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Playing together ς new citizens, sports & belonging 
tells the story of sports as an effective means to 
help new Canadians feel at home. The insights of 
more than 4,000 new citizens ς delivered via an 
online survey and nationwide focus groups ς tell 
the tale of becoming Canadian, in part, by playing 
and watching sports together. 

CǊƻƳ ŎƘŜŜǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ hƭȅƳǇƛŀƴǎΣ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 
how to play a new sport, to making new friends at 
their childrenΩǎ ǎǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴǘs, new citizens have 
told us how sports helped them feel included in 
Canadian life.   

While sporting activities should be more widely 
recognized for their role in knitting Canadians 
together, barriers to inclusion in sports still exist:  
access, cost, lack of information and other factors 
ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ƴŜǿ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜΦ 

The good news is that the barriers cited by new 
citizens are mainly structural challenges, rather 
than cultural issues. The question is not why new 
ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ how. 

Through our research, we discovered dozens of 
local-level initiatives designed to connect all 
Canadians through sport. But more needs to be 
done: we need to change how we think about sport 
and modify how sporting structures operate. 

Most importantly, we need to listen to new 
ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎǇŜctives 
to bear on how Canadians organize themselves to 
play.  

In this report, new citizens offer their own 
recommendations to reduce or eliminate real and 
perceived barriers to participation. 

As it turns out, a sport is a sport and a fan is a fan, 
no matter where in this world you were born. 

 

 

 Sports are familiar, safe spaces to connect to new 
people. By playing together, we build connections, 
community and, ultimately, our country. 

We are grateful for the generosity of our sponsors, 
Bouygues Building Canada and Lois & Doug 
Mitchell, who made this study possible. 

The Institute for Canadian Citizenship (ICC) is a 
national not-for-profit charity devoted to new 
Canadian citizens. We are inspired by the stories of 
those who have chosen to make Canada their 
home and, through our programs, we work to 
advance their path to full integration and inclusion 
in Canadian life. 

Playing together ς new citizens, sports & belonging 
is the first of a series of reports on the experiences 
ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƴŜǿŜǎǘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΦ Through our 
connection to new Canadian citizens who have 
participated in our programs ς more than 100,000 
to date ς the ICC helps bring the voices of new 
citizens to all Canadians. 

­Sport is more of a culture than a hobby 

here. It¬s a part of life,®
1 

  

                                                           
1
 Focus group discussion, May 8, 2014. To protect the 

confidentiality of our participants, all names used in the report 
are pseudonyms. 

A sport is a sport. A fan is a fan. 

Gillian Smith, Institute for Canadian Citizenship Executive Director & CEO 
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Executive Summary  

Playing together ς new citizens, sports & belonging, 
conducted by the Institute for Canadian Citizenship 
(ICC), explores how new Canadian citizens 
participate in sports in Canada and the role that 
sports play in their integration and belonging. It 
provides recommendations on how Canada can 
ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ƴŜǿ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 
sports.  
 
This study was completed in three phases: an 
environmental scan; an online survey of new 
citizens; and eight nationwide focus groups.  
 
This study is unique in the following ways: 

¶ We talk to new citizens, generally resident in 
Canada for five to seven years. 

¶ We explore the range of their experiences, 
from before they came to Canada, to 
immediately after arrival, to now. 

¶ We focus on adult participation rather than 
ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎΦ  

¶ We explore trends in grassroots participation 
and attendance at sporting events. 

¶ We investigate in more detail the connections 
between sports, belonging and citizenship. 

 
We learned that new citizens are game ς they want 
to join, learn, play and cheer. While integration 
may not be one of the primary reasons they 
participate in sports in the first place, upon 
reflection, the new citizens who participated in the 
study said sports helped them learn Canadian 
culture. Sports are safe places to meet other 
Canadians who share similar interests. On the field 
and in the locker room, new citizens learn the 
social norms of their new home. Occasionally, 
those conversations delve more deeply into 
Canadian politics, history and culture. Major 
sporting events ς from the Olympics to the Stanley 
Cup playoffs ς have a way of bringing all Canadians 
together and making new citizens feel part of the 
team. 

