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Occupational health and safety is an overarching framework used to create objective and 
subjectively safe workplace environments where employees feel safe and experience reduced 
likelihood of harm. Safe sport is a global movement to create sporting environments where 
athletes are protected from the harms of abuse. Despite recognition that safe sport is a 
fundamental right for all Canadian athletes, elite Canadian sport environments are infused with 
cases of abuse and violence, with some prevalence rates as high as 76% of retired athletes have 
experiencing abusive behaviour (Kerr et al., 2019). Sport Canada has been influential in 
addressing abuse through codes of conduct, coach and athlete education initiatives, and 
independent reporting measures. Central to the implementation of safe sport environments is  
developing interventions to address the harms directly experienced by athletes. To our 
knowledge, the current landscape of safe sport in Canada has been informed by, and limited to, 
athletes born within Canadian borders. Little attention has been directed towards refugee 
athletes who, despite previous pre-, during, and post-migration traumas that may contribute to 
seeing the world as an unsafe place, have thrived within elite Canadian sport. The objective of 
my research is to understand the factors that have influenced refugee athletes’ safety within 
elite Canadian sport environments. The project is underpinned by a critical realist philosophical 
framework to showcase how refugee athletes’ experiences can be used to work towards a 
fallible reality of occupationally safe environments for Canadian athletes. The projects 
methodology was developed with an ethic of care to augment participants’ comfort when 
sharing their experiences of safety, safeguard participants’ identities through amalgamated 
experiences, and place participants at the heart of data collection through methods that 
encourage participation. Arts-based conversational interviews were conducted with 14 elite 
refugee athletes who have represented Canada at the national or international level. The use of 
art encouraged participants to take control of the data collection process, supporting safety 
through allowing participants to choose aspects that they were comfortable sharing. The data 
have been transcribed and will be analyzed using a reflexive thematic analysis to showcase my 
involvement in theme development.  
The data will be represented through polyphonic vignettes, a form of creative non-fiction 
where participants’ experiences are amalgamated into dialogue share by fictional characters. 
Polyphonic vignettes allow the complexity of safety to be shared whilst safeguarding 
participants’ identifiable information. Understanding the factors that have helped refugee 



 

 

athletes feel safe will contribute to culturally inclusive safe sport policy and practical 
interventions for current and future refugee and native-born Canadian athletes within elite 
Canadian sports.  
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