been systematic persecution of the 

Baha’i in Iran since at least the 16th Century.  The Baha’i faith is not recognized as a religion by 

Iran, but seen as a subversive political movement.  This situation has caused extreme violence 

and harassment of Baha’i, particularly after the 1979 revolution.  Many Baha’i were imprisoned 

and executed for their faith because it is seen as heretical.  Education is systematically denied to 

Baha’i or they may be excluded from it; their university, the Baha’i Institute of Higher Education 

was shuttered, and Baha’i holy places, including cemeteries, desecrated (Cole, 2005).  Monir’s 

family (parents, two brothers and two sisters) came to Canada as refugees under the UNHCR 15 

years ago.  She did not accompany them because she was married and her husband did not want 
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to leave Iran because he owned a farm and his family lived there.  Monir described her home 

life: 

I have just one year to finish my high school and then I got married.  In my 

country when someone marries before they complete high school, they go to night 

school.  My husband he didn’t let me to go there.  He was not Muslim, but the 

society is an Islamic society and it affects everybody, even for me. 

Because non-Muslims are not permitted full citizenship in Iran—it is reserved for Shi’ite 

Muslims only (Cole, 2005)—she saw no future for herself or her son.  This situation, coupled 

with a longing to be with her family in Canada, and problems her husband began experiencing 

(on which she chose not to elaborate), led the family to seek refugee status.  Monir explained it 

to me this way: 

I was like a hungry person; I feel thirsty, you know.  So I couldn’t stand anymore.  

The most important thing was, I know if I stay there, no future for my son as a 

citizenship, as an Iranian citizenship, because of the government rules that forbid 

non-Muslim.  I’m not Muslim; I’m Baha’i, so no future for me. 

After 28 months in a refugee camp for Persians in Turkey, Monir and her family were 

accepted for resettlement in Canada. 

Joehaan is 20 years of age and originally from Sudan.  Living, as his family did, in an 

impoverished area of Sudan, there was no education available for him and his younger brother, 

and little work for his father or mother.  Consequently, his father left for Lebanon, a country that 

draws many African migrants, hoping to find work and then to bring their families to live with 

them. When he realized the Promised Land was not all he had hoped, and with no way of 
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returning to Sudan, he brought his family to Lebanon, where at least they would be together.  

Joehaan described the 10 years he spent in Lebanon as akin to living in a cage or a jail.   It was 

hazardous for those who were obviously foreigners, such as Joehaan, who is Black, to move 

about freely.  Being arrested could mean deportation or a beating.  As Joehaan explained, “Times 

when the police arrest you, they will send you back to your country.” 

Schooling was available for foreigners, but only for a limited number of years. He 

described his experience of schooling in Lebanon: 

When an African child [in Lebanon] reaches some levels [at school], then they 

shoo him from schools.  When he get at grade seven they shoo us from schools, 

and so we spent four years without school, and then we came here in Canada. I 

just have grade six.  

Joehaan, a gregarious, loquacious individual, became quiet when I asked him what his 

father had worked at in Lebanon.  He described a life battered by discrimination, violence, fear, 

frustration at experiencing racism and inhumane treatment—and his relief at being accepted for 

resettlement in Canada.   

Everyone is foreign people [there are many foreigners in Lebanon]. It is too hard. 

Even sometimes they [Lebanese] will not allow you to work.  When I was ten, his 

[father’s] mind was going blind. Cannot see, cannot feel.  They [the Lebanese] are 

actually racist.  When I left Lebanon I was like, I’ve survived. I am glad to be 

here. I’ve been 10 years in Lebanon and my father for 14 years. 

Against this backdrop of diverse life experiences, I believe the reader will glean a deeper 

understanding of the findings of the study, and develop a greater appreciation for the chasmic 
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differences between immigrants’ and refugees’ life experiences, prior to their arrival in a new 

host society.   

Theme 1:  Pre-Departure Life Experiences, and Opportunities for Outdoor Leisure 

or Recreation 

Pre-Departure Life Experiences 

As described in the brief life story summaries above, all study participants had 

experienced extremely difficult life situations prior to resettlement.  The experience of loss 

emerges through the narratives of the participants but in very different ways.  It was expressed as 

violent loss, conflicted feelings at leaving the homeland, and through expressions of nostalgia, 

and relief.  For example, two participants—Nicole and Monir—had experienced the violent loss 

of family members.  Monir recalled the loss of an 18-year old cousin, conscripted into the Iranian 

army, shot to death by an officer.  The family was told by the commanding officer that because 

the young man was Baha’i, his blood was worthless, and therefore the perpetrator would not be 

prosecuted.  In addition, she had lost her immediate family to immigration, leaving her with a 

sense of isolation even though she was surrounded by her nuclear family (husband and son) and 

relatives.  “I had many friends there, but I feel alone there, because your family has another 

meaning for you,” she said.  Nicole described the violent loss of her family, including the 

abduction of her husband, and the murder of her parents and brothers by rebels in the Democratic 

Republic of Congo.   

Loss of homeland was common among all participants in the study.  Monir expressed the 

same conflicted sense of loss that immigrants (voluntary migrants) might: sadness at leaving a 

beloved homeland, and gladness and anticipation at going to their new home. “When I left Iran at 
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that time, at that minute I really feel so sad.  I cried, you know.  It was really hard because I love 

my country.  I love my people.”  Nicole, having fled from the Democratic Republic of Congo to 

Uganda, expressed nostalgia for the loss of her homeland by relating strongly to some of the 

activities that took place at the winter camping experience, in particular, the campfire, and 

sleeping in the yurt at Long Lake Outdoor Centre.  She and her children had shared the yurt with 

her friend, a fellow refugee from Congo, and her children.  

We shared the cabin and we were warm, very warm.  We had some extra blankets 

and we had the fire going, so as to keep the warmth inside the cabin. The children 

enjoyed it; they liked it. That was the best part. It reminded me of the traditional 

homes in Africa.  

For Abshir (Somalia) and Joehaan (Sudan), both of whom had left their homelands when 

very young and had lived as displaced persons in a country of refuge, neither could remember 

their homelands and expressed relief to have been delivered from the country in which they had 

sojourned.  Joehaan said, “When I left Sudan I was nine years old.  I didn’t have much feelings 

about leaving my country.  I was, you know, like a blind man.  When I left Lebanon I was, like, I 

survived.” 

Loss of homeland, it appears, may be experienced and articulated differently depending 

on the age at which individuals left their country, their experiences associated with their country, 

or with the country of refuge in which they had resided prior to resettlement.  None of the 

participants expressed the desire to return to his or her homeland. 
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Opportunities for Outdoor Leisure or Recreation Prior to Departure 

I explained the term “leisure” to participants as meaning their free time, or time when 

they could engage in “uncoerced activity” (Stebbins, 2005, p. 350) that they liked to do.  Some 

forms of leisure had been possible for all participants, but they were governed strictly by the 

circumstances and cultures in which they lived, and experiences of leisure varied widely, 

depending on the country in which the participant had resided.  

At the refugee camp in which he had lived in Kenya, Abshir and other Somalis had 

played soccer, watched sports on television, and played pool, but when I asked about camping, 

he shook his head.   

In refugee camp, we don’t have camping or climbing mountain.  Just see on the 

TV.  This is my first time [referring to the upcoming winter camping trip through 

Catholic Social Services]. If you try to go camping, it’s trouble.  The refugee there 

has nothing, has no voice.  

It should be noted here that many Kenyans have been troubled by the long-term 

presence of two large refugee camps in their country, Dabaab and Kakuma, in which many 

Somalis and Sudanese have sought refuge.  There have been calls by politicians and 

citizens for these camps to be closed and the refugees returned to their homelands.  On 

April 21, 2015, Kenya, Somalia and the UNHCR agreed to collaborate on the orderly 

repatriation of over 400,000 Somalis to their homeland. Mistrust and suspicion has been 

predicated on the escalations of violent attacks on Kenyan soil, such as the one on Garissa 

University College on April 2, 2015.   Many Kenyans believed this attack was 

masterminded by the Islamic militant group, Al-Shabaab (also spelt Al-Shabab), which 
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was suspected of recruiting among the mainly Muslim inhabitants of the refugee camps.  

This knowledge may put into perspective the lack of opportunities for outdoor recreation or 

camping opportunities for refugees beyond the confines of the camp.  As Abshir noted, 

there were opportunities for non-refugees to experience the outdoors.  “They [Kenyans] 

have safari. You have to be a lot of money [rich] when you go on safari, but refugee people 

they can’t go safari because they don’t have that much money.” 

Other participants had experienced outdoor leisure and expressed an appreciation for 

nature.  Experiences included walking and spending time in the forest which induced feelings of 

relaxation and calm (Nicole); enjoying the natural spaces and mountainous areas nearby with 

friends and family, and spending time on her husband’s farm (Monir).  Two participants had 

gone camping: one with friends and family (Monir) and one with a school group (Joehaan).   

Monir described the pleasure of a long road trip and the chance to explore.   

We camped for 30 days [to mark the Baha’i new year].  We go from the north to 

the south of the country and most of the night we were in the tent.  We sleep there.  

We take a small stove and make some food.  We went to a place called Qeshm.  

It’s in the middle of the sea.  It was so nice, so beautiful.  

In contrast, Joehaan’s only experience of camping in the mountains took place during his 

school years.  Much of his time in Lebanon involved evading roving police patrols that could 

arrest, detain, and deport anyone who could not produce their papers.  As a Black, Joehaan was 

particularly vulnerable to being apprehended by these patrols.  This toxic environment that was 

laced with mistrust of the authorities and fear of capture, violence or deportation, meant little 
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opportunity to make friends or for enjoying outdoor leisure and led to social isolation.  As 

Joehaan explained: 

For us, in Lebanon, we don’t plan for going outside.  So we keep staying at home. 

At the time I was going to school, I go to school and come home.  I don’t go 

anyplace.  On weekends, one time a month, go out.  Very hard to do something 

that you like and to make friends also happy.  You cannot plan for the things that 

you want.  Can you believe that my most life, I spent it at home? In summer, 

Lebanon is like a jail. 

While two participants had had an opportunity to play sport, Monir found the restrictions 

placed on women in an Islamic culture constraining.   These religious constraints prevented her 

from swimming (there are segregated swimming times for men and women), from playing 

volleyball (there are strict regulations on sports attire even while in a women-only facility) and 

from riding a bicycle.  She explained, “I would like to ride a bicycle, but government doesn’t let 

us. Mullahs said that when a woman sits [astride] a bicycle, she shows something so bad to men. 

It’s a sickness!”  It appears, then, that some opportunities for leisure and recreation were 

available, but access was limited by availability of sporting equipment (Abshir), family 

commitments and work (Nicole), religious and cultural constraints (Monir) and fear of 

discrimination, detention, deportation and violence (Joehaan). 

Theme 2: Post-Arrival Leisure Experiences, Prior to the Camping Trip 

 With the exception of one participant, who had been in Canada since June 2013, the 

remaining three participants had resided in Canada for a year or less and this may have 

influenced the types of leisure in which they were able to participate.  What is clear, particularly 
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in the case of those whose activities were constrained and therefore determined by cultural and 

social norms (Iwasaki, 2007), the sense of freedom to choose, to enjoy activities without fear, to 

connect with others, to play sport and try new activities, was important and deeply meaningful to 

them.  For example, Joehaan and his family had arrived in Edmonton in November 2014.  

Having never experienced a Canadian winter, the lure of being able to move about freely 

outdoors after 10 years, drew him and his brothers to try some winter activities.  Joehaan 

described their activities:  “Near my house is a small mountain [hill], so I went there; we made a 

snowman.  We take some pictures with my little brothers. We bought a slider and we tried 

[tobogganing]. It’s nice!”   Joehaan also embraced a winter outing to a school, organized by 

Catholic Social Services, where he experienced First Nations culture and the French Canadian 

tradition of cabane a sucre for the first time.  

We saw Canadian culture. There were, like, Indian, and they were playing with 

hoops.  It was so amazing. We had something like a piece of wood and roll it in 

the snow, and it will be like candy [snow on a stick topped with maple syrup]. We 

did this one. It was so amazing.  

Joehaan was the only participant who indicated an enjoyment of, or participation in, 

winter activities since his arrival in Canada. 

 Other leisure pursuits in which participants had engaged pointed to their strong desire to 

make a connection with others, to be with other Canadians, and to conduct leisure with their own 

families.  Leisure activities included outdoor soccer with a multicultural mix of players during 

the summer, and a visit, with family, to a lakeside recreation area to enjoy a picnic, games and 

sports. In addition, Nicole, who had arrived in Alberta via Newfoundland, had attended 
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newcomer events arranged by Citizenship and Immigration Canada in Newfoundland, but none 

in Alberta.  It bears noting that this participant expressed eagerness for more opportunities to 

engage with others, specifically other women, single mothers like her, in order to get to know 

more people.  

The social life in Africa is different from here.  We always have gatherings with 

relatives, friends.  So most of the time we see each other more of the times than 

here where it seems like in an individualistic life.  They mind their own 

businesses.  So sometimes you find that you are lonely.  

This strong desire to meet and make friends with others and escape isolation was also 

articulated by Joehaan, who looked forward to staying in a cabin with people with whom he 

would bond.   

They told us in each house there will sleep eight people. That one is nice. We will 

enjoy knowing each other. That guy, he don’t know me and I don’t know that guy, 

so if we lived in this little house together, it will mean we are like family. 

The desire for novelty, inclusion, and connection with others through leisure activities, 

and willingness to try new things emerged as important to these participants in their acculturation 

process in Canada, and appeared to express their eagerness to integrate. 

Theme 3: Responses to Nature  

 Prior to the camp, I had asked participants what they were looking forward to, or what 

they thought would happen at the camp given its remote location.  Anticipation, then, was 

expressed in terms of the desire to get away from the city, to have an opportunity to relax, make 

friends, spend time with others, the possibility of seeing animals they had never encountered 
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before, and to try new activities.  Nicole’s comments captured those articulated by other 

participants succinctly.   

It might be exciting, yeah, because I can feel like I am going to relax with people 

from my community, may meet, talk and laugh.  I’m excited to go and face the 

outside place outside the city of Edmonton in the forest.  It’s a chance to get away.  

Monir looked forward to the journey, the act of travelling, because of the different 

features of the landscape and leaving the city behind.  “I like driving on the highway to … if it’s 

camping or travelling.  I would rather go far away.  I enjoy to be away.”  There was little 

trepidation expressed, despite the fact that the camp would take place in winter, and their 

enthusiasm may have been due to the orientation for camp participants beforehand that seems to 

have set people’s minds at ease that they would be well cared for. 

Fascination and Novelty 
 
 The experience of being in nature at the outdoor centre evoked articulations of 

fascination, novelty, and wonder in all participants, ranging from simple statements, such as, “It 

was beautiful” (Abshir, personal communication, March 30, 2015), appreciation of pristine 

nature: “Everything that you feel is natural; no one touched there” (Monir, personal 

communication, March 16, 2015), to ruminations on nature’s infinity, feelings of contentment, 

and possibilities for exploration.   

I had provided participants with a waterproof, disposable camera and asked them to take 

photos of activities or things that were meaningful to them at the camp.  One participant, 

Joehaan, who had described the jail-like confines of his social isolation as a Sudanese refugee in 

Lebanon, expressed awe at the vastness of nature and its seeming rolling endlessness, of the 
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promise of nature’s infinity and treasures just out of reach, as he stood on the shore of the frozen 

lake.  He had spotted a deer near the lake and hoped to take a photo of it, but it sensed his 

presence and bounded off.  

 

Figure 1. Lake vista with trees. (Joehaan) 

This picture means to me, like you are far, and you would like to get closer for 

something that you really like. You want to get to those places. As you get closer, 

it never ends. You’re thinking, I’m going to get there and OK, that will be the end, 

but it never ends. 

