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Executive Summary

The Sport, Diversity, & Race project led by Dr. 
Richard Norman and Dr. Cheri Bradish is a 
research inquiry designed to explore notions of 
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in sport. 

The project began by examining DEI within 
the Canadian commercial/professional sport 
landscape. However, delineating boundaries 
between sport sectors was challenged by 
participants’ lived experiences and impacts of 
racism and discrimination in their sport life.

The conceptual framing, limited to the 
commercial/professional sport sector, was 
insufficient to determine the systemic influences 
of racism and discrimination, and overlapped 
with other sectors (i.e., public or community 
sport). As such, the inquiry shifted focus to 
broadly examine sport in Canada, with relevance 
extrapolated to professional environments. 

Race was the primary critical focus using 
tenets of Critical Race Theory as theoretical 
base. Racialized describes persons, groups, or 
communities historically experiencing oppression 
due to hierarchical categorization of racial 
characteristics that enforce privilege and power.
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100%  First-hand experience or knowledge of 
racism and/or discrimination in sport

100%  Indicated sport has dark side and   
negative impacts on individuals

94%  Believed in sport’s positive outcomes 
regardless of negative experiences

94%  Participants identified as racialized

90%  Sport significant impact on their lives

46%  Racism in Canada same or worse than US

56%  Female 44%   Male
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Objective
The primary objective for the study was to 
examine factors required to enact systemic 
change in the Canadian sport system in order 
to be (more) accepting and equitable regarding 
racialized and marginalized individuals, groups, 
and communities.

Design & Methodology
The study used semi-structured interviews as a 
primary method to convey personal experiences 
and reflections on issues related to sport, 
including COVID-19 restrictions, benefits, racism 
and discrimination, and sport’s ability to affect 
change toward combatting systemic barriers 
affecting racialized and marginalized persons.

The participants involved in the study were:
  ^ Predominantly Black & Persons of Colour 
  ^ 2SLGBTQAI+, Indigenous
  ^ Canadian or American

Collected data was analyzed and synthesized 
forming inductive thematic insights represented 
in the findings and discussion. The dominant 
themes were considered in relation to 
opportunities for deeper comprehension, 
emancipatory courses of action, and movement 
toward greater equity within sport. 

Framing
Secondary framing was used to contextualize 
the inquiry as it shifted toward a more broad 
investigation of sport in Canada. Notions of 
anti-racism, anti-oppression, and decolonization 
to deconstruct systemic relations affecting 
participants in sport. 

The lived experiences of racialized persons 
and those identifying as belonging to groups 
marginalized in society were privileged in order 
to ascertain how their experiences of oppression 
impacted their lives and informed relations to 
sport. 

Insights & Recommendations
The suggested recommendations were designed 
as responses to critical areas revealed from the 
analysis:

  ^ Anti-Racism, Anti-Oppression, & 
Decolonization
Re-frame DEI initiatives to include anti-racism, 
anti-oppression, and decolonial framing to 
address historical, systemic interrelationships.

  ^ Holistic Mental Health
Attend to the new realities of diminished mental 
health as a result of extended COVID restrictions 
and intergenerational traumas.

Executive Summary
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  ^ Expanded Knowledges
Incorporate alternative worldviews in the 
design of sport programming to accommodate 
cultural difference based on shifting Canadian 
demographics.

  ^ Systems Thinking & Service Design
Introduce systems thinking as component of 
designing services for racialized and marginalized 
communities to be mindful of needs and differing 
value arrangements.

  ^ Segregated & Exclusive Sport Programming
Consider possibilities related to segregated or 
culturally exclusive sport programming to satisfy 
conditions of representation, advancement, and 
safe(r) sport environments for racialized and 
marginalized persons.

  ^ Representation
Emphasize representation within organizational 
structures to be responsive of participants, and 
facilitate career advancement.

  ^ Expansive Development & Career 
Advancement
Identify culturally specific skill development to 
expand services for racialized or marginalized 
groups in order to achieve greater success, and 
ensure advancement opportunities.

Summary of Key Findings

  ^ Sport is perceived as providing positive 
benefits to physical and mental wellbeing

  ^ Racism (and other forms of discrimination) 
are pervasive within sport cultures

  ^ Racism is complex, interpersonal, relational, 
historiographic, and systemic

  ^ Racism must be considered in relation to 
other identity constructs such as gender, 
sexuality, ability or in combination

  ^ Racism in Canada has been downplayed in 
comparison to conditions in the United States. 
Racial incidents and injustice, however, are 
prevalent in Canadian society

  ^ Implications of racial and/or other forms of 
discrimination must attend to legacies of 
racial and discriminatory traumas

  ^ Eradicating persistent, systemic inequities 
necessitates a shift toward more fulsome 
anti-racism and anti-oppression framing of 
challenges for racialized and marginalized 
persons

  ^ Innovative and compassionate approaches 
are necessary to dismantle systemic 
conditions and persistent inequities

Executive Summary
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Background: Exploring Sport 

Exploring Sport
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May, 2022

Reflecting back on this project has been revelatory. When I began this project with Cheri (Dr. Cheri Bradish), 
we spoke often about framing the study. In particular, what constitutes or delineates the sport industry in 
Canada? The exploration of diversity, equity, and inclusion related to the sport industry resulted in a journey 
that was non-linear, morphing, and refashioned within a process of learning and unlearning, especially in the 
wake of the killing of George Floyd and global reckoning about systemic racial injustice. 

The events of 2020 reshaped me; they made me question my very being, my place in academia, and mostly my 
understanding of race. Often, scholarship is designed with objectivity as a central, albeit perhaps an outdated 
notion, and moreover, an impossibility in this particular pursuit. We, as academics, have a tendency to put 
persistent, rigid boundaries around conceptual structures to describe, interpret, and analyze. But this can 
be problematic. For me, I cannot disassociate my life from my work. The boundaries between are permeable, 
reflexive, and overlapping. So too is trying isolate impacts from racism & discrimination in sport and the 
sport industry. The impacts are messy, intermixed, historical, biographical, and pervasive. 

From the start, determining the impacts of racism led to a messiness that is our [racialized folx] experience, 
our lives, and our being. This study is truly an exploration that brings to bear the significance of racism, 
discrimination, representation, hope, emotion, optimism, and hope for the future all within the landscape of 
Canadian sport. It reveals the serious impacts of those phenomena related to the lives of racialized persons 
and those marginalized in society. For many, sport is the connective tissue running throughout their lives, 
from childhood development to professional aspirations. It lives, breathes, and informs us beyond a simple 
instance or context, yet also demoralizes, dismisses, and excludes at the same time.

This report presents considertations related to race and marginalization in Canadian Sport and the conditions 
surrounding it today. It offers insights into the spectrum that is Canadian sport, including Commercial/
Professional, Public Sport, and Community Sport Sectors. My hope is to contribute to a climate of change 
toward dismantling systemic oppression in our sport environments, and this report represents a means to that 
end.

Sincerely,

Richard Norman, PhD
Ted Rogers School of Management
Toronto Metropolitan University
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Sport research examining diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) covers numerous 
areas of inquiry, including subjectivities such as gender, race, age, sexuality, ability, 
and how those identity constructions witness modes of oppression, discrimination, 
and marginalization (Bailey & Trudy, 2018; Burton, 2015; Crenshaw, 1989). Race was 
the primary critical focus using tenets of Critical Race Theory as the theoretical 
base. Racialized describes persons, groups, or communities historically experiencing 
oppression within society due to categorization of racial characteristics that enforce a 
hierarchy of privilege and access to power (Hylton, 2005; Omi & Winant, 2015).

The primary research question stated:

  ^ To what extent does the Canadian sport industry demonstrate principles of 
diversity, equity and inclusion; and to what effect are these corresponding values 
evident via policy and lived experiences?

As noted, the project began as the examination of DEI within the Canadian commercial/
professional sport landscape. However, it soon was apparent the boundaries delineating 
sport sectors were troubled by lived knowledges that accumulated throughout an 
individual’s lifetime. Participants revealed insights into past and present associations 
with sport, which challenged the conceptual framing of the sport industry toward a more 
broad-based examination of the field. In part, persons operating in the commercial/
professional sport sector carry experiences of racism and discrimination occurring 
within other areas (i.e., public or community sport) which, in turn, remain relevant when 
considering long-term impacts, even affecting their current professional lives. 

In short, racism and discrimination manifest throughout society in a relational capacity 
and intersect with broader systems and associations to past legacies. As such, the 
scope of the study shifted toward an exploration of sport in Canada, with appreciation 
of its multiple, intersecting networks. Equity initiatives must contain provisions that 
allow external, systemic relations to be interconnected, involving multiple contexts. 
Shifting toward this anti-racism and anti-oppression framing reoriented the inquiry’s 
approach to question deeper, more troubling issues.

Background Exploring Sport

Exploration & Discovery
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Reframing 
DEI implies interpretations as to how claims, knowledges, and truths are derived. What 
stakeholders are involved and do these outcomes reflect the change required for 
racialized or marginalized groups? Terminology such as diversity, equity, and inclusion 
may suffer from “diversity and equity fatigue” (Ahmed, 2007, p. 237), where the terms 
did not achieve their desired outcome; thus, their continued use becomes less active 
and productive: 

  ^ The term ‘equality’ fails because the institutions have ‘failed’ to take equality 
seriously or have failed to take on the term as part of an institutional 
commitment to social change (Ahmed, 2007, p. 238)

The inquiry was framed applying notions of anti-racism, anti-oppression, and 
decolonization to deconstruct systemic relations affecting participants in sport. 
The approach attempts to reinvigorate the dialogue around DEI toward more direct 
action. Further, the lived experiences of racialized persons and those identifying as 
belonging to groups marginalized in society were privileged in order to ascertain 
how their experiences inform their lives and relation to sport. The framing implies a 
historiographic origin and legacy of colonialism, which contributes to persistent anti-
Blackness and racial Othering1 for many groups, including Indigenous Peoples2. 

Thus, race is bound to colonialism and the histories upheld in the formation of 
Canada. As mentioned, the terms racialized and marginalized are used, but may be 
interchangeable depending on the given context and its power relation. Racialized refers 
to individuals, groups, or communities that are categorized hierarchically based on 
racial understandings applied as structures and modes of subjugation and oppression. 
Marginalized denotes individuals, groups, or communities (including gender, ability, 

1 Other is those individuals and/or groups that have been historically, traditionally subjugated in some form “other 
than the norm” (Kumashiro, 2000). Other is italicized to indicate its use as a racial formation (Omi & Winant) and 
to differentiate it from other contexts.

2 Anti-Indigeniety requires a more expansive recognition of impacts from settler colonialism and the formation of 
Canada as a nation. Although insights may be applicable for aspects of Indigenous communities, the complex 
relations that are present for those Peoples require attention that is beyond the scope of this inquiry.

Background Exploring Sport

Exploration & Discovery
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sexuality, and others) systematically Othered, disenfranchised, or subjugated by 
dominant power structures (Collins, 1998; Joseph et al., 2021; Wilson et al., 2001). Other 
forms of marginalization were considered and included when relevant in exposing the 
relations and consequences of racial inequity. Racial or other forms of discrimination 
affecting persons throughout their biographies cannot be isolated or wholly contained 
within any one particular field, institution, or organization. Impacts characterize 
relational experiences over time and in varied circumstances, influencing learned 
behaviours and/or self-contained knowledges. For example, traumas arising from 
racially charged incidents often lead to long-lasting, sometimes hidden consequences 
and ongoing harm for the individual. 

Racism, therefore, informs ways-of-understanding, but more crucially, ways-of-being 
within spaces that Other, dismiss, or otherwise undermine person-hood. Bringing the 
full experience of one’s life must be of foremost consideration moving towards anti-
oppressive practices, as the personal and relational impacts of trauma carry weight 
beyond boundaries, delineations, or constructs.

Report Structure
The report represents the collective experiences from all participants organized into six 
main sections as follows: 

  ^ Benefits: Sport’s Ethos
Positive benefits of sport for the individual & community

  ^ 2020: Point of Departure
Impacts from COVID-19 and global outcry for racial & social justice

  ^ Oppression: Sport’s Messy Frontier
Reflections of racial and other forms of discrimination in sport

  ^ Sector: Perspectives
Sector specific insights informed by lived experience

  ^ Futures: Moving Forward
Future possibilities and pathways toward change

  ^ Features: Sport Snapshots
Sport specific deep-dive into hockey, basketball, soccer, and curling

Background Exploring Sport

Exploration & Discovery
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Sports

The project included a baseline assessment scoping review of existing literature related 
to diversity, equity, and inclusion (used as keywords) and informational interviews 
with sport industry thought-leaders. The study used semi-structured interviews for 
participants to engage in discussion centred on their personal experiences and 
reflections of issues surrounding sport, COVID-19 restrictions, positive & negative 
effects of sport, and sport’s ability to develop meaningful skills for professional careers.

The participants were predominantly racialized persons 
and those who identify as belonging to communities 
that have been marginalized by broader society. 
Responses to questions regarding identity were 
voluntary and served only to better orient dialogue and 
understanding of the experiences that were revealed. 

The participants were:
  ^ Predominantly Black & Persons of Colour 
  ^ 2SLGBTQAI+, Indigenous (representation)
  ^ Equal split of persons identifying as Female 

and Male

  ^ Canadian or American Nationalities

Collected data was thematically analyzed (Kiger & 
Varpio, 2020) and framed the discussion around 
opportunities for in-depth comprehension, leading 
to emancipatory courses of action. The approach 
inferred an inductive process of synthesizing accounts 
to determine thematic content and revealing insights 
regarding the core areas of study. 

Theoretically, the inquiry was based on notions of 
racialization (Omi & Winant, 2015), decolonization (Dei, 
2018; Mignolo & Walsh, 2018), and systems change 

Background Exploring Sport
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(Parsons, 2013). Additional discussions with domain experts added corroboration 
of insights, yet were treated as secondary sources in order to centre the personal 
experiences of participants.

Limitations
The research inquiry focused on racialized persons but also included those identifying 
as belonging to groups marginalized in society. The study was designed as an 
exhaustive, representative inquiry involving all forms of marginalization, and included 
intersections with other subjectivities as illustrative of conditions referencing racialized 
Others. As such, the commentary was not exhaustive regarding forms of oppression 
but simply reflected the lived experiences of participants. Their reflections indicated 
adjacent subjectives relevant as descriptive of their identity(ies) or positionality. For 
example, notions of gender identity, transgender, disability, and other forms were not 
explicitly identified, but fall within anti-oppression framing. Future extensions of this 
study require consideration of those areas not included. 

Insights and recommendations were derived from the analysis of participant accounts, 
inferring critiques and perspectives present within existing scholarship. Additionally, 
domain expertise from external sources was used to corroborate certain aspects of  
the findings. Considerations and Actions (refer to Quick Guide) were created based on 
syntheses of participants’ experiences and dominant themes, and extrapolated and 
bound within relevant discourses. The inquiry serves as a point-in-time examination 
of participants reflecting on a critical moment (spring/summer 2020) that galvanized 
advocacy, forced uncomfortable conversations, and facilitated the learning and 
unlearning of long-held beliefs within society regarding racial justice. As a qualitative 
inquiry, accounts from the participants are not generalizable to the entire population 
nor positioned as definitive voices for their communities. Each voice fashions a facet 
of the whole, contributing to a more robust, fulsome expression of what it means to be 
racialized and marginalized in Canada and in sport.

Background Exploring Sport

Methodology
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Benefits: Sport’s Ethos

Sport’s Ethos
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Scholarship on the positive benefits for individuals’ 
wellbeing from sport participation are extensive, crossing 
a range of fields, including Sport for Development (SfD), 
Sociology of Sport, and Sport Management (Frost et al., 
2013; Kidd, 2013b; Singer, 2008). In particular, organizations 
focused on youth engagement tend to promote the benefits 
of sport for participants’ physical and mental health as 
outcomes. 

Throughout this inquiry, participants reflected on their 
relationships to positive outcomes of wellbeing and 
perceived benefit of sport. This included participants 
involved with sport programming focused on constituents’ 
wellness. Moreover, indicators of wellbeing extend to social 
development associated with community building and 
social capital (Mair et al., 2019; Thorpe et al., 2014). Sport 
for Development research examining social connectivity 
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Benefits Sport’s Ethos

Sports is everything. 
It’s everything. It 
helped me when I was 
younger. I think looking back, 
sport is how I developed 
who I was gonna be, who I 
wanted to be and how I was 
going to move through the 
world. And it has followed 
me through my life in 
everything I do. It’s how I 
relate to people .
~ Participant (Black, Female, LGBTQ+)2

is substantial (Darnell & Hayhurst, 2011; Hayhurst, 2016). Sport activities act as social 
outlets, development pathways, and opportunities for career advancements cannot be 
underestimated. As one participant stated:

Sport in general is meant to be played for fun. It’s recreational and all the physical and 
mental positive benefits that you get out of it [are important]. But at the end of the day, 
it’s a game and it’s meant to be fun. So, generally speaking, a sport is just that, it’s a 
sport, it’s a game, it’s fun! ~ Participant (PoC1, Male)

There are clear indicators that regardless of the challenges faced by participants, sport is 
seen as vital for development for individuals as well as more broadly in communities. This 
section explores the positive and beneficial outcomes connected with sport. 

1 PoC — acronym referring to Person of Colour
2 LGBTQ+ — abbreviated form of 2SLGBTQIA+ an acronym for two-spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

queer, intersex and asexual while + stands for other ways individuals express their gender and sexuality outside 
heteronormativity and the gender binary. (source: https://www.msvu.ca/)
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Mental & 
Physical 
Health 
Impacts

Benefits Sport’s Ethos

If I didn't have sports, where would I 
be now? And it's hard to think about 
really. I mean, it's one of those things 
that I guess you always kind of take 
for granted 'cause it's there and you've 
experienced it. 
— Participant (PoC, Female)
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The impact of sport on physical and mental wellbeing is widely researched (Mair et al., 
2019; Rowe et al., 2012), often with favourable perceptions and impacts for participants. 
Moreover, sport occupies a unique place in society with entrenched narratives 
designed to counter negative interpretations of its effects on the lives of individuals 
and communities. Yet, there is an importance in people’s connection to sport that must 
be appreciated and supported as meaningful pathways to care, development, and 
enjoyment. 

Youth Focused
Activities centred on youth associate sport with development, including social, 
emotional, and physical literacy. The participants echoed these impressions:

I’ve seen kids come back and become emotionally stronger and work on their 
emotional intelligence in that sense. And you can see there’s growth, but it means it 
definitely starts from somewhere that wouldn’t necessarily be there [if not for sport]. 
~ Participant (PoC, Female)

I was always athletic. My family was always athletic. I come from a lineage of 
hockey players. And so I am comfortable in a sport facility and an arena of any type, 
whether that be lacrosse, soccer, hockey, rugby, I like everything. I just like sports, 
like competitive nature, winning strategy, things like that. And so I got into it young, 
I stayed into it. It gave me an outlet. I was able to see myself grow in a different 
arena, a different classroom. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Mental Health
The COVID-19 restrictions contributed to tensions and challenges for many people. 
Participants described such adverse consequences on their mental health, and the role 
that sport played in helping to alleviate some of them:

I’ve suffered from depression since I was a child but I was never depressed in the 
summer. I was never depressed when I was actively engaged in sports 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Benefits Sport’s Ethos

Mental & Physical Health Impacts



18 Sport Diversity & Race Project | Reflections & Possibilities 

I feel like now it’s more like you need to take care of the person and your mental 
state, emotional state so that you can perform at the best of your ability. So it’s 
kind of great to see that athletes are now really prioritizing that and sharing their 
experiences about it as well to kind of show that, hey, just as important as the 
physical I need to take care of my mental well-being or I’m not able to be at my best 
and represent my team or represent my country and represent myself. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Sport is definitely...something that has always been like a refuge through struggles 
with mental illness and mental health in general. And it really has been like the thing 
that has pulled me through. And I definitely like see it as such, like a cornerstone to 
self care. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

Core Values and Identity Expression
Beyond the physical/mental health and skill development, considerations for 
individual growth include a variety of possible areas, such as self-expression, identity 
determination, confidence building, self-actualization, and self-realization:

I’ve never been the most confident in myself, even whether or not I was the number 
one person on my team or not, I think I’ve just always struggled in that area...I think 
it gave me a whole different look at my sports specifically. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Athletes as Mental Health Advocates
Professional athletes played influential roles in discourses about mental health, 
especially as the impacts of COVID-19 continued across the globe. Notable athletes, 
such as Naomi Osaka, challenged stigmas around mental health by “taking time off,” in 
her own words to protect her personal and emotional wellbeing, as she was suffering 
from the gruelling tournament schedule and expectations of professional tennis. 

