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Abstract 

This dissertation examines leisure as pathway for well-being, social connection, and 

belonging among Iranian newcomer immigrant women aged 30 to 55 in Ottawa, Canada. In doing 

so, this study addresses a gap in the literature and praxis on newcomers and settlement services by 

exploring how a group of Iranian newcomer women aged 30-55 understand and experience leisure 

during migration and settlement; what intersecting structural, gendered, and cultural factors 

constrain or enable their participation; the role a settlement service community-based organization 

plays in mediating leisure access; and how leisure contributes to their well-being, identity, and 

belonging. 

This manuscript-based dissertation produced three studies in collaboration with a local 

settlement service organization in Ottawa serving Farsi-speaking newcomers. The three distinct 

but interconnected studies utilized a mixed methods approach including surveys, facilitation of in-

person leisure activities, post-activity evaluations, follow-up feedback sessions and participant 

observation. The first paper examined leisure preferences and structural access conditions among 

Farsi-speaking immigrant women (n=40) through a bilingual Farsi-English leisure interest survey. 

The second study co-designed and facilitated three community-based leisure activities: a group 

walk along the Rideau Canal; a Classical Persian dance workshop; and a visit to the National 

Gallery of Canada. Data was collected from post-activity evaluations (n=32), participant 

observation, and follow-up feedback sessions to explore participants’ perceptions on leisure and 

well-being, social connection, and belonging. The third study examined how a settlement 

organization can play a role in mediating newcomer women's access to leisure. Grounded in an 

intersectional feminist theoretical framework and a community-based participatory research 

methodology, we demonstrate that leisure is not peripheral to immigrant settlement but a socially-
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embedded dimension of everyday life through which women negotiate identity, care, connection, 

and belonging. Concluding reflections emphasize the importance of participant-informed and 

community-supported approaches to inclusive leisure programming for newcomers. 

Keywords: Leisure, Iranian immigrant women; Ottawa; Canada; newcomer; resettlement; 

working women; well-being; belonging; settlement services; community-based participatory 

research; intersectionality theory. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In 2021, more than 8.3 million people, or 23.0% of the population in Canada, were or had 

ever been a landed immigrant or permanent resident (Statistics Canada, 2022c). At the local level, 

the 2021 Canadian Census reported that 259,215 immigrants lived in Ottawa, Canada, representing 

25.9% of the city’s population, including 47,415 recent immigrants who arrived between 2016 and 

2021 (Government of Canada, 2022a). Within the city of Ottawa, Iranians represent a small and 

geographically dispersed community: approximately 6,055 people of Iranian origin, accounting 

for roughly 0.6% of the city’s total population and less than 3% of Canada’s Iranian-origin 

population of approximately 200,460 nationally (Government of Canada, 2022b; Statistics 

Canada, 2022a). Ottawa’s Iranian community is smaller and more professionally concentrated than 

those in Toronto (88,915 people), Vancouver (45,815), and Montreal (23,705), which may 

contribute to a relative scarcity of women-centered community networks and culturally specific 

organizing spaces. 

Leisure and community recreation is often considered as secondary to the other areas of 

focus in resettlement services. This framing understates the extent to which leisure can contribute 

to physical activity, emotional restoration, identity continuity, social connection, and participation 

in community life (Caldwell, 2005; Iwasaki, 2007; Petty & Trussell, 2021). As Caldwell (2005) 

argues, leisure can function as a therapeutic and health-promoting context through which people 

prevent stress, cope with daily pressures, and sustain well-being. In multicultural contexts, it can 

also provide opportunities to construct personal and cultural meanings that support resilience, 

quality of life, and social participation over time (Iwasaki, 2007). 

This dissertation is situated within a broader SSHRC-funded community-campus project 

developed in partnership with PAND Settlement Services and university-based collaborators to 
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co-develop inclusive leisure opportunities for Farsi-speaking immigrant women in Ottawa. This 

partnership emerged from recognition that leisure is rarely centered within newcomer settlement 

services, even though it may play an important role in supporting self-care, social inclusion, and 

community connection. The project identified gaps in age-responsive leisure programming across 

the lifespan, particularly within settlement contexts where women’s needs differ according to life 

stage, caregiving roles, work responsibilities, and social support availability. The present 

dissertation project builds on that broader foundation by focusing specifically on Iranian 

immigrant women aged 30 to 55, a group whose experiences of leisure are shaped by the 

cumulative pressures of paid employment, domestic labour, caregiving, and migration-related 

adjustment. By turning attention to this life stage, the study addresses an important gap in the 

literature and in practice: the relative lack of research on how leisure is negotiated by immigrant 

women who are neither framed primarily through older-age isolation nor free from the dense 

responsibilities of midlife. This focus allows the dissertation to examine how leisure is constrained, 

valued, and made possible for women whose everyday lives are characterized by multiple and 

overlapping roles (O’Connor et al., 2024). 

Migration and settlement scholarship has moved substantially toward relational, 

multidirectional, and socio-spatial understandings of settlement and belonging, and away from 

normative models that position migrants as solely responsible for adapting to a presumed host 

society and that evaluate settlement largely through formal indicators such as employment, 

education, and social participation (Fortes, 2025; Frensch & Akesson, 2025; Lubit, 2025; Murphy 

& Vieten, 2025; Schinkel, 2018). This dissertation sits within that shift. While the community and 

relational dimensions of settlement are now well established in the literature, leisure itself has 
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received less sustained attention, as has the informal work settlement organizations do in mediating 

access to it (Charles-Rodriguez & Larouche, 2025; Hassanli et al., 2026; Salami et al., 2019). 

Leisure is broadly understood across three interconnected dimensions: as discretionary 

time relatively free from obligation, as a state of mind characterized by perceived freedom of 

choice and intrinsic motivation, and as activity undertaken for its own intrinsic reward (Stodolska 

et al., 2024). In practice, leisure encompasses a wide range of forms, including movement-based 

activities such as walking, dance, and yoga; competitive and physical pursuits; artistic and creative 

expression; social gathering; cognitive and reflective practices; and cultural participation 

(Caldwell, 2005; Henderson & Gibson, 2013). What unites these diverse forms is not the activity 

itself but the experience of choice, meaning, and engagement that accompanies it. Leisure is not 

experienced uniformly across cultures or life stages: for some, it is closely tied to personal 

recreation and self-development; for others, it is embedded in family sociability, cultural 

continuity, spirituality, or community participation (Stack & Iwasaki, 2009; Stodolska et al., 

2024). In this context, leisure may function simultaneously as recreation, restoration, social 

connection, cultural continuity, exploration of new environments, and preservation of valued 

aspects of self. This three-dimensional definition is the working definition used throughout the 

empirical chapters. Survey and evaluation items were phrased in everyday terms, asking about 

preferred activities, how participants would like to spend their time, scheduling and availability, 

and interests across several activity categories. Activities were treated as leisure where they were 

relatively free from obligation, chosen rather than required, and valued for their own sake. 

In migration and settlement contexts, Iranian immigrant women’s leisure cannot be 

understood apart from their migration experiences, gendered expectations, family responsibilities, 

and the practical conditions of everyday settlement life. Leisure therefore becomes analytically 
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important because it is both an arena in which the social dimensions of settlement are enacted and 

a domain where inequalities are reproduced through unequal access to time, money, transportation, 

language, culturally safe spaces, and institutional support (Smith et al., 2019). Recent Canadian 

scholarship increasingly shows that access to leisure, sport, and physical activity is shaped by 

broader structural and institutional conditions rather than by individual preference alone. Studies 

focused on immigrant and equity-denied populations highlight how participation is influenced by 

intersecting constraints such as socioeconomic inequality, cost, transportation, language, cultural 

accessibility, time scarcity, and the institutional design of programs and spaces (Gagliardi et al., 

2022; Lee et al., 2025; Tossutti, 2023; Zagrebina, 2026). At the same time, community recreation 

and sport initiatives can play an important role in supporting newcomer inclusion, community 

engagement, and social connection when they are intentionally designed to address such structural 

conditions (Barrick et al., 2021; Rich et al., 2015). Research on recreation and settlement has 

likewise shown that supportive community programming can enhance familiarity with local 

environments, reduce isolation, and create opportunities for informal network-building and 

participation in public life (Campbell et al., 2016; Lauckner et al., 2022; Rich et al., 2015). 