Other novel experiences participants described included walking on a frozen lake, seeing 

and hearing unfamiliar animals—deer were seen and a pack of coyotes howled in the night—and 
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experiencing what snow felt like to walk and play on.   Abshir described the experience of cross-

country skiing:  

It was my first time. I didn’t try [cross-country skiing] before, so it was awesome. 

I fall over several times. [Laughs] The ice is so soft when you fall down, you 

doesn’t get hurt. It’s OK. Yeah, the snow it was very soft.  

While the novelty of “standing on a solid lake” (Nicole) was exhilarating, it also evoked 

warm memories of her home country for Nicole.  

I’m not used here. Ever since I reached here [Canada] I haven’t been outside in 

such an environment. Like when you look at these things, they really show me 

that the ambience that is outside the city. So they show me kind of how my home 

country looks like. It’s full of trees; it’s a beautiful country. 

Monir wondered, standing outside at the outdoor centre, what it would be like in summer, 

and thought, even then, about the possibility of returning with family to enjoy the place, 

indicating the immediate appeal of the camp’s remote, natural setting.  

Even I, for some like five minutes, I go out and stay among there, those place, and 

I imagine if I come here, like summer when the weather is good. At that time I 

would enjoy it too much. Even I ask that from that girl [Alberta Parks staff 

member], about family groups and family coming together and I feel so good 

about that environment because it was so beautiful. Everything was strange 

because that was my first time. 

For one participant, fascination with the natural environment also extended to the animal 

kingdom and the desire to have the freedom to interact with wildlife.  “If the animals were stuck 



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

88	  

[standing still] like this, I would go and touch it because those animals, I’ve never see them 

before, and they told me they’re so kind and they’re afraid, shy, of people” (Joehaan). These 

desires, or flights of fancy, of freely associating with wild animals may be perfectly 

understandable in this case, particularly as Joehaan had experienced few freedoms in his life, or 

chances to experience or act out a kind of Jungle Book fantasy that children in a free society 

might. 

Participants spoke about the calmative and restorative impacts of nature on them, using 

the words “happiness” and feeling “happy,” “calm,” and “relaxed” in the natural environment.  

Joehaan articulated his preference for natural over urban settings.  

When you see nature, nature give you something inside.  You know, for me, I 

prefer to live in place where there are more trees instead of living in a place where 

is, you know, like, staying with people, like drinkers and smokers.  I’d prefer to 

live with nature. 

Nicole expressed her happiness, embracing the outdoors and pronouncing its 

calming effects on her. 
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Figure 2. Nicole at Long Lake Outdoor Centre. 

Now here I was feeling happy and relaxed both in body and mind. That’s why, 

you see, I tried to stretch my arms.  I was embracing the moment of where I was 

standing, and the fresh breeze of the trees.  It was nice to be outside in the trees 

and I can see that everyone was enjoying the environment outside with the trees 

and the lake. 

Fear—and Trust 

 While the vistas and landscapes at Long Lake Outdoor Centre evoked wonder and awe at 

their vast majesty, some elements of nature caused participants to express fear of the unknown, 

particularly of walking or playing on the frozen lake.  Participants expressed a fear of the ice 

breaking, of accidents happening and people drowning.  These fears were tempered with feelings 
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of trust in Alberta Parks staff—that they were there to protect and to help.  Monir described 

vanquishing her fear of stepping onto the frozen lake: 

I feel safe, because first when I went on the snow, I reminded that snow and ice, 

and a big lake, and very cold water.  If, for example, something happen here and 

ice break, and everyone goes … I think about that, but then I think there is some 

responsible people, that they will help us.   

 Nicole expressed a fear of wild animal encounters after hearing a pack of coyotes 

howling in the night, and this may have been because of her conditioning and upbringing in 

Africa.   

I knew that they [Alberta Parks staff] were in control, and the animals could be 

tamed.  So I wasn’t afraid, except in the night I feared I heard some kind of 

hyenas at night, so I said, what if I came across a hyena when I move out?  Even 

me, when I heard them, I was a bit scared.  I stayed in my cabin till morning. 

This contrasted with Joehaan’s desire to be able to touch wild animals, and his belief that 

they were tame and shy.  Perhaps the differences may be explained by their differences in ages, 

social conditioning, and life experiences. Though both were from Africa originally, Joehaan had 

spent most of his life in the Middle East and had experienced a childhood marked by fear and 

lack of normal childhood experiences, while Nicole had experienced what she called a “good 

life” until civil unrest had disrupted her life. 

Reminders of Home 

 All participants but one remarked on similarities they had found between the natural 

environments of their homelands and the winter camp location, but not all participants articulated 
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nostalgic recollections.  Some of these recollections were expressed as poignant reminders of the 

difficult circumstances they had left behind.  For example, the fir trees reminded Joehaan of the 

cedars in Lebanon, and being surrounded by them in the forest at the Long Lake Outdoor Centre 

evoked an unpleasant memory for him.   He said, “You know, for me, it reminds me of Lebanon 

because in Lebanon it’s like a jail.  So you are surrounded. Yeah, when I was standing there [at 

the edge of the lake] I didn’t feel, like, free.”  For Nicole, on the other hand, the campfire built 

by Alberta Parks staff at the lake’s edge for the comfort of recreationists reminded her of 

gatherings in her homeland in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where people would spend 

time together in the comforting company of the community and elders.   

It reminded me when I was still back home how I used to go outside and do some 

things together as a community, and of how we used to gather outside mornings 

and evenings, especially evenings. We would gather outside and people would … 

the old people would start telling us some stories. 

Nature as a Secret World; a Place of Refuge 

 One participant described the natural setting of the camp, and particularly the 

surrounding forest, as having “secret things inside” (Joehaan) but that these could be ominous or 

conceal dangers.  This fear or apprehension of the unknown stopped Joehaan from following the 

deer he had spotted.  The possibility of being attacked by some unseen creature, person, or 

amorphous presence loomed large in his explanation of why he had not pursued the deer. 
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Figure 3. Looking toward the hill and forest from the lake. (Joehaan) 

I actually want to follow it but, you know, when I saw darkness in between the 

trees, I said, OK, I shouldn’t go. I got this feeling.  Something to explore, but 

there is also something there that is against you, will not let you.  Good to stand 

far away and just look it.  Don’t get close. 

 As a counterpoint to the fear he expressed at the thought of entering the forest, though, 

Joehaan also suggested that the forest could be a place of refuge where one could hide from 

those seeking to do harm.  The appeal of the forest as a refuge and a place to hide appeared 

important to him because he had experienced being pursued and attacked in Lebanon.  If, 

however, his fears or trepidation at the dark and secret places of the forest were conquered, they 

offered the reward of cosmic vistas, peace, and oneness with nature.  
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You know, if you get inside here [points to trees] and you just slept like this 

[demonstrates lying on his back] and just look up, the weather [sky] is very nice. 

You will see, like, OK, you will see branches, and then up [there] the sky is 

moving and so you will feel like you are going round and round. It’s so nice. 

Theme 4: Responses to Nature-Based Leisure 

 Four major sub-themes emerged from the data as important to participants at the camp: 

(a) connecting with others as part of nature-based leisure, (b) the importance of family 

involvement in nature-based leisure, (c) resolve and resilience, and (d) evocations of belonging, 

nostalgia, and community stemming from the notion of the campfire as a social nexus.  

Connecting with Others 
 
 The camp was seen not simply as an opportunity to get away from the city and try some 

new activities, but as an opportunity to gather together with others, to get to know them, and to 

make friends.  Participants made 36 references to “friends” and “friendly” and derivations of 

those words during their interviews.  They made remarks such as, “I gathered with my new 

friends and actually tried to go and to see what is in this place” (Joehaan), and  “I met some 

ladies from Somalia. They were very friendly, and the people that work around the park, they 

were so nice” (Nicole).  All participants remarked on, and appeared to appreciate, the camp’s 

role as a gathering place that made them feel part of a community where people treated each 

other with respect and kindness.  One poignant comment came from Joehaan, who had 

experienced childhood as a marginalized person.   

Every time chatting with new people, so there is no feelings of sad, or like this. If 

you fall [while skiing] someone will tell you like this: ‘Ah, be careful.’ ‘OK, 



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

94	  

thank you’ and you get up and someone will say, ‘Hi, hello, how are you?’ ‘Thank 

you.’ It was so nice. 

The camp also offered participants the novel opportunity to make connections with 

people of other cultures and these intercultural and cross-cultural interactions and exchanges 

helped to engender a sense of belonging and community and to break down communication 

barriers.  Abshir, who tended to be fairly reserved, described meeting different others: “I learn 

Mohamed. He’s from Sudan, and Zahro and her family and some people from Mexico, I think. I 

learn them.” 

For Monir, for whom this was her first experience not surrounded by her own or her 

husband’s family, the winter camp was an opportunity to experience independence and interact 

freely with others.  Monir described her tentative, then wholehearted participation in the 

activities. 

First it was a little bit hard for me because I always with my family or the family 

that I had in Iran, my relatives or my husband’s family, but here, OK, no sister, no 

brother, no mom with me.  Everyone was for me so strange.  As a stranger I don’t 

know them.  I know they are like as me.  At first I don’t feel so friendly, then I 

start to.  Then I saw my son playing; he’s enjoying; he has some friend there. I 

talk with other women and I enjoy that.  Even when I saw some people dancing.  I 

didn’t dance but they are dancing and I enjoy. 

For Nicole the camping experience evoked memories of large social gatherings in her 

homeland and a sense of togetherness that she found comforting.  Nicole described the sense of 

community she experienced being with her friend and children, who were also from Democratic 
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Republic of Congo, and of volunteering and participating in the camp management activities, 

such as kitchen duties, and cleaning the cabin and dining hall.   

It was kind of like community work, where people have to join hands and people 

have to work together, helping each other, and something comes out. Helping 

each other to accomplish a certain task. Everyone was involved, volunteering, 

which was good.  

Joehaan also articulated the notion of the camp as a gathering place.  In his case, 

the sentiments did not result from nostalgia, but rather from the novelty of experiencing 

it.   

You know, to think of a camp, it’s like to gather something. OK, like as me, I 

came from a country that there is no something like to get things together to know 

each other.  But here, camping is like something and something to knows each 

other. 

Alberta Parks staff, Catholic Social Services staff, and other camp volunteers made a 

concerted effort to create an inviting environment, welcoming camp participants, and 

demonstrating and supervising activities, such as ice-fishing, and their hospitality was warmly 

regarded by participants.  The two participants with children described great appreciation of 

Parks staff, and said they felt so safe that they felt confident of leaving their children to do 

activities under the supervision of Parks staff and other camp volunteers while they engaged in 

other leisure pursuits.  This climate of caring, concern, inclusion, acceptance, engagement, 

helpfulness, and friendliness created by the attitudes of Alberta Parks staff, CSS staff and other 



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

96	  

volunteers, helped to foster an environment into which participants seemed to allow themselves 

to surrender their cares and to relax.   

 

Figure 4. Monir’s son learning ice-fishing, guided by ESRD staff member. (Monir) 

I saw he [ESRD staff member] was helping my son or others [with ice-

fishing] and I felt good and I felt, OK, I’m not alone here. Because I feel that this 

one is doing for my son, and others gave us other help. Everyone here are doing 

very well here for all of us and I really appreciate that. Even I left my son there 

with him and the others and I go to skiing. 
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This was a remarkable admission for one who had said she  “always worried” (Monir, 

personal communication, March 16, 2015) about her son.  This sentiment was echoed by Nicole, 

who also remarked that she had felt safe and sufficiently confident to leave her two young 

daughters with camp volunteers in order to participate in ice-fishing with her son.  

 Willingness to try new activities. 

The willingness to try new activities—and to experience them again—was markedly 

noticeable in the responses of all of the participants in the study.  None betrayed any reticence, 

but embraced the opportunity to engage in trying entirely unfamiliar, recreational activities.  

Some chose one activity that appealed above others and did not try others.  For example Abshir 

found cross-country skiing appealing and notably, participated in the sport on both days of the 

camp.  Joehaan dabbled in ice-fishing, but when he was unsuccessful at it, opted to try cross-

country skiing instead.  Nicole tried snowshoeing—an activity she’d expressed being “inspired” 

to do following the pre-camping orientation and she remarked on the wonder of walking on deep 

snow.  She said, “I walked on the lake in those unique shoes that people use to walk on the 

lake—the snowshoes.  You stay on top of the snow. You don’t sink under.”  
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Figure 5. Nicole on snowshoes. 

 For Nicole it was the combination of the whole-hearted engagement of camp participants 

in unfamiliar activities and the sense of community that she said motivated her to try different 

activities.  

People are standing on the solid lake and they are trying different activities. They 

are trying walking with snowshoes; they are trying fishing and skiing.  It was 

special to me because of the activities that were taking place by different people 

on a solid lake and the involvement of all together.  It felt like a community of 

people doing some outdoor activities. 
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 This connection with others appeared to spark confidence in Abshir, who had spent most 

of his life in a refugee camp in Kenya. He described it this way: “I was skiing and I learn some 

people, and they try to teach me to ski. That felt good because people were caring.”  

Involvement of Family Members 

For two participants, Nicole and Monir, the involvement of their children was pivotal to 

their own positive experience of the camp and they were, as a result, even willing to try things 

they were not particularly fond of because it meant they were participating with their children.  

Monir overcame her fear of snow and cold, and dislike of skiing, to participate in cross-country 

skiing with her son.  For her, the sharing of the activity with her child transcended any reticence 

she might have felt about how confident she felt, or whether she would be able to do the activity.  

Remarkably, she was persistent in her pursuit of the activity, engaging in it on both days of the 

camp, despite the fact that some camp participants participated only once. 

Monir remarked on her own persistence, even though she did not particularly enjoy cross-

country skiing.  

Skiing is not my favourite activity.  It teach me that I can do the things even that I 

don’t like. [Laughs] So I can do it, it’s okay.  The important thing is that Siavash 

is behind me. I feel good because this activity … I like to do that with Siavash and 

generally I like everything that I do with my son, so I enjoy that.  
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Figure 6. Monir and Siavash cross-country skiing. 

In addition, both women derived a sense of satisfaction that their children were 

embracing new activities.  Despite being unsuccessful at ice-fishing, Nicole expressed her 

enjoyment of the activity because her son had been willing to try it:  “I really felt happy that me 

and Michael went outside and tried some activity.  It was important to me that he tried to learn 

something new.” 
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Figure 7. Nicole and her son ice-fishing.  

 Monir found it empowering to overcome her protectiveness and fear of her son getting 

hurt doing winter activities, and allowed her son to try something different. At one point, one of 

the young men was attempting to ski downhill in his cross-country skis and Monir’s son wanted 

to emulate him.  She said this photo was her favourite because of the characteristics of courage, 

boldness, and assertiveness it represented to her. 
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Figure 8. Monir encouraging her son to downhill ski on cross-country skis. 

First, I feel that Siavash could not do it. But I never said, “Siavash, you 

could not that,” because I know it’s in my fear. I don’t want to give it to Siavash 

… I couldn’t say no. He went and I help him and after that I enjoy to help him. 

His courage came into me, you know. I put away my fear: he can do it. 
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 Being at the camp on her own, without anyone in her family hovering, advising, or telling 

her what to do, and seeing the courage and tenacity of others as they attempted new activities, 

Monir found herself asserting her independence and need to be self-determined. 

 While only Monir selected any photos of indoor activities at the camp, such as games or 

dining together as being important to her, this preference may have been because the cameras I 

had provided took poor quality images indoors that were unusable. 