Participants noted the rarity of an athlete choosing their mental/emotional health over 
their career, yet noted the significance of such advocacy for themselves and for sport 
overall:

Benefits Sport’s Ethos

Mental & Physical Health Impacts

I think it’s definitely historically been kind of shown that our mental health has kind 
of been treated lesser then. But I think we’re on an upward trajectory now where 
we’re starting to, well, at least hopefully collectively validate things for the most 
part. Because I think with Naomi Osaka, right now, I think that’s gonna pave the 
way.~ Participant (Black, Male)

It shows you the power that these athletes have on truly driving change within 
a community. That’s something that inspires me so much because we have a 
platform as professional athletes, as professional leagues to talk about important 
things. Whether it’s the celebration of culture, the celebration of heritage, the 
celebration of equality ... that’s the true outlier for me is how the power of sports 
can truly make a difference. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Professional athletes continue to be influential advocates for many social issues, such 
as mental health advocacy. Osaka’s experience, however, was not without consequence, 
and the vitriol directed at her must account for her as a racialized woman. Such 
overreaction attests to the double-standards racialized athletes experience in disputing 
dominant norms (i.e., Colin Kapernick) or demonstrating (arguably) “questionable” 
behaviours (i.e., DeMar DeRozan, Ben Simmons) downplayed for white counterparts.

Mental Health

  ^ What actions should organizations undergo to ensure better health outcomes 
regarding mental and emotional wellness? 

  ^ What additional resources need consideration to support persons in need?

  ^ How can sport programming better support mental and emotional needs?

Considerations
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Benefits Sport’s Ethos
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Skill 
Development

Benefits Sport’s Ethos

Overall, it created an opportunity for me 
to excel in academics as well. It created 
a pathway where I was talented enough 
to do something academically while 
being an athlete. And that taught me time 
management. And it's just a lot of fun.
— Participant (Black, Female)
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Skill development is often an expected benefit of sport participation. SfD initiatives 
integrate this perspective as a cornerstone of the design for activities and programs, 
and largely centre on youth. Yet such learning is not limited by age, and invites 
consideration of social, cognitive, behavioural, and relational skillsets applicable to 
a broader range of ages and social situations (Gould & Carson, 2008). Programs, 
especially centred on communities historically disadvantaged, tend to focus on a 
presumed lack of (more) basic skills required for success in higher educational and 
professional careers (Burnett, 2015; Nols et al., 2019). 

These assumptions open critiques citing a simplification of need (i.e., racialized 
communities being socioeconomically challenged), absence of clarity as to what 
determines “appropriate skills,” and ambiguity in the intention or desired outcomes 
(Kochanek & Erickson, 2020). Further, programs may be insufficient to reflect cultures, 
traditions, and nuances of racialized and/or marginalized participants, even questioning 
whether sport is (most) effective to drive skill acquisition: (Stovall, 2005):

I have a lot of energy to burn. And so, sport is what helped me to burn that energy 
and I’m also a person who likes to take charge and organize things. And so, I was 
able to channel some of that into setting up women’s leagues and trying to grow the 
number of women participating in ultimate. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

It gave me a bit of an identity. Within sport, I learned leadership skills, which I’ve 
used to transition me all the way through. Sport gave me the confidence to try other 
things. I was involved in student government, I was involved in different aspects 
because sport made me know that I was capable. It made me know that I could do 
things. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Professional and Career Development
For many participants, there was a definite association between sport and skill 
development leading to success in professional life:

Benefits Sport’s Ethos

Skill Development
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I credit sport for a lot of my success just because it taught me so many invaluable 
lessons. Discipline was a huge one for me. I have an overactive imagination. And I 
don’t particularly like rules or boundaries, especially if I don’t think that they make 
any sense, and at 14, rules and boundaries are hard to avoid. I was a kid that could 
have gone a very different direction if I didn’t have someone telling me to get on 
the line and run. That was like a huge thing for me. Having to set goals and work 
towards those goals and knowing what that looked like and how to do that is 
something I definitely attribute to sport. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Discipline & Resilience As Value
Cultivating discipline and resilience were also associated with aspects of sport 
participation characterized by overcoming adversity and striving toward a set of 
objectives or outcomes. Participants offered evidence from their experiences:

Sometimes you don’t want to be at practice, but you do it anyway because you know 
that you have to. So it’s like all of that kind of gave me this great mentality of like, 
you know what? This is what needs to be done. This is the goal. I’m going to work 
hard to get it done because that’s what needs to happen. And so I think sport is 
extremely integral into how I’m defined as a person. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Skill development (especially for youth programs) continues to be an attractive 
motivator for sport engagement. Sport providers promote positive relationships 
between skills learned and long-term success. Thus, clarity in the definition, intent, and 
value of skills sought is vital in fostering sensitivity toward racialized and marginalized 
youth accounting for their varied cultural and biographical differences.

New Skill Development
  ^ Do sport program objectives for skill development align with community needs, 

values, and social priorities?

Considerations

Benefits Sport’s Ethos

Skill Development
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Community 
Connection

Benefits Sport’s Ethos

Sport has helped me have a second family...I don’t 
have to spend time trying to explain what I do. I don’t 
have to try and explain, justify why I do the things 
... it has given me that second family to have a 
support system and have a network. It’s given me the 
opportunity to be in a sport that has given me a lot. I 
probably wouldn’t have gone anywhere else.
— Participant (Black, Female)
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Social connections are another favourable aspect associated with sport. Sport 
facilitates interactions among individuals and facilitates proximity whereby diverse 
backgrounds may engage, encouraging bonding and promotion of community values 
(Carrington, 1998; Frisby & Millar, 2002). The characterization of racialized communities 
as monolithic, however, oversimplifies their complex stratification and heterogeneity, 
and too readily reinscribes racial stereotypes, such as the assumption that Black 
communities indicate lower socioeconomics (Connely et al., 2014). 

While equity-deserving communities do exist that happen to be racialized and may 
require assistance, this categorization reflects historical generalities associating 
racialized persons as impoverished, subservient, and “in need of help” by dominant 
culture (Taylor, 2016). Further, solutions to combat systemic disadvantage may borrow 
from this narrative and design from an perspective, external to the targeted community, 
misrepresenting the slate of conditions required to address the inequities (Carrington, 
1998). Equity-serving initiatives must recognize racialized communities as deserving 
beyond socioeconomics, and hence, requiring a variety of solutions accommodating 
distinct conditions, not just offer financial resources.

Connections
Participants stated that sport cultivated strong social connections and friendships 
constant in their sporting life and lasting throughout their lives. From youth to 
adulthood, shared experiences in sport created deep, long-lasting bonds: 

One thing I love about sports is [sport’s] ability to bring people together regardless 
of your background, your socioeconomic status, your beliefs, your religion, you 
know. When you put on that jersey or when you step on the ice or you step on the 
field, that seems to go out the window. Because you look at the person next to you 
and you see them as your teammate, whereas in many other areas you see them for 
what you see on the outside. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Benefits Sport’s Ethos

Community Connection
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But the more important thing ... I really made a lot of positive connections, I found 
people who cared about me and who I cared about until this day, still my friends, we 
went from sleepovers you know, young to now talking about business and buying 
houses and weddings. And so for me, the greatest thing was just I get to walk into a 
room as a player every year and I got to have 30 new friends right away and I got to 
learn different people. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Building Social Foundations through Sport
Activities aiding youth in the development of skills may also lead to greater awareness 
and recognition of other services needed within a community:

We use the positive youth development framework alongside the future of work 
skills report by categorizing the skills identified (as essential for the future of work) 
into the areas of cognitive, physical, social, and emotional development1. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Fandom
Participation is only one vehicle shaping community relations and interconnections. 
Being a fan and/or part of a collective fandom brings diverse populations together 
through common, shared events that express notions of attachment, belonging, and 
community: 

I realized one of the selling points was that in-person attendance for sporting events 
created a sense of energy and community and belonging. And as a result of that 
kind of coalition, people coming together, no matter what team you were rooting for, 
you were all in it together. And there was a sense of community. 
~ Participant (Black, Male)

1 [Clarification from Participant] “For example: Oral communication (future of work skill) falls into social 
development (positive youth development) targeting the development of those skills, while being in a basketball 
environment (where safe and positive experiences and environments are prioritized), creates space and 
opportunity for youth to flourish.”

Benefits Sport’s Ethos

Community Connection
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It’s the feeling of that desire, that togetherness, that exhilaration, when you train 
hard and you see the results back just pouring something, you’re all into something 
and having it trickle down. You know when fans are fans ... When I saw the Raptors 
parade, my goodness, the whole of ... everybody in Canada could have been in one 
place. And that, to me, defines the power of sport. There were so many people 
running around their passion and their excitement and their love for something. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Troubling Community Comprehension
As mentioned, most depictions of racialized and marginalized communities 
suggest generalization of their complexity toward a singular, managed commodity. 
Characterizations mis-represent the multiplicity of need but also how the combination 
of individuals demonstrate heterogeneity, richness, and nuance vital to deconstructing 
hegemony. Historically equity-deserving communities fall prey to this tension:

Communities are not monolithic. The Black community is not monolithic. There 
are Black people in society that have done very well for themselves, that are living 
in upper-class neighborhoods or middle-income neighborhoods and have the 
accessible and disposable income. They’re not going into hockey because they’re 
worried and rightfully so that my child is gonna be exposed to racism inside of 
hockey. And I’m already concerned about them being exposed to racism out on the 
street. Why would I put them into a sport that is just gonna bash them with racism 
as well? ~ Participant (PoC, Male)

Servicing the needs of racialized and/or marginalized communities requires 
comprehension of their multiplicity, even pluriversality. While equity deserving groups 
exist and may be racialized, solutions require approaches focusing on safety, belonging, 
and acceptance, yet not singular or uniformed applications. Sport programming must 
attend to such considerations to truly service community needs as well as to circumvent 
reinforcement of detrimental narratives.

Benefits Sport’s Ethos

Community Connection

Focussing on “community” may be vital to overcome disparities and inequities for 
racialized and marginalized groups; however, initiatives must also understand the 
complex, individual needs contained within the community, requiring deeper, culturally 
specific comprehension of those locations and sensitivity to the spectrum of individuals 
living there.

Multifaceted, Community Need

  ^ How are sport program objectives designed to best serve the communities 
where they are situated?

  ^ What actions are needed to connect with adjacent or surrounding 
neighbourhoods to develop a more welcoming environment sensitive to the 
community?

  ^ What practices amplify existing social and emotional capacities of participants?

  ^ How do sport programs satisfy the issue of community complexity that they 
serve?

  ^ How should cultural differences be reflected in sport(s) that perhaps do not 
fully present as representative or where persons “can see themselves” (i.e., 
participation, administration, coaching, competitive levels)? 

Considerations
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2020: Point of Departure

Point of Departure

Photo by Clay Banks @ Unsplash
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The COVID-19 pandemic lockdown measures disrupted 
sport programming and restricted in-person activities. 
Restrictions demonstrated a concerted effort to curtail 
infection rates by managing in-person gathering, with 
profound results for communities and social connections. 
At the same time, a global cry for racial justice for Black 
and racialized persons demanded action. Frustrations 
and anger overflowed as those most at risk and 
disenfranchised in society expressed the need for change 
by taking to the streets.

Black Lives Matter protests and public outcry for racial 
justice began as a direct result of the murder of George 
Floyd by police, and historical, systemic racism garnered 
the world’s attention. Moreover, the #metoo social 
movement for victims of sexual assault and misconduct 
illustrated the effectiveness of social media to activate 

2020 Point of Departure

I believe that 
affected everybody, 
and especially for Black 
people, people of colour, 
it’s something that they’ve 
kind of been saying for so 
long. But it wasn’t until 
the unfortunate incident 
with George Floyd ... where 
people [allies] were finally 
able to really see like, this is 
not right, this is injustice.
~ Participant (Black, Male)

and mobilize people into action. Further, the COVID-19 restrictions corralled people around their 
screens, creating a captive audience to digest, reflect, and process the onslaught of media reporting 
on events in Minnesota and escalating toward a global demand for change. The outcomes forced 
contemplation, dialogue, and demanded strategic outcomes to deconstruct and reimagine our 
systems, including sport. In 2020: Point of Departure, participants reflected on a variety of emotions, 
tensions, and concerns emanating from the spring of 2020:

  ^ Impacts of COVID-19 Restrictions on Sport Activities
  ^ Global Outcry for Racial Justice in the wake of George Floyd’s murder
  ^ Activism from Athletes, in particular in the WNBA and NBA

The consequences of COVID-19 restrictions were discussed in relation sport programming and 
adjustments in participants’ personal life. Their accounts offered candid responses filled with 
emotions, skepticism about lasting change, and yet, also glimpses of renewed optimism and hope for 
a new future.
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COVID-19 
Impacts

I think more or less 2020 was a revealing 
year, especially with everything. The 
pandemic, all it did was give us time to 
pause and see what was really happening. 
Throughout the world was a social struggle, 
especially with people of ethnicity and colour 
seeing what's transpiring and nothing's 
being done about it. And it's been the same 
problem over and over again.
— Participant (Black, Male)

2020 Point of Departure
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The period beginning in March 2020 had profound effects on social arrangements in 
society. Restrictions, uncertainty, and the ongoing threat of an outbreak surrounding 
COVID-19 created conditions wholly uncommon in modern-day, Western society. Several 
themes emerged from participants reflecting back on that period:

Reflection & Self-Exploration
Participants noted the overall “societal pause” that occurred as restrictions bound 
people to their homes, while daily life was contained and sport operations ceased or 
were forced to deliver through virtual environments. For many, there was time to reflect 
on the state of things, including sport:

It’s been interesting. This lockdown has given us time to reflect and really look at, 
from a strategic standpoint where we said I think, not everybody’s just ready to rush 
back and get back to the field. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

I feel like COVID kind of helped me in my… helped me develop my love for the sport 
again. I realized I was gonna have to finish my semester, my senior year, online. But 
I also realized that I was never gonna be able to get into that rink again, and be on 
the ice. And I think that’s when it kind of really hit me. I was done with hockey and 
was not prepared to, you know, be in the white space of the arena anymore. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Mental Health
For many participants, lockdown restrictions contributed to concerns about mental 
health. Those involved in sport programming were increasingly aware of disparities 
related to racialized communities, and understood the acute conditions to which their 
participants were subjected:

Honestly, when we come out of this pandemic, we’re gonna need a lot of 
psychologists...some kids that were playing sports and their natural way of life is 
cut off, the way they do their day to day, their energy, their friends have been cut off. 
Their social aspect. We’re social animals by nature. We enjoy interacting with one 

COVID-19 Impacts

2020 Point of Departure
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another as human beings. That’s what makes us so special and that’s all been cut 
off and be put to a screen. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

I think it was tough for a lot of people. I don’t think a lot of people thought it was 
going to be, you know, dragged out this long. I remember the first weekend we 
heard that we were going to go into the lockdown on the Monday. You heard a lot of 
people saying this was going to last for three weeks, or a month. And, we were in for 
a surprise. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Getting Back Quickly
While some considered pathways to change sport provision during the pause, there was 
anxiety and pressure to ‘return to play,’ and to make sure sport was reinstated as quickly 
as possible once restrictions were lifted. The main point of contention was related to 
the overall benefit for physical and mental wellbeing of participants versus time and 
resources required to change activities to address issues of equity:

When a lot of their concerns that we had brought up during the time of reflection 
have not been really addressed. Right? So there’s been a lot of talk...all these things 
that we had asked about and we had started talking about..where are they now? 
People just want to get back on the field and get back to coach and get back to 
playing. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Shift in Programming/Business Model
For some, the shift toward virtual environments offered an opportunity to reshape their 
value proposition toward a more adaptive, responsive delivery of their services:

We had to pivot very quickly because part of our, you know, the content that we 
offer and the services that we offer, we hold events. And we’ve been holding on-site 
events pre-covid. And that was a great opportunity for women in sport to network 
with each other. For people in sports who want to hear about the latest trends in 
sports, and some of the issues that we were talking about, whether it’s women in 
coaching or pay equity, diversity in sport. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

COVID-19 Impacts

2020 Point of Departure
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In the beginning, it was a little bit scary because our program, our school year 
program just abruptly stopped. And then I think spring break was coming up which 
was like good timing and we thought we might just miss one week of the program 
and then go back to normal. When we realized that was not going to happen any 
time soon, we were able to pivot pretty quickly to building a virtual program...we’ll 
entertain the idea but being able to actually put it together as a team and have a 
perspective of equity in terms of who are the kids we serve and what might be 
some barriers to them participating in this virtual program?
~ Participant (Black, Female)

The lasting effects from extended COVID-19 restrictions requires attention for the 
foreseeable future. Calls to ‘return to play’ have largely been championed for the 
positive benefits of sport. Yet, in building more equitable compassionate sites for sport, 
activities must contend with a new reality which troubles the status quo and demands 
action around inequities.

Impact of COVID-19 on Social Arrangements

  ^ What actions must be considered to accommodate diminished mental, 
emotional, and physical capacities resulting since spring 2020?

  ^ What adaptations are required for more compassionate responses to 
trauma (including intergenerational) to account for racial oppression and 
discrimination?

  ^ What changes in practice are needed to protect staff, participants, and partners 
in ‘return to sport’ programming?

  ^ What preparedness protocols can be designed to mitigate future disruptions to 
sport programs?

Considerations

COVID-19 Impacts

2020 Point of Departure
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Global 
Outcry

Photo by Gayatri Malhotra @ Unsplash

There were moments of inspiration 
and some of those have now given 
way for me to sort of like sadness 
because I don’t feel like the inspiration 
was sustainable or was sustained.
— Participant (Black, Female, LGBTQ+)

2020 Point of Departure
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The events of May 25th demanded accounting of the legacies of racial injustice 
throughout the world. Seemingly isolated to the United States, the growing frustration 
around the globe indicated a similarity of experience felt by Black and other racialized 
persons. The shadow of anti-Blackness could no longer be overlooked and galvanized 
worldwide support from non-racialized actors as well as those most affected. 

Within sport, the pervasive underrepresentation1 of racialized persons throughout the 
ecosystem indicates persistent barriers that contribute to and/or maintain existing 
conditions, including discriminatory conditions deterring or detracting from enjoyment 
for racialized individuals (Bruner et al., 2016; Darnell, 2007; Hayhurst et al., 2014). Yet 
the pervasive influence of sport must be contextualized in relation to legacies of nation-
building (Cunningham, 2012; Kidd, 2013; Paraschak, 1995), and ongoing colonialism 
that permeates narratives within sport culture, advancing a singular historiographic 
construction of dominant society and privilege (Taylor, 2016).

Reframing equity requires historiographic alignment of Black, Indigenous, and other 
racialized lived experiences that are generally excluded from narratives of Canada and 
Canadian sport (Grande, 2004; Paraschak, 1989; Taylor, 2016). Participants cautioned 
that actions must be transparent and accountable, calling on allyship to move beyond 
performative acts that, while well-meaning, did little to challenge the normalization of 
whiteness and its power and privilege. 

Further, Black-centred, May 25th 2020 driven initiatives, such as corporate statements, 
pledges, and even white allyship, suffered from the magnetic pull back to the status 
quo, whereby such actions were deemed palatable within structures of whiteness, 
and potentially eroding inertia toward a “(re)awakening of Black Power2.” For some, 
DEI initiatives did not indicate the extent of change necessary to address the gross 

1 The notion of ‘underrepresentation’ is a characterization used to indicate levels of exposure, capacity, 
employment, responsibility, administration, and/or otherwise involvement with an institution or organization. 
However, it does not negate the circumstances that have led to the deficient levels and does not indicate the lack 
of presence is not without impact or harm for those communities.

2 In conversation with Dr. Christopher Stuart Taylor

Global Outcry

2020 Point of Departure
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inequities present for Black communities around the globe. In Canada, the same 
indicators lead to condemnation of existing policies and practices that have done little 
to dismantle processes that maintain disparities, such as housing and food instability, 
professional advancement, and anti-Blackness as an overall state-of-being within white 
society.