We also learned that Canadians are generally more 
than happy to invite new citizens along to try or 
watch a new sport.  
 
But there are barriers ς largely structural ς that 
keep some from getting in the game at a more 
organized level, leaving them to practice individual 
sports that take less time and cost less money (e.g., 
running, walking, biking and swimming). When 
they do play sports, new citizens tend to gravitate 
toward those they already know, such as table 
tennis, basketball and badminton. Some of the 
more important barriers we identified in the study 
are as follows.  

TIME & COST  

The first few years after arriving in Canada are 
intense: finding jobs and homes, and getting 
children settled in school are key priorities. Our 
survey results and focus group discussions indicate 
ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ǇŜǊƛƻŘέ Ŏŀƴ ƭŀǎǘ ƳǳŎƘ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ 
than the first few years. Even after becoming more 
established, new citizens are busy building careers 
and raising families, leaving little time to dedicate 
to sports, either as participants or fans. 
 

HIGHLY STRUCTURED SPORTS SYSTEM 

Focus group participants commented that the 
/ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ άƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ,έ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
can make playing sports more difficult to access. 
Unfamiliarity with league play or sports 
infrastructure (such as community centres) and the 
inability to find the appropriate skill level or anyone 
to play with all play a role in keeping new citizens 
on the sidelines.  
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NEWNESS BRINGS NERVOUSNESS 

Focus group participants also identified a hesitation 
that comes with being in a new environment. They 
may not be confident in their ability to learn a new 
sport (especially completely unfamiliar winter 
sports) or to break into already established sports 
networks.  

INFORMATION DOESN¬T REACH ITS 

AUDIENCE 

Many new citizens reported that they just doƴΩǘ 
know where to look for information, and that the 
information they find is incomplete. This applied to 
sports they wanted to practice and those in which 
they wanted to register their children. They also 
doƴΩǘ know where to find information to purchase 
cheap tickets or where to read up on the rules 
before heading to a game. 

VIOLENCE IN SPORTS 

Many new citizens are hesitant about sports that 
are overly aggressive or violent. Parents are 
reluctant to put their children in hockey ς or even 
attend a game ς because fighting is allowed.  

GETTING NEW CITIZENS IN THE GAME 

The new citizens who participated in this study 
suggested a number of strategies that can be 
adopted to make sports more accessible for new 
citizens and, perhaps, hasten their integration into 
Canadian life.  

¶ Create a centralized online information hub on 
sports in Canada, especially designed for 
newcomers.  

¶ Include basic information about sports and 
recreation infrastructure in the Welcome 
Package distributed when permanent 
residents enter Canada.  

¶ Distribute information on sports participation 
and sporting events where newcomers 
congregate ς at settlement organizations, 

English/French classes, libraries, and 
community centres.  

¶ Recruit new citizen ambassadors and send 
them out into their communities armed with 
information. Capitalize on the expertise new 
citizens bring and engage them as volunteers, 
coaches, etc. 

¶ Give new citizens the chance to try a sport 
with little financial risk or time commitment 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ άƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƻέ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ. 

¶ Create entry-level pricing for lessons or 
memberships. 

¶ Promote workplace-based sports and 
recreation.  

¶ Create a tax benefit for adults who play sports.  

¶ Offer newcomers discounted tickets for 
sporting events, with an explanation of the 
sport and its rules.  

¶ Get professional sports teams out into 
communities to develop connections with 
their members and increase familiarity with 
sports and its players.  

 
Some of these recommendations have been piloted 
in certain sports; some have not. One of the big 
lessons from this study is that individual Canadians 
have the power to make our sports system more 
inclusive. Simple gestures, like inviting colleagues 
and neighbours to try, or watch, a new sport and 
explaining the rules, can make all the difference. 
We must not make assumptions about what people 
know about the Canadian sports system.  
 
By playing together, we build connections, 
community and, ultimately, our country. A sport is 
a sport; iǘΩǎ heartening to learn how easy playing 
together could be in this country. 
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Amalia, Cultural Access Pass Member 
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Maria, a new Canadian citizen from Romania, is an 
avid tennis fan. She was thrilled to learn there was 
a tennis club across the street from where she 
ƭƛǾŜŘΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ 
to work up the courage to join. 