 Monir’s subjective well-being was enhanced by her son’s acceptance by other children at 

the camp.  In this example, as everyone prepared for dinner, Monir gave her son some play 

dough to occupy him. As other children were drawn to the activity with her son she felt gratified 

that other children made friends with him and joined him in play.  

Everyone is busy with some talking, some playing, so you can play. After that, 

some of the children come, sit there and they wanted Siavash to share that things 

with them. And they started playing, and that one it wasn’t sweet just his finding 

friends, but it helps to find more friends because there are many boys and he 

started to play with that [play dough]. I feel everything that belongs to Siavash 

[everything good that happens to him] makes me feel good. 

Resolve and Resilience  

All participants said they would like to do the activities they had experienced again, even 

if they had struggled with the activity initially, and all expressed determination to learn and 

master winter activities but for different reasons.  For example, though Nicole had found the 

snowshoes unwieldy and heavy, she said, “If I keep trying then I would get used to them and I 
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would know how to walk with them,” noting that her reason for doing so was to be like 

Canadians.  Her determination was echoed by Joehaan:  

I hope [to do cross country skiing again].  You know, the first time I was skiing I 

was feeling, like, pain, and you want something to flourish [to be successful]. So 

just keep doing it, keep doing it until you flourish. You must be strong. 

Monir expressed her desire to go camping again, but said she would prefer to go in 

summer rather than winter.  Though she expressed this preference, she said she was resolved to 

learn winter activities.   

They [her family] said that winter is too long here in Canada and so you should 

know some activities that belongs to the snow and winter time so that makes the 

time a little bit shorter.  If you just stay at home, you won’t enjoy winter. 

For Abshir, learning to camp was a quintessential Canadian experience and activity that 

he expressed the desire to engage in again because doing so would bring him in contact with 

fellow Canadians.  He expressed his desire for belonging through leisure thus: “Yeah, I will go 

camping one day with my family, by myself if I get car, if I get lesson, if I had free time, like 

Sunday. I will go. Other Canadians, I will meet them.” The camp was also an opportunity for the 

participants to reflect on the possibilities of the future, of belonging in Canada, and to bury the 

bad memories of the past.  For example, Joehaan walked out on the snowy lake and wrote 

“Canada” in large letters in the snow.   
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Figure 9. “Canada.” (Joehaan) 

You know, I put this name because they wanted me to come here.  Canada wanted 

me to come and be part of it, so I was glad and I will never forget this.  So I 

thought, when I was taking pictures, to write something for reminding, for 

memoration.  

Fire: Source of Comfort, Nostalgia 

While other participants had mentioned sitting at the camp fire, talking to others, or 

warming up after activities, fire was deeply meaningful for one participant, both outdoors and 

indoors, evoking strong memories of Africa.  Nicole described her fascination watching an 

Alberta Parks staff member set the campfire, noting the way in which he placed the wood, 

inserting twigs and paper to get the fire going.   
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Figure 10. Campfire at the lakeside. (Nicole) 

Before I moved here, I didn’t realize that people could do the same thing, so I was 

so much interested in seeing how he was doing it.  And the people about it [who 

gathered around it] they enjoyed the fire.  

Seeing this act of building the fire conjured nostalgia and yearning for her home country 

as she remembered the daily ritual of collecting branches and twigs, and where the family 

gathered to eat and tell stories around the fire.  This was the place where the elders would hold 

forth, imparting their wisdom.  The fire also represented a focal point for the community to 

congregate, to converse and to share, and where she felt a sense of belonging and connectedness 
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to those gathered there.  Sleeping in the yurt and sharing the space with her friend and all of their 

children, warmed by the wood stove, had deep significance for Nicole.  The warmth of the fire 

and the act of building and maintaining the fire gave her comfort and brought contentment.  For 

Nicole, who had lost her husband, parents and brothers to violence in DRC, the fire may have 

summoned poignant memories of those lost family and community members who had typically 

been present around the fire in the past. 

Theme 5: Integration 

Expressions of Integration Prior to the Camping Trip 

Prior to the camping trip, I had asked participants about how they were settling in, in 

Canada, whether they felt that they were welcomed and accepted by Canadians, and how they 

were integrating. The term “integration” caused some puzzlement, and therefore I rephrased it as 

“joining in with Canadians,” “settling in” or “being part of” the larger society.  Participants 

expressed how they intended to integrate, or felt that they would integrate, in various ways, and, 

notably, all were already taking steps to integrate. Common among participants were mentions of 

their plans for upgrading their education, learning English, getting good jobs and looking after 

their families.  For example, Abshir, who has been in Canada the longest of all of the study 

participants, indicated that he had already taken steps to “join in”: he played soccer in his 

community on a diverse, multicultural team; he was learning English; he had plans to further his 

education, marry and raise a family.  Other participants also expressed these desires.  Nicole 

said, “What would make me happy is to go to school, get a diploma or anything and I go out and 

work.  I think I would be happy about that.”  Abshir also expressed his desire to know more 

about Canadian culture and to share his Somali culture with Canadians, expressing a hallmark of 
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multiculturalism as he did so: the equality of different cultures.  He said, “So it’s give and take. 

Share.”  For two participants, Joehaan and Nicole, the fact that they had been accepted by 

Canada for resettlement also gave them confidence that they would integrate well because they 

had been chosen to be citizens of Canada.  As Joehaan explained, “If the Canadian government 

accepted our file that we can be here, they want us to be with them.  I feel that I fit in already.”   

Joehaan also expressed his desire to fit in by adopting modish, Western dress, in fact actively 

cultivating the American B-boy look.  He was very proud of being taken for a Canadian when he 

arrived in the country, because he looked the part.  

You know, actually, when my people first saw me, they told me “How are you? 

Canadian?” They told me like this. I was like, “I just arrived a few months earlier. 

Why you call me like this?” They told me, like, “You have their style.” 

Nicole was also actively integrating, seeking engagement with women’s groups and 

opportunities to become involved with the community.  She said, 

I’m trying to make friends with the community in Canada, so that they can help 

me to integrate. If I keep away from people in the community, I may not integrate 

well, so I try hard to make friends here. 

 She acknowledged that this was difficult for her in an individualistic society, having 

grown up in a communalistic country where family and friends spent more time together and 

lived more closely involved in each other’s lives. 

For Monir, integrating and living as Canadians do meant mastering living independently.  

She had thought she and her son would live with her mother when she came to Canada, but 
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decided that this is not the norm in this country, noting that her parents and siblings who had 

settled here, all lived alone.   

I thought that everyone has to [live independently]. For example, I have to do 

everything for myself … my shopping, my school, everything. I’m responsible. 

My family is all helping, but I learn that I have to be independent if I want to live 

here. 

To this end, she had secured a townhouse for herself and her son and was learning to 

manage alone, had found a job, and was upgrading her English skills. 

Participants articulated feelings of safety, security, of being protected and cared for.  The 

reasons for these feelings were explained by, or attributed to, feeling welcome in Canada as a 

result of the actions of strangers offering assistance, because of the rule of law, and because of 

the aid of immigrant-serving organizations.  This appeared to help pave the way for integration.  

For example, when Nicole explained her situation to her children’s school, she was taken aback.  

They started bringing me things to my house.  I’ve never experienced that in my 

life.  People I don’t even know, they brought me things.  You feel you’re 

welcomed.  Everyone is concerned for you, which is a bit strange from where I 

came from. 

The critical role of the host society in creating an environment conducive to integration, 

rather than separation or marginalization, was evident in the way in which participants expressed 

ways in which they felt enabled to advance, and to be supported as they settled in Canada.  

Nicole described it this way:  
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They [Canadians] want us to be here.  I don’t know why.  I think they are merciful 

and generous.  They have rich hearts.  They don’t want to eat alone when other 

people are out there hungry, and that is very different from where I came from. 

For Joehaan, the knowledge that people were equal under the law in Canada and the 

availability of educational opportunities engendered feelings of support, anticipation, and of 

excitement about the future:  

For everyone in Canada it’s like a one chance for you.  In Canada here, if you 

would like to do something successful for you … Canada will always help you to 

do it.  Like if you’re walking and you fell, always will let you get up and just walk 

until you do it. 

New beginnings. 

Participants expressed thankfulness for the opportunity to rebuild lives interrupted by 

circumstance, and hope for the future, unfettered by some of the restrictive social norms or 

taboos of their homelands or places of refuge.  Monir explained that she would have faced 

discrimination as a single mother in Iran, but that in Canada, being a single parent appeared to be 

widely accepted as simply another way of parenting.  This belief, it seemed, liberated her from 

social censure and provided her the opportunity to become self-actualized.   

The thing that gives me more strongness is [that] people here, even Persians here, 

are different [tolerant] to single moms.  In Iran divorce is bad.  Here I can be my 

own self.  They [all newcomers] put the behaviour they have back home … they 

put it away.  I like these things.  
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All participants said that living in Canada meant an opportunity to become educated, or 

complete their education. Participants tended to view education as the gateway to a successful 

life in Canada. For example, Joehaan expressed hope and resilience that he would finally have 

the chance to complete his education, despite the long journey ahead to achieve his goal.   

I gave the age of 20 [to the Canadian immigration authorities] so I’m not eligible 

to go to school, so they register me in LINC (Language Instruction for 

Newcomers to Canada).  Then, if I finish those levels, I will be in ESL (English as 

Second Language) and after ESL I will be in academic upgrading, and then I will 

[go to college].  I, then, was like, yay, I got a chance!  My aim is to finish my 

educations, to get a nice work and to take care of my family, and to help this 

country.  

These expressions of hope, determination, and the desire to progress in Canadian society, 

were numerous and appeared to point to individual fortitude and ambition to integrate and 

succeed.  Participants appeared to demonstrate resolve to put the past behind them and to 

embrace the opportunity to advance, to become educated, and improve their lives by becoming 

full participants in Canadian society.  

Impacts of the Nature-based Leisure Experience on Integration 

 Post-camping interviews took place from two weeks to a month after the experience.  

Being away from Edmonton and at a camp at which the agencies, Catholic Social Services and 

Alberta Parks, had collaborated to take care of all minutiae from sleeping arrangements to 

catering, gave individuals a chance to reflect on their situations and how they might use what 
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they had learned and experienced to propel their integration within the larger society.  Nicole had 

relished the quiet landscape and the chance to think about her situation.   

There are some things I found there that made me happy and relax my brains, and 

there are some things that made me compare my home country and Canada. So I 

thought and I felt the world is the same. There is no difference.  

She remarked that going on the camping trip had enabled her to experience another side 

of Canada: “So I felt it helped me to be part of the country and enjoy it, and settle in it,” she said.  

She hoped to accomplish her integration through upgrading her education and finding work to 

support her family.  As indicated previously, the desire to integrate by becoming fully immersed 

in education, upgrading, and work, was expressed by all participants prior to the camping trip.   

The camping trip, however, appeared to have served as a space for learning new skills, and as a 

valuable catalyst for forging connections with more people of different cultures and countries of 

origin. These new connections, in turn, appeared to inspire confidence in participants to want to 

try activities they had engaged in at the camp again, and also to attempt different winter 

activities.  Joehaan said, “I hope to do it [cross-country skiing] again because I like it very much. 

I would like to be like the guys that are playing hockey.”  Abshir and Monir echoed this 

sentiment, and described the impetus to continue to participate in outdoor leisure activities 

during the summer. “They [Catholic Social Services] say we shall do [activities] in the summer 

time and I say, OK” (Abshir).  Abshir also saw himself camping in the future, after settling a 

little more, and recreating with fellow Canadians because he believed that camping was a 

quintessential Canadian pastime.  To master it, he intimated, was to join in.   
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All of Canada people, they like to camping and you have to learn what Canada 

people are doing.  It’s multicultural country so you can see many people from all 

countries, and you learn their culture, and they will teach you their culture.  It’s 

better.  

 For Monir, who had spent her life surrounded by controlling others, whether it was her 

husband and his family, or her own family in Canada, the camp had allowed her sense of 

independence to blossom.  She reported feeling less stressed and more empowered to make her 

own decisions.  

I feel good because always I was told you can’t, oh, don’t do that. Even 

sometimes I would like to do something for myself or others … Somebody kept 

me [from doing something], but now I feel OK, I can do it. 

Summary 

 Study participants at the winter camping experience at Long Lake Outdoor Centre were 

unanimous in their appreciation for the opportunity to travel beyond the city and to experience 

outdoor leisure activities in a remote, natural setting.  While all participants expressed deep 

pleasure at the natural environment and the novelty of doing activities they had not tried before, 

what appeared to be most important to them was the opportunity to meet others from different 

countries and cultures and to make friends as part of the leisure experience.  The camp’s chief 

significance for participants appeared to be that it served as a gathering place that enabled them 

to be with others.  The camp’s location, away from Edmonton, was seen as important because it 

allowed individuals time for reflection and to experience something new, away from their normal 

day-to-day lives.  Their photos revealed their willingness to wholeheartedly embrace the 
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opportunity and all participated fully in the activities that had been arranged for them, including 

volunteering for kitchen duties and camp clean-up.   

Alberta Parks and Catholic Social Services had collaborated to foster a welcoming 

environment and participants responded warmly to Parks staff, in particular, who appeared to 

have made a gargantuan effort to put people at ease, to be on hand to address questions about 

activities, to help people with sporting equipment, and to explain the area’s flora and fauna.  The 

orientations before and during the camp seemed to set people’s minds at ease and the knowledge 

gleaned from these presentations appeared to help to pave the way for an enjoyable, relaxed 

experience.  Participants reported conquering their fears of camping in the winter and of wild 

animals they might encounter. 

 Prior to the camp, all participants had described ways in which they were integrating into 

the larger society, through ESL, academic upgrading, desires for education, and the hope that 

these activities would lead to good jobs that would enable them to take care of their families.  It 

appeared, then, that the nature-based leisure opportunity served as an important catalyst, spurring 

participants’ extant desires for integration and a fully actualized life in Canada as contributing 

citizens.  It underscored the importance of the influence of the host society’s attitude to 

acculturating newcomers in their choice of acculturation strategy.  This finding, then, supports 

the assertion that newcomers who experience a warm welcome in a society of settlement where 

host and newcomer make “mutual accommodations” (Berry et al., 2002, p. 355) to live together, 

are more likely to choose integration as an acculturation strategy, and less likely to choose 

separation or marginalization. 
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Chapter 5:  Discussion 
	  

The Discussion chapter has been divided into the themes that emerged in the Findings 

chapter and are discussed individually. 

Theme 1:  Pre-Departure Life Experiences, and Opportunities for Outdoor Leisure 

or Recreation 

Loss of Homeland 

Despite the loss of their homelands, experiences such as citizenship denied, conflict 

within the borders of their homeland, and religious and racial discrimination, none of the 

participants expressed a desire to return to their homelands.  This finding contradicts Williams 

and Berry’s (1991) assertion that most refugees preferred to stay in their homeland, and strongly 

wished to return.  This finding is also contrary to the findings of Drumm et al. (2001) in their 

study of Kosovar refugee women in Albania who wished to return to their homeland as soon as 

possible.  These differences may be the consequence of the time elapsed between the time spent 

in a refugee camp or country of refuge and eventual resettlement.  All of the refugees in the 

present study had spent from 28 months to 20 years waiting to be resettled, while the Kosovar 

women in the Drumm et al. study were interviewed after only a month in the Albanian refugee 

camp.   It would appear that in the early stages of being a refugee, the desire to return to the 

homeland is urgent.  However, because the resettlement process through the UNHCR is arduous 

and can take decades, conditions in refugee camps may be unsavoury (Drumm et al., 2001; 

Tanle, 2013), and fending for oneself as an urban refugee may be fraught with difficulties related 

to finding employment or caring for one’s family, the opportunity for resettlement in a new host 

country by long-term refugees may be deeply appreciated.  It may, in essence, be regarded as a 



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

116	  

lifeline, an escape from a desperate situation.  This supposition appears to be supported in my 

study in that all of the participants had expressed thankfulness and relief for their deliverance, 

and a second chance.   In addition, having experienced enormous, long-term difficulties in terms 

of their tenuous living situations prior to resettlement may have quelled refugees’ desires to be 

repatriated to their homelands and intensified their desire to be a fully integrated participant in a 

welcoming host society.  In the case of the two participants whose knowledge of their homelands 

was vague at best because they had left them at an early age, the opportunity for resettlement in a 

welcoming new host society meant there was no desire to return, but only a deep longing to 

better themselves and live normal, productive lives in the country that had taken them in. 