Leisure scholarship theorizes these limits through the concept of leisure constraints, 

distinguishing structural constraints such as time, cost, transportation, and the organization of 

programming; interpersonal constraints arising from relationships and social obligations, including 

caregiving and the availability of companions; and intrapersonal constraints such as internalized 

expectations, confidence, and beliefs about whether leisure is appropriate or deserved (Henderson 

& Gibson, 2013; Jackson & Henderson, 1995). Constraints are not fixed obstacles that prevent 

participation outright. They may ease, intensify, or recede over time, and women negotiate them 

by drawing on facilitators such as flexible scheduling, affordable options nearby, trusted 
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information, and the support of family or peers, so that participation is often adapted or made 

partial rather than abandoned. Reading constraints alongside facilitators therefore gives a fuller 

account than either alone. Research increasingly demonstrates that leisure participation is 

structured by more than motivation or interest. It is shaped by time poverty, caregiving 

responsibilities, paid work schedules, financial constraint, transportation dependence, language 

barriers, uncertainty about unfamiliar systems, and the cultural legibility of available opportunities 

(Barrick et al., 2021; Gagliardi et al., 2022; Tossutti, 2023). For immigrant women, these 

conditions often intersect with migration-related disruption, weakened support networks, labour-

market precarity, and the practical work of navigating unfamiliar social and institutional 

environments (Lim et al., 2022; Stick et al., 2024). A consistent finding across scholarship on 

migration and settlement is that women’s settlement trajectories are shaped by gendered social 

roles and expectations that travel across borders but are also reconfigured in the receiving context. 

In many cases, gendered responsibilities intensify in the early settlement period because women 

become central to the practical organization of family life under conditions of unfamiliar systems 

while simultaneously navigating language acquisition and, often, labour-market precarity (Lim et 

al., 2022). 

Caregiving in migration contexts also takes forms that differ from those described in the 

wider literature on midlife care. In non-immigrant populations, midlife caregiving is frequently 

discussed through the idea of a sandwich generation, in which adults support children and ageing 

parents within the same household or city. For the women in this study, the extended family 

members who would ordinarily share caregiving remained in Iran, so co-resident upward 

caregiving did not operate in the same way. What appeared instead was care carried across 

distance: sustained worry about family abroad, emotional labour, and an ongoing sense of 
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responsibility toward people who could not be reached in person. In this dissertation, we examine 

this transnational dimension through the concept of transnational social fields (Levitt & Glick 

Schiller, 2004). Leisure may therefore become both more significant and more difficult to access: 

more significant because it can offer relief, continuity, community, and embodied expression in 

the midst of settlement demands; more difficult because the conditions that make participation 

possible are unevenly distributed. Studies of immigrant women in Canada further suggest that 

leisure may support emotional well-being, social inclusion, and recovery from migration-related 

stress, while also being constrained by broader gendered expectations, settlement pressures, and 

unequal access to supportive environments (Rezazadeh & Hoover, 2018; Shishehgar et al., 2015; 

Suto, 2013).  

Research on migrant well-being in smaller Canadian cities further shows that well-being is 

shaped by individual adaptation and access to socially meaningful places and infrastructures that 

support interaction, familiarity, and belonging (Zhuang & Lok, 2023). Petty and Trussell (2021) 

introduced and developed the concept of leisure self-care to describe leisure not simply as 

recreation but as a practice through which women seek restoration, self-compassion, and well-

being. Their work shows that time dedicated to self-care is persistently constrained by competing 

demands including motherhood, caregiving, paid work, and household responsibilities, making it 

difficult for women to claim leisure as a legitimate and sustainable part of everyday life. Within 

migration contexts, women’s needs for leisure and self-care may also be negotiated through 

racialized and migration-specific social worlds in which leisure and public spaces may or may not 

feel welcoming, inclusive, and familiar (Özgider & Koch, 2026). 

Research advances our understanding of the multiple responsibilities a woman aged 30 to 

55 may be balancing at this life stage, including remunerated full-time work, unpaid domestic 
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labour, caregiving, and the practical demands of settlement, all of which can reduce the time and 

energy available for leisure. Scholarship on women and leisure has long documented how the 

combination of paid work and unpaid domestic and caregiving responsibilities creates 

compounding demands on women’s time that leave little room for discretionary activity 

(Henderson & Gibson, 2013; Henderson & Shaw, 2006; Petty & Trussell, 2021). For immigrant 

women, these pressures are further intensified by settlement demands and the loss of extended 

family care infrastructure that women in their countries of origin could typically rely upon (Lim 

et al., 2022; O’Connor et al., 2024). Their leisure is therefore not simply limited by preference or 

availability but constrained by competing obligations that may leave little discretionary time and 

often render leisure difficult to plan, justify, or sustain. Focusing on this age group allows the 

dissertation to gain insight on the role of leisure at a stage of life where gendered responsibility, 

migration, and structural constraints converge with particular intensity. 

Given that Iranians represent approximately 6,055 people in Ottawa, accounting for 

roughly 0.6% of the city’s total population (Government of Canada, 2022b; Statistics Canada, 

2022a), there is little research on the newcomer Iranian experience in Ottawa, particularly for 

women aged 30 to 55. In large Canadian and other cities in the diaspora, researchers demonstrate 

that Iranian women’s leisure is often negotiated through gendered expectations around family 

responsibility, respectability, and women’s entitlement to free time (Arab-Moghaddam et al., 

2007; Hosseini & Safdar, 2023; Rezazadeh & Hoover, 2018; Shishehgar et al., 2015). While 

migration may disrupt some expectations, it does not automatically erase them, as divergences 

emerge within heterogeneous Iranian immigrant communities shaped by political beliefs, religion, 

age, gender, and women’s rights. Pre-migratory norms, settlement pressures, and the opportunities 

and constraints of the host society intersect in complex ways. Studies on Iranian migrant women 
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highlight how identity, autonomy, and empowerment are negotiated within intersecting systems 

of gender, migration, and cultural expectations (Hosseini & Safdar, 2023; Jafari et al., 2010; 

McDonald et al., 2023). Women's leisure in Iran has tended to be family-centred and home-based, 

with sociability organized around extended family, neighbours, and private gatherings rather than 

around formal or municipally organized community recreation (Arab-Moghaddam et al., 2007). 

Dance holds a valued place in Iranian and Persian culture and is closely tied to celebration, social 

connection, and cultural identity. The workshop was accordingly offered as a women-centred 

session facilitated in Farsi. 

Ongoing research reveals that Iranian immigrant women navigate settlement experiences 

in relation to a broader transnational context marked by recent political upheaval in Iran, including 

the mobilization connected to the Woman, Life, Freedom movement, ongoing concern for family 

members who remain there, and the emotional strain of remaining connected to a homeland 

undergoing profound uncertainty and change (Mobasher, 2025; Sadeghi, 2016). In the Canadian 

context, Iranian immigrant women may encounter expanded possibilities for recreation and public 

participation while still navigating care obligations, economic pressure, language barriers, 

changing gender roles, and uneven familiarity with available leisure infrastructures. The loss or 

weakening of extended family support can further intensify the practical challenge of creating time 

and space for leisure within everyday settlement trajectories (Hosseini & Safdar, 2023; McDonald 

et al., 2023). 

Leisure spaces can support confidence, social bonds, weak ties, place familiarity, and 

community attachment, but they can also reproduce exclusion when programs are culturally 

narrow, financially inaccessible, institutionally opaque, or insufficiently responsive to 

participants’ realities (Lauckner et al., 2022; Özgider & Koch, 2026; Smith et al., 2019; Woo et 
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al., 2025). Recent research by Woo and colleagues demonstrates how leisure can generate a 

meaningful sense of community among middle-aged women when activities are culturally 

familiar, socially safe, and organized around shared experience, findings that are particularly 

relevant for understanding how community-based leisure may function for immigrant women 

navigating similar life-stage demands (Woo et al., 2025). Research on outdoor recreation and 

settlement similarly suggests that participation may support settlement, but only under conditions 

that make activities understandable, welcoming, and accessible to immigrants navigating new 

environments (Charles-Rodriguez & Larouche, 2025). Canadian research on immigrant women’s 

settlement experiences further shows that places of comfort and discomfort shape how newcomers 

experience settlement in practical and emotional terms, reinforcing the importance of everyday 

spaces in the production of belonging (Chai, 2022). This scholarship shifts the analytical question 

from whether leisure works in the abstract to the more pressing question of under what social, 

cultural, and institutional conditions leisure can serve as a meaningful and equitable pathway to 

well-being and belonging. 