Revealing Trauma
The repercussions of the killing of George Floyd, Black Lives Matter protests, and global 
movements to dismantle systemic racism and discrimination also left racialized people 
to contend with their own emotional states, often in isolation. Intergenerational traumas 
recognized as legacy states-of-being intensified by the May 25th racial reckoning and 
inheritance of racialized oppression within white, setter colonial states are not fully 
understood, especially in Canada. For many, realizations align substantially with Joy 
DeGruy Leary’s work on Post Traumatic Slave Syndrome, which describes “adaptive 
survival behaviors in African American communities throughout the United States and 
the Diaspora” (DeGruy Leary, 2005). 

Yet, the extreme conditions (i.e., the outcry, protests, emotional exhaustion, trauma) 
were also endured by those in Canada as diasporic relations to circumstances in 
the United States and throughout the world. These relations included biographical, 
interpersonal, (i.e., familial, friends, colleagues) and collective (i.e., community, virtual 
solidarity). Participants reflected on the cascade of grief, acceptance, and healing of 
deep-seated racial traumas, denigration, and Othering, even in sport:

That’s gonna be hard to do right now. I feel like it was a wound, honestly, that was 
starting to maybe heal or scab over and the last couple of... It’s tough. The last 
couple of months have really kind of brought me right back to where I felt like I was 
in the summer of 2020. And it feels harder this time because it’s harder to stay 
hopeful this time because we had all of that, you know, it happened. And I think the 
triggering event for me right now is the [Derek Chauvin] trial. 
~ Participant (Black, Female, LGBTQ+)

Global Outcry
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It has been extremely exhausting. But in the vane of exhaustion, it’s also been 
inspiring because I feel like the spotlight has now been shone so much on Black 
folks, on our culture, on our communities, on, you know, the challenges that we’ve, 
and oppressions that we’ve faced for hundreds of years, that people are now almost 
waking up and saying, OK, I wanna be a part of the change, I wanna be a part of 
the movement. How can I help? What can I do? Help me out, educate me. And so, 
it’s been, like I said, if I had to describe it in one word or two words rather, it’s been 
exhausting, but it’s been inspiring at the same time. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

[Killing of George Floyd] That is very powerful, when I saw it. And that’s something 
we need to change. So, that happened, has been happening. Because there’s been a 
lot of bad for Indigenous people as well, you know, the murdered Indigenous women 
and girls and all that. It still goes on. We really need something to stand up, take a 
stand ~ Participant (Indigenous, Male)

Systemic Barriers
Sport touted as ‘a place where all can participate and belong’ has yet to fulfill such 
a promise, in which an expectation is shrouded in privileged access and exclusive 
practice. Participants recounted experiences and feelings of not belonging:

This is not news. This is not rocket science. I’m not really clear on why it took 
someone’s death, (a) after a whole bunch of other people have already died. Why 
this? Why did it take this to wake you up? So, plenty of disappointment in how easy 
it is for other people to just ignore the reality of others. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

If they’re not thinking about ways to build systems that are more equitable for 
people, and allowing the people they are trying to target with that equity to be a 
part of building the belonging. So, for me, belonging is this shining beacon on a 
hill that steps over inclusion and is more encapsulating. I think what marginalized 
and racialized people actually want, is not to be invited into your party - we want to 
create a party that all of us can exist at and be ourselves at. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Global Outcry
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of the present atmosphere around racial injustice has declined. Yet institutions and 
organizations driven to equity programs in sport must now contend with a new reality in 
the wake of May 25th as racialized persons and communities are realizing their agency 
and continue to push toward better outcomes using 2020 as a point of reference. 
Racialized individuals and communities continue to deal with the emotional fallout from 
with constant, grim reminders of how little progress has been made, and drive demands 
for greater accountability and transparency rooted in today’s social movements.

New Era of Racial Awareness in Canada
  ^ What are the most prescient learnings concerning race and racial injustice 

related to the events of Summer 2020? 
  ^ What measures are needed to decolonize operations, including framing anti-

Indigeniety, anti-racism, and (more) racially sensitive historiography of Canada?
  ^ What practices must be adopted to ensure safe spaces for dialogue about racial 

inequity, legacy of Summer 2020, and actions to move forward together?
  ^ What procedures are available to ensure agile, responsive action on issues of 

social justice surfacing in broader society?

Considerations

Calls for Action
Many participants sought to act in their immediate spheres. Responses focused 
on individual and community empowerment; whether it was forming their own 
organizations or contributing to public initiatives, the goal was to move toward change:

I think sport has always been political and I think some people, you know, have had, 
I guess, the luxury of ignoring that often. And I think with just the swell of voices 
that rose up after George Floyd, after all the countless injustices and murders and 
horrific acts, I think it was sort of a swell of, you know, these voices brought to the 
forefront that it wasn’t just Colin Kaepernick on his own kneeling. It was athletes 
across all sports, across all walks of life coming together to say this is wrong. And 
I think it presented itself in such a way that it could no longer be ignored by people. 
Let’s face it, white people largely who just say ‘I just want to watch a game I don’t 
want to deal with Black Lives Matter. I don’t want to deal with kneeling or any of 
this stuff.’ And they no longer were afforded that luxury to just be able to ignore it 
because it just became so widespread. ~ Participant (White, Female)

I almost felt like a sense of dissociation and numbness. Where it was almost like I 
was so used to things like this happening, that they didn’t have the same effect they 
had on me anymore and realizing that in itself frustrated me. Because it was just 
really starting to set in that we, as a collective of Black people have had to get used 
to these things. And I was really happy to see people at least taking more action 
and momentum towards acknowledging systemic racism. Because I just feel like 
almost every Black person is been gaslit [having faced some element of gaslighting 
in addition to overt examples of racism since the onset of colonialism] for like at 
least half of the existence, if I was to be honest. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

The events of 2020 profoundly changed conversations of race in Canada. Racialized 
persons are calling out their consistent dismissal or language of ‘less value’ even while 
working toward more equitable practices. Further, intentions behind equity initiatives 
since 2020 have been met with skepticism as to the their long-term impacts, and 
probability of being temporary only to be reduced or removed once the acuteness 
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Athlete 
Activism
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I think it was amazing the way people could all come 
together and everything. And as far as sports goes, I love 
seeing how many athletes were able to use their platform 
to kind of talk about social justice. And we really started 
to see the role that sport can play in shaping and shifting 
community. It’s not just about people dribbling and 
everything, there’s just so much more that comes with it.
— Participant (Black, Male)
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The activism of professional athletes emerged as a significant influence in discourses 
concerning systemic racism in society. In particular, professional players were integral 
in reacting to ongoing events and using their power to raise awareness and/or lead 
actions for change. Players in the WNBA called attention to continuous instances of 
racial injustice perpetrated by police against Black bodies, with an ever-increasing list of 
the dead, and the lives of those they touched irrevocably altered.

The roles of players and leagues require examination to determine if activities truly 
acculturated activism or advocacy, were performative, or merely virtue signaling. In 
addition, actions by players were sometimes paralleled in real-time by leagues, while 
others leagues were measured, almost forced to respond, drawing into question the 
intention, power dynamics, and culpability of management.

Leading the Charge
Many participants commented on the vital role that athletes played as activists, but 
the WNBA players surpassed the others implementing work stoppages, commentary, 
advocacy campaigns and demanding media attention. The impacts were meaningful 
and representative of the players’ frustration and anger, but also illuminated a 
burgeoning space for Black female athletes to marshal their communities as leaders 
and role models:

With everything that just happened is like it’s the war starting again. It’s like the 
Renaissance. It’s just everyone’s awakening right now. And ask this as well too. I 
think the WNBA women athletes were advocating about what was going on. Kyrie 
Irving was advocating what was going on, and he comes back to the same thing. 
We got to do more. We got to change but it starts with laws and starts with the vote. 
~ Participant (Black, Male)

I think it’s great because sport industry has typically been male dominated and 
even, I mean, you can see too like all the things you mentioned. But even just 
watching Sportsnet or TSN or whatever, and all the panels have some sort of 
female presence. And it’s nice because there’s a lot of them are former players and 
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whatnot, and their opinions come from a place. It’s like, they’re not just making 
things up. They’re talking from personal experience, they’re bringing in a fresh 
perspective. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

I love the WNBA. And I think that those athletes have always been taking these very 
strong political stances. And it’s some of the shame that it doesn’t get broadcast or 
highlighted as much as when you see, like the NBA players doing it. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Differences between Leagues
Responses by professional leagues alluded to relations between players, representation 
of racialized persons, and maturity related to notions of race and racism. While, the 
WNBA, NBA, and MLS were quick to respond, others did not immediately react:

When you look at the impact that players had in this movement, I don’t think it would 
be successful if the players didn’t lead the charge. You have to put a face to a voice 
or even a face to a movement. And that’s what you were able to see so eloquently 
and successfully done by the WNBA, by the NBA and then even by us at the NHL. 
Where you were able to see while we were in our playoff platform, you know, you 
saw that huge convening of players come together, you know, led by Ryan Reaves 
and his colleagues to talk about, this isn’t right. And we as players are stepping 
away from the game. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

There’s some league are doing more than others. Some them are just like while we 
made a t shirt and like, that’s good enough. We put it our social, that’s good enough. 
What is the like the work you’re doing behind the scenes? And as you mentioned, 
WNBA a lot of the players have done so much behind the scenes. And some of 
them have even like not even played a season because they want to be on that front 
line. They want to protest. And it’s really showing that, like, you know, what they’re 
saying is who they are and what they stand behind. ~ Participant (Black, Female, LGBTQ+)

Athlete Activism
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The Impact of Role Models
Throughout the discussions, participants often cited the value of particular athletes 
and their ability to engage with communities, inspire youth, and drive change in their 
organizations, communities, and broader society:

I think players have a huge role. Obviously they are in the public eye. People look 
up to them, people admire them, and they are whether they want to or not, they 
set an example. And that’s why I think it’s so important for them to speak up and 
speak out about these things, because they’re the ones that people listen to. They’re 
the big names. They’re the face of teams. So what if some guy who’s high up in 
management, but nobody knows his name says something. They’re less likely to 
listen to him versus if your star player of your team comes out and says, listen, no, 
like this is wrong. We need to change. We need to make a difference. We need to 
start doing this, this, and this. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

The role of athletes as activists in sport is not without historical precedent (e.g., 
Muhammad Ali, John Carlos, Tommie Smith, Althea Gibson, Wilma Rudolph, Billie Jean 
King). Participants remarked that “sport has always been political.” Today, the platforms 
commanded by players have greater reach, impact, and capacity to be responsive, 
personal, action-oriented, and in direct dialogue with the fan base.

Representation & Activism

  ^ What aspects derived from athlete voices aid in comprehension of issues 
affecting racialized and marginalized communities ? 

  ^ What processes are in place to ensure adequate representation of historically 
underrepresented groups within sport?

Considerations



43 Sport Diversity & Race Project | Reflections & Possibilities 

The Impact of Role Models
Throughout the discussions, participants often cited the value of particular athletes 
and their ability to engage with communities, inspire youth, and drive change in their 
organizations, communities, and broader society:

I think players have a huge role. Obviously they are in the public eye. People look 
up to them, people admire them, and they are whether they want to or not, they 
set an example. And that’s why I think it’s so important for them to speak up and 
speak out about these things, because they’re the ones that people listen to. They’re 
the big names. They’re the face of teams. So what if some guy who’s high up in 
management, but nobody knows his name says something. They’re less likely to 
listen to him versus if your star player of your team comes out and says, listen, no, 
like this is wrong. We need to change. We need to make a difference. We need to 
start doing this, this, and this. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

The role of athletes as activists in sport is not without historical precedent (e.g., 
Muhammad Ali, John Carlos, Tommie Smith, Althea Gibson, Wilma Rudolph, Billie Jean 
King). Participants remarked that “sport has always been political.” Today, the platforms 
commanded by players have greater reach, impact, and capacity to be responsive, 
personal, action-oriented, and in direct dialogue with the fan base.

Representation & Activism

  ^ What aspects derived from athlete voices aid in comprehension of issues 
affecting racialized and marginalized communities ? 

  ^ What processes are in place to ensure adequate representation of historically 
underrepresented groups within sport?

Considerations

Athlete Activism

2020 Point of Departure



Oppression: Sport’s Messy Frontier

Sport’s Messy Frontier

Photo by Thais Do Rio @ Unsplash

4



The Sport, Diversity, & Race Project explored 
notions of race, diversity, and equity in 
Canadian sport. The topic was fraught and 
emotional for some, as the events surrounding 
the global reckoning with racial injustice 
affected people in profound ways. Moments of 
contemplation were intermixed with emotional, 
personal experiences of racism, discrimination, 
Islamophobia, homophobia and other traumas.

As the study focused on racialized persons, 
participants were asked to self-identify, 
with prior disclaimers and a conscious, 
empathetic caution that the information was 
to be voluntarily given. It was vital to privilege 
participants in that their stories WERE the study. 
The research, therefore, presents their accounts 
with redacted names and opaque qualifiers to 
help protect their identities, and the sensitive 
content they graciously shared.

Oppression in Sport

~ Participant (PoC, Male)

There’s definitely the 
dark side of sport. 
I think you can even see that 
at the professional level. Even 
watching soccer, I’ve seen 
professional soccer players, 
Black men get taunted by fans 
and have crazy things like 
bananas and stuff thrown at 
them. And it’s sad to see that. 
But I think we need to make 
sure that that’s acknowledged 
as well, because it’s still a huge 
part of [the dark side of ] sport.

For this study, oppression refers to the systematic marginalization of the Other. In this regard, the 
Other is those individuals and/or groups that have been historically, traditionally subjugated in some 
form via their classification as “other than the norm” (Kumashiro, 2000). Anti-oppression, therefore, 
“is a conscious, active process to eliminate and emancipate affected persons from individual, 
collective, institutional, and systemic injustice and harm due to Otherness” (Kumashiro, 2000; Ontario 
Human Rights Commission, 2022). Thus, the interrogation of sport’s “darker side” and its effects on 
individuals’ lives reveals valuable insights into its complicity in the harm of participants. 

This section focuses on racism and its effects on personal accounts in sport. It is further interrogated 
in relation to gender, through Misogynoir and Islamophobia. These two areas illustrate the 
intersection of race with other subjectivities, and the experience of oppression in combination.
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Racism in 
Canada

I think growing up we are educated to think “we’re so 
accepting as Canadians and we’re peace keepers” ... 
But I think, in the last few years, that there is a ton of 
racism in Canada and we do a really good job of hiding 
it. That sounds really pessimistic but I think that we are 
very polite and sometimes just do a better job of just 
not being as explicit in our racism.
— Participant (PoC, Female)

Oppression in Sport



A significant theme throughout the study was participants’ reflections on racism in 
Canada. The mystique of Canadian racial tolerance and appreciation of others (Donnelly 
& Nakamura, 2006) was contested by many, identifying situations in retrospect where 
polite forms of racism were as damaging as overt violent acts. Moreover, critiques of 
multiculturalism point to adverse consequences, such as racialized communities and 
their cultures being essentialized or reified (Ahmed, 2000; Frisby et al., 2013). 

This notion is further troubled in the wake of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 
report1 to address the legacy of residential schools in Canada, and the uncovering 
of mass graves on residential school sites. It indicates a deep, mostly hidden legacy 
of oppression, subjugation, and discrimination tied to Canada’s history, including its 
practices around multiculturalism as a tool of assimilation. 

Sara Ahmed (2007) contested that favourable perception in that “multiculturalism 
posits difference as something ‘others’ bring to the nation, and as something the 
nation can have through how it accepts, welcomes or integrates such others“ (p. 235). 
Deconstructing Canada’s racial past requires contending with narratives that perpetuate 
misaligned priorities and harmful, essentialization of the Other. Canada’s outward 
veneer of tolerance masks systems of domination within well-intentioned, passive 
support of racialized and marginalized others:

Nobody ever really openly talked about slavery in Canada. Nobody ever really talked 
about disparity of treatment. I did not have the knowledge of certain elements 
of Canadian history which also included discrimination and racial bias and 
segregation. Having the Canadian experience here, I can definitely compare and 
contrast. I love this country. I think it is far more conducive to people of colour than 
many places in the United States. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

1 The Truth and Reconciliation Report is an output from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 
established as an outcome from The Indian Residential Schools Settlement Agreement — Canada’s largest 
class-action settlement (2007). The TRC was designed to facilitate reconciliation among former students, 
their families, their communities and all Canadians. The report cited 93 calls-to-action regarding Reconciliation 
(source: https://www.rcaanc-cirnac.gc.ca/eng/1450124405592/1529106060525).

Racism in Canada 

Oppression in Sport



48 Sport Diversity & Race Project | Reflections & Possibilities 

Comparisons with The United States
Repeatedly, participants described racism or racial tensions in comparison with 
circumstances south of the border. Racism in the US had the appearance of being 
blatant or extreme while Canadian racism was pervasive, just perhaps more subtle: 

I think the issue is the fact that in the States, most of their examples of racism 
are very, are very out there and in your face, whereas in Canada, it’s, it’s more 
microaggressions, whether it’s people discriminate against indigenous people, or, or 
Black people, whatever it may be. So I think that it needs to be more openly talked 
about in Canada that we do have these issues, because I don’t think a lot of people 
realize how much racism occurs in Canada. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

They keep saying we need to get to where the [United] States are. We need to be 
more as diverse them. I was in the States. I’ve had the opportunity to see what it’s 
like in the States. It’s like apples and oranges. And the one thing I will say is, that I 
liked about being in the States is, their actions. They would let their actions speak, 
whereas in Canada they do, its reverse, they do a lot of talking and no actions. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Tensions with Multiculturalism
For some, multiculturalism as a process toward inclusion served to highlight a more 
entrenched, (almost) hidden racism in Canada. Elevating racial tolerance as de facto 
given result of multiculturalism, in fact, hindered efforts to understand persistent forms 
of racism more accurately:

Canada, especially Toronto, they’re like, “Oh, my God, we’re multicultural.” That’s 
true. But have you created an environment for these people of different cultures to 
thrive? Maybe not. So, especially in the world of sports, where it’s still very elitist, 
it’s still very white and male-dominated, they like to preserve that and anybody who 
threatens that... it’s been interesting coming into Canada because you’re thinking, 
yeah, it’s not as bad as America. Only to find out that it might be worse in some 
aspects. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Racism in Canada
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To be honest, I think it’s because they have always saw themselves as being 
multicultural and being diverse in that, Canada was the land of freedom, they didn’t 
have this issue. Sometimes it feels that when the federal government gets money 
and they just throw money at a certain topic. They’re like, OK, we gave them money, 
it’s dealt with. We’re not gonna hear from it again, especially in the sports sector.
~ Participant (Black, Female)

People think, oh, Canada is not that bad. You know, we’re diverse, we’re inclusive. 
But also we’ve seen a lot of things happen in the last two years. And even up until 
last Sunday with unfortunately, the Muslim family who was run over and killed. We 
have a lot of issues that we have to deal with here in Canada. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Lack of Representation
Representation of racialized persons was considered both limited in areas of senior 
leadership, management, coaching, but also crucial in fostering a sense of belonging. 
Seeing oneself represented in sport environments was cited as conducive for racialized 
persons feeling part of the culture and that they were accepted:

There are so few athletes to kind of look up to and turn to and aspire to that I do 
think has a big impact on this being a Asian Canadian girl growing up in Canada and 
just like not seeing yourself in those spaces and loving sports so much, but just not 
about the hijab at the time, you really could see a kind of standoffishness, almost 
like people would be, ‘what’s that?’ Or sometimes the ignorance of being like, ‘are 
you allergic to the sun?’ And I’m like, what do you mean? What are you saying?
~ Participant (PoC, Female)

Racism in Canada and in Canadian sport requires reflection, especially in response to 
current global shifts toward social justice. The promotion of sport as unequivocally 
beneficial may neglect or erase potential harm directed at racialized participants. 
Dismissing racism as happening somewhere else misrepresents the legacy of racial 
injustice in Canada, which must accounted for to move toward anti-oppression.

Racism in Canada 
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A New Canadian Image
  ^ What practices are necessary to move toward Reconciliation to fulfill obligations 

established in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s report?

  ^ What narratives need to be disrupted to (re)present Canada’s image to account 
for the multiplicity of worldviews?