In addition, the Kosovar women in the Drumm et al. (2001) study had been forcibly 

evacuated from Kosovo.  None of the participants in the present study described forcible 

evacuation, but rather that they had decided to leave based on their own, or their family’s, 

decision to flee.  When the decision to flee is the individual’s, he or she may be considered 

somewhat akin to a voluntary migrant (Stein, 1980, as cited in Tanle, 2013) who anticipates 

danger or conflict and makes plans to depart in advance of a crisis.  It cannot, therefore, be 

assumed that all refugees long to be repatriated to their homeland.  In addition, because of their 

experience of hardship and exclusion in a refugee camp or place of refuge, they may feel more 

resolve to embrace the opportunity to live fully actualized lives, choosing to integrate, rather than 

live as separated or marginalized individuals (Berry, 1997). 
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Opportunities for Outdoor Leisure or Recreation Prior to Departure 

Leisure depends on cultural and social environments. 

While participants reported access to some leisure pursuits in their homeland or place of 

refuge, these activities were largely constrained by the social and cultural environments in which 

they lived (Iwasaki, 2007).  For example, while Abshir was able to engage in soccer in the 

refugee camp, his participation was subject to the availability of equipment, which, he said, was 

often pilfered by the UNHCR’s local staff.  The constraints of social and cultural norms in Iran 

prevented Monir from engaging in pastimes deemed unseemly for women, and, in Lebanon, 

endemic racism severely curtailed access to leisure for Joehaan.    The quality of leisure has been 

found to impact quality of life (QOL) and the varied experiences of study participants supports 

Iwasaki’s (2007) contention that the social and cultural environments in which individuals lived 

had a profound impact on the types of leisure in which they participated.  The quality of leisure 

satisfaction significantly impacts life satisfaction and subjective well-being (Diener, 2000; Kim, 

2000), and offers benefits for coping with, and overcoming, negative life events (Kleiber et al., 

2002).  For these reasons, the importance of access to leisure for refugees—and all newcomers, 

regardless of migratory status—becomes magnified in importance in terms of its propensity for 

aiding individuals to transcend their troubled pasts and re-establish their sense of meaning and 

mastery (Newman et al., 2013) over their lives. 
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Theme 2: Post-Arrival Leisure Experiences, Prior to the Camping Trip 

Initiative, Participation—and Loneliness 

Only one participant had attempted any winter activities since arriving in Canada, taking 

the initiative to engage in quintessential Canadian childhood activities, such as building a 

snowman and going tobogganing.  These choices underscored the depth of his desire to 

transform his life from one burdened by restriction and racism, and to reassert his freedom of 

choice by means of the activities in which he engaged.  Newman et al., (2013) suggest that this 

phenomenon is akin to the “phoenix rising from the ashes” (p. 229) as individuals who have 

experienced “disintegration” (p. 229) of the self regain their emotional equilibrium and transform 

themselves, signifying a rebirth or metamorphosis in which leisure can play an important role.  I 

argue that because if we are to consider leisure activities as those in which the individual is not 

pressured to participate (Stebbins, 2005), but undertaken of their free will and for their 

enjoyment, leisure may serve to restore the individual’s independence.  The subsequent 

confidence the individual feels can extend the stirrings of autonomy and competence (Deci & 

Ryan, 1985) that person may find blooming within to other aspects of his or her life, particularly 

in terms of integrating into the larger society. 

While all participants had engaged in some forms of leisure experiences since arriving in 

Canada, the need for connection to others, with the specific goal of doing so to facilitate 

integration, was clearly important.  One participant had noted the difficulty of making friends in 

an individualistic society that differed so much from her own community in Africa.  She alerts us 

to the difficulty individuals from collectivistic and communalistic societies may experience as 

they attempt to integrate in an individualistic society.  Western social theorists such as Hofstede 
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(1983) and Triandis, (2001) have described cultures as individualistic or collectivistic depending 

on whether the rights of the individual transcend those of the group, such as in Canada, which 

tends to be individualistic, or Japan which tends to be collectivistic.  However, Moemeka (1998) 

and Nwosu (2009) argue that these categorizations do not take into account the communalistic 

ethos of African societies.  Communalism, they suggest, differs from collectivism in that 

individuals in communalistic societies are connected by blood.  Communalism, therefore, 

signifies the belongingness and interdependence with others by virtue of their membership in the 

traditional community of birth, with blood ties, lineage, hierarchy, and lifelong community 

belonging being important differentiators from collectivism (Moemeka, 1998; Nwosu, 2009).  

Considering that more refugees will likely be accepted for resettlement in Canada from trouble 

spots in Africa, strategies to enable their smooth entry into a largely individualistic society that 

foster integration, such as the group leisure experience at Long Lake Outdoor Centre, should be 

considered to ameliorate feelings of isolation, which, if unchecked, may lead to separationistic 

attitudes (Liebkind, 1996).   

Theme 3: Responses to Nature  

Fascination and Novelty 

Nature’s allure for participants was abundantly clear as they remarked on the pleasure of 

being away from the city in a pristine, natural environment.  Comments about the breathtakingly 

vast vista of the frozen lake sparkling with deep snow, the clean air, the trees in the forest 

soughing in the wind, and the presence of wildlife evoked expressions of awe (Piff et al., 2015) 

and wonder.  Participants expressed fascination at being able to walk on a frozen lake and being 

surrounded by the beauty of nature at every turn.  Their experiences support Kaplan’s (1995) 
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assertions that (a) fascination is a “central component of a restorative experience” (p. 172), and 

(b) that nature-based leisure’s ameliorative qualities may best be experienced when individuals 

are away from their usual situations in an enchanting environment that fully engages the senses 

and fills up the mind sufficiently to cause everyday cares to be suspended.  Participants remarked 

on their increased sense of well-being, feeling carefree, joyful and at peace, all of which attested 

to nature’s calmative and restorative properties (Howell et al., 2012; Mannell, 2007).  While 

Buijs et al., (2008) suggested that different ethnocultural groups may have different preferences 

for landscapes that may be at odds with those of the larger society, participants in this study were 

uniformly intrigued by the camp’s location and spent time exploring it and engaging in the 

outdoor activities that had been planned.  An interesting point is that none of the participants was 

from Asia, and the rather rustic environment of the camp may not have been as appealing if they 

had been.  For example, as Lovelock et al. (2011) found, Asian immigrants visiting a national 

park in New Zealand preferred managed landscapes, so different findings may have emerged had 

there been any Asian participants in my study group.  

Participants’ expressions of happiness, calm and relaxation (Zelinski & Nisbet, 2012) are 

congruent with the large body of literature supporting the calmative and restorative effects of 

nature (cf. Duvall & Kaplan, 2014; Grinde & Patil, 2009; Hartig, 2003; Vella et al., 2013).  The 

enthusiasm and excitement among participants as they tried to master new activities also 

appeared to support Knopf’s (1987) assertion that nature-based leisure may provoke personal 

growth as individuals push themselves to achieve something they may not previously have 

thought they could. 
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One of the unexpected findings, or outliers (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007) in my study 

was the fascination with wild animals as shy, approachable creatures expressed by one of the 

participants.  Joehaan’s idea about wild animals may be interpreted as simply wonder at another 

facet of the untamed environment in which the camp was held.  It may also bespeak the human 

tendency to anthropomorphize iconic invertebrates, such as bears and wolves because of the way 

in which they have been portrayed in children’s literature and film as friendly creatures, like 

Smokey the Bear (Kellert, Black, Reid Rush, & Bath, 1996), or menacing characters like the 

wolf in Little Red Riding Hood.  Because Joehaan’s pre-arrival experience had allowed for little 

leisure or schooling, and therefore possibly limited exploration of wildlife sanctuaries or zoos or 

opportunities to learn about wild animals, one might speculate that his notion of the animal 

kingdom’s creatures as shy and approachable may have been evolved from exposure to books, 

such as Winnie the Pooh (A.A. Milne), The Jungle Book (R. Kipling), Call of the Wild (J. 

London), or Walt Disney films, such as The Lion King and Bambi.  Joehaan’s notions about the 

animal kingdom may also have been inadvertently inculcated by Alberta Parks.  During the pre-

camping orientation, Alberta Parks staff had attempted to allay campers’ fears of wild animal 

encounters at the camp by saying that wild animals typically shied from human interaction.  In 

doing so Parks staff may have inadvertently instilled a certain degree of over-confidence about 

human-animal interactions for this individual.  While my research did not explore the prevalence 

of this phenomenon among other camp participants, this finding may be of interest to Alberta 

Parks as it prepares information about wildlife for future camp orientations. 

  



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

122	  

Fear—and Trust 
 
 According to Erickson et al., (2009) African Americans are less inclined to feel positive 

emotions about wilderness areas, such as national parks, because of negative historical events 

associated with wildland places, and that African Americans tended to prefer managed and 

developed natural spaces close to home.  Study participants did not allude to these preferences, 

though three of them were from three different countries in Africa.  They did, in fact, state their 

preferences for living closer to nature, their pleasure at the surroundings in the wilderness area 

and their desire to engage in more experiences like the winter camp.  Their reactions appear to 

contradict the subcultural hypothesis as well (Floyd, 2001) because participants were from 

different African countries yet appeared not to share the same concerns about wildland leisure as 

did African Americans.  However, to add some perspective, the camp at Long Lake Outdoor 

Centre took place over two days, so individuals participating in the camp did not have the time to 

develop the lengthy history with North American wildlands that African Americans have.  

Furthermore, the violent history of African Americans is unique to the United States and their 

experiences of wilderness and woods may not be appropriate comparisons in the Canadian 

context.  In addition, the study participants were experiencing wilderness in a well-managed 

group for which others had made all arrangements.  This may have induced a psychological 

cushioning effect.  The response to the outdoor centre environment might have been different 

had participants been recreating on their own or with a small group, having made their own 

arrangements and having assumed full responsibility for all trip essentials including food, 

transportation, sleeping bags, and so on.  This mitigating factor, in terms of fear or trepidation 

expressed about the presence of wild animals, of falling through the ice on the lake, or of 
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surviving the winter night in a yurt, appeared to be because of Alberta Parks and Catholic Social 

Services’ efforts to create a protective environment in which individuals could feel at ease.   As 

Knopf (1987) suggests, individuals recreating in outdoor and wildland spaces are influenced by a 

number of external factors including “the social group they are with, the equipment they have 

brought, the culture that shaped them, the home and work conditions they have experienced … 

People draw on these sources of stimuli as well as the physical array” (p. 808).  Because all 

participants were new to leisure in Alberta’s wildland spaces, their experiences were largely 

untouched by past history or experience.  In time, should they continue to conduct leisure in 

wildland spaces, how they bond to the places in which they recreate may reveal different 

reflections from their initial response in this study based on what experiences they have in those 

areas rather than on the environment alone (Tuan, 1974, as cited in Knopf, 1987).   

 There is also the matter of the ability of individuals to self-regulate their emotions in new 

or unfamiliar environments.  For example, Koole and Van den Berg (2005) argued that though 

nature, and wilderness in particular, may be associated with both freedom and terror, individuals 

are capable of self-regulation, which may enable them to rationalize and quell their fears.  This 

reaction was especially true for Nicole, who decided to trust Alberta Parks staff that any wild 

animals in the camp’s vicinity could be controlled and so she was able to sleep peacefully 

through the night.  Joehaan was able to put aside his negative emotions at seeing the fir trees for 

the first time and their similarity to Lebanon’s cedars by using self-talk to remind himself that he 

was no longer in Lebanon.  It was after reminding himself of this that he wrote CANADA in the 

snow and reflected positively on the environment, indicating that he was able to self-regulate his 
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initial despondent reaction to the trees, and redirect it to a joyful recognition that he had a second 

chance in Canada.. 

Reminders of Home 

 Memories evoked by similarities in the landscape, or aspects of the camp, such as the 

wood stoves in the yurts, were expressed both positively and negatively, and these expressions 

should be evaluated based on the individual experiences of the participants prior to their arrival 

in Canada.  In one case, the reminder was of happy times and evoked nostalgia for her homeland.  

Rishbeth and Finney (2005), in their study of refugees’ responses to urban greenspace in 

England, found that refugees responded with wonder and delight at finding plants and other 

elements in urban parks that kindled nostalgia.  This experience had the effect of making people 

feel that the country in which they had sought refuge was not as unfamiliar as they had thought.  

The authors’ findings were echoed in Nicole’s delighted response to the large, communal 

campfires at the lake and in the dining hall, the wood stoves in the yurts, and the similarities in 

the treed landscape that was so similar to her homeland.  These elements evoked nostalgia for the 

physical and social environments of her homeland, and the comforting realization that things she 

had held dear in her homeland were similar or practiced in Canada too.  Rishbeth and Finney 

(2005) suggest that these nostalgic connections with the landscape bode well for stimulating 

integration within the larger society, particularly for refugees who have not had the luxury of 

migrating on their own terms.  They assert that this is because familiar “nuances of landscape” 

(p. 203) may provide “glimpses of normality” (p. 203) and may enable refugees to visualize and 

“conceptualise their position in the new society” (p. 204) by allowing them to see some things in 

nature that they recognize and associate with their homeland.   
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We cannot, however, make the assumption that the landscape in the new host country 

will typically evoke nostalgia.  For one individual the landscape evoked painful memories of 

social exclusion.  Clearly there was no delight here, but instead a feeling of dread, of not feeling 

free—a reminder of the jail-like social restrictions he had experienced during his formative 

years.  However, his resolve in banishing bad memories of his past to focus on the opportunities 

that lay ahead in Canada and to continue to enjoy the camp setting and activities, appears to 

support Knopf’s (1987) contention that leisure in natural settings may promote personal growth, 

as well as offer a distraction from stress (Duvall & Kaplan, 2014).  Suppressing negative 

memories in an effort to cope, however, may not be long-lived as a refugee recovers from trauma 

(Goodman, 2004).  For example, in her study of unaccompanied adolescent Sudanese refugees in 

the United States of America, Goodman found that Sudanese youths suppressed negative 

thoughts and traumatic past experiences in an effort to cope and be resilient.  She suggested that 

because the individuals in the study had only recently arrived from Sudan, they were still in the 

first stage of recovery from trauma, which Herman (1992) defines as the safety stage, in which 

the individuals become accustomed to feeling safe from harm.  At this point, they may try to 

diminish, or dismiss from mind, traumatic pre-flight experiences to accelerate, and firmly 

establish, their independence and self-sufficiency in their new host society.  This means that a 

further two stages of recovery: remembrance and mourning, and reconnection remain to be 

experienced (Herman, 1992).  Because the participant in my study appeared to overcome his 

initial negative response to the landscape fairly quickly, he may have been attempting to 

diminish his unresolved inner pain.  The emotional trauma he had experienced pre-arrival in 

Canada had still to be resolved.  This individual’s experience underscores the importance of 



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

126	  

immigrant-serving institutions in Canada, and the need to provide not only the necessities of 

life—food, shelter, education, leisure—but also the support to allow individuals the opportunity 

to examine, confront and resolve emotional trauma for their long-term well-being.  As Berry 

(1997) asserts, the attitude of the host society towards newcomers determines how they will 

acculturate.  Therefore the provision of vital trauma counseling services among the array of 

regular settlement services offers an important gateway to encourage integration.  Providing 

these types of services demonstrates a caring, considerate ethos, and offer emotional healing for 

the traumatized individual. 