1.1 Research Problem 

While a growing body of scholarship recognizes the relevance of leisure, recreation, and 

physical activity to immigrant settlement, several important limitations remain. Settlement is often 

understood through formal markers such as employment, housing, language acquisition, and 

access to services, but these indicators do not fully account for how newcomers build everyday 

routines, social relationships, well-being, or a sense of belonging in a new social environment 

(Ager & Strang, 2008; Barrick et al., 2021; Schinkel, 2018). Scholarship on migration and 

belonging has established that settlement is shaped not only through formal systems but also 

through ordinary social practices, access to community spaces, and opportunities for connection 
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in everyday life (Crawford et al., 2023; Gagliardi et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2025; Petty & Trussell, 

2021; Scuzzarello & Moroşanu, 2023; Yuval-Davis, 2006). What remains less developed within 

that established body of work is sustained attention to leisure as an everyday, relational activity 

shaped through the interaction of agency and constraint, and to the organizational conditions under 

which leisure opportunities are created, communicated, and sustained. Research on community-

based leisure as a structured pathway to belonging among Iranian immigrant women in Canada 

remains particularly limited (Hurly, 2019; McDonald et al., 2023; Suto, 2013). This is important 

to address for immigrant women, whose opportunities for leisure are shaped by gendered divisions 

of labour, caregiving expectations, work schedules, mobility, financial resources, language, and 

the accessibility of community environments. 

A growing body of scholarship within leisure studies documents the place of leisure in 

resettlement, community building, and diaspora experience. Researchers demonstrate that leisure 

can contribute to social connection, confidence, and everyday belonging, but also make clear that 

such outcomes are not automatic (Antoun & Karlis, 2025; Barrick, 2023; Barrick et al., 2021; 

Berasategi Sancho et al., 2023; Cai & O’Connor, 2025b; Campbell et al., 2016; Forde et al., 2015; 

Gallant & Tirone, 2017; Hassanli et al., 2026; Karlis et al., 2020a; Kim & Iwasaki, 2016; Lauckner 

et al., 2022; Oncescu et al., 2026; Özgider & Koch, 2026; Rich et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2019; 

Woo et al., 2025; Zagrebina, 2026). Participation depends on how leisure is organized, whether 

spaces are experienced as welcoming and culturally respectful, and whether practical constraints 

related to cost, transportation, physical access, scheduling, and communication are adequately 

addressed. Community-based organizations serving newcomers may play an important role in 

creating entry points into community life by providing information and support that might 
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otherwise remain inaccessible or unfamiliar to recently arrived immigrants (Karlis et al., 2020a; 

Rich et al., 2015; Salami et al., 2019). 

Wider scholarship on immigrant women’s settlement demonstrates that social isolation, 

reduced support networks, care work, and limited access to weak social ties shape everyday 

participation and belonging in significant ways (Lim et al., 2022; Stick et al., 2024). This 

dissertation examines the intersection of these dynamics among Iranian immigrant women aged 

30 to 55 who simultaneously navigate paid employment, household responsibility, caregiving, and 

settlement in Canada, a life stage where gendered responsibility, migration-related demands, and 

the search for belonging converge with particular intensity, and where leisure holds significant 

potential as a source of relief, self-care, social connection, and community. 

1.2 Overall Aim and Research Questions 

Against this background, the overall aim of this manuscript-based dissertation is to 

examine how leisure and community services shape the possibilities for well-being, social 

connection, and belonging among Iranian immigrant women aged 30 to 55 in Ottawa, Canada, and 

to identify the institutional and programmatic conditions under which leisure opportunities become 

meaningful, accessible, and sustainable. This dissertation is guided by the following overarching 

research questions: 

1. How do Iranian immigrant women aged 30 to 55 understand and experience leisure in 

the context of migration and settlement? 

2. What intersecting structural, gendered, cultural, and institutional factors constrain or 

enable their participation in leisure? 
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3. What roles do community organizations and settlement-service infrastructures play in 

mediating access to leisure, and what does this imply for the design of inclusive and 

sustainable programming? 

4. In what ways can leisure contribute to well-being, identity negotiation, social 

connection, and belonging? 

These questions are addressed through a cumulative set of analyses that examine leisure as 

lived experience, as structured participation, and as an institutionally mediated form of access. The 

dissertation is therefore concerned not only with whether women participate in leisure, but also 

with how leisure becomes imaginable, feasible, meaningful, and worthwhile within the conditions 

of everyday settlement. More specifically, it approaches leisure as a domain through which broader 

questions of care, access, identity, institutional support, and belonging can be examined in the 

everyday lives of Iranian immigrant women navigating midlife settlement in Canada. 

Three interconnected studies structure this dissertation, each designed to address a distinct 

but related dimension of leisure among Iranian immigrant women aged 30 to 55 in Ottawa. Study 

1 examined leisure preferences and structural access conditions through a bilingual pre-activity 

leisure interest survey administered in partnership with PAND Settlement Services among 40 

Farsi-speaking immigrant women. Its purpose was to establish a participant-informed foundation 

for the project by documenting not only which activities women find meaningful, but also the 

practical conditions that shape whether participation is realistically possible for women balancing 

paid work, caregiving, and settlement demands. Study 2 explored how three community-based 

leisure activities were experienced in relation to well-being, social connection, and belonging, 

drawing on 32 post-activity evaluations, participant observation, and two follow-up semi-

structured feedback sessions to examine the conditions under which participation became 
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meaningful and accessible, and which constraints persisted across activities. Study 3 developed 

understanding of the organizational dimension of leisure access, examining through in-depth 

feedback sessions with the two participants who attended all three activities, together with a 

feedback session with an executive of PAND, how a community-based settlement organization 

mediates women’s access to leisure and public life, and how organizational trust, cultural 

familiarity, and the transnational context of Iranian women’s lives shape the conditions under 

which participation becomes possible. Together, the three studies offer a layered account of leisure 

as stated preference, lived experience, and organizationally mediated access.Because the three 

studies draw on different data sources and different numbers of participants, the evidence base for 

each research question is distinguished carefully throughout the dissertation. The leisure interest 

survey generated 40 responses; the post-activity evaluations generated 32 activity-level responses 

across the three activities rather than repeated measures from a fixed group of 32 individuals; and 

the follow-up feedback sessions involved two women, together with one organizational feedback 

session. Table 1 in Section 1.6 sets out which chapter, data source, and sample address each 

research question. 

1.3 Theoretical and Methodological Orientation 

The dissertation is guided by an intersectional theoretical orientation. Intersectionality is 

central to this study because it draws attention to the overlapping relations of power through which 

gender, migration, language, age, class, care responsibilities, religion, and institutional recognition 

shape access to time, space, resources, and participation (Crenshaw, 1991; Scuzzarello & 

Moroşanu, 2023). Foundational feminist and legal scholarship establishes intersectionality as a 

way of understanding how power operates through interlocking social positions and institutional 

arrangements (Crenshaw, 1991, 1997). In the context of this dissertation, this lens is important 
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because leisure cannot be approached as a neutral or uniformly available domain of life. Rather, 

leisure opportunities are shaped by broader social relations that determine whose time is protected, 

whose mobility is supported, whose participation is normalized, and whose needs are visible within 

dominant program designs. This orientation carries significance for a dissertation concerned with 

leisure as a pathway to well-being, social connection, and belonging. An intersectional lens makes 

it possible to examine not only whether leisure contributes to feeling well, but also for whom, 

under what conditions, and through which institutional and social arrangements such benefits 

become available. In this sense, intersectionality deepens the analysis of leisure by moving beyond 

individualized accounts of motivation or choice and instead situating well-being within the 

unequal conditions under which leisure is organized and experienced.  