  ^ What considerations must be made in relation to newcomers to Canada to 
open up existing ways-of-knowing toward a more respectful acceptance of 
Otherness?

  ^ How do multicultural practices both help and hinder movements toward greater 
understanding and equity for racialized persons?

  ^ How does sport uphold notions of race that continue to influence the 
understanding of Canada being a place of racial tolerance and acceptance?

Considerations

Oppression in Sport
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Racism 
& Sport

I think there's a lot of just performative action. 
And people think that that's moving forward, you 
know, a Black person and a white person and 
Asian person all shaking hands, and a photo 
walk. I just think, we need policy, we need laws 
we need just a whole rebranding of the culture.

— Participant (Black, Female)

Oppression in Sport
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Racial discrimination is not unknown to sport. Forms of racism present as relational, 
structural, institutional, and systemic variations operating through overt and covert 
mechanisms. Notions of race frame this study, and guide the exploration of lived 
experiences to gain insights in order to combat systemic oppression and shift toward 
greater equity in the sport ecosystem. The relational and social implications of race, 
therefore, are formative to our understanding and are required as a foundation for 
discourse.

The notion of race occupies a contested space. Critical Race theorists Omi and 
Winant (2015) describe race as “a way of ‘making up people’” (p. 105), illustrating 
racial formation as a social construct designed as “a template for the subordination 
and oppression of different social groups” (pp. 105-109). While ‘race’ as biological 
imperative is widely discredited, the relational, social implications are not without 
consequence, informing societal arrangements today (p. 109). Critically, race represents 
a socially defined categorization, but is in no way is passive or insubstantial: 

  ^ Race is also not an illusion. While it may not be ‘real’ in a biological sense, race 
is indeed real as a social category with definite social consequences (p. 110) 

These consequences implicated for sport are codified through tradition and cultural 
arrangements. Racism represents a belief structure reinforcing hierarchy, privilege, and 
power designed around inequity and injustice. For participants, interpersonal instances 
of racism varied from explicit acts, such as slurs or taunts, to subtle forms, such as 
microaggressions, a term coined by Dr. Chester M. Pierce (1970). Participants noted 
that these incidents occurred in their personal lives in sport and elsewhere in society. 
Systemic forms of racism represent insidious patterns hidden within structures and 
institutions behind visions of inclusion, access, and acceptance (Collins, 1998; Hylton, 
2009), which chronically deny or restrict access for racialized persons or advancement 
opportunities, particularly in leadership roles (Singer, 2008):

Especially when I got to university as well, I definitely experienced some micro 
aggressions ... And it wasn’t until, we had [the] review last year, that I could finally 
speak to a lot of these things that got normalized. And I finally started getting an 

Racism & Sport
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apology from people. ~ Participant (Black, Male) 

Personalized Racism
Participants recounted stories that affected not only their lives but often those of family 
members, friends, and others in their communities. Overall, racism (in all its forms) 
permeates sport, from grassroots, to high-performance, to professional levels:

[Participant relaying a story] It was football, I don’t remember what level in Toronto. 
And he said that he had a coach that said like, we always choose guys like you ... 
know how to run fast, because you’re used to running from the police. These are 
stories and negative experiences that are racialized, sports leaders are sharing 
about their journeys. And these are truthful stories, I think when you hear these 
stories, you can’t look away. ~ Participant (Black, Female) 
 
Even just recently with Ethan bear on the Oilers experiencing discrimination and 
racism that way. It’s like they’re just issues that keep coming up again and again, 
and again, whether it’s in different forms or whatever. And it’s things that need to be 
talked about. And I don’t think are talked about. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

Stereotyping
Beyond the overt instances of racism, there were accounts of the subtle ways that 
racial othering was reinforced. Stereotypes, seemingly innocuous, are deeply rooted in 
anti-Blackness and surfaced in sport environments. Having to contend with racism and 
general racial characterization added further harm operating as inferiorization: 

There is this undue pressure of being a Black person that you’re supposed to be 
absolutely amazing at athletics, but not at anything else. So, when I would step 
out of the box and do other things, everybody was like what are you doing? That 
made me realize that as a Black person, don’t be acting like you’re supposed to 
be anywhere else. This is where you’re supposed to be. And the minute you try to 
challenge that narrative, you’re gonna get opposition from everywhere. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Racism & Sport
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You can’t say that sports is fair and equitable for everybody because it’s not. And 
we have issues of racism. We have issues of stereotypes. And that language should 
not be invited in any environment, not even sport. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

I think it’s the casual racism that people don’t even realize or the assumptions that 
they make. There was always a default assumption that I was fast because I was 
Black. But, it’s not actually because I’m Black. Or I’d be assigned, I was often on the 
defensive line and I’d be matched up with someone on the other side. And if there 
was a Black person, they’d be like, ‘Oh yeah, you take the Black girl because you’re 
probably both fast.’ And I don’t know, a lot of the time it was true, but we were fast 
because we were ultimate players, not just because we were Black. But, it was 
always that we’d line up and like, ‘Oh, Black on Black’ and we’d make a joke about it, 
but it happened a lot. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Beyond the Individual Experience
Expressions of racial discrimination may also be perpetrated against other family 
members, be it a sibling participating or parent providing support in the stands where 
they are compelled to engage with dominant cultures exhibited by other parents:

My brother has a situation where someone called him the N-word one time. This 
is when he’s like 10. Right. And so. You know, it’s crazy to think that a 10-year-old 
could say that, you know what I mean? Just like in general, like how does it even 
come to that? ~ Participant (Black, Male)

White Supremacy and “The Double Standard”
Deconstructing systemic relations between racism and sport require attention to the 
legacy of colonialism, establishing whiteness as the default norm, and other racialized 
groups as Other. The hierarchical configuration of race informs the institutions and 
systems under which sport operates. Regardless of Canada’s commitment to racial 
tolerance and/or multiculturalism, initiatives dealing with racial injustice and equity 
require understandings of the conditions that continue to impact racialized persons, 
especially within spaces where they are not fully represented. 
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Further, the double-standard placed upon racialized persons impedes advancement 
and promotion, often requiring additional justification, metrics, or “proof of worth” to 
rationalize promotion. Race in Canada demands acknowledgment of the supremacy 
(i.e., privilege, power) denied to Others, and its operation in actions or initiatives to (re)
balance toward equity. Participants revealed their dismay with the lack of representation 
and undermining of Black worth within institutions:

How is it justified that there is very few, if any, Black representation on boards that 
primarily focus on sport, whether it’s consumer products, whether it is the live sport, 
whether it is media, that the televises and broadcast sport, any of these areas 
involving the sport ecosystem, why is there a paucity of Black representation?
~ Participant (Black, Male)

Dismantling systemic racism challenges society to (re)learn historiographies neglected 
or erased for racialized persons. It necessitates a fulsome understanding of a (more) 
complete landscape where change must occur. It requires collective work from 
everyone, not just racialized and/or marginalized persons, to create a new expression of 
Canadianness relevant to its vision of sport. 

Dismantling Systemic Racism

  ^ What anti-racism and anti-oppression commitments must be introduced to 
eradicate systemic racism in sport?

  ^ What actions are required to dislodge historical imbalances in employment and 
career advancement of racialized and marginalized persons in sport?

  ^ How does a commitment to decolonization address anti-Blackness within sport?

Considerations
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Misogynoir

To be honest, the downside right now as a 
minority female and I’m trying to figure out the 
best way of wording this. We don’t get the same 
respect as ... our white counterparts, but we also 
are battling against “Minority Olympics” at the 
same time.
— Participant (Black, Female)

Oppression in Sport
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Misogynoir is a term coined by Maya Bailey (2018), a Black feminism, Black Queer 
theorist, to describe “the anti-Black racist misogyny that Black women experience” 
(p. 762). It describes “an historical anti-Black misogyny and a problematic intraracial 
gender dynamic that had wider implications in popular culture” (p. 762) not always 
accounted for in discourses of race.

According to Bailey (2018), “Misogynoir can come from Black men, white men and 
women, and even other Black women” (p. 762). Moreover, it infers a complexity when 
dealing with impacts of racism as it touches and intersects with the possibility of 
numerous perpetrators of oppression and discriminatory behaviour, even within their 
own racial groups. It exposes a necessary re-evaluation of equity initiatives in order to 
dismantle multiple hegemonic forms (i.e., sexism, patriarchy, racism, anti-2SLGBTQIA+, 
anti-Indigeniety) which work in concert to oppress Black women.

Feminism in the Spotlight
As mentioned, Bailey pointed to the tension with (white) feminism as a form of violence 
against Black women. The emancipation and push toward gender equity often erases 
criticism from Black women, dismissing their claims under the banner of balancing 
gender disparities, while upholding dominant, white cultures of power and privilege (Hill 
Collins, 1991; hooks, 2001): 

I’ve noticed that even co-workers and friends are like, wow, I didn’t know that was 
your experience, because a lot of the posts I make is talking about my experience, 
but they’re seeing it from a different lens. It’s like, yeah, we were on the same team 
and we went to the same away game. But you experienced it differently than I did 
because I’m a Black woman and you’re a white woman. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

We [being] minorities and especially being female, I have to work 10 times harder. 
I’m still working sometimes six, seven, eight o’clock at night because I just need to 
make sure I get stuff done. Because now that I know I’m in as a Black female, in this 
position, I really don’t wanna screw this up for the next generation or opening that 
door or somebody to look at it to say, well, they didn’t do a great job, or did you not 
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hear that, they couldn’t get these things done. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Aggression or Expression
Relevant to the discussion, Black women suffer from negative stereotyping and are so 
often seen as aggressive, loud, or domineering. In sport situations, this may represent a 
marked disadvantage securing team roles, advancement, or even in relation to officials:

Whenever I was on a team, whether it was high school or club basketball, where 
there were predominantly Black players, we always just knew that anywhere outside 
of the city, and even in the city, sometimes, depending on the referees, but anywhere 
outside of the city ... we had to be less aggressive and less all of the things that you 
would attribute to Black women. And even if we weren’t aggressive on the surface, it 
would still come off as more aggressive than our white counterparts.
~ Participant (Black, Female)

It’s the trope of the angry Black woman. I feel like there’s things that I would do that 
I would get spoken to by the ref or kind of frowned on. But then my teammate would 
do something or the same thing or to a different degree and no one said anything or 
no one acknowledged it. So I would feel that a lot where it’s like she’s playing dirty 
or she’s you got to watch out for her because she’s this angry Black woman on the 
corner in the field. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Body Image
Disrupting social norms, such as body image, was also of concern for some 
participants. Notions of beauty formed by ideologies of whiteness continue to pervade 
North American and global culture. Contending with such scrutiny impacts Black 
women (and girls in their formative years). For example, consider the incident of 
Caroline Wozniacki (professional tennis) mimicking Serena Williams’ body by padding 
herself to emphasize Williams’ breasts and behind. Black women must contend with 
representations, historically bound to hypersexualizing of Black female bodies, linked to 
slavery and exotic fetishization (Gammage, 2015; Seck, 2013). 
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Obviously, being a Black woman in sport, but also being a Black woman in a 
predominantly white sport, I was being looked at differently. I always viewed myself 
differently than others. My body looked different than the girls in the changing 
room. And that affected me mentally. And resulting in my diagnosis of depression 
and anxiety. I think the mental health aspect of it was something that I really wanted 
to research, but also share my story, just because I know that so many people often 
look at me and think that I shouldn’t have any issues. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Representation of Black Women
Related to representation, Black women are historically underrepresented in positions of 
leadership, even within sports where player compositions are majority Black (Abney & 
Richey, 1992; Burton, 2015): 

I feel like we need to be elevated as a whole, as Black people in sport or corporate 
whatever, so that we could really effect some change. Like there’s a lot of us, but 
you don’t really see it when it comes to those, again, those senior leadership roles or 
in those roles that have to like hiring power. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

I would like to see more women coaches. I would like to see more coaches of 
colour ... That’s basically it. Cause I have daughters so like, it only makes sense ... 
They need to be coached by a woman. [If the are coached by a man], it’s different 
because you’re preparing these girls how to navigate a world that other coaches 
won’t understand what they’re going through. And even as a Black male, I can’t 
understand the struggle of a Black female. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

I think it’s just there needs to be more of a realization that women are just as 
capable of doing these things that men can do, and sometimes we do them better. 
So in that sense, I think it’s time for people to realize that we do have so much 
potential and we can’t continue to treat women in sport like this. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)
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The intersection of race and gender compounds the complexity of racism operating 
in sport. Participants recognized their position as both racialized and as women to 
express their similarities of oppression yet distinctiveness in combination. This study 
explored the notion of misogynoir not as a definitive or comprehensive discourse, but 
rather, as illustrative of notions of race in relation to other forms of oppression.

Race challenges understandings of equity insofar as deconstructing gender parity 
as an example of equity/inclusion advancement. Parity does not necessarily extend 
to racialized persons, as research corroborates the lack of advancement or presence 
of Black and racialized women in prominent positions, such as head-coaching, 
management, senior leadership, or executives in sport organizations (Cunningham, 
2019; Walker & Melton, 2015; Joseph et al., 2021).

Intersecting Race and Gender

  ^ What practices are required to disrupt historical anti-Blackness and misogyny in 
sport?

  ^ How can sport programs better serve racialized girls and women?

  ^ What practices can be designed to privilege racialized women toward more 
equitable career advancement?

  ^ What narratives need to be disrupted around the Black female body and notions 
of beauty?

  ^ What discourses concerning Colourism need to be instituted within discussions 
of racialized women?

Considerations
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Islamophobia

One of the girls who just was interviewed by Hockey 
Night in Canada. She said it and they kept this in, her 
part of the interview. She’s Muslim, and wears her hijab. 
And her friends are like, well, you can’t play hockey, you 
wear hijab. And she said, well, no, of course I can play 
hockey.
— Participant (relaying story of PoC, Female)

Oppression in Sport
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Scholarship regarding faith-based discrimination is less common in disciplines 
exploring equity and sport. Yet, anti-Muslim and Islamophobic incidences continue to 
rise in North America, particularly after September 11th, 2001 (Najib & Teeple Hopkins, 
2020). Tensions regarding Islam are laced with notions of terrorism, radicalization, 
and racialization (Ahmed, 2016; Mueller, 2017). The term Islamophobia, defined by the 
Runnymede Trust (1997), referred “to an ‘unfounded hostility toward Islam’” (p. 450). It 
is, however more precisely characterized as:

  ^ A form of systemic racism against Muslim populations and discrimination 
against people who are perceived as Muslim. Islam is seen as a racialized 
religion: this process of racialization occurs through violence and discrimination 
that are directed toward visible signs of Islamic belonging (e.g., beard, veils, 
mosques) (Najib & Teeple Hopkins, 2020, p. 451) 

Islam represents a racialized state-of-being and suggests tenets from intersectional 
theory when exploring discourses regarding Muslim women, especially those that wear 
the hijab or burqa (Abu-Lughod, 2013). Anti-Blackness bound within colourism is also 
relevant to the examination of discrimination and how it upholds the supremacy of 
whiteness (Joseph et al., 2021) even within a marginalized group.

Religious Othering
Notions of Othering infer as foundational the precepts of Christianity in the formation 
of Canadian society. Unsurprisingly, scrutiny of Muslim traditions focus heavily on 
Islam’s treatment of women and lean toward a resolute need for their emancipation. 
Consequently, Islamic tenets such as wearing of the hijab are dismissed merely as a 
choice, and passes judgment as a moral imperative from a dominant, Christian-based 
position (Kazi, 2021). This lack of respect for and appreciation of Islam permeates 
Muslim persons’ participation in sport and in broader society:

I also grew up very, very Muslim and less so now ... but was in a very conservative 
practicing household. Arabic’s my first language, and I would say those pieces are 
probably what I would say [people] first recognize when somebody sees me on the 
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street. All my cultural knowledge is essentially embedded in Arab culture. I also 
wore the hijab for many years and have the experience of being able to be pointed 
as a Muslim on the street and in that era of Quebec where it wasn’t like, it’s always 
rough to be Muslim. [People] were rude in the streets and sort of things like that, so 
I think that experience kind of shaped my identity in a way. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

Every time myself or somebody in our family is given a pork product [at the sport 
venue] ... is it just that you don’t care or do you have such lack of control in your 
kitchen. So, like, you can control the nuts, but you can’t control this. What is the 
problem? And at one point, the one server actually said to me, because I ordered a 
Caesar salad without bacon, came back to me, I think three times with bacon and 
they picked out a certain amount each time, and after the third time, she’s says, 
[name withheld], just ordered something else. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

Sport & Alcohol
Sport relies heavily on traditions connect alcohol, participation, and social bonding. 
For some sports, alcohol sales that may be crucial for financial viability (Wieting & 
Lamoureux, 2001). Yet, for those unable (bound by faith) or unwilling to be in proximity 
to alcohol, there are substantive implications:

I think a lot about how so much of curling culture is rooted in drinking almost every 
now and then trying to think about how welcoming that is. I’d love to be able to be 
like, at the mosque, and say ‘let’s like let’s go throw some rocks’ and then there is 
the bar or alcohol and its just immediately problematic. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

The whole alcohol thing, in the beginning I felt like I had to buy it [round of drinks], 
right. And not until you become more comfortable in your own skin sometimes… 
so I was buying alcohol for people. And in hindsight, that was stupid, because you 
don’t owe anybody anything. Then for a while, I was getting my teammates to buy 
the alcohol and I would like buy them dinner or pay them back. Then I got to a point 
where I said, ‘no’. Where does it say that I need to buy you an alcoholic beverage.. 
now I started offering ‘is there a non-alcoholic beverage that I can purchase for you’. 
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In the beginning, got some nastiness, nasty looks, some nasty comments were said 
to my teammates. But, again, I’m at the point in my life where if you have a problem 
with that, it’s too bad. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

Isolation
Notions of belonging and acceptance of racialized others must inform sport practices. 
Individuals moving through spaces where their identities are not fully appreciated 
experience isolation from the environment, disqualifying their presences as invalid. 
Feelings of worthiness accompany entry into such hostile spaces with an atmosphere 
similar to “someone looking through a window from outside.” Participants suggested 
spaces that reinforce otherness as “a place you don’t belong” exacerbate tensions and 
cultivate negative impressions of participating in that sport:

From the outside looking in, I think it would be tough to want to subject yourself to 
like being so other than a place and then from the inside looking out like there’s no 
I don’t see any push to want to increase, you know, inclusion or diversity. And so 
there’s no movement. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

So, before I was wearing hijab, you may be able to tell that I’m a racialized person. 
I feel like I look different but I may be able to fit in, fly under the radar type thing. 
But, when I made this choice and this decision, there’s no flying under the radar 
anymore. I’m out there. I made the decision as an adult woman. Totally my decision. 
It did change the way certain people looked at me, for sure. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

Education of Dominant Cultures
Those most affected by discrimination and Othering are repeatedly called to educate 
those in dominant cultures as part of inclusive practices. Constituents of dominant 
cultures may believe they are acting toward inclusion by inviting those Othered to 
discuss their identities. Such a belief, however, reflects the lack of compassion and 
respect innate in unexamined privilege. Racialized persons often comply with such 
requests in order to participate in discourses traditionally denied or where their voices 
were silenced. Yet it is not without potential emotional harm:

Islamophobia 
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[When I started wearing a hijab] I just had to give my teammates a heads up, 
because being aware of society, sometimes people don’t always come and talk to 
you, they talk around you, right. It was an educational thing, like this is why I’m doing 
it. This is what it means to me, I’m very open about talking about it. I was never shy 
about my faith before. I do get some comments like, ‘you looked better without it 
on.’ I don’t care, I don’t care what you think about how I look. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

They’re [white members], well, I know one Muslim person and she’s not a terrorist. 
So, all Muslim people can’t be terrorists, right? And so the same thing with like 
get out of your comfort zone, right, like meet people of other races, get to know 
people of other races. You have so much more in common, than you probably have 
differences. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

Examining Islamophobia requires intersections with race, gender, and ethnicity to 
identify the complex relationships at work. Moving toward anti-oppression requires 
consideration of gender-biases affecting access to and provision of sport for Muslim 
communities and demands decentring traditional, Western perspectives to invite a more 
expansive worldview.