 Theme 4: Responses to Nature-Based Leisure 

Connecting with Others 

 The camping experience at Long Lake Outdoor Centre was deeply valued by the 

participants in my study as an opportunity to meet other culturally-diverse people, and to be part 

of a community where friendships could flourish.   They frequently described the camp as a 

gathering place where individuals could get to know each other while they enjoyed leisure 

experiences together.  This finding appears to support Iso-Ahola and Park’s (1996) assertion that 

social supports in the form of friendships that develop around, or are connected with, leisure 

experiences are able to mitigate stress and physical illness and promote coping.  Social supports, 

in the form of the welcoming, inclusive environment created by the parks and social services 

agency staff, seemed to increase the participants’ sense of well-being, of feeling welcomed, 

cared for and safe.  In addition, staff and volunteers were able to create an inviting, enabling 

environment that encouraged social interaction and intercultural exchanges for participants, even 

for those attending alone.  It appeared that the opportunity for social interaction superseded other 
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facets of the trip, such as being away (Kaplan, 1995) or the grandeur of the natural setting in 

which the camp occurred.  Kyle and Chick (2007) also described the phenomenon of a camping 

trip as a space for social interaction.  They found that recreationists at an agricultural fair, who 

tented there annually, were drawn to the fair more for the interaction with family and friends 

than they were for the fair itself.  However, while the recreationists in Kyle and Chick’s study 

had, over time, developed a strong attachment to the place in which they recreated because of the 

anticipation of gathering together, nostalgia for past events that had taken place there, or 

moments in time that they treasured, the participants in my study appeared to quickly assimilate 

both the unique natural setting and the opportunity for social interaction.  Possibly because of 

their desire to connect with others prior to the camp, as part of their acculturation strategy, the 

participants were able to transcend barriers, such as shyness or natural reserve, to fulfill their 

desire to socialize with others.  They may also have been drawn together by their common 

experience of being refugees.  Furthermore, as participants in the study originated from 

collectivistic (Hofstede, 1983) and communalistic societies (Moemeka, 1998; Nwosu, 2009), 

large-group gatherings of families and friends may have been the preferred way of enjoying 

leisure.  This preference may have accounted for participants’ ready comfort with a large-group 

camping event, although they were recreating with strangers.  Such a finding would also be 

congruent with the way in which Hispanic people and African Americans have been found to 

enjoy leisure (Floyd, 1999): both also tend to be collectivistic groups.  Given that newcomers, 

whether voluntary or involuntary migrants, typically face constraints to leisure, including lack of 

transportation, time and money as they establish themselves in their new host society (Stodolska 

& Yi-Kook, 2005), educating newcomers through parks, social services agencies, and public 
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libraries about opportunities for greenspace leisure within a short distance of where they live 

could open up leisure opportunities for collectivistic groups.  Such practices may serve to make 

the unfamiliar, familiar (Rishbeth & Finney, 2005) and expose refugees to the well-documented 

restorative and calmative effects of nature (Hartig et al., 2010).  These effects, in turn, may foster 

greater life satisfaction spurred by leisure satisfaction (Kim, 2000; Newman et al., 2013) and a 

greater predilection for integration. 

 Willingness to try new activities. 

 The natural environment as a confidence builder (Knopf, 1987) became evident in the 

confidence participants exuded as they tried various outdoor activities.  Participants embraced 

the activities fully, trying all of the activities or choosing one or two that they liked.  They were 

persistent in their pursuit of the activities, even if they found them difficult at first, and engaging 

in them again.  They reported overcoming fear of falling through the ice on the lake, or concern 

for family members, and even dislike of activities, demonstrating great determination to master 

various outdoor pursuits.   These findings support those of Vella et al., (2013) who noted the 

therapeutic benefits of an outdoor program therapeutic for veterans with PTSD.  The program 

imbued participants with a sense of confidence and enabled them to feel more competent and 

peaceful.  In addition, because nature is regarded as neutral, providing no negative feedback 

(Knopf, 1987) it appeared to liberate participants to be themselves without fear of judgment.  So 

it did not seem to matter if they fell in the snow or were awkward using equipment like 

snowshoes.  They were there to enjoy the experience and the environment.  It was this 

confluence of factors, including the comforting presence of others around them doing similar 

things, that seemed to inspire confidence.  The vitality participants exhibited and reported also 
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supports the findings of Ryan et al., (2010), that being in nature may imbue individuals with 

heightened vitality.  Consequently, participants seemed to feel sufficiently energized and 

emboldened by their newfound skills to continue to practice the activities.  Their feelings of self-

confidence and psychological well-being wrought by the experience of nature-based leisure 

(Hinds, 2011) appeared to ignite a sense of competence and confidence, and, one in case, the 

freedom to make independent choices. 

Involvement of Family Members 

 Trying new activities was made all the more meaningful when family members were also 

involved in the activities.  Two of the participants with children expressed not only their 

increased pleasure in the activities because their children were involved, but also the importance 

of their children engaging in new and different activities.  This finding appears to be congruent 

with the assertion that recreating in the outdoors tends not to be a solitary pursuit (Cheek & 

Burch, as cited in Kyle & Chick, 2002; Knopf, 1987), but one that is more typically indulged in 

with family or friends.  For example, Tinsley, Tinsley, and Croskeys (2002) conducted a study 

examining how different ethnocultural groups used a large, urban park in Chicago.  They found 

that Hispanics and Asians tended to visit the park with family units or other large groups, 

underscoring the importance of the psychosocial dimensions of family involvement, social 

connection and interaction in collectivistic cultures in the leisure domain.  That all of the 

participants in my study belonged to collectivistic cultures may explain their pleasure at their 

children’s involvement to some extent.   As Kyle and Chick (2002) suggest: “the social 

organization of leisure is characterized by people interacting with others as a result of mutual 

tastes and out of a sense of belonging” (p. 429).  For the two single male participants who did not 
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attend the camp with their family members, but alone, their expressions of enjoyment at having 

both the opportunity to enjoy the camp activities in the company of the large group of camp 

attendees and to meet others and make friends clearly underscored the meaningfulness of the 

presence of others who made them welcome. 

Resolve and Resilience 

 Participants were unanimous in their resolve to continue to experience what they had 

learned at the camping experience—even to the point of wanting to learn activities, such as 

skating, that were outside of those offered at the camping experience.  Calling on inner strength 

to keep trying an activity was common among participants, for example when Joehaan and 

Abshir fell down while cross-country skiing.  Such expressions of resilience reflected Knopf’s 

(1987) assertion that leisure pursuits in nature may promote personal growth, encourage creative 

problem solving, and trigger new proficiencies and competencies.   

Abshir’s resolution to learn how to camp as a way of meeting other Canadians and 

integrating into the larger society harkens to the behavioural shifts (Berry, 1980, as cited in 

Berry, 2005) acculturating individual make—a matter of “learning a new behavioural repertoire 

that is appropriate for the new cultural context” (Berry, 1997, p. 13).  Though Berry discussed 

the process of behavioural shifts in relation to acculturation in general, it fits well here in 

describing the adoption of leisure behaviours that Abshir saw as representative of the way in 

which Canadians enjoyed the natural beauty of the country and therefore something that would 

aid in his integration, if mastered and adopted.  For Monir, learning and mastering winter 

activities was also seen as a necessity for living in Canada and she felt they would help her to 

cope with the lengthy Canadian winters.  The resolve and resilience participants expressed in 
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their desire to learn and master winter leisure and recreational activities, and to use them to meet 

fellow Canadians and weather winter appears to support the suggestion of Kleiber et al., (2001) 

that leisure may promote post-traumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004), subjective well-

being (Diener, 2000), and a sense of belonging (Lovelock et al., 2011).  The powerful 

contribution of nature-based leisure, which may induce calm (Hartig et al., 2003), restore vitality 

(Ryan et al., 2010), and alleviate stress (Kaplan, 1995), among other benefits, may well prove a 

critical catalyst in engendering refugees’ transcendence of their traumatized pasts, and aid in 

paving their way to integration. 

Fire: Source of Comfort, Nostalgia 

The presence of the campfire was significant to one of the participants for whom the 

campfire, in her homeland, had been a “social nexus” (Lynn, 2014, p. 983).  This was the place 

where her family and community had gathered in the mornings and evenings, and where the 

elders told stories and imparted wisdom.  These campfire gatherings were accompanied by the 

task of collecting fuel for the fire, which Twomey (2014) suggests was a ritual related to the 

evolution of hominins (early humans) learning to cooperate in the provision and maintenance of 

fire.  Supporting Twomey’s point of view, Alperson-Afil (2008) contends that fire has played a 

major role in the development of hominins beginning approximately 1.5 million years ago as 

they learned to control and maintain fire for purposes of cooking food, keeping predators at bay, 

for warmth, light, and social gathering.  Despite the importance of fire to human evolution there 

is a paucity of research on the campfire as a potential social core in nature-based leisure.  

Wiessner’s (2014) study of Ju/’hoansi Bushmen in southern Africa may point to possible 

reasons for humans’ proclivity for campfire socializing.  Wiessner had sought to learn about 
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what Bushmen discussed during the day and at night around the campfire.  She found that at 

night, in particular, conversations moved beyond practical matters, such as “the nitty gritty of 

egalitarianism, food sharing, kinship dues and land tenure” (p. 14030) that characterized the 

day’s conversations, and entered the realm of legend, story, celebration, ceremony, and 

knowledge-sharing.   Through the telling of stories round the evening fire “people collected 

experiences of others and accumulated knowledge” (p. 14030) and the conversations “expanded 

the social universe by reawakening feelings for those in far away places or relating the details of 

healers’ journeys in trance” (p. 14029).  Because the evolution of modern humans began in 

Africa (Klein, 2008), one might speculate that the evolution of the ancient human customs of 

sharing food, knowledge and spiritual guidance round the campfire, journeyed with early humans 

as they migrated to the far reaches of the globe.  This history may, to some extent, explain the 

importance of the campfire, even today, as a social gathering space for sharing food, stories and 

knowledge, and as a place for social bonding (Dunbar, 2014) for outdoor recreationists in many 

different cultures (Wiessner, 2014). 

While only one participant remarked on the campfire’s importance to her because it 

warmly reminded her of her family and home life in Africa, the importance of this taken-for-

granted element in outdoor leisure pursuits cannot be overlooked.  It could be that the campfire 

in a natural setting may prove deeply meaningful to other refugees to Canada in that it may 

afford a touchstone for unlocking, examining and confronting memories—both good and bad—

thereby facilitating trauma healing (Goodman, 2004), which, in turn, may spur subjective well-

being (Diener, 2000; Newman et al., 2013), post-traumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004) 

and, possibly, integration with the larger society (Berry, 1997).  The campfire’s possible role in 
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trauma healing could, however, prove not to be beneficial for urban refugees who have not 

experienced this phenomenon before.  On the other hand, were urban refugees to experience 

nature-based leisure in their new host society, the calmative and restorative benefits of nature 

(Hartig et al., 2003; Kaplan, 1995), coupled with an experience of a communal campfire 

(Dunbar, 2004; Wiessner, 2014), this combination of experiences may prove beneficial to their 

well-being too. 

Theme 5: Integration 

Expressions of Integration Prior to the Camping Trip 

 Participants in this study were all in the beginning of their acculturation to Canada, and, 

remarkably, all were already in the throes of various pursuits that would help them to adapt to 

life in Canada.  I suggest that their attempts to integrate were remarkable because the refugees in 

my study were engaging in more attempts to integrate, and seeking more opportunities to engage 

with the larger society, to a greater extent and with more determination than were some 

immigrants (voluntary migrants) with whom I have been working as a volunteer.  For example, 

several Chinese immigrants who emigrated to Canada over a decade ago are part of an English 

conversation circle I facilitate.  They are only just beginning to learn English because their 

children and husbands are fluent.  In addition, several women from India who emigrated to 

Canada up to four years ago who are also part of a conversation circle I facilitate are only now 

beginning to learn English, obtain their learners’ licenses, and planning to work outside the 

home.  Therefore, based on my observations of the intense determination of the refugees in my 

study to integrate compared with the some immigrants I have encountered, this suggests to me 

remarkable initiative and efforts to integrate by refugees. 
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The participants’ attempts to integrate have been articulated in the Findings chapter, but 

bear repeating here for emphasis.  Through Catholic Social Services, participants were engaged 

in language acquisition classes and an orientation-to-Canada program; through their own 

initiative they were engaged in library conversation circles to practice their English skills and 

meet others; they had become involved in sporting activities on culturally-diverse teams and had 

joined special interest groups in an attempt to meet Canadians.  Education was mentioned by all 

participants as critical to establishing themselves in Canada because it would afford the means to 

support themselves and enable them to feel rooted in Canada.  While Berry (1997; Berry et al., 

2002) suggests that economic hardship, loss of status, or difficulty finding employment is 

typically common among newcomers, these factors did not appear to deter the participants in this 

study because of the assistance provided by the Government of Canada and, equally importantly, 

because of their determination to avail themselves of opportunities to study and advance in 

society.  Furthermore, their integration into Canadian society may be less traumatic than for 

those who had credentials and no proof that they had them (Krahn et al., 2000), because the 

participants in this study had either been denied education in their homeland or place of refuge 

(Joehaan, Monir, Abshir), or were looking to qualify in a different profession (Nicole).  

Consequently, all participants planned to obtain qualifications at Canadian educational 

institutions.  Having Canadian credentials may shield them from the discrimination many 

educated newcomers—both immigrants and refugees—face, owing to having foreign credentials 

that Canadian employers tend to be reluctant to recognize, and a lack of Canadian experience 

(Aycan & Berry, 1996; Jackson & Bauder, 2013; Krahn et al, 2000; Lamba, 2003).  Finding a 

good, well-paid job was mentioned by all participants as important to them for their 



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

135	  

independence and well-being, and, as one remarked, to “help this country” (Joehaan, personal 

communication, March 15, 2015).  If refugees can be spared the difficulty of experiencing 

rejection and discrimination in their job search because they have attained Canadian 

qualifications, it would ease their acculturative stress (Berry et al., 2002) in Canada. 

At the individual level (Williams & Berry, 1991) it appeared that participants had begun 

to decide what attitudes and behaviours they deemed important to adopt to enable their 

successful integration into Canada.  Their actions are congruent with Berry’s (1997, 2005) 

suggestion that behavioural shifts take place as newcomers acculturate in order to find their place 

within the larger society.   These shifts might occur at the cultural level, and include such 

measures as adopting modes of dress that are more common in the wider society, for example 

Joehaan’s adoption of Western-style dress that he felt made him look like a Canadian.  Monir 

observed that in an individualistic society it was important for her to be independent and live on 

her own with her son, rather than living with her mother as was customary in Iran.  

Consequently, she shifted both her attitude and behaviour to meld more readily into Canadian 

society.   