Within leisure studies, intersectionality has become important precisely because it resists 

individualized accounts of participation and instead asks how social inequalities are organized and 

reproduced through everyday life and institutional settings (Henderson & Gibson, 2013; Mielke et 

al., 2022; Watson & Scraton, 2013). Recent work in sport and physical activity has reinforced the 

value of this approach by showing that participation is shaped through the interaction of gender, 

race, religion, socioeconomic status, age, and community context, rather than through any single 

category alone (Haggar & Giles, 2022). This perspective is particularly relevant to the present 

study because the leisure experiences of Iranian immigrant women are shaped not only by 

migration itself, but by the intersection of migration with gendered care work, employment 

precarity, transportation access, language, cultural expectation, and the practical realities of 

settlement. 

An intersectional lens is paired with a relational understanding of belonging and settlement. 

Belonging refers to the affective experience of feeling seen, welcomed, and included in a 
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community and place (Lähdesmäki et al., 2021; Yuval-Davis, 2006). It is shaped by intersecting 

forms of identity including gender, ethnicity, language, socioeconomic status, religion, migration 

status, and age (Scuzzarello & Moroşanu, 2023), and is understood here as socially produced 

through everyday interaction, recognition, and access to meaningful spaces rather than as a fixed 

endpoint of successful adaptation (Frensch & Akesson, 2025; Schinkel, 2018; Yuval-Davis, 2006). 

Together, these two frameworks support an understanding of leisure as one of the sites where 

settlement is lived as practice. Women encounter public spaces and institutions, test the boundaries 

of comfort and belonging, develop or struggle to develop social ties, and negotiate identity through 

activities that might otherwise appear ordinary. The study therefore approaches leisure as part of 

the lived infrastructure of settlement rather than as an optional addition to more formal processes. 

The third paper extends this theoretical apparatus by drawing on social capital theory and 

on work concerning cultural infrastructure. Bourdieu’s (1986) account of social capital as 

resources tied to durable networks of mutual acquaintance and recognition, and Putnam’s (2000) 

distinction between bonding capital generated within homogeneous groups and bridging capital 

generated across social divides, both help explain why culturally familiar leisure settings can be 

generative and why they are not, on their own, sufficient. Scholarship on cultural infrastructure 

attends to the spaces and institutional frameworks through which culture is produced and 

consumed and to the social organizations that shape whether relationships form at all (Getzner, 

2024; Klinenberg, 2018). Chapter Four develops the argument that a further condition operates 

beyond provision, namely the mediating work of rendering opportunities legible, credible, and 

practically reachable, and locates that work within the organization rather than within the 

individual or the network. 
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Methodologically, the dissertation is grounded in a qualitative research tradition and a 

broader community-based participatory research approach informed by asset-based community 

development (Cargo & Mercer, 2008; Christopher et al., 2008; Mathie & Cunningham, 2003). 

This orientation is appropriate because the study collaborates with participants to identify 

participant-informed, culturally responsive, and practically feasible forms of leisure participation. 

Qualitative and participatory research scholarship reinforces that community-based approaches are 

particularly valuable when the aim is to understand lived experiences in context, to engage people 

affected by an issue as knowledgeable participants in the research process, and to support forms 

of inquiry that remain attentive to local priorities and possibilities for action (Vaughn & Jacquez, 

2020). Recent reviews focused specifically on participatory research with migrant and refugee 

women likewise suggest that such approaches can strengthen cultural sensitivity, improve the 

interpretation of findings, and create more meaningful forms of engagement when women’s 

perspectives are included throughout the research process rather than mediated only through 

organizations or professionals (Vazquez Corona et al., 2024). Related community-based work with 

immigrant communities has further shown the practical value of participatory evaluation for 

shaping program development in ways that respond to participants’ needs, constraints, and 

everyday realities (Charles-Rodriguez et al., 2023). 

Within this doctoral study, the methodological orientation reflects the view that 

understanding leisure access requires more than external observation of participation patterns. It 

requires attentiveness to participant priorities, community partnership, and the practical conditions 

that shape whether leisure opportunities are experienced as meaningful, manageable, and 

sustainable. The third article also draws on participatory, narrative methods that integrate oral 

history and storytelling, treating the sharing of personal accounts both as a source of understanding 
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and as a form of participation in its own right (Duea et al., 2022; Goodley & Clough, 2004). A 

qualitative, community-based approach is therefore well-suited to a study that seeks to examine 

how leisure is understood, negotiated, and facilitated in the lives of Iranian immigrant women, 

while also remaining attentive to the organizational and relational contexts through which access 

is mediated. 

This methodological orientation is also informed by a trauma-informed approach. Trauma-

informed leisure does not mean that leisure is treated as clinical therapy, nor does it presume that 

all participants share the same experiences, histories, or needs. Rather, it refers to an approach to 

research and programming that recognizes that experiences of displacement, repression, 

discrimination, prolonged uncertainty, family separation, and major social or political upheaval 

may shape how people experience bodies, space, authority, visibility, and participation. A trauma-

informed orientation therefore emphasizes physical and emotional safety, predictability, trust, 

transparency, choice, collaboration, and responsiveness to cultural, historical, gendered, and 

religious contexts (Berger et al., 2024; Darroch et al., 2020). In movement and leisure settings, this 

means recognizing that beneficial participation depends not only on the activity itself, but also on 

how the environment is structured, how facilitators communicate, whether participants retain 

meaningful agency, and whether spaces are experienced as respectful and socially safe. 

Immigrant women’s leisure may unfold alongside prior experiences of constraint or loss, 

ongoing settlement pressures, concern for family members abroad, or continuing ties to places 

marked by instability and change. In such contexts, leisure cannot be assumed to be 

straightforwardly relaxing or equally accessible. Rather, participation may be shaped by comfort 

with visibility, familiarity with settings, perceived social expectations, bodily autonomy, trust in 

organizers, and the extent to which activities can be approached at one’s own pace. Scholars 
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studying leisure, sport, and movement with refugee and displaced populations show that these 

activities may support continuity, social connection, and adaptation, but that these possibilities 

depend heavily on whether programs reduce uncertainty, allow flexibility, and respond carefully 

to participants’ circumstances (Bauer, 2025; Stack & Iwasaki, 2009). For the purposes of this 

dissertation, a trauma-informed approach involves attentiveness to cultural safety, flexibility, and 

participant agency in both the research process and interpretation of leisure experiences. In 

practice, this means prioritizing clear communication, voluntary participation, the possibility of 

modification or withdrawal from the activity, sensitivity to pace and comfort, and an awareness 

that women may differ considerably in what they find welcoming, manageable, or meaningful. 

Access to leisure is therefore understood here as depending not only on whether opportunities 

exist, but also on whether the conditions of participation feel intelligible, respectful, and genuinely 

available. 

The collaboration with PAND Settlement Services in Ottawa, Ontario provides a concrete 

community-based research context for examining these processes. PAND Settlement Services is 

an Ontario-registered charity that provides culturally and linguistically appropriate pre-arrival and 

post-arrival supports for Iranian and Farsi-speaking newcomers, including mentorship, settlement 

assistance, training, employment-related services, and arts- and sport-based initiatives (PAND 

Settlement Services, n.d.). These organizational characteristics make PAND a meaningful partner 

in the broader study led by a research team at the University of Ottawa and in this doctoral study, 

relevant not only as a recruitment site but also as a context through which the relationship between 

settlement, leisure, and belonging can be examined in a contextually grounded manner. PAND’s 

linguistic and cultural specificity is analytically significant because access to settlement and leisure 

opportunities is mediated by familiarity, trust, and communicative ease. Having operated in the 
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Ottawa Farsi-speaking community for eleven years, PAND provides a well-established 

community context for exploring how settlement organizations may shape women’s access to 

leisure and belonging. Chapter Four situates PAND within the wider landscape of newcomer-

serving provision in Ottawa, comparing it with municipal recreation, the public library system, 

and several other settlement organizations, so that the case is read in context rather than in 

isolation. 

1.4 Research Design and Methods 

The scope of this dissertation focuses on Iranian immigrant women living in Ottawa and is 

situated in an urban Canadian context shaped by immigration, settlement, and uneven access to 

community resources and everyday opportunities for participation. The dissertation proceeds from 

the premise that settlement is lived not only through formal systems such as employment, language 

acquisition, and service access, but also through the ordinary spaces and practices through which 

people build routines, relationships, and a sense of place. It gives particular attention to women 

whose everyday lives are organized around the overlapping demands of paid work, domestic 

labour, caregiving, and adaptation to a new social environment, and it examines the organizational 

settings through which leisure opportunities are facilitated, interpreted, and sustained. All data 

collection took place in Ottawa between October 2025 and Winter 2026: the leisure interest survey 

was open from 5 to 10 October 2025, the three leisure activities were held on 26 October, 19 

November, and 4 December 2025, and the follow-up feedback sessions with participants and with 

the organizational representative were conducted in Winter 2026. 