Dismantling Anti-Muslim Oppression
  ^ What actions have been enforced to ensure safe(r) environments for racialized, 

faith-based cultures? 
  ^ What actions need attention to offer alternatives for constituents based on 

culture or traditions, including food, access & entry, and unique need?
  ^ What learnings are required to better serve Muslim and other faith-based 

communities?
  ^ What resources must be available to support understanding and bridge gaps 

between sport programs and Muslim communities?

Considerations
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Sector: Perspectives

Perspectives

Photo by Thais Do Rio @ Unsplash

5



67 Sport Diversity & Race Project | Reflections & Possibilities 

Sector Perspectives

~ Participant (PoC, Male)

The truth is they 
always wanna start 
stuff at the grassroots 
level and build it all up, but 
they’ve really got to start 
from the top and fix it on 
the way down.

The inquiry incorporated The Contemporary Sport 
Management Sport Industry Sector Model (CSMSISM) as a 
guide to decipher the Canadian sport ecosystem (Pedersen 
& Thibault, 2019). This section offers insights regarding 
themes of discrimination, representation, and advocacy as 
experienced by individuals serving or working in three sectors.

In exploring the relationships within sport, the analysis 
indicated that discrete delineations between sectors may 
not be as well defined as the CSMSISM model implies. For 
example, the Greater Toronto Hockey League (GTHL) operates 
as a not-for-profit organization receiving public funding to be 
classified within the community sport sector, yet services over 
40,000 participants of all ages. As such, its operating budget 
dwarfs most grassroots, volunteer-centred organizations 
designed to serve needs of a small, neighbourhood 
population. These organizations have limited finances and 

rely on donations and public funding to maintain paid staff (if any). Often volunteers 
account for the majority of personnel working at multiple levels from operations to 
management to leadership and even executive or Board of Directors. 

This section discusses considerations for dismantling systemic barriers for racialized 
and marginalized persons in the following sport sectors:

 ^ Commercial Sport Sector
Defined as commercial enterprises and profit-driven organizations or corporations

 ^ Public Sport Sector
Defined as the Canadian sport system governed by Sport Canada, National Sport 
Organizations (NSO), and member organizations or Provincial Sport Organizations (PSO)

 ^ Community Sport Sector 
Defined as community based, not-for-profit and/or grassroots organizations
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Commercial 
Sport Sector

Sector Perspectives

We have to prioritize how we market and who we partner 
up with to market our brand. Because that cultural shift 
to me is what is a successful recipe for sustainability. 
You would hate to see all of these [DEI] efforts be 
performative and only prioritize because the spotlight is 
shining on these particular instances now because Black 
people and minority people have been murdered. 
— Participant (Black, Male)
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Themes of representation, expectation and double-standards for racialized individuals, 
and challenges of advancement frequently surfaced throughout the inquiry. Within each 
sector, conditions, tensions, and outcomes governing how these themes manifested 
showed similarity, but overlapped and in many cases indicated different approaches to 
dismantling systemic racism. The interconnectedness among sectors and throughout 
the sport ecosystem necessitated a (more) holistic approach for comprehension and to 
determine appropriate actions.

Diversity As Business Model
Diversity initiatives often require justification or explanation of “diversity” as a 
meaningful, business objective. Efforts to further DEI within commercial enterprises 
regularly require validation and the need to be championed in order to be considered a 
priority:

I think having a diversity of thought and experience in the room creates a certain 
tension, friction, and that tension and friction can spark a fire. And when you ignite 
a fire, then things start to grow, right? Things become better. The traditional wisdom 
saying we want people who fit in. We want the right fit, which I think has been 
construed as we want a homogeneous viewpoint. We want a monolithic perspective 
on things, because it’s easier that way. But easier, I think tends to lead towards 
complacency and mediocrity. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Representation
Lack of representation throughout professional spheres continues to be at issue, forcing 
organizations implement practices to embrace underrepresented groups. In sport, this 
circumstance requires consideration of multiple possibilities, from participants, to 
fandom, to operations, to leadership, and to customers:

Especially being in Toronto ... being a sports fan is a part of corporate life. It was 
a part of being in a workplace environment and working in an office downtown in 
a very male dominated setting – sports was all around you. I noticed how playing 
sports growing up didn’t translate to being a sports fan and how I also didn’t 
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necessarily want to be sports fan [because the] fans that I knew were all white 
men who didn’t look or act like me. It also feels like the storylines that come out 
of sports, while some of them are so amazing of course, there are also so many 
instances of sexual harassment and homophobia and racism that feels like it’s 
swept under the rug. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

At the professional level, whether it’s at the executive level, whether it’s within 
teams, whether it’s in the coaching ranks, it would be nice to see more diversity and 
equity and inclusion in the space. There’s no reason why there shouldn’t be coaches 
from the BIPOC community that are coaching at the NHL. There’s no reason why 
that can’t happen. You don’t have to be a professional hockey player to be a hockey 
coach. And if they continue to go down that path, well, they’re never gonna have 
diversity and inclusion. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Performativity and Virtue Signalling
Corporate initiatives, as direct outcomes of May 25th 2020, ranged in intention 
and impact. While some authentically engaged toward change, others appeared 
performative or were simply “virtue signalling” (an outward expression of alignment with 
little follow-through). Commitment to social justice, combating systemic racism, and 
focusing on equity practices gained traction as corporate entities committed financial 
resources to underserved communities. Yet, participants were skeptical:

These corporations can’t do it for ... just doing it because it’s hip and it’s cool right 
now. Like, “oh, we’re done, we’ve got notoriety.” We’re going to be calling these 
people out, because, let’s be honest, our community has billions of billions of 
spending dollars in value. So, it can’t just be “we’re doing it for the sake of doing it to 
get some publicity.” We’ve got to do it because we really wanna make change and 
do something different. That’s what it comes down to. Like we really wanna create 
something positive. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Double Standard 
Racialized persons operating in the commercial sport world are confronted by the 
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dominant culture of maleness and whiteness, and must contend with a pervasive lack 
of racial representation. Participants indicated the need to exceed expectations, justify 
themselves, and/or over-perform to appear as equal:

I think it’s a curious and complex issue, although I do have extensive board 
experience, the vast majority of it has been on not-for-profit boards. I have not 
been appointed to any for-profit boards. My board experience has been limited to 
volunteer work with not-for-profits. And despite my credentials or qualifications or 
experience, no one has reached out to me for a for profit board position. 
~ Participant (Black, Male)

One of the things that happens for racialized persons is that there’s a different level 
of proof that you need to earn your abilities in the way that you’re moving forward, 
and just curious if that has been part of your experience, you know, particularly 
because you’re navigating in a very white space, Male dominated as well. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Diversity as Opportunity
Demographic changes for Canada represent engagement possibilities to acquire new 
participants for sports in decline, albeit non-traditional ones to their existing cultures:

Canada has changed rapidly in the last 20 years, and it’s growing more by 
immigration than by the Canadian birth rate. So, you know, any smart company, 
any smart sports executive is looking at? Well, there are all these new Canadians 
coming into the country. How do we capture that market? How do we get them to 
play hockey or swim or do artistic gymnastics, whatever the sport may be. 
~ Participant (White, Female)

Sports is one the best marketing tools out there. Sneakers get recognized in sports, 
clothes gets recognized in sports, music gets recognized in sports. But yet you 
want these kids to pay for school. And I think that’s inexcusable, especially at 
this time and age. No, we should be supporting them. We wanna create a better 
community? We got to support them through education. Education is the start. 
~ Participant (Black, Male)
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Advancement
Participants spoke of a chronic lack of opportunity and pathways for advancement 
within sport. This phenomenon was not isolated to one sector; however, aspects within 
the commercial sport sector tend to follow historical patterns:

I think it’s been fairly obvious that Black people have not been afforded necessarily 
the same opportunities in terms of executive development and executive positions 
in sport. And if you just look at the numbers, the numbers of Black people who’ve 
been involved in sport in some way, shape or form on various levels, but the paucity 
of the majority of Black people being involved in decision making roles in sport 
that are off the field. I think this is... You know sport I think is just a microcosm of 
larger society in terms of having power and power being defined as the ability or the 
capacity to influence change. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

The commercial/professional sector defines a significant, influential space in sport. 
Spanning multiple verticals, this sector is integral to representation for racialized 
and marginalized people not only by professional players but also within leadership. 
Pathways for career advancement and access for racialized persons to higher, more 
influential positions of leadership are crucial for change to manifest in the sector. 

Pathways for Success

  ^ What objectives are specifically designed to address inequities for 
underrepresented communities?

  ^ What structural changes are required to combat systemic barriers of 
advancement for racialized and marginalized persons?

  ^ What education is required to encourage more fulsome belonging?

Considerations

Sector Perspectives
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The truth is they always wanna start stuff 
at the grassroots level and build it all up, but 
they’ve really got to start from the top and fix it 
on the way down. 
— Participant (PoC, Male)
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The Public Sport Sector refers to sport organizations and structures that are funded 
by and large by government at various levels. For Canadian sport, NSOs, PSOs, and 
other member associations constitute the majority of this system. These entities are 
tasked with administration and governance of both high-performance or elites sport 
streams, and the growth and development of sport programming, delivered largely 
through community based sport organizations. As such, the role of NSO and PSO in the 
Canadian sport landscape has a tendency to serve as governing bodies, which include 
policy, rules & regulations, and sanctioned events (Sport Canada, 2008).

However, much like other sectors, notions of representation, exclusion, and lack of 
opportunity for advancement for racialized and marginalized persons continues to 
plague these institutions: 

They’re not looking for a revolution to overthrow the system, they don’t want that. 
They want the system to work and maybe have a small tweak or adjustment, but 
it doesn’t address your personal concern. And why most people will fight these 
battles, not so much from a personal concern, but they’re more concerned when its 
happening again, or happening to somebody else. And that’s why they take up the 
fight. Right? I think there just has to be some different ideological thought around 
how we dispense justice towards these organizations [governing bodies], and it 
can’t be the same organization in and of itself. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

I think you can keep the clubs as they are. I would remove these elite level programs 
that clubs have and leave it to either to districts or municipalities. So that it’s the 
best, the best on those teams. ~ Participant (Black, Female, LGBTQ+)

Representation
Similar to the commercial sector, representation remains integral for racialized and 
marginalized persons to see themselves and feel that they belong. Although this 
deficiency permeates throughout the entire sport ecosystem, there are substantive 
differences between sectors that require actions toward equity to attend to unique 
conditions:
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I think the NHL and Hockey Canada and USA Hockey and all these provincial bodies 
that exist, they don’t realize because they’re very rigid in their thought process that 
there’s a whole swath of people that are just not welcomed into the game, whether 
as fans or as players ~ Participant (PoC, Male)

The biggest thing that they missed ... they wanna grow participants and they wanna 
grow more minority leaders. Well, have a minority leader in that conversation. Have 
somebody of colour in that conversation to explain their pathway. What are they 
doing to help grow leaders? Young minority leaders that can be wrapped up in a 
bow and given out to all the different regions and to grow that program or to adapt 
it. But when you just have the seniors leadership and the executives all sitting there 
talking in a round table to be like, so what can we do? How can we help? What 
can we do? How can you help is having the right people at the table to have those 
discussions? ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Advancement
Commitments to attract, retain, and advance talent within public sport suffer from 
the same deficits for racialized and marginalized individuals as do other sectors. 
Opening up spaces requires relinquishing of power by those privileged within dominant 
structures and institutions. It demands new, innovation solutions to disrupt legacy 
conditions:

I even looked at the way that they appoint people. Like it’s so rigid in the way that 
they even allow for the appointment of someone. You know, it’s really a provincial 
body that really has to get behind that person and get them in, like, what planet do 
you live on? Like, you’re just excluding a whole bunch of people that are probably 
really beneficial, or could be beneficial to your organization by really kind of limiting 
your, you know, your application pool? ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Toward Change
Movement toward greater equity within the public sector includes challenging 
institutional structures that police and monitor their own activities. With the increased 
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scrutiny of national governing bodies regarding issues of discrimination, sexual 
misconduct, and toxic sport cultures, change may require looking for alternative 
solutions outside of existing structures:

That’s why you have often found these independent sports bodies coming in and 
looking at these cases. Maybe there needs to be something from the minister of 
sport under their wing, that then answers to these calls against any PSO/NSO, 
rather than it being within the PSO/NSO itself. Because come on, it’s like you going 
and complaining against the justice system. And the justice system is going to take 
the prosecutor, and allow the prosecutor’s office now to find out what’s wrong with 
the justice system? ~ Participant (Black, Male)

The Public Sport Sector identifies a vital linkage between sport and government. 
Mandates from the federal level impact the entire system. Regardless of friction with 
member associations, the potential for a comprehensive and integrated model to 
foster equity, including anti-oppression requires input from high-performance athletes, 
grassroots advocates, and sport practitioners operating in sport.

Responding to Risk

  ^ What are the most pressing issues related to the Public Sport Sector for 
underrepresented, historically marginalized, or otherwise underserved 
communities?

  ^ What structural changes are necessary between international, national, regional, 
provincial, and municipal governance of sport?

  ^ How are toxic cultures in sport disrupted and changed for greater equity?

Considerations
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I think organizations like mine that exist out there, 
that are not confined by rules and regulations, the 
way minor hockey is. For example, we have an easier 
pathway to make change. And I hope they are realizing 
that we are part of the solution and I’m hoping that 
they back us more. 
— Participant (PoC, Male)
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The Community Sport Sector represents the largest sector providing sport in Canada. 
The range of organizations described as community sport organizations (CSO) varies 
greatly, with different objectives, capacities, and skillsets to offer sport programming to 
an increasingly segmented population (Misener & Doherty, 2009). It also represents the 
chief entry point for individuals to access sport, generally facilitated through primary 
relationships to introduce new participants into sport and its cultures. 

Social Development
Regarding skill development, community sport organizations remain the most readily 
available site to facilitate the learning of skills (i.e., behavioural, cognitive, social, 
musculoskeletal) seen as beneficial to professional or career aspirations: 

I just love sports. Like, I just enjoy being outside. You learn communication, you 
learn organization and you develop friendships and bonds that last a lifetime. And 
that was my connection with sports.. You learn healthy habits. You learn discipline 
by playing sports. And the things you learn in sports carries over to the classroom 
and it carries on ultimately to life and your professional life. ~ Participant (PoC, Male)

Our biggest challenge [in soccer] is where kids drop out of sport at 15, 16. Now it’s 
happening even younger. But that’s the main thing often those kids don’t have a 
father figure. They don’t have a Black male role model in their life. And so to take 
them through, which is what I started doing my program from 16, which I called an 
adult transition program. Transitioning a young man into adulthood. 
~ Participant (Black, Male)

Funding
CSOs operating as not-for-profits rely on volunteer-based support to maintain 
operations. Financial resources represent significant challenges for organizations in this 
sector, especially as demands for equity and diversity initiatives increase (Doherty et al., 
2014). The models of funding, however, may impede progress as requirements dictate 
how and where resources may be directed:
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Structured funding is such a broken system. It’s an old system. It’s... I don’t know. I 
think in some ways it’s patriarchal, right? Here’s your allowance, but you have to use 
the allowance to not buy candy, right? ~ Participant (PoC, Male)

I think that that’s the challenge, convincing [funding] organizations that have 
capability and capacity to really impact us as an organization, and to say, ”give us 
some money so we can continue doing the work that we’ve already been doing.” But 
for you to tell me where you want me to put the money, I don’t like it. I don’t think it 
works because you’re basically just saying, this is why you applied for the money 
and this is why you have to use it, or we’re gonna give it to you for X, Y, and Z. But 
how do you know what my needs are? ~ Participant (PoC, Male)

Advancement
Community sport organizations range in levels of professionalism, from a strictly, 
participatory, recreational focus to more competitive arrangements supporting 
pathways to high-performance or elite-level competition. For those more professional 
CSOs, certification or designations facilitate advancement and greater recognition at 
the PSO or NSO level. As such, career advancement for racialized and marginalized 
persons is vital to generate opportunities to achieve higher levels of accreditation but 
also require opportunities once those levels have been attained: 

In a lot of times I’m seeing other people get great coaching jobs and I’m like, yo, 
how are these guys getting the job? I’ve been putting in so much work or producing 
athletes or training athletes and getting nothing in return ... I think it’s also for us 
to put our own people in our own community in situations of success, that means 
creating more businesses, becoming entrepreneurs and becoming self-reliant as 
opposed to relying on somebody else. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Sure, we [Black folks] participate on the playing field, but front office administration, 
executive decisions, you know, financial and business opportunities have been 
limited. ~ Participant (Black, Male)
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Double Standard
Fairness and acceptance within community sport suffer from the same liabilities of the 
lack of representation for racialized and marginalized persons. For those who do secure 
positions, expectations reflect a double-standard persistent throughout sport:

I knew that, I have to accept this position and make the most of it. But I think if I 
was white, I would not have to do that my parents could walk into the dressing room 
and yell at the coach, and it’d be all good. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

My role is whatever the kids need the role to be. Like at the beginning of the year, 
my players usually sign a contract of what they expect out of the year. You do it 
for free, you don’t get paid. If this was hockey, I’m getting paid. If this was hockey, I 
would have facilities. So, let’s look at the comparisons and who predominantly plays 
hockey. ~ Participant (PoC, Male)

The Community Sport Sector encompasses organizations delivering the vast majority 
of sport programming in Canada. In many cases, existing programming to service 
racialized communities may try to advance equity, but organizational capacity must be 
augmented to maintain sustainable and consistent progress toward change. 

Servicing the Community

  ^ What are the most pressing issues related to the Community Sport Sector 
for underrepresented, historically marginalized, or otherwise underserved 
communities?

  ^ What knowledge is needed regarding anti-racism and anti-oppression to better 
address structural barriers for racialized or marginalized persons in sport?

Considerations
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A significant obstacle for equity practices comes from 
being proximate to the conditions that are to be altered. 
In short, one may be too close to the situation to see 
beyond the challenges.

Futurists often use an infamous quote attributed to 
William Gibson, a speculative fiction author: “the future 
is already here. It’s just not evenly distributed yet” 
(Gibson, 2003). That sentiment holds true as change 
invokes a messiness and uncertainty that is non-linear, 
inconsistent, and deceptive. Those wanting change to 
occur within the confines of an ordered organizational 
space must account for this troubling characteristic of 
social change. Too often it is chaotic, unconventional, 
uneven, and largely unrealized. 

Moving toward greater equity within sport involves 
tangible, actionable tasks and processes that can lead to 
meaningful contributions. Yet the end goal is ill-defined, 

More young people 
of colour in head coaching 
positions, and/or in corporate 
management and upper 
management. I think there are 
a lot of really hungry, smart, 
young people of colour, who 
would be great in these roles, 
and who could really shake 
things up. Whether or not these 
institutions have the appetite 
for a shake-up, I don’t know. 
But I think it would be great.
~ Participant (Black, Female)

and thus, illusive in a world governed by ingrained power dynamics, such as whiteness, 
patriarchy, ableism and the like. Future considerations may benefit from framing 
solutions as decolonial, anti-oppressive interactions that foster safe(r), compassionate, 
and responsive activities geared to promoting a new orientation for inclusion not as 
assimilation but as multi- or pluri-versal.

To spark discussion about possibilities for the future, participants were asked to reflect 
on the following question, which they did eagerly:

  ^ “What does the future of sport look like in 10 to 20 years from now?” 

The results were honest, critical, but largely optimistic. Sport continues to represent a 
site of opportunity with seemingly endless possibilities regardless of existing tensions 
affecting racialized and marginalized persons.

Futures Moving Forward
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It’s going to take constant work and it won’t be easy. 
But I think it’s incumbent upon sport as this force in our 
world to be the drivers of change because I think it’s in 
everyone’s best interest. It’s in the sport’s best interest. It’s 
in society’s best interest to have these changes happen 
where everyone feels included, everyone feels supported, 
everyone wants to take part. 
— Participant (White, Female)

83 Sport Diversity & Race Project | Reflections & Possibilities 



In this chapter, participants reflected upon interpretations of DEI as a jumping-off point 
toward future possibilities. Their comments illustrate concerns and possible actions 
needed to change sport to fulfill the promise it celebrates. The range of considerations 
was valuable as it pointed to the interconnectedness cascading throughout the sport 
ecosystem. In imagining the future of equity in sport, participants offered engaging, 
innovative, and disruptive contemplations to support reshaping a troubled sport 
landscape that could better aid those most at risk.