 Berry (2005) argues that the host society or “dominant group” (p. 706) plays a significant 

role in how newcomers choose to acculturate.  It appears that welcoming gestures, such as the 

members of her children’s school community helping Nicole, Joehaan’s conviction that Canada 

wanted him and his family and had chosen them to live among Canadians, as well as other 

kindnesses they had experienced, appeared to have nudged the participants towards choosing 

integration as an acculturation strategy because the host society appeared warmly receptive to 

them. 
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 It should be noted here that in the case of two participants who had shallow roots in their 

homelands because they had left as children and spent many years away from their home 

countries in very difficult circumstances, I had wondered if they might prefer the assimilation 

acculturation mode (Berry, 1997; Berry, 2005; Berry et al., 2002).  However, much as Joehaan, 

who had spent 10 years of his youth in Lebanon, had Westernized his attire and sought to adopt 

Canadian culture wholeheartedly, he expressed immense pride at his family’s Sudanese 

traditions of hospitality.  Therefore, it seems that some aspects of heritage culture maintenance 

were important to him despite his tenuous connection to his homeland, and this points to his 

choosing the integration strategy.  Likewise, Abshir, a Somali who had spent 20 years in a 

refugee camp in Kenya, was equally proud of his mother’s traditional Somali cooking and 

hospitality to guests.  Though he had been in Canada longer than the other participants in the 

study and had spent more time acculturating, he treasured the elements of his heritage culture 

that he had experienced through his mother, who had a longer memory of her homeland and had 

kept some Somali traditions alive.  All the while Abshir sought ways to engage fully in the larger 

society through language classes, educational upgrading and leisure pursuits that brought him in 

contact with other Canadians.  In his case too, it appeared that the integration mode was the more 

likely acculturation strategy.   

 New beginnings. 

 Monir had remarked on the way in which newcomers to Canada appeared to change some 

of their values so they were congruent with those of the larger society.  For example, divorce and 

single parenthood carried a stigma for Iranian women, yet are generally acceptable in Canada.  

For these reasons, Monir said she had delayed separating from her husband until they were 
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resettled in Canada: she wanted to avoid social censure.  This apparent turnabout of cultural 

values by immigrants, where acceptance of a norm unacceptable in the heritage culture in the 

homeland can be explained as part of the “culture shedding” and “culture learning” processes 

that occur during acculturation (Berry, 2006a, p. 292).  These facets of the acculturation process 

characterize the changes, adjustments and  “behavioural shifts” (p. 292) made by acculturating 

individuals as they determine how they will live in the new host society.  Knowing that she 

would not be considered a social pariah in Canada as a divorced woman and single mother, 

appeared to give Monir the strength of will to separate from an abusive marriage, and enabled 

her to start her life afresh, unhampered by Iranian social mores rooted in Islamic ideology.  It 

bears reiterating that Monir belongs to the Baha’i faith and that she had experienced significant 

religious discrimination and persecution in Iran. Moreover, her right to education and citizenship 

were denied by that country because of her faith.  For these reasons she may be more likely to 

shun Iranian Muslims in Canada and associate with the Iranian Baha’i community despite her 

assertion that immigrants tend to set aside some of their traditional beliefs and behaviours when 

they emigrate to Canada.  The depth of emotional hurt she expressed, resulting from her 

treatment by Muslims in Iran may preclude her socializing with them.  Monir may change her 

mind over time as her emotional scars fade, but it is not certain that this will happen because, as 

Herman (1992) contends, trauma recovery is not a simple linear process: it is more akin to a 

spiral wherein the individual may continue to revisit the emotional trauma for years after the 

event.  Herman does hold out some hope that emotional trauma can be transcended but cautions 

that it is a very gradual shift from “unpredictable danger to reliable safety, from dissociated 

trauma to acknowledged memory, and from stigmatized isolation to restored social connection” 
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(p. 155).  I would argue that Herman’s illumination of the oscillating process of trauma healing is 

germane to all participants in my study—and for other migrants, regardless of status—if they had 

experienced cataclysmic life events. 

 The desire for education and attaining qualifications that would lead to good jobs that 

was articulated by all participants in this study, underscores the critical role of work life in the 

acculturation process.  Berry (2006a) suggests that for newcomers, “work life is an integral part 

of how people deal with their new social context… it is a core component of their sociocultural 

adaptation” (p. 295).  Individuals who are unable to attain or hold a job may suffer “declining 

adaptation” (p. 296).  Attaining Canadian credentials and finding meaningful employment are 

essential and the consequences for well-being are dire if these aspirations are not possible 

(Aycan & Berry, 1996).   Given the discrimination non-refugee newcomers may face attaining 

work in Canada (Jackson & Bauder, 2013; Krahn et al, 2000; Lamba, 2003) it is imperative that 

immigrant-serving organizations in Canada continue to address this difficulty.  It may be equally 

cogent to educate Canadian employers about the significant loss, in terms of wasted skills and 

willing manpower, that the country faces when it accepts refugees for resettlement, but places 

roadblocks in their way to full participation in Canadian society by scotching their attempts to 

obtaining meaningful employment.  If work, a pivotal facet of social interaction with the larger 

society (Berry, 2006a) is denied or appears an insurmountable difficulty for refugees and 

immigrants to attain, they may adopt maladaptive acculturation strategies instead of integration. 

Impacts of the Nature-based Leisure Experience on Integration 

 Rishbeth and Finney’s (2005) assertion that helping refugees to see the similarities 

between landscapes and environmental features, such as plants or rock formations, in their new 
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host country and those in their former homeland, appears to have been substantiated by Nicole’s 

sense of wonder, of familiarity at the treed landscape that mirrored that of the Democratic 

Republic of Congo.  That sense of familiarity, also evoked by the presence of fire as central to 

the camping experience, led her to conclude that perhaps there were fewer differences between 

Canada and her homeland than she had originally thought and that she could settle here.  This 

appeared to indicate that the camping experience at Long Lake Outdoor Centre lent additional 

impetus to Nicole’s desire to integrate, which she had already expressed through her desire to 

study, and make friends with others, prior to the camping trip. 

 The opportunity for connection to others and the camaraderie of group leisure in a natural 

setting appeared to have been prized by participants, who also expressed their wish to continue to 

do these activities once the camp was over because doing so afforded them both pleasure and a 

chance to interact with fellow Canadians.  Opportunities for leisure, then, may be instrumental in 

helping different ethnocultural groups to feel a sense of inclusion, which may open the door to 

integration (Stack & Iwasaki, 2009).  Though one of the participants was a woman from Iran, she 

expressed the desire to experience more leisure and relished her budding sense of independence, 

strength, and self-determination the camping experience evoked.  Her desires differed from 

Stodolska and Livengood’s (2004) findings in their study of Muslims in America in that the 

people they studied tended to use leisure “as a tool to prevent acculturation to promote ethnic 

resiliency, and to ensure preservation of the ethno-religious group” (p. 58).  A possible 

explanation for this difference may be because, as a Baha’i in Iran, Monir had suffered 

discrimination and exclusion in an Islamic country, as well as little personal freedom as a woman 

in a society that restricts women’s movements and activities for religious reasons.  Having 
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emigrated to Canada with its multicultural ethos, and freed from the strictures of Iranian Islamic 

mores, Monir may have felt less constrained and more able to conduct leisure as she pleased.  

Complicating the matter of leisure choices for Muslims yet further is the fact that since 

the 2001 attack on the World Trade Center in New York by Islamic extremists, Muslims in 

America (Ellis et al., 2014; Livengood & Stodolska, 2004), Europe (Strabac & Listhaug, 2008) 

and Canada (Hanniman, 2008) have experienced increased discrimination and distrust from some 

members of the dominant cultures in those countries.  Their negative experiences may have 

caused Muslims in some countries to rein in some of their interactions with the larger society and 

to conduct leisure in ways that minimize their potential exposure to fellow citizens who may 

behave antagonistically toward them.  It is, however, important to point out that Stack and 

Iwasaki’s (2004) study of Afghan refugees in Canada, surfaced no concerns from the study’s 

participants about intermingling with Canadians for leisure purposes, although Islam is the 

predominant religion of Afghanis.  Afghanis’ comfort connecting with the larger society in 

Canada may have been due to Canada’s multicultural policy (Berry, 1984) that enshrines the 

equality of all cultures in that policy, promotes cultural diversity and does not require individuals 

to assimilate.  Canada’s multicultural ethos contrasts with that of America, where, as Pei (2003) 

suggests, that country’s unique brand of nationalism is grounded in the belief that its culture and 

political systems are superior to those of other nations and that American values ought to be 

universal.  In other words, Americans believe that other nations want what America has, and to 

be the way America is (Ashwill & Oanh, 2009).   America’s belief in its cultural and political 

superiority means a different acculturation experience for newcomers who find themselves 

confronted with the creed of American exceptionalism (Ashwill & Oanh) that reinforces 
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America’s superiority “as expressed through U. S. social, cultural, and political practices”  (p. 

147).   Therefore, America sees itself  “as a cultural and ethnic melting pot” (Pei, 2003, p. 34), 

which, according to Berry (2005) makes integration (rather than assimilation) more difficult to 

accomplish because it demands assimilation. 

 The fact that mastering camping was seen as important for both meeting and recreating 

with, and like, Canadians appeared to point to a strong desire by the refugees for contact with 

other Canadians and to integrate by participating in a popular Canadian leisure activity.  This 

idea supports the findings of Kim (2000) who found that increased leisure participation increased 

acculturation and life satisfaction of Koreans in America.  In the Canadian context, where 

integration is the desired acculturation strategy because of the country’s multicultural policies 

and ideology (Berry, 1984), nature-based leisure appeared to serve as a further motivation for the 

integration of these refugees in Canada.  It should be emphasized, though, that all participants in 

this study were actively taking steps to participate in the larger society prior to the camping trip 

at Long Lake Outdoor Centre.  Therefore, it would appear that it is a confluence of factors that 

may influence integration, rather than nature-based leisure alone.   The individual’s inherent 

tendency towards asserting his or her independence, the thirst to be self-determined and a 

proclivity to fully participate in the larger society, combined with opportunities to achieve leisure 

satisfaction, and hence life satisfaction (Nisbet et al., 2011) by participating in nature-based 

leisure offering increased connectedness with other Canadians, may together enhance refugees’ 

appetite for integration.  
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Summary 

All of the participants in this research study were unanimous that not only had they 

enjoyed the experience of winter camping; they wanted to experience something like it again, 

either in winter or summer, and to repeat the outdoor activities they had experienced at the camp.   

Considering the potential impacts of nature-based leisure on refugee integration it appears that 

all individuals, regardless of their migratory status, may benefit from nature-based leisure.  

However, it became apparent during the course of this study that refugees’ predilection for, or 

attitude to, integration with the larger society may only be catalyzed by the experience—that it 

deepened their desire to integrate.  It appears, therefore, that it is the inherent desire to integrate 

that resides within the acculturating individual that determines, overall, how he or she will 

acculturate.  However, the sense of belonging and of comfort as these refugees settled in Canada, 

seemed to have been enhanced by a nature-based leisure experience.  The presence of a large, 

affable group in this nature-based leisure experience appeared to play an important role in 

participants’ positive responses to the experience, particularly because it was coupled with the 

comforting presence, and involvement of CSS and Alberta Parks’ staff who created a welcoming 

environment that helped to allay fears of weather, wildlife, and winter camping through 

education, camaraderie, and companionship.  In fact, it appeared that the opportunity for 

connection with others was paramount in both their anticipation of the event and their enjoyment 

of it, rather than nature-connectedness alone.    
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Chapter 6:  Conclusion 
 

In a world rife with calamitous political events, such as the four-year war in Syria, 

destabilized governments, such as Libya, or failed states, such as Eritrea, millions of severely 

traumatized, stressed, and displaced people are seeking a peaceful, new host society in which to 

rebuild their shattered lives.  Countries such as Canada, in concert with the UNHCR, accept 

refugees each year for resettlement.  Refugees may suffer the aftermath of their traumatic life 

experience pre-arrival in the form of mental health problems that manifest as PTSD and 

depression (Steel et al., 2002), and those conditions and their symptoms can last for decades 

post-resettlement (Simich et al., 2010).  Mental health problems may, therefore, profoundly 

affect how refugees acculturate (Williams & Berry, 1991) in their new host society.  Given the 

calming, restorative properties of nature (Kaplan, 1995; Knopf, 1987; Louv, 2005), and the 

importance of leisure’s role in helping individuals to overcome traumatic life events (Kleiber et 

al., 2002), I examined the role of nature-based leisure in refugee integration.  

In the adaptation of refugees resettled in Canada, nature-based leisure appears to act as a 

catalyst to their acculturation and integration into the larger society.   Employing an interpretive 

phenomenological approach that involved semi-structured interviews and photovoice, this study 

examined the responses of four recent refugees to a nature-based leisure experience at Long Lake 

Outdoor Centre in northern Alberta.   Despite the camp taking place during the winter—

something which even Canadians tend not to do and about which Alberta Parks maintains no 

statistics because the numbers are so low (K. Cantelon, personal communication, March 1, 

2015)—participants were unanimous in expressing their satisfaction and pleasure with their 

experience.  Their responses appeared to support the vast body of research on the calmative and 
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restorative impacts of nature, suggesting that (a) nature has a positive effect on mood (Wolsko & 

Lindberg, 2013; Zelinski & Nisbet, 2012), (b) appreciative leisure in nature has beneficial effects 

on well-being (Wolsko & Lindberg, 2013), and (c) that being away in nature (Kaplan, 1995) 

allows for “renewal and restoration” (Heintzman, 2010).  Importantly, leisure may enable 

individuals to transcend traumatic life events (Kleiber et al., 2002).   These ameliorating impacts 

of nature and leisure cannot, however, be seen in isolation when considering their role in refugee 

integration.   The role of the individuals’ innate desire to integrate into Canadian society emerged 

as critical in their choice of acculturation strategy.  Nonetheless, their intent to integrate appeared 

to be strengthened by their nature-based leisure experience at Long Lake Outdoor Centre.  

Furthermore, it bears noting that it was more that just the experience of being in a beautiful, 

remote, natural setting that was important in fostering a sense of well-being, belonging and 

integration, but the opportunity to socialize and interact with a large group of people in similar 

circumstances to themselves.  This finding lends credence to Knopf’s (1987) contention that 

outdoor recreation is typically conducted with significant others and enhanced by their presence.  

Furthermore, the refugees’ sense of well-being at the camp was substantially enhanced by the 

comforting presence of Catholic Social Services and Alberta Parks’ staff, who allayed their fears 

and provided a cocooning environment in which to enjoy nature, carefree.  As Berry (1997, 

2005) suggests, the attitude of the host society plays an important role in determining the 

acculturation strategy that newcomers choose as they negotiate their place in the larger society 

and decide how they will live their lives.  To this end, Canada’s wealth of magnificent natural 

spaces, whether in national or provincial parks, or the urban environment, appears to exert a 

positive, calming and restorative effect on refugees struggling to find their feet in Canada, if they 
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feel a sense of inclusiveness and welcome from other Canadians.  Nature-based leisure that 

promotes connection with other Canadians could, therefore, play a role in helping refugees 

choose to integrate, rather than to live separated or marginalized lives, never fully realizing their 

human potential in their new host society.   

Furthermore, different ethnocultural groups may espouse different views of wildland 

leisure, have different preferences for leisure (Stodolska & Yi-Kook, 2005; Virden & Walker, 

1999) and landscape (Buijs et al., 2009; Lovelock et al., 2011), or experience constraints of time, 

money, transportation, perceived discrimination (Floyd, 1999, 2001) or language barriers 

(Casimiro et al., 2007) that may hinder refugees’ access to nature-based leisure.  Therefore, 

Canada may gain much by supporting nature-based leisure programs, such as Alberta Parks and 

CSS’s Long Lake Outdoor Centre winter camping experience, because they appear to catalyze 

refugee integration, or at least the intent to integrate.  Consequently, refugees may experience a 

sense of belonging in Canada through their nature-based leisure experiences, which may speed 

their integration into Canadian society.  Finally, Canada may gain by nurturing future citizens 

who may appreciate and treasure its greenspaces and wildlands, both in the urban environment 

and more remote locations, such as provincial and national parks, ensuring their conservation, 

and supporting their continued funding and protection.  