Maria: I had a tennis club just across the 

street from my house. Very close, but 

for two years I couldn¬t go there and 

sign up. 

Facilitator: No? Why not? 

Maria: Because they were looking so, 

you know, so Canadian, so [at ease] in 

their own thing there. I never dressed 

in a skirt, for example. Just cultural 

difference, you know? Every woman 

had [a] short skirt and equipment, very 

nice equipment, and I usually play like, 

not so well dressed. Yeah, it took me 

two years to do it. 

This story, told during a focus group, points to the 
themes uncovered in this study. Even when a 
sports facility is right in their neighbourhood, many 
new citizens may hesitate to join; they are new and 
not sure if they are welcome. Add variations in 
cultural norms ς something as simple as clothing ς 
plus the differences in how Canadian sports are 
organized, and the barriers to participation may be 
greater than those born in Canada realize.2  

Sports are woven into the daily lives of Canadians. 
IǘΩǎ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 
culture, and has great potential to be an inclusive 
way to bring communities together.  

                                                           
2
 Focus group discussion, May 15, 2014.  

But sports can also be a mechanism for exclusion. 
Although the tennis club likely did not intend to 
exclude newcomers like Maria, her story 
ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ǎǘƛƭƭ Ƙŀǎ ŀ 
way to go to actively welcome and engage our 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩs newest citizens. 

WHY SHOULD SPORTS ORGANIZATIONS 

CARE? 

LƳƳƛƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ .ȅ нлолΣ 
it ǿƛƭƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƴŜǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 
growth.3 Approximately 250,000 permanent 
residents settle in Canada every year, and 85% 
choose to become Canadian citizens. This is the 
highest naturalization rate in the world.4 Cities 
across Canada ς large and small ς are being 
transformed by immigration. These demographic 
trends will undoubtedly have an impact on 
Canadian sports. Newcomers arrive with different 
sporting passions and traditions and may be 
unfamiliar with sports traditionally popular in 
Canada. These sports may see their participation 
levels drop, while new sports ς like cricket, table 
tennis and badminton ς will grow in popularity. 
Both grassroots and professional sports 
organizations will need to find ways to appeal to 
this diverse new audience if they want to remain 
relevant.  

  

                                                           
3
 This is the projection made by Statistics Canada. 

4
 See Citizenship and Immigration Canada for statistics on 

permanent residents, released every October. The 
naturalization rate is based on Statistics Canada census data.  

http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/91-003-x/2007001/4129907-eng.htm
http://www.cic.gc.ca/EnGLish/resources/statistics/menu-fact.asp
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/as-sa/99-010-x/99-010-x2011003_1-eng.cfm
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Research methodology 

Playing together ς new citizens, sports & belonging 
was guided by the following research questions:  

¶ How important are sports to new citizens and 
how are sports integrated into their daily 
lives? 

¶ 5ƻ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΩ 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǎǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ 
exist?  

¶ What would encourage new citizens to 
participate in sports to a greater extent than 
current levels? 

¶ What can sports organizations do to more 
effectively engage new citizens? 

¶ To what extent does participation in sports 
contribute to the social integration of new 
citizens? 

¶ Does participation in certain sports help 
cultivate a sense of Canadian identity? 
Conversely, does a lack of participation 
reinforce a sense of exclusion from feeling 
Canadian? 

These questions were explored over three phases: 

¶ environmental scan - literature review, 
Internet research and stakeholder interviews; 

¶ national online survey of new citizens; and 

¶ focus groups with new citizens across Canada. 

PHASE 1: ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN 

Telephone interviews were conducted with 21 
sports organizations across Canada. Two types of 
organizations were targeted: those that govern 
individual sports and the umbrella organizations 
(largely geographically focused) that advocate for 
sport more generally. A variety of sports were 
represented, including hockey, basketball, baseball, 
curling, football and soccer.5 To account for not 

                                                           
5
 No organizational names or names of the individuals 

interviewed are mentioned in this study; participants were told 
their comments would be anonymous in the final report.  

speaking to organizations in all sports or levels,  
we examined the strategic plans of sports 
organizations published online to determine how 
immigration and diversity fit into these 
ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ long-term planning. Specifically: to 
what degree are these issues on their radar; what 
impact, if any, is immigration having on their sport; 
what are these organizations doing, if anything, to 
engage new Canadians; and what have they 
identified as barriers to successful engagement?  