Business Models
Participants discussed innovative models and approaches for businesses to be more 
equitable in sport programming and reorient structures to support them. Solutions 
varied, yet participants offered their opinions on their effectiveness in relation to 
racialized and marginalized communities:

How do we achieve competitive advantage? And if the data indicates that a more 
diverse group of individuals, more diverse experience, more diverse thought 
outperforms other similarly situated organizations, that’s what I would sell them on. 
~ Participant (Black, Male)

I think you build a business case. Every organization, every business wants to 
expand its audience. Every business wants to create more consumers, to spend 
more money, to build participation, which equals dollars. So, if you appeal to 
just business principles and monetization rubrics, then I think there would be a 
compelling case. That you are not tapping into a whole market out there. That 
could benefit you financially and will grow your sport, will grow participation, will 
grow consumption and will grow your bottom line. Why won’t you wanna tap into an 
underserved market? ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Representation
Organizations seeking engagement with racialized communities while not having 
internal representation of the target groups was identified as problematic. Participants 
were clear that representation, including of intersectional identities, was crucial to 
achieving more successful outcomes in sport and in society:

Futures Moving Forward
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With just being able to talk about the importance of diversity and inclusion and how 
we can continue to grow the game, bring the game to underrepresented and under 
indexed communities, because hockey is a sport for everyone. We understand that 
is a fact of life that we see across the hockey ecosystem. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Authenticity through Intentionality
Participants were concerned with questionable actions levied to dismantle systemic 
barriers affecting racialized persons. The value behind the tactics were vital to ensure 
actions were substantive, rather than performative. It was clear that to be authentic, the 
intentionality must clearly support transformative outcomes for targeted communities:

It takes a lot of education and it takes a lot of commitment and it takes a lot of 
intentionality. That’s how I would respond to it as, come along on this journey with 
us, you know, help us. We’re not saying that we will get it right every single time, 
but we will tell you that we’re trying 100%, giving 100% of our effort to rewrite these 
wrongs and get the league ... to make it more welcoming and inclusive. 
~ Participant (Black, Male)

I have friends that have worked in those companies and just seeing them talk about 
the change. They’re a part of the BIPOC community. They’re a part of that LGBTQ+ 
community. They’re commenting on a lot of the great things that are happening in 
their companies and how happy they are to be a part of that organization will be 
associated with them. When you start seeing people talking about it and believing in 
it, owning up to it, that’s when you know that there’s been a change. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Accountability
Beyond the corporate announcements and financial commitments, participants 
indicated a demand for accountability. It was not enough to “throw money at the 
problem,” initiatives needed to have real impact. Thus, monitoring, measurement, 
evaluation, and refactoring (in an iterative cycle) were seen as necessary:

Futures Moving Forward
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I think if you don’t have measurement/metrics and some form of accountability. 
And a shared approach as to where the funding is going to go, to actually have it 
create an impact, then you’re going to have an issue. I don’t think I’m a big fan of 
just throwing money at something, without having a well thought out plan of impact. 
How are you going to make impact? ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Framing The Question
The landscape for diversity, equity, and inclusion in sport is complex, requiring 
knowledge of the intricacies of making change against a rigid system. Part of the 
challenge was situating locations for appropriate critical analysis to frame actionable 
and meaningful outcomes. Participants grappled with the question of ‘inclusion,’ what it 
signified, what impacts were felt in communities, and what the best courses of action to 
move forward were:

Inclusion is such a large umbrella term in the sense it includes anything from 
race, gender, financial inequality, sexuality, whatever it may be, disability, physical, 
mental, whatever it is. We’re trying to break down those barriers and kind of start 
the conversation. I know the term normalization can go be both good and bad 
...The fact that we’re trying to normalize that whoever can play and it’s not there’s no 
stigmas around it. But there should be no barriers to it. They should be able to do it 
like any anyone else. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

We have to change the way we think about certain things. We have to change the 
way people normalize certain tropes like, “Black people can’t play hockey or they 
shouldn’t.” Not because they don’t want to, it’s because of access to sport and 
because you’ve always felt like this is yours [White culture]. You didn’t own anything, 
it’s not yours. Sport belongs to everybody. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Pathways for Change
Participants were engaged, approaching change as an active, intentional process 
to reshape the world of sport. Suggestions as to how best to achieve that goal 
formed from each participant’s positionality, where their domain expertise informed 
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implementation. Further, lived experiences advanced a distinctive critique of what might 
be lacking or missing from the endeavours:

If you really want to excel and improve then, conformity is no longer the answer. You 
have to be more courageous and you have to take chances, and in every business 
leadership course I’ve been in, every management course I’ve taken has always 
given a nod to being courageous, taking risks, taking chances, thinking outside the 
box, doing things differently, trying things differently. So, what I don’t understand is 
if that is one of the tenets of improved performance and leadership wise, why don’t 
more leaders embrace that? ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Stop focusing on high-performance, stop focusing on the NSOs. I get it, yes, 
Olympics, World Cup. They want you to be number one, but Canada won’t be No. 1 
if you don’t focus on your participants. We won’t get to that No. 1 stage, if you don’t 
focus on the people at the bottom stage and what’s gonna end up happening is the 
people at the bottom are gonna leave Canada and go to another country that will 
give them that respect, that representation. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Imagined Futures
A frequently overlooked aspect of strategic planning is the role of imagination in 
developing plausible and possible future states. For diversity, equity, and inclusion, 
speculating on future states provides useful insights to move towards change:

I would love to see the sports reflective of the communities where our clubs live, 
work and play. When you look at the fan segmentation of most clubs right now, the 
fan base always skews to white males, specifically 45 and over. But when you look 
at the demographic of most cities and states or provinces, you know, you actually 
see that it’s a bit more balanced. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

I think my big thing right now is ownership and investment in women’s sport. I think 
it’s going to take innovative, creative people, people that have capital. And I feel like 
with women’s sport, it’s not going to be that traditional person that’s coming, might 
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not come from a sports background. Could be somebody who runs a tech company, 
someone who, you know, runs a community camps, and they were successful. And 
they want to advocate for women. They want to be a part of the solution. I think 
that’s what’s going to help grow women’s sport. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Reshaping the Canadian Sport System
Re-imagining the sport world in Canada is a monumental task. Participants sought ways 
to bring people together in order to address systemic issues affecting everyone in sport: 

How about we just have a massive sport care a conference for NSOs, MSOs, NSOs 
anybody that has to do with sport. It doesn’t matter if you’re a provincial, federal or 
whatever, if you wanna be able to come and learn and bring everyone to the table 
that matter, that’s what should be done from that any point. And that can do a lot of 
bridging of gaps with NSOs, PSOs, community groups.
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Others recognized that change may be small but still have influential consequences 
encouraging better access, safer environments, greater acceptance and belonging:

I want that side of the game to change as well, the whole adage of the beer league, I 
think again, is old. First of all, not everyone drinks beer, not everyone drinks alcohol. 
The game doesn’t have to be male dominated. It doesn’t have to be the way it is. 
And I think, just having more diversity around the recreational hockey space would 
be critical in terms of 15 to 20 years down the road. ~ Participant (PoC, Male)

I’d love to see the day where the discourse starts to be more inclusive. These are 
small things, but it means the world to people who are like living in these situations 
to feel included and to feel celebrated in the sport. I don’t like to think that it’s just 
bottom down. I think it has to go both ways and meet in the middle somewhere. 
~ Participant (PoC, Female)

Futures Moving Forward
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Obviously if it were an ideal world, you’ve got women’s teams and leagues that are 
just as up there with the men’s. There is more inclusion, there is more diversity, 
there’s more of these steps being taken. But like I said before, I really think that 
the major leagues are the ones who are the influencers and are the ones that are 
setting forth that example. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

I would love to just see sports as an ecosystem and a place where there’s the equity 
there. Anybody who wants to be involved, women, girls, people from different faith 
groups, LGBTQ+, abled, disabled can participate without any barriers. I think that’s 
kind of what my crystal ball is, it’s a big ask. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

The desire for change was deeply held by participants and expressed a critical 
introspection of their personal experiences to inform possible trajectories to achieve 
success. Their responses suggested actions must be innovative, bold, and willing to 
break existing molds. They underscored a hope and optimism that sport can change for 
the better.

Future Preparedness
  ^ What future possibilities, derived from present trends, can be designed as 

strategies to transform sport and dismantle inequities?

  ^ How can future-proofing strategies encourage dialogue around belonging and 
acceptance in sport?

  ^ What risk mitigation strategies are present to anticipate damaging situations in 
sport (i.e., systemic racial inequities, toxic sporting cultures, gender biases)?

  ^ How can future facing initiatives incorporate notions of decoloniality to aid in 
the Reconciliation of Indigenous Peoples?

Considerations
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The biggest thing from sport is regardless of those 
negative moments, it’s still this unifying element that could 
bring people together. Even if you’re going to a sporting 
game and you might not know the person sitting next to 
you, usually by halftime or by the end of the game, people 
would think you guys are longtime friends.
— Participant (Black, Female)
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This research study was designed to explore the sport industry as regards to notions 
of diversity, equity, and inclusion, focusing on the lived experiences of racialized and 
marginalized persons. Through the course of the inquiry, it became apparent that the 
separation of sport sectors was contested by a person’s lifetime association with sport. 

Sport informed participants’ lives in meaningful, beneficial ways but also represented 
situations that were oppressive and taxing. It was the personal experiences that 
informed relations between sport and responses to systematic racism. Sector 
boundaries become permeable as a childhood  connections in a community sport 
organization may profoundly shape perceptions for someone now working in the 
commercial sport sector. While some segmentation may be of use, a lifetime of 
experiences fashions robust and nuanced critiques not tethered to a specific area.

The following section offers recommendations derived from participant experiences 
and insights. Recurring themes from the analysis indicated sites for future inquiry, while 
others indicated gaps or tensions for actions to be taken. The intent is not to offer 
prescriptive or comprehensive strategies, but rather to indicate areas of concern and 
pathways to advance meaningful, intentional processes for change:

Anti-Racism, Anti-Oppression, & Decolonization
Notions of racial, gender, sex, age, ability based discrimination require complex, fulsome 
comprehension to appreciate their systemic implications. Historiographies for those 
disenfranchised within Canadian society need to be attended to within the context of 
change. Further, Indigenous sovereignty over the lands, spaces, waterways, and spiritual 
worlds co-opted by settler colonialism takes on greater significance for future strategies 
around equity, welcome, acceptance, and belonging. 

A vital shift in the dialogue may include reevaluating the language and terminology 
related to equity work, as that which underwrites current definitions of diversity and 
inclusion may reinforce oppressive structures. Using more action-oriented approaches, 
such as anti-racism, anti-oppression, and decolonization inform an intention toward 
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actions necessary to disrupt racism, sexism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, 
ageism, etc. These frameworks, however, demand considerations of sport’s role in 
reinforcing dominant structures. Reconfiguring sport to create new relations to land, 
people, activities, and competition may be required. Thus, sport must open itself up 
to alternative ways-of-knowing, ways-of-being, and ways-of-relating, with outcomes 
disrupting the status quo.

Actions

  ^ Explore resources related to anti-oppression, decolonization practices to 
expand framing of equitable practices

  ^ Involve domain experts in the development of strategies toward equity to 
reduce risk of reinforcing oppressive outcomes

  ^ Incorporate alternative sources of knowledge derived from lived experiences 
to more fully understand tensions, barriers, and perspectives of racialized and 
marginalized persons.

Holistic Mental Health
The emotional labour (and subsequent) exhaustion of racialized participants was 
evident from participant responses to questions related to 2020. There was an 
overarching sentiment of “being resilient;” rising above and excelling within structures 
not designed to recognize their contributions and to fashion them as Others. 
Emphasizing more attentive practices for participants, staff, and participants’ mental 
health was a primary concern in moving toward equitable outcomes.

Preparedness in the event that participants’ traumas surface in conjunction with 
internal conditions (of the institution) and/or external events (i.e., murder of George 
Floyd, Breonna Taylor) triggering emotional responses must be accounted for within 
service design. With the wealth of information regarding mental health, such as trauma-
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informed wellness protocols, tactics and practices can be applied and enforced at 
multiple levels within sport organizations.

Actions

  ^ Develop protocols designed to service those falling outside the ‘norm’

  ^ Determine compassionate and trauma-based wellness practices

  ^ Implement restorative and transformative justice for ‘complaints’

  ^ Re-frame narratives of resilience to facilitate healing, emotional literacy

Expanding Knowledges
Activating ways-of-knowing from lived experiences is integral to shifting towards a more 
open, additive, and pluralistic approach to cultures, especially regarding traditions in 
sport. Personal experiences of racialized and marginalized Others must be honoured 
as valid, informative, but also privileged as particularly relevant at this moment. Doing 
so will not erase the knowledges and narratives of dominant cultures. An expansive, 
pluralistic approach incorporates knowledges, not to supplant one another, but rather 
to expand comprehension toward a more fulsome view of all cultures and traditions 
without assimilation. 

For sport, disrupting closed systems enshrined in narratives, such as “this is the way 
we have always done this” or “we don’t want to lose connection with our traditions” 
requires modification toward a richer, deeper, and representative expression of all those 
who wish to participate. The pathway toward such integration requires relinquishing of 
position and/or power, and opening up space for those not present.
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Actions

  ^ Develop strategies to elevate narratives from underrepresented groups

  ^ Form partnerships with persons or communities not “at the table”

  ^ Decentre Eurocentric, North American perspectives as the gatekeepers of 
tradition, expertise, and knowledge about sport

Systems Thinking & Service Design
As many participants noted, dramatic change or redesign of the Canadian sport system 
was suggested as an appropriate course of action. The reasons behind such drastic 
measures were varied depending on participant perspective. However, the need for 
more than increment change was a common thread throughout. 

Challenging existing systems that support sport requires realization of systemic drivers 
influencing all sectors. As such, theoretical approaches, such as systems thinking, 
advance vantage points useful in interrogating the institutions and structures in 
sport. This stance is useful for examining sociocultural values and beliefs that direct 
behaviours, such as identifying sources of racism and discrimination, but also for 
determining conceptual terrain, such as the impacts of settler colonialism in Canadian 
society. A focus on systems that cascade upon one another provides insights to 
challenge realities beyond the sector level, and disrupt patterns to generate greater 
change.

Actions

  ^ Introduce broader, systems analysis within practices of equity for organizations

  ^ Determine external and internal barriers to change, including sources of friction, 
obstructions, and potential areas wholly resistant to change
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  ^ Invite broad spectrum perspectives into the process of problem-finding to gain 
vantage points external to organizational biases prior to generating solutions

Segregated & Exclusive Sport Programming
An emergent consideration was the suggestion of separate or exclusive leagues 
for persons experiencing oppression and marginalization. Existing leagues for 
the 2SLGBTQIA+ communities served as an exemplar but extrapolated for Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Colour contingencies. These leagues provide spaces for 
marginalized groups to express and “be themselves” surrounded by likeness and 
cultural similarity. 

Historically, segregated or culturally isolated leagues formed as sites of resistance or in 
response to exclusionary discrimination from regular sport activities. Yet these leagues 
formed strong bonds with their respective communities and even produced competitive 
rivalries serving as sources of pride and expression of community. The stigma of 
“segregation” as applied to racialized groups, however, is blighted by historiographies 
where segregated communities were subjugated by discriminatory, detrimental, and 
oppressive structures. Yet the ability to garner power and privilege afforded through 
such exclusionary practices may achieve representation, advancement, and specialized 
skill development that is culturally sensitive to the communities they serve. As such, the 
potential benefits of these type of arrangements remain possible pathways toward more 
equitable outcomes. 

Actions

  ^ Develop safe(r) spaces for racialized and marginalized person by adequate 
representation

  ^ Cultivate capacities to better serve racialized and marginalized communities 
through cultural competency
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Recommendations

95 Sport Diversity & Race Project | Reflections & Possibilities 



96 Sport Diversity & Race Project | Reflections & Possibilities 

  ^ Use segregated or exclusive formats to address discrepancies in coaching, 
operations, management, and ownership for racialized and marginalized 
persons, especially for competitive or  high-performance streams

Representation, Representation, Representation
“Being seen” within the context of sport requires attention to equitable representation 
throughout the entire infrastructure that it supports. The most visible components are 
participants, coaches, and officials. Yet more essentially, leadership, administration, 
trainers, and other sport professionals, such as media or marketing are vital. 

Participants spoke of representation and its influence personally, communally, and 
professionally — from the professional leagues (WNBA, NBA, NWSL, MLS), global 
bodies (IOC, FIFA), to NSOs and PSOs, to community sports. Composition of leadership 
and boards also was cited as critical, not only to see change but also to have it manifest 
at levels not generally associated with racialized or marginalized persons. 

Actions

  ^ Ensure sport program opportunities for underrepresented communities for 
youth and adult, and in professional areas of sport

  ^ Introduce policy to codify representation for staff, leadership, and board of 
directors beyond quotas

  ^ Privilege difference of perspective and worldview in decision-making and policy 
creation processes

Expansive Development & Career Advancement
Coupled with the notion of representation, normalizing contributions of racialized and 
marginalized persons within sport requires advancement throughout institutions that 
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support sport. Such opportunities must address the inconsistencies and imbalances 
of sport cultures in organizations, such as player demographics representing racialized 
communities without representation in management. Having a wider array and 
composition of valued, capable leaders requires attention to notions of expertise, 
credentials, and qualifications as not universally held, and thus privileged in Western, 
Eurocentric expressions of professionalism.

Addressing considerations — from hiring practices to advancement for racialized 
and marginalized persons — requires languages, practices, and assumptions to meet 
the expectations and sensitivities of whom the processes are to serve. Additionally, 
skill development must centre an expanded view of excellence, expectation, and 
preparedness. Expanding the range of possibilities to include soft skills, such as 
emotional intelligence and social capital, suggests more attunement to possibilities for 
the delivery of sport, ones which allow participants to express, learn, heal, and resolve 
conflicts through alternative, non-punitive, and innovative techniques.

Actions

  ^ Disrupt traditional structures to respond to cultural difference, sensitivities, 
alternative forms of knowledge, and pluralistic worldviews

  ^ Implement practices of sharing, healing, and dialogue as acceptable and 
desirable in sport
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Hockey

Sport Snapshots

I like hockey. I like being on the ice. 
I just don’t like what comes with it. 

— Participant (Black, Female)
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Troubling Hockey

Sport Snapshots

Hockey has been “called out” for its whiteness and 
its exclusive, heteronormative, and male-dominated 
character making feelings of belonging difficult for 
racialized and marginalized persons as they do not 
see themselves represented in the game. The NHL and 
other governing bodies are now more focused on DEI 
initiatives, in part due to the events of May 25th, 2020. 

One area for attention is how to integrate the lived 
experiences of those habitually marginalized as 
learnings within the development of programming, 
advancement protocols, and safe(r) space 
arrangements. The inquiry revealed that participants’ 
lived experiences were not only a source of knowledge 
regarding issues of racism and discrimination, but 
also solutions, including notions of anti-racism, anti-
oppression, and decolonization as pathways for change. 