Limitations 

This study had several limitations including the fact that data were gathered from a small 

group of people, and, though diverse, represented refugees from predominantly African countries 

and one Middle Eastern country.  The inclusion of refugees from South America and Asia, for 
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example, may have elicited different responses, particularly in terms of landscape preferences 

(Buijs et al., 2008; Lovelock et al., 2012).  

The timespan of the camping experience consisted of a mere two-day, overnight camping 

experience which seems to be a very short space of time in which to develop deep feelings or 

attachment to a place, or to develop profound feelings about the experience.  Had the nature-

based experience been longer, such as Hinds’s (2011) study that examined the experiences of 

women over the course of a 10-day wilderness trip, or Rishbeth and Finney’s (2005) 12-week 

program wherein refugees visited greenspaces in England, participants in the current study may 

have had more time to experience, inwardly digest, and evolve their responses to a nature-based 

leisure experience.  Though refugees’ responses to a short nature-based leisure experience were 

thickly-described (Patton, 2002), their responses may have been enriched and deepened had the 

experience been conducted over a longer period of time. 

There were only two family structures represented in this study, single-parent families 

headed by two women, and single men.  Families with both mother and father present may have 

resulted in different responses, particularly from countries where males play a dominant role as 

traditional heads of the family.  Women in these families may also have responded differently.  

For example, because one participant, who was separated from her husband, found a sense of 

awakening independence in the natural environment setting of the camp, her experience may not 

echo those of married women from the same Middle Eastern country, or another Islamic country. 

In addition to including a limited number of family structures, this study did not include 

any young people, or children, or older adults.  Given the varying experiences of acculturative 
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stress (Berry et al., 2002) that newcomers of different ages experience, this may be valuable data 

to extract in further studies. 

The lack of an interpreter for one participant, who struggled to express himself in English 

may have hampered his expressing his opinions more vividly.  However, this limitation was 

lessened because the individual’s determination to attempt the interview without aid was not 

quashed, and he thereby maintained his sense of self-efficacy, autonomy and competence (Deci 

& Ryan, 1985) in the situation. 

A further limitation may have been the season during which the research took place.  

Winter camping is not the typical time of year during which Canadians go camping according to 

Alberta Parks, yet the camping experience at Long Lake Outdoor Centre was described as a 

quintessential Canadian leisure experience to participants.  Responses to a summer camping 

experience may have yielded different responses to the experience and this potential difference 

invites further study. 

Future Research Directions 

Bryan and Denov (2011) noted that the number of refugees coming to Canada as 

“separated children seeking asylum” (p. 243) is increasing, and, in fact, the phenomenon of 

children escaping persecution, often walking hundreds of kilometres, alone, in hazardous 

conditions to get to safety (Fazel et al., 2012) has become a prime issue of concern for the 

UNHCR.  The successful integration of separated children who are resettled in Canada is of 

particular concern because they have no parental role models and are thus especially vulnerable.  

Because the right to leisure is enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Kleiber 
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et al., 2011), the topic of nature-based leisure’s role in the successful integration of this 

population group is suggested as worthy of future research. 

Both Bialeschki (2005) and Lovelock et al., (2011) described the constraints women, 

both Western and non-Western, have expressed in terms of fear of attack or sexual predation in 

outdoor recreation.  Though the women in the present study indicated that they felt safe at Long 

Lake Outdoor Centre, their feelings of security appeared due in large part to the presence of 

Alberta Parks and CSS staff, whose welcoming and comforting presence mitigated or allayed 

individuals’ fears.   How to ameliorate refugee women’s fears of nature-based leisure then, is a 

suggested area for further exploration.  Many refugee women become isolated in their homes, 

post-arrival, for reasons of lack of English skills, difficulty finding a job, racism, family duties 

(Casimiro, Hancock & Northcote, 2007), partner violence (Brownridge & Halli, 2002) and 

feeling criminalized (Phillimore, 2011) by some in the host society.  It may be valuable to 

conduct interpretivist phenomenological research with refugee women of different ages, 

belonging to various ethnocultural groups, in collaboration with municipal, provincial and 

national parks agencies, and immigrant-serving organizations, to develop nature-based leisure 

opportunities over a longer period than the Long Lake Outdoor Centre camping experience, for 

example a 12-week program, similar to that described in Rishbeth and Finney’s (2006) study.   A 

longer experience of nature-based leisure may enable refugee women to enjoy outdoor recreation 

in these venues without fear, over a longer and potentially more impactful timespan, while they 

also benefit from the restorative and calmative impacts of nature (Kaplan, 1995) in the presence 

of leisure companions (Iso-Ahola & Park, 1996, p. 183).  Such a study might also examine how 
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longer experiences with nature-based leisure impact integration, using Berry’s (1997) 

acculturation theory. 

A further area of research that extends the work of Lovelock et al., (2011) to some extent, 

may be to replicate the New Zealand study with recent refugees to Canada to determine if the 

difference between Western and non-Western newcomers’ sense of belonging in a wildland 

leisure setting is enhanced or diminished.  For this study, Berry’s acculturation theory could be 

applied to determine acculturation strategy or mode prior to the nature-based leisure experience 

and afterwards.  Because Lovelock et al. (2011) found a significant difference in landscape 

preferences, particularly among Chinese immigrants, it would be interesting to see if this were 

the case in Canada as well in some of the more developed natural areas. 

As Stodolska and Yi-Kook (2005) suggest, Islam affects the leisure behaviour of 

Muslims and particularly of Muslim women in terms of manner of dress, the requirement for 

leisure segregated from men, and the religious requirement to obtain the permission of a male 

relative or husband to participate in activities, including leisure.  Additionally, in America, 

Muslims have been found to use leisure as a way of segregating themselves from the larger 

society to preserve their faith and “prevent acculturation” (Stodolska & Livengood, 2003, as 

cited in Stodolska & Yi-Kook, 2005, p. 58).  These factors being so, future research might be to 

conduct an interpretivist phenomenological study to look at the acculturation modes of recent 

Muslim refugee women before and after participating in a women-only nature-based leisure 

experience.  Furthermore, because many of Canada’s refugees are from Islamic countries, such 

as Pakistan, Somalia, Afghanistan, and Syria (Government of Canada, 2013), the potential 
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impacts of nature-based leisure on the integration of these ethnocultural groups bears exploring 

in the Canadian context.   

Research in this vein is also essential for Muslim refugee men, who have been found to 

experience a deep sense of loss of their traditional place in their families, particularly as their 

wives acculturate (Brownridge & Halli, 2002).  A study of the role of nature-based leisure in 

alleviating stress and promoting stress-coping (Iwasaki, MacTavish & MacKay, 2005) may 

prove useful.  Similarly, the role of nature-based leisure and acculturating Muslim youth may be 

a worthy topic for research because youth, who typically acculturate more readily and faster than 

older individuals (Berry et al., 2002) may find themselves at odds with the values of their 

communities.  They may experience social rejection and that may lead to their marginalization.  

At worst their experience of social rejection may lure them to engage in antisocial, violent 

extremism (Ellis et al., 2014).  Nature-based leisure may play a role in mitigating the impacts of 

PTSD and depression that many refugees suffer (Fazel et al., 2005) and help to prevent 

marginalization, instead promoting integration in this population group. 

While this current study has examined the role of nature-based leisure on the integration 

of refugees in a multicultural country, it may be valuable to apply Berry’s (1997) acculturation 

theory to compare how refugees’ experiences of nature-based leisure in countries that espouse a 

“melting pot conception of the goal of acculturation” (Berry, 2005, p. 706), such as France, 

Japan or America, differ from those in multicultural countries such as Canada, Australia and The 

Netherlands, in terms of their acculturation strategy. 

Finally, given the paucity of research on the campfire as a social nexus (Lynn, 2014) in 

nature-based leisure, this field is fertile with possibilities for future research.  Such studies might 
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include (a) ways in which the campfire may evoke familiarity and nostalgia (Rishbeth & Finney, 

2006) and hence, a sense of belonging for refugees in Canada; and (b) how the campfire’s 

presence in nature-based leisure programs for refugees may aid in stress-coping, community-

building, fear alleviation and problem-solving (Wiessner, 2014). 

Theoretical, Practical and Policy Implications 

Theoretical Implications 

Leisure has seldom been studied using Berry’s (1997, 2005, 2006) acculturation theory 

(Kleiber et al., 2011), and, in terms of nature-based leisure and refugee integration, this research 

area is very much in its infancy.  Berry’s acculturation theory remains robust and relevant to the 

Canadian context, and, I would argue, beyond these borders in any country espousing a 

multicultural ethos, such as Australia, The Netherlands and New Zealand.  What we do not know 

is how nature-based leisure may play a role in the acculturation of refugees in assimilationist 

countries, such as France, Japan or America—countries that anticipate that newcomers will lose 

their heritage culture and become fully absorbed into the dominant culture over time.  As Berry 

(2005) suggests, integration may only be “freely chosen and successfully pursued by non-

dominant groups when the dominant society is open and inclusive in its orientation toward 

cultural diversity” (p. 705). 

In addition, because of the complex nature of trauma coping and transcendence in people 

who may suffer PTSD and depression because of their pre-arrival life experiences (Fazel et al., 

2005; Jabbar & Zaza, 2014; Steel et al., 2002) studies of this nature find purchase in other 

theories as well.  For example, looking at the role of nature in ameliorating stress may draw on 

attention restoration theory (Kaplan, 1995), while self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985) 
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may aid in examining how nature-based leisure may, to some extent, address the psychological 

needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness in traumatized, acculturating individuals.   

These theoretical explorations may dovetail with the concepts of individualism and collectivism 

(Hofstede, 1983; Triandis, 2001).  In my study, though I was focused on Berry’s (1997) 

acculturation theory and the integration dimension in particular, I found there was no other way 

to explore or explain what the data revealed than by looking to other social theorists for possible 

interpretations.  Using a multi-theoretical approach ultimately proved the more illuminating way 

in which to interpret the data and understand them in terms of Berry’s acculturation theory. 

Practical and Policy Implications 

Ethnic diversity in Canada grows each year, with the influx of 257, 887 immigrants in 

2012.  China, the Philippines, India, and Pakistan topped the list of countries from which 

immigrants came (Government of Canada, 2013).  Because the current research appears to show 

that refugees’ proclivity for integration may be strengthened by their experience of nature-based 

leisure, these findings provide an important impetus for governing bodies of parks, whether at 

the municipal, provincial or national level, to play a key role in the integration of newcomers to 

Canada.  Those organisations may be able to capitalize on their significant role as potential 

catalyzers of integration to justify increased funding to ensure that future generations of 

newcomers continue to visit and appreciate Canada’s tamed and untamed natural spaces because 

they belong to all Canadians (Wilkinson, 2003). Practical ways in which they might do this are 

through (a) their communications, (b) hiring practices, (c) schools outreach, and (d) partnership 

with immigrant-serving organizations. 

  



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

153	  

Communications 

The way in which municipal, provincial and national parks governing bodies 

communicate through media is critical in attracting ethnocultural groups to the parks.  For 

example, minorities are minimally represented in the Parks Canada Mountain Guide (2013-14), 

with most photos representing White recreationists, families, and children.  Similarly, Alberta 

Parks’ website is not easily navigable for individuals for whom English is not their native 

tongue.  As Floyd (2001) suggests, institutional discrimination, may exclude minorities either by 

design or lack of awareness.  If ethnocultural groups do not see themselves represented in media 

designed to attract visitors and welcome them to outdoor recreation in natural spaces, they may 

self-exclude from the enjoyment of nature-based leisure in Canada’s numerous tamed and 

wildland spaces.  Therefore a practical consideration may be for municipal, provincial, and 

national parks governing bodies to critically evaluate their publications and other media for 

messages of ethnocultural inclusion and to manage their messages with diversity and inclusion in 

mind. 

Hiring Practices and Ethnic Diversity 

While publications and media are important outreach tools for governing bodies of parks, 

it is also important that ethnocultural groups see diversity within the parks systems themselves, 

in the staff, programmers, and park rangers they may meet when they visit the natural areas.  

Therefore it behooves municipal, provincial and national parks governing agencies to consider 

their human resource policies to ensure that their hiring practices are inclusive and representative 

of cultural diversity in Canada.  Ethnocultural groups may be attracted more to the urban, 
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provincial or national parks should they see ethnic diversity represented among the ranks of 

parks staff (Stodolska, 2015). 

Schools Outreach 

The positive role of leisure in the form of sport and both formal and informal recreational 

activities has been explored in other countries as a way to aid newcomers integrate.  For 

example, from 1895 to 1914, Jewish refugees to England were “anglicised” (Dee, 2011, p. 322) 

to British culture via sport clubs.  Australia, too, has explored sport and outdoor recreation 

activities as ways to aid refugee youth to integrate successfully into the larger society by 

affording them leisure opportunities to promote adaptation (Olliff, 2008; Whitley & Gould, 

2010).  In a study of Somali Australian youths’ experience of sport participation, Spaaij (2015) 

suggested that multi-ethnic sports clubs “may facilitate greater opportunities for relationship 

building between themselves, other minority ethnic groups, and the majority ethnic group” (p. 

315) and foster a greater sense of belonging in the broader society.   

This research suggests that it may be important for municipal, provincial, and national 

parks agencies to explore outdoor recreation and sporting opportunities with schools, particularly 

inner city schools, because many refugees experience downward mobility upon arrival (Young & 

Evans, 1997) and initially live in poorer neighbourhoods.  Also, because the phenomenon of 

separated children and youth refugees is on the rise across the world (Fazel et al., 2012), 

recreation and sporting opportunities may be ways to reach those young people accepted into 

Canada and to introduce them to the restorative impacts of natured-based leisure that may help to 

negotiate their successful integration into Canadian society. 
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Partnership with Immigrant-Serving Organizations 

 The winter camping experience at Long Lake Outdoor Centre on which Catholic Social 

Services and Alberta Parks collaborated, appeared to strengthen refugees’ inherent desire to 

integrate into Canadian society.  Yet this camping experience does not receive regular funding 

from the Government of Alberta.  Based on the results of this study, governing bodies of parks at 

all levels may wish to re-examine their programming policy to support nature-based leisure 

programs specifically for refugees.  I suggest that this may be an opportunity for governing 

agencies of parks at the municipal, provincial, and national levels to collaborate with immigrant-

serving agencies to develop regularly-run, hard-funded, nature-based leisure programs, with the 

intent of ameliorating the PTSD and depression many refugees experience (Fazel et al., 2005) 

and encouraging their integration in the broader society.  Such opportunities would do much to 

support the Government of Canada’s (1971) multicultural policy, particularly with regards to 

integration and inclusivity, by harnessing Canada’s vast natural spaces in a unique, life-altering 

way.  

Conclusion 

 Nature-based leisure may be harnessed in motivating the integration, rather than 

separation and marginalization, of refugees in Canada.  However, much may rest on helping 

refugees to overcome typical constraints to leisure, including not having enough time, or money, 

not having friends with whom to participate, difficulties with language, racism and workplace 

discrimination (Young & Evans, 1997).  The mental stress of “downward mobility” (p. 296) and 

the resolution of acute mental health problems, such as PTSD and depression, resulting from 

their pre-arrival life experiences may, if not resolved, have intergenerational consequences.  The 
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resolution of mental health problems is of paramount importance because of the phenomenon of 

intergenerational trauma, in which PTSD may be transmitted to the children of traumatized 

adults.  This phenomenon has been observed following numerous catastrophic world events, for 

example, in second-generation Holocaust survivors (Baranowsky et al., 1998), in the children of 

former child soldiers in Burundi (Song, Tol & Jong, 2014), and in the descendants of slaves in 

America (Graff, 2014).  In Canada, we see the impacts of intergenerational trauma playing out in 

the present day among First Nations because of the residential school system and other remnants 

of colonialism.   