Rather than predetermining leisure activities in advance, and after receiving ethics approval 

from the University of Ottawa Research Ethics Board (Protocol H-03-23-8562), a leisure interest 

survey was developed as a participant-informed instrument and distributed through collaboration 
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with PAND Settlement Services, who circulated the recruitment poster on their Telegram and Meta 

social media channels and by email on their listserve. The survey was offered in Farsi and English 

and circulated through PAND’s communication networks to enhance linguistic accessibility and 

to situate recruitment within a familiar and trusted community setting. The survey was open from 

Saturday, 5 October until Friday, 10 October 2025, giving potential respondents approximately 

five days to complete it, and was designed to take approximately 15 minutes. Respondents 

accessed the survey through a Google Forms link embedded in the Telegram post, alongside a 

bilingual project description. A total of 40 women submitted responses. Participation was 

voluntary, responses were anonymous, and no identifying information was collected. Prior to 

taking the survey, respondents were provided with a consent form and were required to digitally 

confirm their consent before reaching the survey. Completion of the survey did not commit 

respondents to attending subsequent activities. This design positioned the survey as a low-pressure 

entry point through which women could identify their interests, constraints, and preferences in 

their own terms, rather than responding to activities that had already been selected for them. 

Two features of this recruitment approach warrant comment. Telegram was chosen because 

it is the primary communication platform for the Farsi-speaking community in Ottawa and is 

already part of PAND’s everyday channels, so for this population it lowered rather than raised the 

barrier to access. At the same time, a digital-only survey circulated through one organization’s 

channels selects for women who are comfortable online and already reachable through those 

networks. This is a form of self-selection, and it means the survey describes the interests and 

constraints of women connected to PAND rather than of Farsi-speaking women in Ottawa 

generally. This limitation is revisited in Chapter Five. 
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The survey instrument collected demographic and settlement-related information, 

including age and length of time in Canada, and also asked about language proficiency, preferred 

scheduling, accessibility considerations, and leisure interests across five thematic categories: 

outdoor and physical activities, arts and creative expression, social and community activities, mind 

and relaxation, and cultural and educational activities. The questions were designed to capture not 

only what kinds of leisure women found appealing, but also the practical conditions under which 

participation might become possible or difficult, including work schedules, caregiving 

responsibilities, transportation access, and financial considerations. The activity categories were 

not intended to prescribe activities but to open up participants’ own preferences; they were 

informed by the leisure studies literature and by prior consultation with PAND about the 

community it serves, and were accompanied by open-ended prompts inviting respondents to name 

activities and accessibility needs that the categories did not capture. The three activities that 

followed were selected because they emerged from what respondents themselves identified as 

interesting and feasible, not because they had been chosen in advance. 

As a native Farsi speaker, I prepared both the Farsi and English versions of the instrument 

and worked to keep the meaning of each item equivalent rather than translating word for word. 

The survey was pretested through consultation with my supervisor, after which item wording was 

simplified and clarified.  

Survey responses were reviewed through an initial thematic analysis attentive to recurring 

activity preferences alongside cross-cutting constraints and enabling conditions. The analytic aim 

at this stage was to identify patterns that could inform the co-development of a small set of leisure 

opportunities appropriate for Iranian immigrant women aged 30 to 55, organized during Fall 2025 

in Ottawa. In this sense, the survey functioned as both a practical planning tool and an early 
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analytic lens onto how leisure was imagined and negotiated within the conditions of work, care, 

migration, and settlement. Consistent with reflexive thematic analysis, the review process involved 

identifying patterns across participants’ responses while remaining attentive to the interpretive role 

of the researcher and to the conceptual aims of the study rather than treating coding as a purely 

mechanical exercise (Braun & Clarke, 2021). 

The findings from this initial analysis informed the selection of three structured leisure 

activities: a group walk along the Rideau Canal held on 26 October 2025, a Classical Persian dance 

workshop held on 19 November 2025 at a community centre, and a visit to the National Gallery 

of Canada during its free Thursday evening program on 4 December 2025. These activities were 

chosen because they reflected diverse forms of leisure engagement, outdoor, embodied, and 

cultural, and because they were feasible within the practical conditions identified through the 

survey, including affordability, transit accessibility, scheduling, and the value of culturally and 

linguistically welcoming environments. The survey therefore did more than identify preferred 

activities; it pointed to the kinds of social and spatial conditions under which participation might 

become possible and meaningful. All three activities were facilitated in Farsi and offered free of 

charge. 

Recruitment for the activities was conducted through PAND’s community networks, 

helping ensure that communication occurred in culturally familiar spaces and in the Farsi language. 

Group size averaged approximately 10 to 11 participants per activity and was kept relatively small 

to facilitate interaction and conversation. Practical considerations such as public transit 

accessibility, low or no participation costs, clear scheduling, simple registration procedures, and 

advance logistical explanation were prioritized in organizing the activities. These decisions were 

informed both by the survey findings and by research demonstrating that culturally responsive 
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design and accessible delivery are important to supporting participation among immigrant 

populations (Barrick et al., 2021; Gagliardi et al., 2022). Importantly, the activities were designed 

to create new social connections rather than to bring together an existing group. Recruitment was 

through PAND’s open channels, and participants came as individuals who for the most part did 

not know one another beforehand. This matters for interpreting the findings on social connection 

reported in Chapters Three and Four, since the connections participants described formed through 

the activities rather than being carried in from prior relationships. 

The dissertation draws on a qualitative multi-method design that includes the leisure 

interest survey, structured leisure activities, participant observation, post-activity evaluations, 

participant feedback sessions, and consultation with the community organization. This design 

made it possible to examine leisure from several connected vantage points: as stated preference, 

as lived experience during organized activities, as post-activity reflection, and as an issue mediated 

through organizational priorities and constraints. The activities were developed and implemented 

following best practices in leisure program design and evaluation (Stiefvater, 2000). They were 

facilitated by the lead researcher, who is fluently bilingual in Farsi and English, certified in CPR 

and First Aid, and who conducted a pre-risk management assessment at each activity location. 

Observational data were collected through field notes written immediately following each activity 

after participants had left. 

Following each activity, participants completed a structured post-activity evaluation survey 

designed to capture their satisfaction with the activity, experiential reflections, and perceived 

constraints on participation. The evaluation instrument was bilingual and included between 20 and 

25 questions combining Likert-scale items, checklists related to structural constraints, and open-

ended prompts inviting participants to describe their experiences in their own words. Evaluations 
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were completed anonymously on paper immediately following each activity, and original copies 

are stored in the lead researcher’s locked cabinet. A distinction should be kept in view when 

reading the findings: the constraint items asked about conditions that generally make leisure 

participation more difficult for the respondent, rather than only about the specific activity just 

completed, and were paired with an item on preferences for future programming. Findings about 

constraints therefore speak to leisure participation broadly, while findings about enjoyment, 

comfort, facilitation, and social contact are specific to the three activities. The two have different 

implications for how the findings transfer to other settings. 

Across the three activities, 12 evaluations were completed after the walk, 11 after the dance 

workshop, and 9 after the gallery visit, for a total of 32. Because participants could choose which 

activities to attend and the evaluations were anonymous, these 32 responses represent activity-

level evaluations rather than repeated measures from a fixed group of 32 individuals, and the extent 

of overlap in attendance between activities cannot be determined. This distinction is maintained 

throughout the dissertation. 

The analysis of these materials was iterative and interpretive. Evaluation forms were 

reviewed across the three activities to identify recurring patterns in participants’ responses, 

including what women described as enjoyable, supportive, difficult, unfamiliar, or important to 

future participation. Open-ended responses, field observations, and notes from participant 

feedback sessions were examined using reflexive thematic analysis informed by Braun and 

Clarke’s six-phase approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2021). This approach allowed the analysis to 

move beyond surface description and to consider how meaning was being constructed across 

multiple data sources, while remaining attentive to the role of researcher interpretation in theme 

development. The analysis focused on patterns relevant to the dissertation’s central concerns, 
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including accessibility, comfort, social connection, cultural familiarity, logistical feasibility, and 

the organizational conditions through which leisure becomes possible. 