White Sport Culture
Critically, hockey’s dominant culture(s) present as white, Male, and able-bodied, routinely 
creating unsafe spaces for racialized, marginalized persons, or Othered persons, leaving 
feelings of being unwanted, undesirable, or simply not belonging in the sport:

When you think about hockey specifically, hockey is a sport that’s predominantly 
white, predominantly male-dominated, predominantly consumed by people of 
higher socioeconomics. And for years, it’s always been portrayed as a sport that’s 
just not even an option for people of colour, for people of various backgrounds and 
socioeconomic [locations] as I mentioned. Which leads to those challenges that 
we’re trying to overcome as a league, saying that our sport is welcoming, our sport 
is inclusive and we are being intentional about wanting to see more minorities 
engage with the sport. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Love of the Game

Honestly, it’s so fun 
just being at the rink and 
going all this stuff. I still 
miss it now. I only have 
one individual game a 
week, it’s like you want 
your hockey fix. Just a 
really great experience 
[playing hockey].
~ Participant (Black, Male)
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Participants reflected on the constant othering that accompanies being present in their 
team environments or in the broader hockey communities in the arenas:

I think it’s crazy that it’s not recognized, especially within hockey. I still feel it to the 
to this day when I walk into arenas, even though a lot of people know who I am 
[in the hockey arena]. It’s the weird, it’s the weird looks when you walk in basically 
looking at you wondering why you’re there. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

I think it’s just, it’s hard to maneuver and find a place that feels comfortable and to 
grow and to believe that people want to see you succeed in that sport. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

I think culture is a barrier. You have sports that are just inherently white. And 
they were created that way for a reason. And it’s hard to feel comfortable in 
those environments. That would be a challenge for sure. It’s just the culture, the 
gatekeepers in sport. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Diversity and Newcomers to Canada
Newcomers to Canada may look to hockey as a means to explore “Canadian-ness.” 
However, structural, financial, and cultural barriers to their participation are considerable, 
especially if they are racialized: 

When we started in 2015 and I was doing the research and looking into the barriers 
which I already knew, but to be able to find the research out there. The Guardian 
News had done a piece on hockey in Canada and the declining enrollment rates 
and just them showcasing that it’s $3,700 to put an 11 to 17-year-old into the sport 
of hockey for one year. Knowing that, and knowing that a newcomer that’s arriving 
here may not have anything, that just showed to me that there was an opportunity 
to remove that financial barrier and increase accessibility. ~ Participant (PoC, Male)
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When I think of Canada, I do think of diversity. Unfortunately, I do think that in terms 
of our national sport, we’re not necessarily being welcoming to all of our BIPOC 
individuals that we do have in our country, which is unfortunate. But at the same 
time, I think that hockey or I mean, skating, just in general, being a Canadian and 
skating is something that I think a lot of people know how to do. And if you come 
over here, and ‘oh, you’ve never skated before,’ okay, we got to get you on the ice. 
Let’s go get you a pair of skates. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Gender and Race
Hockey is also suffers from notions of toxic masculinity within its dominant culture 
(Adams & Leavitt, 2018; Bains & Szto, 2020). Disrupting the underlying conditions that 
uphold this normalization requires analysis beyond gender to include intersections with 
other forms of oppression, such as race, sexuality, ability:

With men and women [hockey], it’s hard to feel dignified when somebody it seems 
like their sole purpose is to try to make you feel less. And, then tell ‘this is why 
you’re less,’ but that it was structured that way. There’s not enough equity across the 
board. There’s not enough diversity and inclusion in sports in general. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

I think it’s just that culture, and that old boys club that we talked about, and ... just 
hasn’t been willing to change. We just continue to keep on with the old boys club, 
and ignore our BIPOC counterparts. I mean, I even see it within the NHL, our Black 
players try to speak up and they don’t get the same amount of support as our white 
players. Even the NHL statements in comparison to the NBA statements, like there’s 
not enough voices in our sport yet to support the diversity we need in the sport that 
they don’t feel recognizing. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

I think for the culture, it’s a belittling culture. Even within hockey, if you play 
variations of hockey, in line hockey, floor hockey, you are considered less than 
next to another hockey player who’s playing ice hockey. So within themselves, they 
already create a hierarchy of, ‘oh, you’re floor hockey player.’ They have an attitude 
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about that they have a bias about that and with a negative connotation, and the 
women aren’t as dignified. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Resistance to Change
Even if there is desire and appetite to dismantle its more hostile conditions, change is 
not a given. Frictions and resistances within hockey systems tend to be bound to people 
wishing to maintain power, privilege, and even stem from adherence to tradition:

What I would say to the hockey world in general is, the rigidity factor of who you are 
as an organization will define what outcomes you’re trying to achieve ... The point 
being that the rigidity that exists inside of hockey, that is the challenge. And I don’t 
think the hockey world realizes it. I think they’re so set in their ways that they don’t 
realize that the doors are actually quite closed and quite exclusive. Like if you don’t 
have the money, you can’t play hockey. It’s just a fact. That you can’t go on sign up 
for registration if you don’t have the money. In addition, if you then layer on, if we 
talk about race and even gender and culture, those are additional barriers that exist. 
~ Participant (PoC, Male)

Programs Centred on Diversity
Centring on equity deserving groups is one component in the reshaping of hockey’s 
ecosystem around greater equity. However, initiatives focused on such groups often 
suffer from limited financial, operational, and other essential forms of support:

When I think about newcomers and I think about race, and I think about inclusion 
and diversity, I always tell people that I really... while I’m concerned, obviously 
about everything that’s going on in the world, if a kid doesn’t have an opportunity 
regardless of their gender, regardless of what they look like, we will bring them into 
the program. ~ Participant (PoC, Male)

You can give kids a pair of skates and a hockey stick and a sheet of ice to play on 
every once in a while. And you’re getting kids to play hockey, which you are sure. But 
to create sustainable programs, are you funding consistent ice time for them? Are 
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you [there] the next year when they grow out of their current skates? Are you giving 
them bigger skates and better coaches to actually teach them the game? Or is it 
just a photo op? ~ Participant (White, Female)

Retelling the Narrative
As with other sports, recognizing the contributions of racialized and marginalized 
groups must be integrated into existing grand narratives. In hockey, the legacy of Black, 
Indigenous and Persons of Colour tends to be pushed to the periphery, reinforcing 
an erasure and the erroneous depiction of those individuals in the sport. Expanding 
the range of shared stories is vital to shifting perspectives about the involvement of 
racialized and marginalized persons in hockey. It disrupts the ongoing narratives of who 
can play. It offers not only adjustment of historical inaccuracies, but also expressions of 
pride and hope:

I think within the sport there’s opportunity to really showcase the narratives that 
hockey is more than what we’ve been told it is. I think about the Maritime Coloured 
League and how most Canadians don’t know about that. It’s almost like it’s hidden 
away. And I feel the more that we’re peeling back the layers of what hockey is, the 
more that we’re showcasing what hockey was, we’re going to start to change the 
idea and perception of what the game is. ~ Participant (PoC, Male)

Yes, people know that Willie O’Ree was the first Black player in the NHL. But we also 
wanna talk about all the other players that have come after him. We wanna be able 
to tell the story of Ted Nolan. We wanna be able to tell the story of Larry Kwong. We 
wanna be able to tell stories of Angela James. We wanna be able to tell stories even 
leading up to today with Quenton Byfield being the number two pick and the highest, 
you know, drafted Black player in NHL’s history. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

I think it’s important for us to continue to push those narratives and diminish those 
stereotypes because I think that Black women deserve a hell of a lot more than we 
get. ~ Participant (Black, Female)
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Future Aspirations
As hockey moves forward to address the messiness of its relationship to race, gender, 
ability and the like, there continues to be optimism about the future. Participants 
spoke of their hopes and desires for the sport, even with existing tensions, gaps in 
representation, and oppressive cultures othering them. Many were hopeful and offered 
insights as to what a preferred future might look like:

I want to see all different colours at the arena. Obviously things are more diverse 
now, but I think there’s still so much room for improvement. Another thing in hockey 
that we need to implement is Black coaches. BIPOC coaches. 
~ Participant (Black, Female)

Definitely I think that a lot of people don’t know, what are BIPOC athletes’ 
experiences? A lot of hockey is being in the dressing room. That’s a huge part of 
the game is dressing room and locker room culture, as toxic as that is. And I think 
a lot of parents do not realize what goes on in the dressing room. It’s gay jokes. It’s 
homo. It’s just, its endless. Like everything, it’s N words and songs, like, you can’t be 
doing that. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

The landscape of hockey includes many examples of positive equity building 
organizations. These organizations, however, tend to operate outside of traditional 
channels, institutions, and/or systems. Organizations like the Black Girls Hockey club 
offers an alternative for racialized persons to develop a passion or “love of the game” 
outside of those cultures that challenge their presence. 

Mainstream hockey (i.e., established leagues, systems, and institutions operating in 
relation to governing bodies such as Hockey Canada and even the NHL) must respond 
to situations involving racialized and marginalized groups with a wider-range of 
possibilities, which may include initiatives that are not bound to the same traditions 
passed down through existing structures. There is historical precedent, for example the 
Maritime Colour Hockey League founded in 1895 (Fosty & Fosty, 2008). It emphasizes 
the legacy of Black involvement in hockey and the leagues presence as a response to 
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dominant society’s exclusion, racism, and refusal of racialized players participation in 
“regular” leagues. Implementing initiative with focused enrollment involves a critical 
evaluation of existing paths of access as well as how respect and acceptance are 
encouraged in hockey. Supporting these initiatives must protect their unique offering for 
racialized and marginalized Others that fosters passion and love for the game by those 
not well represented. Challenging the inherent assimilation into hockey demanded by 
“inclusion” must be interrogated to reshape hockey and its culture(s).

Moving Toward Acceptance
  ^ What cultural norms persist or are maintained by the processes or structures of 

organizations?

  ^ What is the readiness regarding anti-racism and anti-oppression initiatives 
within organizations?

  ^ Evaluate and assess cultural competency regarding anti-racism, anti-Black 
racism, anti-Indigeniety, and anti-oppression within institutions

  ^ Determine pathways toward equitable practices including:
  ^ Awareness & Education
  ^ Organizational Capacity for DEI
  ^ Strategic partnerships with communities
  ^ Research and external support
  ^ Anti-racist, anti-oppressive, and decolonial approaches to programming

Considerations

Actions
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— Participant (Black, Female)

I admire the WNBA and the NBA because they do speak 
candidly. They have to do this. They have to invest in their 
players because 90% of their league are minorities. Other 
leagues that don’t have as much minority representation. 
Is that priority? Probably not, because they don’t lose 
anything by making a stand. There’s no stake in the game 
for them.



not only appears as a sport where everyone can see themselves and express their 
individuality, but also as an example of sport’s potential. The impact of the Raptors also 
illustrates a deep reverence for sport’s place in society and the mythology, narratives, and 
symbolism of ‘inclusion’ upheld throughout the Canadian sport system.

Athletes 
The role of athletes in basketball as advocates of social justice, mental health, and drawing 
attention to toxic and harmful organizational cultures has been increasingly notable. 
Following the events of May 25th, 2020, athletes using their platforms to address social 
justice issues demonstrates sport as a site of resistance. As noted in previous sections, 
actions by WNBA players were particularly compelling: 

The WNBA has been standing for social justice issues for a very long time partially 
because it’s Black females and a lot of lesbians right? So, they’re triple minorities in that. 

Sports’ Inclusive Hope

Sport Snapshots

Love of the Game
I think sports, especially 
when I think about me, 
it gives people like me 
hope and it gives us more 
direction to kind of get 
through education. I knew 
sports are like that beacon of 
light that pushed you to keep 
moving forward ... I definitely 
think sports open doors.

Basketball resonates deeply with racialized persons 
as a sport reflecting aspects of Blackness and Black 
culture(s), inferring hope and manifesting greater 
representation, albeit in regard to the composition of 
players at the elite, high-performance, and professional 
levels. Yet basketball’s appeal is growing worldwide 
and Canada is no different. The NBA and WNBA 
portray imaginings of progress toward racial equity 
and advancement where Black persons can excel, be 
respected, and be inspirational for everyone. 

The success of the Toronto Raptors and its connections 
to a broad fandom representing racialized and non-
racialized admirers has galvanized such expressions 
of hope and the promise of sport. This sentiment was 
evident in the celebrations of their 2019 NBA title win, 
where fans were able to come together bound by a 
shared experience and collective pride. Thus, basketball 

~ Participant (Black, Male)



I think social justice has been a very common theme in the WNBA ... I am personally 
annoyed with the NBA because I feel that they had equality or education or 
whatever on their jerseys in the summer so that they could play and not be shamed. 
And it’s just gone now, right? It’s back to normal. I think it was hilarious seeing the 
NFL apologize to Colin Kaepernick, and be like okay, well, I guess it was justified. ~ 
Participant (PoC, Male)

Representation
For participants, notions of representation featured heavily in their favourable 
associations with sport. Especially for those racialized, ideas about basketball players 
were deeply integrated with notions of community, and their position as role models, 
expressions of Blackness and Black culture(s), and overall success was seen as 
indispensable in the fight to dismantle systemic racism and discrimination:

I featured a Muslim basketball player who was talking about wearing her hijab. And 
people that have just different life experiences in sport and not feeling welcome. 
Once you hear those stories and talk to those people, you’ll know that it’s not where, 
sports is not where it should be right now. I’m very optimistic that it could get to that 
place, but we’re not there. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

I guess I’ve seen basketball as more of a Black sport. You see you look at the 
culture of basketball, the fashion, the music industry, some of the tech and 
photography and artists stuff that goes on all around the culture of basketball. And 
it’s really surrounded by a lot of predominantly Black-like careers and expressions 
and stuff. So I guess around basketball always seeing that as more of a Black 
sport and I guess people always assume they played probably more because I was 
tall than because I was Black but I always kind of had that expectation of yeah 
basketball as a Black sport especially on the men’s side. ~ Participant (PoC, Male)

Perception of Black Players
Although basketball may have positive associations, adverse conditions, such as 
negative stereotyping were also present. The stereotyping of Black athletes carries 
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connotations of lower intelligence, socioeconomic locations, abilities to strategize and/
or lead, and it exacerbates anti-Blackness. Participants indicated undue scrutiny based 
in stereotyping and inaccurate assumptions around racial characteristics:

I just remember everyone was getting introduced like, oh, he’s from Hamilton. 
He went to this high school, shooting guard, like that. They were getting normal 
things. And then for me, I just remember, he [head coach] like took a weird dramatic 
pause just said, ‘Jane and Finch.’ He said it all, like he felt cool saying it, it just felt 
unnatural, you know what I mean? And then he just talked about how hard I had 
to work to get here, like compared to everyone else, everyone was just clapping 
for me. Then the one Black family who also was there came to me after and was 
apologizing to me saying, ‘I’m so sorry that happened.’ ~ Participant (Black, Male)

It’s a really good gateway for kids from socioeconomically challenged situations to 
just kind of elevate in life. Because the same way sports can create a community 
for role models and things of that nature, it also ultimately does provide the 
opportunity. And it kind of reflects in the narrative people love to see of kids who 
don’t have much... Like LeBron James, literally creating a better situation for 
themselves. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Impacts of Toxic Culture
Systemic discrimination, the pressure to succeed, unsafe athletic environments, and 
reinforced hegemonic norms all contribute to sport cultures being classified as toxic. 
Basketball’s profile in terms of representation are favourable, yet it must contend with 
the realities of those harmed within those same environments: 

The business side of the sport is toxic and it’s toxic often times at the cost of the 
players, at the cost of the kids. I see kids overworking their bodies and exhausting 
themselves and not taking a break and the mental and psychological impacts it can 
have on people. As much as it gave me confidence, they [coaches] can take it away 
like this as well. ~ Participant (Black, Male)
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I think that there’s a significant increase in the awareness around racial and 
systemic inequities. I just think that there’s still a lot of ignorance around the ins and 
outs of that around health and mental health access. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Towards a Brighter Future
Basketball does feature factors seen as encouraging for racialized persons. Participants 
reflected on the future, however, noting that the current momentum towards equity and 
dismantling oppression must be nurtured, sustained, and expanded:

I guess the biggest thing that I would like to see around the sport is, and this is so 
hard because you don’t want to say less of an importance on winning, because it is 
about winning, but not at the cost of the individual. I’d like to see a lot more support 
around mental health ... awareness and education. ~ Participant (Black, Female)

I would love to see more people of colour as owners and as high-level executives 
within sport organizations. I would love to see that those people of colour are 
given the power and opportunity to be themselves within those positions. I think 
sometimes, we rest and certain institutions and organizations rest on the fact that 
Masai Ujiri is the owner or the GM of the Raptors or someone else of colour is part 
owner of the Mets. There are a few Black people sprinkled in here - yes. But are 
they empowered? Do they have the autonomy? Do they have the trust from their 
organizations to actually diversify the rest of the organization? Do they have the 
luxury and space to fail and try again? ~ Participant (Black, Female)

Basketball maintains a fortunate perception of progress toward greater equity for 
racialized communities. Black representation in basketball has seen advances 
toward fulfilling a (more) realistic illustration of Canadian demographics, whereby 
representation of racialized persons is visible. There remains, however, discrepancies 
regarding representation in other professional capacities, such as coaching, senior 
leadership, and executive roles. Thus, scrutiny of where power is centred and 
maintained is required within basketball, similar to other predominantly white sports. 

Basketball Represents

Sport Snapshots
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Basketball’s universal appeal must foster greater opportunities to reflect growing 
demographic diversity, and as such, develop strategies for advancing underrepresented 
individuals to higher levels in leadership, governance, coaching, and on the business-
side.

Representation Beyond Demographics
  ^ What is the readiness to decolonize structures within the organization?

  ^ How can anti-oppression become a foundational politic for the institution?

  ^ Partner with equity-deserving leadership, including Indigenous, 2SLGBTQIA+, 
(dis)ability, and gender-diverse individuals

  ^ Develop concrete advancement processes for athletes and professionals in 
multiple sport sectors

  ^ Leverage existing fan and consumer bases, targeting underrepresented and/or 
marginalized communities

  ^ Determine representative metrics that move beyond demographic indicators and 
towards purpose-driven values that uphold principles of acceptance, belonging, 
and welcome

Considerations

Actions

Sport Snapshots

Basketball Represents
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Soccer

Sport Snapshots

It's really important to the things we set down as 
diversity. I think there's a chance to really make 
some change. There's been a movement. They've 
started to look at diversity overall, but of course, 
what gets applied first? White females.
— Participant (Black, Male)
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and representative markers. As such, Canada’s soccer landscape fails to reflect its 
participation base, which in turn points to inherent barriers magnified for racialized and 
marginalized persons. Participants were candid about soccer’s appeal as an illustration 
of more racially balanced sport, but also acknowledged the challenges of engaging with 
institutional frameworks that administer and govern the sport: 

There’s no inclusion there whatsoever. And they often think inclusion means 
that they have to have membership from a certain perspective, meaning 
under their confines. So when you come from a very Eurocentric, ideological 
perspective, that this is the way it has to be, and this is our governance 
model, this is our membership model. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Soccer | The Most Diverse Sport?

Sport Snapshots

Love of the Game
They need to get out 
of policing. They need to 
get into directing. They need 
to get more into oversight. 
Sport hasn’t done that. It’s 
been dictated on how to 
create a player ... For me 
sport has been really about 
a love, just getting out there 
and participating, and also 
love, like giving back.

Soccer is another sport with broad-based, global 
appeal. The proliferation of the sport throughout the 
world is linked with immigration, as the countries 
where newcomers to Canada originate often have an 
existing affinity to the sport. Thus, soccer offers an 
attractive opportunity to integrate into a new county, 
as well as a comfort in a sport where participants see 
themselves and feel less othered due to the wider array 
of backgrounds. 