It appears that failure to address mental health problems, such as PTSD, among refugees 

may lead to their social withdrawal with the possible outcome of the individual choosing either 

separation or marginalization as acculturation strategies, instead of integration.  Feelings of 

social isolation and unresolved emotional pain may result in “emotional numbing” (Song et al., 

2014, p. 244), while social rejection, and weak family or community bonds may stoke 

involvement in “violent extremism” (Ellis et al., 2014, p. 18), a rejection of the host society, and 

spark post-traumatic growth along a deviant, anti-social trajectory.  

It seems that the combination of a welcoming host society that is accepting of refugees, 

and is willing to make accommodations for them in order to ease their passage and successful 

settlement in the larger society, coupled with the beneficent, restorative impacts of nature-based 

leisure, may forge the path to integration as the preferred acculturation strategy of refugees. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A – Participant Recruitment Information Letter 

Study title: The Impact of Nature-based Leisure on Refugee Integration in Canada. 
	  
Research investigator Academic Supervisor 
Jane Hurly, MA, Interdisciplinary Studies 
student 
 

Gordon J. Walker, PhD 
Faculty of Physical Education and 
Recreation, University of Alberta 
 

 
Dear sir or madam, 
 

You are cordially invited to participate in a research project looking at how recreational 
activities, like camping in natural setting may help refugees to feel more at home in Canada. 
Frank Bessai, settlement orientation coordinator for Catholic Social Services, is recruiting recent 
refugees, like you, to my study because you will be going on a camping trip this year and I 
would like to talk to you about your experience.  

I will use the results of this study for my thesis towards my master’s degree and for the 
production of an article for an academic journal. 

I am doing this research because many refugees come to Canada each year and I want to 
find out how recreational activities in nature may help them to settle here, living among other 
Canadians and integrating into society. Because being in nature may relieve stress and help 
people to feel more relaxed and peaceful, I am specifically interested in understanding if and 
how an outdoor recreation experience, like the camping trip Catholic Social Services arranges at 
Long Lake Outdoor Education Centre, helps refugees settle. 

Your participation would include two, one-hour semi-structured interviews: one held 
before you go on the camping trip, and one about a week afterwards.  Questions will be open-
ended. These interviews will be recorded on an audio recorder.  In addition to the interviews, you 
will be asked to take photos while you are on the camping trip of things that are meaningful or 
important to you. We will talk about these photos and what they mean to you in the interview 
after the camp. A settlement counselor from Catholic Social Services, who speaks your home 
language, will be present for the interviews if you prefer to speak in your home language. The 
interview will be conducted at a place of your choosing. 

There is no cost to you for participating in the research, and no compensation is offered 
for participating. 

By participating in this research, you will have an opportunity to share your thoughts 
about your camping experience. This information may be useful to agencies that help refugees, 
such as Catholic Social Services, to tailor the settlement services they offer to make it easier for 
refugees to settle in. 

Participating in this research is entirely voluntary. During the interview I will ask you 
some questions about your background, your integration experience in Canada, your camping 
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experience and about the meaning of the photos you take at the camp. This may evoke stressful 
memories of your past experience. I want to assure you that you do not have to answer any 
questions you do not wish to, and you can withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. 
If, even after the interview, you decide that you would prefer to withdraw from the study, you 
may do so within seven (7) days of the interview by contacting the researcher, Jane Hurly, by 
email at XXX.XXX.ca	  or by phoning XXX.XXX.XXXX. You may also withdraw by informing 
your settlement counselor at Catholic Social Services within seven (7) days of the interview.  

Your real name will not be used to identify you to protect your privacy and anonymity. I 
will use a pseudonym (fake name) for you instead. All the data collected will be kept secure on a 
password-protected computer in my home office. All files will be password-protected, kept 
securely and confidentially in a locked cabinet and the only people who will see them are my 
thesis supervisor and I, and you and your settlement counselor, if they assist in interpretation 
during the interview.  The Royal Roads University Ethics Committee also has access to the data.  

Data will be kept for five years in these secure conditions and then destroyed. The data 
will be used in support of my master’s degree thesis, and in the production of an article for an 
academic journal. Data may also be used for a future research study but if we do this, it will have 
to be approved by a Research Ethics Board before we proceed. 

When the study is complete, if you would like a copy of the results, please provide your 
contact information and I will ensure that you receive a copy by email. The results will also be 
shared with Catholic Social Services and Alberta Parks.  

If you have any further questions about this study, please contact me by email at 
XXX.XXX.ca or by phone at XXX-XXX-XXXX. 

The plan for this research has been reviewed for its adherence to ethical guidelines by the 
Research Ethics Board at Royal Roads University. For questions regarding participant rights and 
ethical conduct of research, contact Colleen Hoppins at the Office of Research at XXX-XXX-
XXXX or XXX.XXX.ca. 

If you would like to participate in my research, you may contact me by email at 
XXX.XXX.ca	  by phone at XXX-XXX-XXXX, or by informing your settlement counselor, or 
Frank Bessai by email at XXX.XXX.ca	  or by phone at XXX-XXX-XXXX at Catholic Social 
Services. 

 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Jane Hurly, research investigator 
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Appendix B – Informed Consent Letter and Form 
	  
Research investigator Academic Supervisor 
Jane Hurly, MA, Interdisciplinary Studies 
student 
 

Gordon J. Walker, PhD 
Faculty of Physical Education and 
Recreation, University of Alberta 
 

 
My name is Jane Hurly. I am a student in the Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies 

program at Royal Roads University.  My contact information is provided in the box above as 
well as that of my thesis supervisor, Dr. Gordon Walker, at the University of Alberta, whom you 
may contact if you wish to verify my credentials. 

This document constitutes an agreement to participate in my research project, looking at 
how recreation activities, like camping in a natural setting, may help refugees to feel more at 
home in Canada, and integrate more easily into society. Interview questions will be open ended 
and will include questions about your background, your leisure activities before you came to 
Canada; what you thought of the camping experience after you have returned, and how it made 
you feel. In addition, I will ask you to take photos while you are at the camp of things that are 
important and meaningful to you, and we will discuss these photos in a second interview about a 
week after you return. Interviews will be recorded on an audio recorder and I will provide you 
with a disposable camera to take photos while at the camp.  

I will use the results of this study for my thesis towards my master’s degree and for the 
production of an article for an academic journal. When the study is complete, I would be glad to 
provide a copy to you if you would like one. Please provide me with your contact information 
and I will ensure that you receive a copy by email. The results will also be shared with Catholic 
Social Services and with Alberta Parks.  

All documentation will be maintained in the strictest confidence; I will ensure your 
anonymity by not using your real name to identify you, and any photos of you will be digitally 
manipulated so your face is not recognizable. Data will be kept for five years in secure 
conditions and then destroyed. 

Participating in this research is entirely voluntary. You do not have to answer any 
questions you do not wish to, and you can withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. 
If, even after the interview, you decide that you would prefer to withdraw from the study, you 
may do so within seven (7) days of the interview by contacting the researcher, Jane Hurly, by 
email at XXX.XXX.ca or by phoning XXX-XXX-XXXX. You may also withdraw by informing 
your settlement counselor, or Frank Bessai, at Catholic Social Services within seven (7) days of 
the interview.  

By signing this letter, you give your free and informed consent to participate in this 
study. 



NATURED-‐BASED	  LEISURE:	  CATALYST	  FOR	  INTEGRATION?	  

	  

185	  

 
Name: (please print)___________________________________________ 
 
Signed: _____________________________________________________ 
 
Date: ________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C – Interview Guide 
 
Pre-camping interview 
 
Background 

1. Tell me your name, age and country from which you came 
2. Did you come alone or with your family? 

a. Tell me about the experience of leaving your home country 
3. How did you feel to leave your country and/or family behind? 
4. Tell me about your journey to Canada 
5. How did you feel when you found out that you were coming to Canada? 

 
Integration 

1. How long have you been in Canada? 
2. How are you settling into living in Alberta? 

a. What would help you to feel you could settle in really well? 
3. Tell me about some of the things that you find difficult to do or adjust to, and why? 
4. Tell me about some of the things that you like about living in Canada, and why 
5. Do you feel comfortable/feel good living in Canada? 

a. What makes you say that? 
6. Do you feel confident that you will fit in to Canadian society?  

a. What makes you say that? 
7. Do you feel accepted and welcomed/wanted by Canadians? 

a. Tell me what makes you think that 
b. Probe: What would make you feel more accepted and welcomed/wanted by 

Canadians? 
8. What do you think it means to integrate/join in in a new country? 

a. Why is that? 
9. What would help you to integrate/join in in Canada? 

a. Why is that? 
 
Outdoor recreation/leisure 

1. What did you like to do in your spare time? 
2. Did you go camping or walking/hiking in nature in your home country? 

a. Why did you like to do that? How did you feel when you did that? 
b. What other outdoor activities or recreation did you like to do in your home 

country? 
c. Probe: if not. What activities did you do? 
d. Why did you like to do them?  
e. How did it make you feel when you did those activities? 
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Nature-based leisure in Alberta 
1. Have you had the opportunity to enjoy any outdoor leisure/recreational activities in 

Alberta? 
a. If so, where did you go? 
b. What did you do there? 
c. Probe: Why did you choose those things? 

2. How did it make you feel to participate in those activities? 
3. What did you think of the landscape, the scenery? 

a. Why do you say that? 
If the individual had not experienced leisure in nature: 

1. What kind of leisure have you engaged in since your arrival in Canada? 
a. Probe: How do you do that? 
b. Tell me why you like to do that 

 
About the upcoming camping trip: 

1. What do you think it will be like when you go on the camping trip? 
2. How do you feel about the upcoming camping trip? 
3. What do you think you might experience? 
4. What do you hope you will experience? 

 
Is there anything more that you would like to add? 
 
Post-camping interview – questions may be different as it will depend on the individual and 
the photos they choose. 
 
General questions 

1. What did you think of the camping trip?  
a. Why do think that? 

2. What was your favourite part? 
a. Why do you say that? 

3. What activities did you do? 
a. Tell me about how it felt to learn to do those activities? 
b. Tell me about activities that you liked. What was enjoyable about them? How did 

they make you feel? 
c. Tell me about activities that were difficult to do? What did you do when you had 

to do those? 
Use the general questions above as a segue to looking at the photos and talking about 
them. 

4. What does this photo mean to you? 
a. Probe: why do you say that? 

5. Why is this photo important? 
a. Describe what you are doing or what others are doing in this photo. 
b. What did the activity mean to you? 
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c. How did this (activity in the photo) make you feel? 
i. Why do you think you felt that way? 

6. What do you think about when you see this photo? 
a. Why is that? 

 
Camping trip – possible questions that may be prompted by the photos chosen by the 
participants 

1. How did you feel when you were at the outdoor centre? 
a. Why do you think that was? 

2. Did the scenery/natural setting of the outdoor centre remind you of anything in your 
homeland? 

a. Why do you say that? 
b. Probe: how was it different/the same/similar? 
c. When you saw the setting of the outdoor centre what was your reaction? 
d. Tell me which kinds of activities you might like to do again. Why? 

3. What do you think could be done to make the camping experience an even better/better 
experience? 

 
Integration/joining in 

1. Tell me how you felt when you came back home to Edmonton. 
2. How did the camping experience make you feel about settling in Canada?  

a. Why is that? 
3. When you think about the future, do you feel more confident about settling in/joining in, 

in Canada after your camping experience? 
a. Why is that? 

4. Is there anything more that you would like to add? 
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Appendix D - Amended Participant Consent Form  
 
Research investigator Academic Supervisor 
Jane Hurly, MA, Interdisciplinary Studies 
student 
 

Gordon J. Walker, PhD 
Faculty of Physical Education and 
Recreation, University of Alberta 

 
My name is Jane Hurly. I am a student in the Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies 

program at Royal Roads University.  My contact information is provided in the box above as 
well as that of my thesis supervisor, Dr. Gordon Walker, at the University of Alberta, whom you 
may contact if you wish to verify my credentials. 

This document constitutes an agreement to participate in my research project, looking at 
how recreation activities, like camping in a natural setting, may help refugees to feel more at 
home in Canada, and integrate more easily into society. Interview questions will be open ended 
and will include questions about your background, your leisure activities before you came to 
Canada; what you thought of the camping experience after you have returned, and how it made 
you feel. In addition, I will ask you to take photos while you are at the camp of things that are 
important and meaningful to you, and we will discuss these photos in a second interview about a 
week after you return.  With your consent, I will use some of your photos in my thesis, and in an 
academic journal article that I will write after my thesis has been published. 

Interviews will be recorded on an audio recorder and I will provide you with a disposable 
camera to take photos while at the camp.  I will use the results of this study for my thesis towards 
my master’s degree and for the production of an article for an academic journal. When the study 
is complete I would be glad to provide a copy to you if you would like one. Please provide me 
with your contact information and I will ensure that you receive a copy by email. The results will 
also be shared with Catholic Social Services and with Alberta Parks.  

All documentation will be maintained in the strictest confidence; I will ensure your 
anonymity by not using your real name to identify you, and any photos of you will be digitally 
manipulated so your face is not recognizable, if you choose. Data will be kept for five years in 
secure conditions and then destroyed. 

Participating in this research is entirely voluntary. You do not have to answer any 
questions you do not wish to, and you can withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. 
If, even after the interview, you decide that you would prefer to withdraw from the study, you 
may do so within seven (7) days of the interview by contacting the researcher, Jane Hurly, by 
email at XXX.XXX.ca or by phoning XXX-XXX-XXXX. You may also withdraw by informing 
your settlement counselor, or Frank Bessai, at Catholic Social Services within seven (7) days of 
the interview.  
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By signing this letter, you give your free and informed consent to participate in this 
study, and permission to use any photos you take at Long Lake Outdoor Centre in my thesis and 
in an academic paper in the future. 

 
Name: (please print)___________________________________________ 
 
Signed: _____________________________________________________ 
 
Date: ________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix E – Photo Release Form 
 

Photo Release 
 

Research	  investigator	   Academic	  Supervisor	  
Jane	  Hurly,	  MA,	  Interdisciplinary	  Studies	  
student	  
	  

Gordon	  J.	  Walker,	  PhD	  
Faculty	  of	  Physical	  Education	  and	  
Recreation,	  University	  of	  Alberta	  

 
I consent to the use of my portrait, picture or photograph and any of the photos I take at 

the Long Lake Outdoor Centre in Jane Hurly’s thesis, titled “Sleeping Bags, S’mores and the 
Great Outdoors: The Role of Nature-based Leisure in Refugee Integration in Canada.  

This thesis uses photovoice to examine how nature-based leisure may help refugees to 
settle well or integrate in Canada. I understand that my image, or photos I take may be used in 
the thesis as well as in an academic journal article that Jane Hurly will prepare at a future date. I 
also understand that Jane Hurly’s thesis will be uploaded to the ProQuest database, Library and 
Archives Canada, and Royal Roads University’s Digital Archive (DSpace@RRU). 

I understand that this thesis will be available to other learners and scholars and I approve 
the use and copy of the photographs as described above.  The requested permission extends to 
any future revisions and editions of the thesis, including non-exclusive world rights in all 
languages, and to the prospective publication of the thesis by ProQuest. 

I agree that I shall have no claim against Royal Roads University or against anyone 
accessing this thesis, whether online, in print or by any other means. 

I confirm that I am over 19 years of age and that I have not given anyone the exclusive 
right to use my name, portrait, picture or photograph. 
 
Signed, 
 
 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 
Name (print in block letters):  ____________________________________________ 
 
Date:  _______________________________________________________________ 
 

 

 

 

 