Following the three leisure activities, in-depth semi-structured feedback sessions were 

conducted with the two participants who had attended all three events. Eligibility required that 

participants be Iranian-born women between the ages of 30 and 55 who had taken part in all three 

activities; two women met these criteria and agreed to take part. Both were employed full-time, 

lived in Ottawa without extended family support nearby, and identified caregiving responsibilities, 

time scarcity, and transnational worry as central features of their everyday lives. To protect their 

identities, given the small number of participants, no further identifying details are reported 

individually, and they are referred to throughout this dissertation by the pseudonyms Sahar and 

Shirin. Feedback sessions were conducted in Farsi, the participants’ preferred language, took place 

virtually in a private setting, and lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes. Informed consent was 

provided by all participants prior to the sessions. Because participants did not consent to audio 

recording, data were documented through detailed handwritten notes taken during and 

immediately following each discussion. At the end of each session, notes were reviewed with the 

participant to confirm accuracy and ensure that the documented account reflected her intended 

meanings, and any corrections or clarifications were incorporated before analysis. 

The prominence of these two accounts in Chapter Four requires a methodological rationale, 

since two participants occupy a central analytical position there. The two women were consulted 

precisely because they had experienced the full sequence of activities and could speak to how their 

familiarity with and trust in the organization developed across occasions, which is the process the 

third article’s research questions concern. Their accounts are therefore treated as a close, detailed 

case of sustained participation rather than as a sample representative of Iranian newcomer women 
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in Ottawa, and that limit is stated explicitly in Chapters Four and Five. To reduce the risk that two 

voices dominate the interpretation, their accounts were read against the wider evaluation data 

wherever the two overlapped. The finding regarding the dance workshop, for example, is 

corroborated by the eleven post-activity evaluations completed after that session. 

Community engagement also formed part of the research design. A feedback session was 

conducted with the President of PAND’s board of directors, who took part in the capacity of 

organizational representative and is referred to in that role in Chapter Four. This consultation 

explored how leisure-related initiatives are understood within the organization, as well as practical 

considerations shaping their program development, including funding structures, program 

capacity, organizational priorities, and sustainability challenges commonly faced by community-

based settlement organizations. The purpose of this consultation was exploratory and interpretive. 

Including this organizational perspective was methodologically important because it allowed the 

dissertation to examine leisure not only as an individual or group experience, but also as something 

shaped by the mediating support of an organization, resource limitations, and community 

infrastructure. 

By combining survey data, observations, evaluations, feedback sessions, and 

organizational consultation, the study develops a fuller account of leisure as lived experience and 

as a mediated form of access. This multi-method and community-based design is particularly well-

suited to the dissertation’s broader theoretical orientation because it allows leisure to be examined 

as part of the everyday social infrastructure through which Iranian immigrant women negotiate 

well-being, connection, and belonging. 

This dissertation examines a specific group of women in a specific city, developing a 

contextually grounded account of how leisure operates under conditions of gendered 
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responsibility, migration-related change, and organizational mediation. It does not aim to represent 

the perspectives of all immigrant women, all Iranian women aged 30 to 55, or all newcomer 

experiences in Canada, nor does it treat leisure as universally beneficial or inherently inclusive. 

The contextual detail provided throughout, about the population, the setting, the organization, and 

the design of the activities, allows readers to judge for themselves whether and how these insights 

may be meaningful in comparable contexts, including other Farsi-speaking or newcomer 

communities and other settlement organizations. 

 

1.4.1 Positionality and Reflexivity 

I am an Iranian-born immigrant woman, a Farsi-English bilingual doctoral candidate in 

Human Kinetics at the University of Ottawa, and the lead researcher of this study. These are not 

background details; they are central to how this research was conceived, conducted, and 

interpreted. My approach is grounded in a constructivist ontology and an intersectional feminist 

epistemology. I proceed from the position that social reality is not fixed or singular but is 

constructed through lived experience, social relations, and the particular contexts in which people 

act and make meaning. The experiences of Iranian immigrant women in Ottawa are therefore not 

simply facts to be recorded but socially situated accounts shaped by the intersecting conditions of 

their lives, including gender, migration status, class, language, caregiving responsibility, and the 

political circumstances of their departure from Iran. Epistemologically, an intersectional feminist 

framework does not treat the researcher’s social location as a source of bias to be eliminated. It 

treats that location as analytically relevant, requiring it to be named, examined, and held 

accountable throughout the research process. Reflexivity, within this framework, is not a technique 
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applied at the end of data collection but a continuous and disciplined practice of questioning my 

own assumptions, interpretations, and blind spots at every stage of the work. 

I came to Canada as an international graduate student, and my immigration pathway differs 

in concrete and legally significant ways from those of the women who took part in this project. 

Participants came with varying statuses: most were newcomers at different stages of settlement, 

some held permanent resident status, and one or two were in Canada on a short-term basis. Despite 

these differences, what participants held in common was the experience of navigating daily life in 

Ottawa as Iranian women, largely without the extended family networks they had relied upon in 

Iran and often without confident fluency in the dominant institutional languages of their new 

environment. I have not relied on PAND’s settlement services myself, nor have I faced the 

particular pressures of building a permanent life in Canada as a newly arrived resident. I want to 

be honest about that distinction, because collapsing it would misrepresent both my position and 

theirs. At the same time, I have lived in Ottawa without family nearby, built social connections 

from the beginning, managed daily institutional life primarily in English, and carried the weight 

of distance from home during periods of acute political crisis in Iran. These experiences overlap 

with those of participants in some respects and diverge in others, and holding both of those things 

in mind, the overlap and the divergence, was one of the central interpretive tasks of this research. 

My familiarity with the community I was studying created real advantages. Facilitating the 

walk along the Rideau Canal, the Persian dance workshop, and the National Gallery visit entirely 

in Farsi meant that participants did not need to translate their experiences into a second language 

before sharing them. In the feedback sessions with Sahar and Shirin, both of which are pseudonyms 

used throughout this dissertation to protect participant identity, conversation moved into the 

texture of everyday life with relatively little distance to cross: the exhaustion after a full day of 
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work, the difficulty of leaving children at home without anyone to rely on, the specific quality of 

grief that comes from watching events unfold in Iran while living far away and feeling unable to 

do anything. When Sahar said she was “not relaxed,” I understood what that phrase held without 

needing her to explain it further. That kind of communicative ease is not a small thing in qualitative 

research, and I do not want to understate it. 

A concern around insider research is not solely over-identification with participants. It is 

the subtler tendency to complete what participants leave unsaid with one’s own experience rather 

than theirs, to hear confirmation of what you already believe rather than something genuinely new. 

There was also a structural problem I needed to address honestly. I designed the three leisure 

activities, organized them through PAND, facilitated them in Farsi, and then collected evaluation 

data from participants before they left each session. Participants were guests at events I had 

organized, within a community organization they trusted, and I was physically present while they 

completed their feedback forms. That situation creates real and predictable pressure toward 

socially desirable responses, and Chapter Five returns to it as a limitation on how the strongly 

positive evaluation ratings should be read. Beyond the facilitation role, I had prior awareness of 

PAND as an organization and of the broader Farsi-speaking community in Ottawa, which raised 

the possibility of pre-existing social familiarity with some participants. I could not simply assume 

that this familiarity was neutral in its effects on what people chose to share with me or how I heard 

what they said. 

I addressed any potential concerns through several concrete reflexive practices. At the 

design stage, I interrogated how I had framed the research questions and constructed the survey 

instrument, asking whether the activity formats I was drawn to reflected participant needs or my 

own prior sense of what would be meaningful. I wrote field notes immediately after each session 



30 

once participants had left, documenting not only what I had observed but also the interpretive 

moves I had made in the moment and the points where my certainty about the meaning of 

something deserved more scrutiny; these notes were treated as analytic data rather than as 

peripheral records. During analysis, I returned to those notes alongside the evaluation forms and 

feedback session notes, treating my own reactions and first readings as material requiring the same 

critical attention as anything participants had said. I reviewed my handwritten notes aloud with 

each participant at the close of both follow-up feedback sessions, inviting correction and 

clarification rather than treating my record as definitive. I discussed coding, emerging themes, and 

interpretation regularly with my doctoral supervisor and co-authors, so that my reading was 

checked against others, and I revised interpretations where they appeared shaped more by my own 

position than by what the data could reasonably support. Post-activity evaluation surveys were 

completed anonymously on paper before participants left each session, which reduced, although it 

could not remove, the likelihood that responses would be shaped by my presence. These measures 

do not resolve the inherent tensions of insider research, and I do not claim that they do. What they 

reflect is a commitment to transparency about the conditions under which the data were produced 

and a recognition that positionality shapes knowledge in ways that must be examined rather than 

wished away. This commitment is consistent with the epistemological foundations of the study 

and with the standards of rigor expected in qualitative and community-based participatory research 

(Braun & Clarke, 2021; Cargo & Mercer, 2008). 