As such, soccer maintains an outward perception 
of being largely a “diverse” sport. Yet if one looks 
beyond the demographics participation, the levels 
of diversity drop dramatically. Further, higher 
competitive levels require increased levels of support 
and resources to participate. Those with the ability 
to play are characterized by dominant indicators —
higher incomes, male, extended support networks, 
and agency to advocate for advancement. The result 
restricts and narrows the pool of players with the 
capacity to progress and reduces overall diversity 

~ Participant (Black, Male)
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Systemic Change
Reshaping soccer’s institutions and organizational structures to embrace change 
necessitates an integrated, innovative approach to address issues of exclusion, 
discrimination, and inequity. Not only are these negative instances found at the 
community clubs level, but are also endemic throughout the institutions that administer 
and oversee elite levels: 

What does that change mean? You know, from various levels, from senior 
leadership all the way on down to grassroots. Then also from senior leadership to 
board level, what do these things mean? It’s not just one area. We’re looking across 
the landscape. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Separate & Exclusive
The suggestion of separate leagues for marginalized groups forces difficult 
conversations regarding the relationship between segregation and racial oppression. 
Other marginalized communities, such as 2SLGBTQIA+, have successfully created 
dedicated leagues where participants can feel safe, connect socially, and express their 
individuality. Yet spaces catering solely to particular racialized identities are fraught with 
tensions around the notion of exclusivity:

I think as a Black person where we often belong is in our own spaces, creating 
our own ways and doing our own things, but then you’re labelled as separatists 
or segregationists. You want to separate, and it’s not right within this Canadian 
landscape of the ideological framework about being a mosaic. Which I think is as 
we know, looking at our Indigenous brothers and sisters, that that’s a complete lie. 
~ Participant (Black, Male)

Reflecting Participation in the Ecosystem
As with basketball, soccer in Canada remains less representative of the player base and 
centres white maleness as the de facto standard. Again, at the grassroots level, soccer 
remains attractive to a broad spectrum of people and communities, yet such inclusivity 

Sport Snapshots

Soccer’s Diversity Promise
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was not reflected in coaching or management:

First of all, we need to have a women’s professional league. Like, “where is the 
program for women?” You have clubs like TFC, who have an incredible infrastructure 
yet they don’t have any women like female academy teams. They have amazing 
equipment, locker rooms, coaching, etc., but nothing for women. How can you get 
away with that? You have the money. We all know you do. It’s like holding those 
kind of teams accountable to really give back to the communities that they’re in. ~ 
Participant (Black, Female, LGBTQ+)

Financial Challenge in Soccer 
Soccer also has been characterized as an inexpensive sport, as costs for equipment 
and facilities tend to be lower than those of other sports, such as hockey. That 
perception, however, masks the increased financial resources required to compete at 
higher levels:

If you look at less developed countries, even developed countries, everybody could 
play. Soccer is the cheapest sport that you can play. And it’s not the case here 
[in Canada]. Everything is, you need to have like this and this and that ... top line 
jackets. Nobody cares about the tracksuit. It should just be that you’re playing the 
sport that you love. I think there’s just way too many barriers and too many clubs. 
There’s too many teams. It’s oversaturated. ~ Participant (Black, Female, LGBTQ+)

Challenges of Fixing the System
Systemic racism, discrimination, and other detrimental factors experienced within sport 
cultures threaten and trouble current operating procedures. Complaints directed at 
sport governing bodies, and throughout the systems they uphold contest the positive, 
beneficial facade of sport. Further, the complexity of finding ethical, compassionate 
pathways towards change makes progress slow and effective solutions elusive:

Whistleblower policy. I mean, even that in of itself speaks volumes as to why people 
won’t come forward. That in of itself from the ideological perspective, ostracizes 

Sport Snapshots

Soccer’s Diversity Promise
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and segregates people just from coming forward, the name of that policy and 
how the policy’s enacted ... Having policies and procedures in place that deal with 
things from a justice perspective, it’s not there. I always say, who was the person 
overseeing the justice, right? It’s often again, once again, it’s not a jury of your peers, 
right? It’s not a makeup of the landscape. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Diversity is a major part of what we do at Canada Soccer. I think Canada Soccer can 
be a leader in this space. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

Soccer’s success at the grassroots level to support an increasingly diverse participation 
is exemplary for other sports. While the sport embodies a global appeal, there is 
cause for concern in Canada, especially at higher competitive levels. Representational 
imbalances between management and players must be considered as well as attention 
devoted upwards advancement throughout the soccer system.

Toward Fulsome Representation

  ^ What practices are needed to ensure equitable representation in senior 
leadership or within executive levels embraced as institutional objectives?

  ^ Develop practices that have measurable outcomes related to ensuring diverse 
representation

  ^ Ensure advancement pipelines and pathways for success include provisions for 
underrepresented groups

Considerations

Actions

Sport Snapshots

Soccer’s Diversity Promise
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Curling

Sport Snapshots

I know of people of colour who walk in clubs and 
experience this, when you look at the ice and you 
see nothing but white people that signals to you as 
a human being that this is not a sport for me. I can’t 
relate to anybody ... If your first initial reaction to the 
sport, based on what you see, is that this is a sport for 
older white people. And that in itself is a nightmare. 
— Participant (Black, Male)
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Sport Snapshots

Curling presents as a predominantly white sport. At the 
international elite level, players are largely represented by 
European countries and Canada, although in-roads have 
been made by Asia-Pacific countries like South Korea, 
China, and Japan. In Canada, the dominance of whiteness 
in curling creates a complicated, intimidating, and often 
inhospitable environment for racialized and marginalized 
persons to feel their presences are valued and welcomed.

Walking into a White Space
Being marked different upon entry into a sport environment 
has formidable repercussions. Prior experiences of 
racial trauma may inform reactions to simply being in the 
space. While sport activities are posited as beneficial for 
wellbeing, including for mental health, such circumstances 
put those outcomes at risk for some:

I think society’s image of curling is just so white, why 
would you even try it? You would have to have a lot of 

confidence or willingness to... it would take a lot of guts to be like, ‘wow, I know that 
this is like a really white sport. I’m gonna walk in. I know I’m gonna walk in there and 
be other, yet I’m still gonna do it’. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

When you walk into a curling club as a person of colour, the first look that you 
usually get is, ‘what are you doing here? Did you accidentally walk in here?’... I’ve 
seen many white people walk into the club and get welcomed, get told more about 
the sport. They don’t have that moment of apprehension. They don’t have that 
moment. What are you doing here? ~ Participant (Black, Male)

I feel like I have a voice on reserve, and you have your own input. Even though I don’t 
really do that that much, I just agree here and there. It’s different from Regina, for 
sure. ~ Participant (Indigenous, Male)

Curling’s Racial Equity Gap

Love of the Game

It’s been part of my life 
for so long and I truly love 
the sport and I’m passionate 
about curling, on the ice as 
a sport, but also the culture 
around it.

~ Participant (PoC, Female)
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On Being A Welcoming Space
An issue that arises for racialized and marginalized persons challenging existing states-
of-being within sport cultures is the defensiveness regarding levels or understandings 
of inclusion. Within curling cultures, the highly social nature of the sport is conducive to 
creating feelings of belonging. That nature, however, characterizes perceptions of the 
dominant culture, rather than from the perspectives of racialized persons. Participants 
recounted their experiences:

[Reflecting on allyship] ‘But we [white membership] feel ... we are welcoming, 
because we have our welcoming ambassador, who is nice to everybody [including 
racialized or marginalized persons].’ That it’s not an issue. It’s not up to white people 
to determine what is our [Black folx] issue. Always the perceived notion within me, 
it’s not up to them [to determine how I feel]. ~ Participant (Black, Male)

If it’s a bunch of white people in your club and you’re saying to me, ‘we’re 
welcoming, more diverse,’ how do you know? Who have you validated that with? 
If that’s really the case, then why is it not organically already more multicultural 
and more diverse? Why don’t people accidentally find your sport the way they 
accidentally find tennis or accidentally find golf? ~ Participant (Black, Female, LGBTQ+)

Presence of the Other
Dislodging preconceived notions of inclusion requires being present for racialized or 
non-traditional participants in a generally homogeneous culture. Anticipating an influx of 
racialized participants may be initially shocking for some:

Curling clubs in Montreal tend to be ultra white. Having a large group of non-white 
people come in, will immediately jump out at people as different. I don’t know that 
that’s specific to Muslims or a group of BIPOC people walking in, and [the reaction 
is] what the hell is this. It’s so homogeneous in a sense, the people who curl, that 
anything that’s different would kind of jump out at them. I don’t think there would be 
meanness. I think it’s a surprise or kind of like not used to it. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

Sport Snapshots

Curling’s Equity Gap



Conversely, gestures to enhance diversity can appear tokenistic, whereby individuals 
become indicators of diversity gains as a checkbox of progress with little substance, 
while those individuals remain isolated and dismissed:

Curling clubs tend to be like, what do you mean? We’re inclusive. Look at [name] 
who plays on Tuesday leagues, he’s Black, like [name]’s Muslim...that’s not what 
[inclusion]means. It’s like ‘we’re doing a great job like you’re here, if there were a 
problem, you wouldn’t be here.’ So, we’re diverse because there’s like one person 
who looks a bit different? That’s the super naive. ~ Participant (PoC, Female)

Creating a Safe Environment 
Participants were outspoken about the need for safe environments for themselves and 
others like them:

I don’t think every club has as much work to do as some but I do think there was 
work to be done in normalizing the conversation about race, about what it is, what it 
isn’t, and whether your club is or is not welcoming. I think we need to normalize that 
conversation just like any other challenging or difficult topic. And I’m hoping that ice 
breakers will be able to do some of that. ~ Participant (Black, Female, LGBTQ+)

Curling is a social sport, but we don’t need to make it a social sport to the point 
where we’re like rehashing traumatic events or just the day’s events after the game. 
~ Participant (White, Male, LGBTQ+)

Candidly, I think Curling Canada maybe had the right intentions, but I just didn’t see 
much of it [DEI Initiatives’ impact] this season. 
~ Participant (White, Male, LGBTQ+)

Toward Future Possibilities
Participants also spoke of possibility. Curling is a fun, recreational, social environment 
and offers a great deal for players, accommodating a variety of skill levels, ages, and 
abilities. Fostering equitable and safe environments was vital for participants, even if 
not necessarily present today: 

Sport Snapshots

Curling’s Equity Gap
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I will say on a sport level, especially for curling, we’re going to maybe make some 
change here. There’s an appetite for it, particularly in more urban areas for people to 
learn more and open up their doors more as a club. ~ Participant (White, Male, LGBTQ+)

I would really like to see more racialized, marginalized folks like at the highest level 
... I think if we do that, then it will be a reflection of change at the grassroots level.
~ Participant (PoC, Female)

I hope that it gets more Indigenous people curling and having more interest in it. So, 
within 10 years, we see more Indigenous people playing, in leagues and all that, and 
maybe going pro. It will be cool. ~ Participant (Indigenous, Male)

Curling will continue to be challenged by a lack of racialized representation in the 
foreseeable future. Initiatives seeking to engage with non-traditional communities must 
prepare internal conditions to truly accommodate and be sensitive to the specific needs 
of racialized and marginalized communities. 

 

Recognition of the Other
  ^ What practices need to be incorporated in our organization to foster belonging?

  ^ What is the readiness for anti-racism and anti-oppression initiatives?

  ^ Develop outreach strategies that include members of those targeted 
communities that are underrepresented 

  ^ Ensure training and educational resources target specific sensitivity for 
neighbouring communities

Considerations

Actions

Sport Snapshots
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Considerations & 
Recommendations

Quick Guide
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Chapter 2 | Benefits: Sport’s Ethos

Mental & Physical Health Impacts
Mental Health

  ^ What actions should organizations undergo to ensure better health outcomes 
regarding mental and emotional wellness? 

  ^ What processes needs consideration to support persons in need?

  ^ How can sport programming better support mental and emotional needs?

Skill Development
New Skill Development

  ^ Do sport program objectives for skill development align with community needs, 
values, and social priorities?

Community Connection
Multifaceted, Community Need

  ^ How are sport program objectives designed to best serve the communities 
where they are situated?

  ^ What actions are needed to connect with adjacent or surrounding 
neighbourhoods to develop a more welcoming environment sensitive to the 
community?

  ^ What practices amplify existing social and emotional capacities of participants?

  ^ How do sport programs satisfy the issue of community complexity that they 
serve?

Quick Guide

Considerations

Considerations & Recommendations
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  ^ How should cultural differences be reflected in sport(s) that perhaps do not 
fully present as representative or where persons “can see themselves” (i.e., 
participation, administration, coaching, competitive levels)?

Chapter 3 | 2020: Point of Departure

Considerations

Covid-19 Impacts
Impact of COVID-19 on Social Arrangements

  ^ What actions must be considered to accommodate diminished mental, 
emotional, and physical capacities resulting since spring 2020?

  ^ What adaptations are required for more compassionate responses to 
trauma (including intergenerational) to account for racial oppression and 
discrimination?

  ^ What changes in practice are needed to protect staff, participants, and partners 
in ‘return to sport’ programming?

  ^ What preparedness protocols can be designed to mitigate future disruptions to 
sport programs?

Global Outcry
New Era of Racial Awareness in Canada

  ^ What are the most prescient learnings related to racialized associations with the 
events of Summer 2020? 

  ^ What measures are enacted to decolonize operations, including framing anti-
Indigeniety, anti-racism, and (more) racially sensitive historiography of Canada?

Quick Guide

Considerations & Recommendations
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  ^ What practices have been adopted to ensure safe spaces for dialogue related 
associated with racial inequity, legacy of Summer 2020, and actions to move 
forward together?

  ^ What procedures are available to ensure agile, responsive action on issues of 
social justice surfacing in broader society?

Athlete Activism
Representation & Activism

  ^ What aspects derived from athlete voices aid in comprehension of issues 
affecting racialized and marginalized communities ? 

  ^ What processes are in place to ensure adequate representation of historically 
underrepresented groups within sport?

Chapter 4 | Oppression: Sport’s Messy Frontier

Racism in Canada
A New Canadian Image

  ^ What practices are necessary to move toward Reconciliation to fulfill obligations 
established in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s report?

  ^ What narratives need to be disrupted to (re)present Canada’s image to account 
for the multiplicity of worldviews?

  ^ What considerations must be made for newcomers to Canada to open up 
existing ways-of-knowing toward a more respectful acceptance of Otherness?

  ^ How do multicultural practices both help and hinder movements toward greater 
understanding and equity for racialized persons?

Considerations

Quick Guide

Considerations & Recommendations
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  ^ How does sport uphold notions of race that continue to influence the 
understanding of Canada being a place of racial tolerance and acceptance?

Racism in Sport
Dismantling Systemic Racism

  ^ What anti-racism and anti-oppression commitments must be introduced to 
eradicate systemic racism in sport?

  ^ What actions are required to dislodge historical imbalances in employment and 
career advancement of racialized and marginalized persons in sport?

  ^ How does a commitment to decolonization address anti-Blackness within sport?

Misogynoir
Intersecting Race and Gender

  ^ What practices are required to disrupt historical anti-Blackness and misogyny in 
sport?

  ^ How can sport programs better serve racialized girls and women?

  ^ What practices can be designed to privilege racialized women toward more 
equitable career advancement?

  ^ What narratives need to be disrupted around the Black female body and notions 
of beauty?

  ^ What discourses concerning Colourism need to be instituted within discussions 
of racialized women?

Islamophobia
Dismantling Anti-Muslim Oppression

  ^ What actions have been enforced to ensure safe(r) environments for racialized, 
faith-based cultures? 

Quick Guide

Considerations & Recommendations
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  ^ What actions need attention to offer alternatives for constituents based on 
culture or traditions, including food, access & entry, and unique need?

  ^ What learnings are required to better serve Muslim and other faith-based 
communities?

  ^ What resources must be available to support understanding and bridge gaps 
between sport programs and Muslim communities?

Chapter 5 | Sector: Perspectives
Considerations

Commercial/Professional Sector
Pathways for Success

  ^ What objectives are specifically designed to address inequities for 
underrepresented communities?

  ^ What structural changes are required to combat systemic barriers of 
advancement for racialized and marginalized persons?

  ^ What education is required to encourage more fulsome belonging?

Public Sector
Responding to Risk

  ^ What are the most pressing issues related to the Public Sport Sector for 
underrepresented, historically marginalized, or otherwise underserved 
communities?

  ^ What structural changes are necessary between international, national, regional, 
provincial, and municipal governance of sport?

  ^ How are toxic cultures in sport disrupted and changed for greater equity?

Quick Guide

Considerations & Recommendations
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Community Sport Sector
Servicing the Community

  ^ What are the most pressing issues related to the Community Sport Sector 
for underrepresented, historically marginalized, or otherwise underserved 
communities?

  ^ What knowledge is needed regarding anti-racism and anti-oppression to better 
address structural barriers for racialized or marginalized persons in sport?

Chapter 6 | Futures: Moving Forward

Considerations

Insights and Possibilities
Future Preparedness

  ^ What future possibilities, derived from present trends, can be designed as 
strategies to transform sport and dismantle inequities?

  ^ How can future-proofing strategies encourage dialogue around belonging and 
acceptance in sport?

  ^ What risk mitigation strategies are present to anticipate damaging situations in 
sport (i.e., systemic racial inequities, toxic sporting cultures, gender biases)?

  ^ How can future facing initiatives incorporate notions of decoloniality to aid in 
the Reconciliation of Indigenous Peoples?

Quick Guide

Considerations & Recommendations



130 Sport Diversity & Race Project | Reflections & Possibilities 

Chapter 7 | Features: Sports Snapshots

Hockey
Considerations

Moving Toward Acceptance
  ^ What cultural norms persist or are maintained by the processes or structures of 

organizations?

  ^ What is the readiness regarding anti-racism and anti-oppression initiatives 
within organizations?

Actions

  ^ Evaluate and assess cultural competency regarding anti-racism, anti-Black 
racism, anti-Indigeniety, and anti-oppression within institutions

  ^ Determine pathways toward equitable practices including:
  ^ Awareness & Education
  ^ Organizational Capacity for DEI
  ^ Strategic partnerships with communities
  ^ Research and external support

  ^ Anti-racist, anti-oppressive, and decolonial approaches to programming

Basketball
Considerations

Representation Beyond Demographics
  ^ What is the readiness to decolonize structures within the organization?

Quick Guide

Considerations & Recommendations
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  ^ How can anti-oppression become a foundational politic for the institution?

Actions

  ^ Partner with equity-deserving leadership, including Indigenous, 2SLGBTQIA+, 
(dis)ability, and gender-diverse individuals

  ^ Develop concrete advancement processes for athletes and professionals in 
multiple sport sectors

  ^ Leverage existing fan and consumer bases, targeting underrepresented and/or 
marginalized communities

  ^ Determine representative metrics that move beyond demographic indicators and 
towards purpose-driven values that uphold principles of acceptance, belonging, 
and welcome

Soccer
Considerations

Toward Fulsome Representation
  ^ What practices are needed to ensure equitable representation in senior 

leadership or within executive levels embraced as institutional objectives?

Actions

  ^ Develop practices that have measurable outcomes related to ensuring diverse 
representation

  ^ Ensure advancement pipelines and pathways for success include provisions for 
underrepresented groups

Quick Guide

Considerations & Recommendations
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Curling

Considerations

Recognition of the Other
  ^ What practices need to be incorporated in our organization to foster belonging?

  ^ What is the readiness for anti-racism and anti-oppression initiatives?

  ^ What actions are required to ensure spaces are welcoming and respectful of 
other peoples ways-of-being, traditions, and cultures?

Actions

  ^ Develop outreach strategies that include members of those targeted 
communities that are underrepresented 

  ^ Ensure training and educational resources target specific sensitivity for 
neighbouring communities

Recommendations
Anti-Racism, Anti-Oppression, & Decolonization

Actions

  ^ Explore resources related to anti-oppression, decolonization practices to 
expand framing of equitable practices

  ^ Involve domain experts in the development of strategies toward equity to 
reduce risk of reinforcing oppressive outcomes

  ^ Incorporate alternative sources of knowledge derived from lived experiences 
to more fully understand tensions, barriers, and perspectives of racialized and 
marginalized persons

Quick Guide

Considerations & Recommendations
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Holistic Mental Health
Actions

  ^ Develop protocols designed to service those falling outside the ‘norm’

  ^ Determine compassionate and trauma-based wellness practices

  ^ Implement restorative and transformative justice for ‘complaints’

  ^ Re-frame narratives of resilience to facilitate healing, emotional literacy

Expanding Knowledges
Actions

  ^ Develop strategies to elevate narratives from underrepresented groups

  ^ Form partnerships with persons or communities not “at the table”

  ^ Decentre Eurocentric, North American perspectives as the gatekeepers of 
tradition, expertise, and knowledge about sport

Systems Thinking & Service Design.

Actions

  ^ Introduce broader, system analysis within practices of equity for organizations

  ^ Determine external and internal barriers to change, including sources of friction, 
obstructions, and potential areas wholly resistant to change

  ^ Invite broad spectrum perspectives into the process of problem-finding to gain 
vantage points external to organizational biases prior to generating solutions

Quick Guide

Considerations & Recommendations
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Segregated & Exclusive Sport Programming
Actions

  ^ Develop safe(r) spaces for racialized and marginalized person by adequate 
representation

  ^ Cultivate capacities to better serve racialized and marginalized communities 
through cultural competency

  ^ Use segregated or exclusive formats to address discrepancies in coaching, 
operations, management, and ownership for racialized and marginalized 
persons, especially for competitive or  high-performance streams

Representation, Representation, Representation
Actions

  ^ Ensure sport program opportunities for underrepresented communities for 
youth and adult, and in professional areas of sport

  ^ Introduce policy to codify representation for staff, leadership, and board of 
directors beyond quotas

  ^ Privilege difference of perspective and worldview in decision-making and policy 
creation processes

Expansive Development & Career Advancement
Actions

  ^ Disrupt traditional structures to respond to cultural difference, sensitivities, 
alternative forms of knowledge, and pluralistic worldviews

  ^ Implement practices of sharing, healing, and dialogue as acceptable and 
desirable in sport

Quick Guide

Considerations & Recommendations
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