PHASE 2: ONLINE SURVEY 

Refer to appendix 1 for the survey questions.  

The second phase of our research was an online 
survey sent to new citizens across Canada who 
participate (or have participated) in the Institute 
ŦƻǊ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ /ƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇΩǎ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ !ŎŎŜǎǎ tŀǎǎ6 
program. The survey was in the field for three 
weeks during March and April 2014; 4,157 new 
citizens responded to the survey, with 3,020 
completing it. The analysis in this study includes 
partial completions. Since the sample is not a 
random sample of all new Canadian citizens, a 
margin of error cannot be calculated and the 
results are not statistically representative of all new 
Canadian citizens. Still, the survey offers compelling 
insights from thousands of new citizens across 
Canada.  
 
This survey (and the study as a whole) focuses on 
the experiences of new citizens, not permanent 
residents. This means participants have been in 
Canada for at least three years to fulfill their 
residency requirements before being granted 
citizenship; 63% of respondents have lived in 
Canada for five to seven years.7  

                                                           
6
 Cultural Access Pass is a program offered by the Institute for 

Canadian Citizenship to new citizens who are in their first year 
of citizenship. Members (and up to four of their children under 
18) receive a year of free access to more than 1,200 Canadian 
cultural places and spaces.  
7
 In this report, we use the term new citizen deliberately; when 

we use the term newcomer, we refer to their experiences in 
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DEMOGRAPHIC HIGHLIGHTS 

The majority of survey respondents are between 
35 and 44 years of age (47%). 58% reported having 
children, of which 44% reported that their children 
play sports. Slightly more women (53%) than men 
(47%) responded to the survey. The majority of 
respondents live in Ontario (48%), followed by 
Quebec (26%), British Columbia (14%) and Alberta 
(9%). The survey was sent to new citizens who live 
in urban areas; ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ exact address cannot 
be determined. 
 
tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘs mirror the top 
source countries of Canadian immigrants: the 
Philippines, India, China, Colombia, France, Algeria, 
Brazil, Pakistan, Russia and the United Kingdom are 
the top ten countries of origin. 
 
Survey respondents are highly educated: 74% have 
the equivalent of a Canadian university degree. 
However, this does not necessarily translate to high 
income levels. While 58% reported working full-
time, 46% specified a total household income, 
before taxes, of less than $60,000, and 79% 
reported a total household income of less than 
$100,000. These results are consistent with other 
research conducted by the Institute for Canadian 
Citizenship. It is not safe to assume new Canadians 
are economically settled by the time citizenship is 
obtained; many are still trying to find employment 
that matches their skill set and training.  

PHASE 3: FOCUS GROUPS 

Refer to appendix 2 for the focus group session 
questions.  

In May and June 2014, the Institute for Canadian 
Citizenship conducted focus groups in communities 
across Canada to further explore themes exposed 
in the online survey.  

                                                                                             
the first few years after coming to Canada, before officially 
becoming Canadian citizens.  

Focus groups were done in the following 
communities: 

¶ Toronto 

¶ Mississauga, Ont. 

¶ Ottawa 

¶ Winnipeg 

¶ Calgary 

¶ Vancouver 

¶ Richmond, B.C. 

¶ Montreal 
 
The focus groups consisted of seven to 11 
participants, with the exception of Winnipeg (five 
participants). Participants were recruited from the 
survey (respondents were prompted to leave their 
contact information if they were interested in 
participating) or with a targeted recruitment 
message sent to Cultural Access Pass members in 
particular locations. A diverse mix of participants 
in terms of demographic characteristics 
participated, but the focus groups tended to 
attract those who already had a strong interest in 
sports. Those that did not were usually interested 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōŜƘŀƭŦ. 
 








































