1.4.2 Definitions of Key Concepts 

For purposes of clarity, five key concepts inform this dissertation. 

Leisure is understood across three interconnected dimensions, as set out earlier in this 

chapter: discretionary time relatively free from obligation, a state of perceived freedom of choice 
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and intrinsic motivation, and activity undertaken for its own intrinsic reward (Stodolska et al., 

2024). 

Well-being refers to good mental and physical health, psychological wellness, and strong 

social determinants of health including social support, a sense of competence, identity, autonomy, 

and the possibility of living with dignity and connection in everyday life (World Health 

Organization, 2006). This broader framing is consistent with scholarship showing that leisure may 

contribute to positive emotion, self-expression, social connectedness, and continuity of self, 

particularly under conditions of disruption, transition, and resettlement (Caldwell, 2005; Iwasaki, 

2007; Lorentzen & Viken, 2020). In this dissertation, well-being encompasses the everyday 

experiences through which women feel recognized, connected, and supported. It is important to 

note that well-being was not measured using a validated instrument; it was captured through 

participants’ own accounts of how they felt during and after specific activities. 

Settlement services are understood in this dissertation as multisectoral organizations 

formally or informally affiliated with municipal, provincial, or federal governments that provide 

information and services to welcome newly arrived immigrants and support their settlement needs, 

including housing, schooling, employment, banking, and access to government services (Drolet & 

Teixeira, 2022; Salami et al., 2019). They also serve as mediating partners through which 

newcomers gain access to relationships, spaces, and opportunities that extend beyond immediate 

practical needs. 

Structural access refers to the wider social, economic, cultural, and institutional conditions 

that shape who participates in leisure and recreation, under what circumstances, and at what cost. 

In the literature on physical activity and leisure, researchers examine social and institutional 

constraints such as income disparities, unequal pay, and lack of transportation (Arab-Moghaddam 
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et al., 2007; Lee et al., 2025; Mielke et al., 2022; Ramos Salas et al., 2016). Recent Canadian 

research shows that time poverty and transport-related exclusion are significant features of 

everyday inequality, with one in five Canadians over age 24 classified as time poor, and socially 

disadvantaged groups, including many women and lower-income households, disproportionately 

affected by the combined pressures of time scarcity and transport-related constraints (Aitken et al., 

2024). Structural access is therefore central to this dissertation because it shifts analytical attention 

toward how access to leisure is organized, enabled, and made available within women’s everyday 

lives. 

Community mediation and cultural infrastructure are used in this dissertation to name the 

organizational work that stands between the availability of an opportunity and a woman’s ability 

to take it up. Community mediation refers to the practice: rendering information in a language a 

woman reads comfortably, scheduling around the hours she is available, explaining how an 

unfamiliar setting operates, arranging for a child to be accommodated, and sustaining the trust that 

makes an invitation credible. Cultural infrastructure, developed in Chapter Four, names where that 

capacity is located. Its defining feature is that it resides within the organization rather than with 

the individual or the network, and it persists whether or not any particular person draws on it. 

1.5 Contributions of the Study 

This dissertation contributes to leisure studies, migration and settlement scholarship, and 

community-based research by examining how leisure and community services shape the 

possibilities for well-being, social connection, and belonging among Iranian immigrant women in 

Ottawa. In the Canadian literature, leisure has increasingly been recognized as more than 

discretionary activity. Research has shown that recreation can support newcomer settlement by 

fostering enjoyment, familiarity, confidence, connection, and participation in everyday community 
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life (Cai & O’Connor, 2025a, 2025b; Campbell et al., 2016; Lauckner et al., 2022; O’Connor et 

al., 2024; Rich et al., 2015). Related work has demonstrated that culturally responsive and 

community-based physical activity initiatives can reduce constraints for immigrant women when 

language, trust, affordability, accessibility, and social comfort are taken seriously in program 

design (Gagliardi et al., 2022). Scholarship on immigrant settlement services has likewise 

emphasized that belonging is shaped not only through formal supports such as housing, language 

training, and employment assistance, but also through the relationships, spaces, and community 

connections that organizations help make possible (Salami et al., 2019). Taken together, these 

studies have advanced the Canadian conversation considerably. What they have not yet examined 

in sustained detail is how leisure is negotiated by Iranian immigrant women in midlife, how leisure 

opportunities can be shaped collaboratively in community settings, and how settlement-service 

organizations mediate access to such opportunities in practice. 

Against this backdrop, this study expands current understanding in several ways. First, it 

treats leisure as a socially embedded and institutionally mediated dimension of settlement rather 

than as a secondary outcome that becomes relevant only after more formal settlement goals have 

been achieved. In doing so, it explores how leisure is connected to well-being, not simply through 

enjoyment or stress reduction, but through the everyday experiences of recognition, social 

connection, cultural continuity, and participation that help make life more livable in a new country. 

This contribution matters because much of the existing literature has focused either on constraints 

to participation or on leisure outcomes without examining, through an intersectional lens, how 

access itself is organized through time, caregiving, income, transportation, information, and 

institutional support. 
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Second, this work contributes to Canadian scholarship by centring a population that 

remains underexamined: Iranian immigrant women, particularly those aged 30 to 55. Existing 

research has shown that immigrant women’s leisure is shaped by social isolation, cultural 

expectations, family obligations, and structural constraints, and that leisure may support mental 

health, coping, belonging, and social integration (Rezazadeh & Hoover, 2018; Shishehgar et al., 

2015; Suto, 2013). Research on Iranian women has further indicated that leisure is often negotiated 

through gendered expectations regarding family responsibility, respectability, and women’s 

entitlement to time for themselves (Arab-Moghaddam et al., 2007). Yet there remains limited 

attention to the specific experiences of Iranian immigrant women in midlife who are 

simultaneously navigating paid work, caregiving, household responsibility, and settlement. By 

focusing on this group, the dissertation expands understanding of how leisure is shaped at the 

intersection of gender, migration, age, care, and cultural expectation, and explores how leisure 

may function as a site of self-expression, connection, and relief within a particularly demanding 

stage of life. 

Third, the dissertation examines leisure not only as lived experience, but also as 

organizational practice. Canadian studies have shown that recreation and outdoor participation 

may be associated with settlement satisfaction, belonging, and community engagement, and that 

organizations can play an important role in creating supportive conditions for participation. The 

organizational side of leisure provision nonetheless remains less developed in the Canadian 

literature, particularly in relation to settlement-service organizations whose primary mandates 

typically centre employment, housing, and language support rather than leisure (Charles-

Rodriguez & Larouche, 2025; Salami et al., 2019). This dissertation addresses that gap by 

exploring how a settlement organization understands leisure, how community-based leisure 
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opportunities are developed and delivered, and what organizational limitations or possibilities 

shape their sustainability. The concepts of community mediation and cultural infrastructure 

developed in Chapter Four name the work through which potentially available activities become 

genuinely accessible ones. Because this account rests on a small portion of the overall dataset, it 

is offered as an emerging and hypothesis-generating contribution rather than as an established 

finding, a point developed further in Chapter Five. 

A further contribution lies in the study’s methodological approach. By combining a 

participant-informed leisure interest survey, structured leisure activities, participant observation, 

post-activity evaluations, feedback sessions, and organizational consultation, the dissertation 

develops a multi-layered account of leisure as preference, practice, reflection, and mediated access. 

This design allows the study to move beyond description alone and to explore how leisure 

opportunities can be shaped in response to women’s stated interests, everyday constraints, and 

community realities. In this sense, the dissertation contributes not only empirical knowledge about 

Iranian immigrant women’s leisure, but also practical insight into how more responsive and 

sustainable leisure programming might be developed in collaboration with immigrant communities 

and service organizations. 

More broadly, this work contributes to ongoing discussions in human kinetics and leisure 

studies by showing that leisure is not separate from questions of migration, inequality, and 

settlement, but one of the everyday domains through which such questions are lived. By situating 

leisure within the realities of work, caregiving, migration, and community life, the dissertation 

expands understanding of how leisure can illuminate broader processes of belonging, access, and 

social participation in the Canadian context. 
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1.6 Organization of the Thesis 

This doctoral dissertation is organized as a manuscript-based dissertation in which the 

chapters build cumulatively toward a coherent overall argument. The three empirical chapters 

correspond to three peer-reviewed, open-source journal articles, published after the thesis was first 

submitted for evaluation. Chapter Two corresponds to Hadidi et al. (2026a) in Social Sciences, 

Chapter Three to Hadidi et al. (2026b) in the International Journal of Environmental Research and 

Public Health, and Chapter Four to Hadidi et al. (2026c) in Culture. The chapters comprise the 

open-source published versions, with headings renumbered and citations converted to the 

referencing style used throughout this dissertation. As peer review continued after the dissertation 

was first submitted, the published versions incorporate revisions that the earlier thesis chapters did 

not contain, and Chapters One and Five have been revised accordingly so that the dissertation reads 

consistently as a whole. 

Chapter One introduces the field of study, identifies the central research problem and 

research questions, situates the dissertation within the relevant scholarship, and outlines the 

conceptual, theoretical, and methodological orientations of the three studies that constitute the 

project. It also clarifies the significance of the research and provides the overall framework through 

which the subsequent chapters are to be read. 

Chapter Two presents the first empirical stage of the dissertation by documenting the 

design and implementation of the pre-activity leisure interest survey. It details the collaboration 

with PAND Settlement Services, the development and circulation of the survey, the findings, and 

the themes generated from the survey data. It advances the argument that a pre-activity survey 

functions not only as a needs assessment but as a participatory communication tool, and it 

establishes the empirical foundation for the studies that follow by showing how leisure 
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opportunities were developed in response to participants’ stated interests and everyday constraints. 

The published article is framed by four conceptual orientations: intersectionality, community-

based participatory research, asset-based community development, and structural access. 

Chapter Three moves from stated preference to lived experience through an analysis of 

how participants experienced three community-based leisure activities in relation to self-care, 

emotional relief, social connection, cultural continuity, place familiarity, and access. Post-activity 

evaluations, observational field notes, and two follow-up semi-structured feedback sessions 

provide the data. This chapterdraws on leisure constraints theory and on the sense of community 

literature, and it gives particular attention to the ways participants described leisure as relief, 

recognition, identity continuity, and exploratory engagement with Canadian public spaces and 

institutions, while showing that participation remained shaped by time pressure, weather, 

transportation, caregiving, cost, and access to trusted information. 

Chapter Four examines the organizational dimension of leisure access, integrating data 

from the semi-structured feedback sessions with Sahar and Shirin and an organizational feedback 

session with the community partner. Presented as a single case study, it situates PAND within the 

wider landscape of newcomer-serving leisure provision in Ottawa, and draws on social capital 

theory and work on cultural infrastructure to argue that what stood between availability and 

participation was the work of mediation. This chapter explores the implications for community 

organizations, funders, and policymakers. 

Chapter Five is the discussion and conclusion. Wereturn to the four research questions, 

synthesize the central arguments and main findings across the three studies, set out the theoretical, 

practical, and policy contributions, identify the study’s limitations, and outlines directions for 

future research. In doing so, the final chapter brings the dissertation together as a whole and 
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clarifies the broader significance of the study for understanding leisure as a socially situated and 

institutionally-mediated dimension of settlement and belonging. 

Table 1 sets out how each research question maps onto the chapters, data sources, and 

samples that address it. It is included here to keep the full project in view and to make explicit 

which body of evidence supports which claim. 

Table 1. Mapping of research questions to chapters, data sources, and samples 

Research question Chapter and 

published article 
Primary data source Sample 

RQ1. How Iranian immigrant 

women aged 30 to 55 

understand and experience 

leisure in the context of 

migration and settlement 

Chapters Two, Three 

and Four (Articles 1, 

2 and 3) 

Leisure interest survey; post-

activity evaluations; follow-up 

feedback sessions 

40 survey 

responses; 32 

activity-level 

evaluations; 2 

feedback sessions 

RQ2. What intersecting 

structural, gendered, cultural 

and institutional factors 

constrain or enable 

participation 

Chapters Two and 

Three (Articles 1 

and 2) 

Leisure interest survey; post-

activity evaluations (constraint 

items asked about leisure in 

general as well as the activity 

attended) 

40 survey 

responses; 32 

activity-level 

evaluations 

RQ3. What roles community 

organizations and settlement-

service infrastructures play in 

mediating access 

Chapter Four 

(Article 3) 
Follow-up feedback sessions; 

organizational feedback session; 

comparative review of Ottawa 

leisure provision 

2 feedback 

sessions; 1 

organizational 

representative 

RQ4. In what ways leisure 

contributes to well-being, 

identity negotiation, social 

connection and belonging 

Chapters Three and 

Four (Articles 2 and 

3) 

Post-activity evaluations; follow-

up feedback sessions; researcher 

field notes 

32 activity-level 

evaluations; 2 

feedback sessions 

 

Note: The leisure interest survey generated 40 responses. The 32 post-activity evaluations are 

activity-level responses across three activities (12 walk, 11 dance workshop, 9 gallery visit), not 

repeated measures from a fixed group of 32 individuals. The feedback sessions involved two 

women who attended all three activities, together with one organizational feedback session. 
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Chapter 2 

Article 1 

Integrating Community-based Participatory Research Methods to Identify 

Leisure Preferences Among Newcomer Immigrant Women Aged 30–55 in 

Ottawa, Canada 

Published as: Hadidi, M., O’Connor, E., Wills, E., Abu-Zahra, N., & Ambrosio, L. (2026). 

Integrating community-based participatory research methods to identify leisure preferences 

among newcomer immigrant women aged 30–55 in Ottawa, Canada. Social Sciences, 15(4), 

153–162. https://doi.org/10.11648/j.ss.20261504.11 

2.1 Abstract 

This paper explores the benefits of adopting a community-based participatory research (CBPR) 

approach when designing leisure activities for newcomer Farsi-speaking immigrant women aged 

30 to 55 in Ottawa, Canada. Immigrant women in this age range frequently navigate complex and 

overlapping demands related to paid employment, family responsibilities, caregiving, and unpaid 

labour, yet their leisure interests and access needs remain underrepresented in both the research 

literature and community programming. Through sustained collaboration with a local resettlement 

service organization, a bilingual (English/Farsi) leisure interest survey was administered to Farsi-

speaking women who had arrived in Canada within the preceding five years and fell within the 

designated age range. The survey invited respondents to identify preferred leisure activities, 

accessibility requirements, language learning goals, and scheduling preferences. A total of 40 

women submitted responses, and the findings were organized into three thematic leisure 
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categories: (1) outdoor and movement-based activities, including yoga; (2) museum and gallery 

visits; and (3) social gatherings. This CBPR approach enabled these community members to 

articulate their leisure interests, assets, and specific needs, which in turn directly informed the 

development of culturally relevant and responsive leisure programming. Our discussion and 

conclusion emphasize that a pre-activity survey can serve as a meaningful methodological bridge 

between community-based participatory research and the design of culturally responsive leisure 

programs. Implications for researchers, community organizations, and practitioners working with 

newcomer populations are discussed. 

Keywords: newcomers; women; leisure; Farsi-speaking immigrants; community-based 

participatory research; resettlement service organization; leisure interest survey; Canada 

2.2 Introduction 

This paper explores the benefits of adopting a community-based participatory research 

(CBPR) approach when designing leisure activities for newcomer immigrant women aged 30 to 

55 in Ottawa, Canada. Immigrant women in this age range frequently navigate complex and 

overlapping demands related to paid employment, family responsibilities, caregiving, and unpaid 

labor. Newcomer working women’s leisure interests and access needs remain underrepresented in 

both research literature and community programming, even though it may support self-care, social 

connection, inclusion, and well-being after migration. As such, our project aimed to develop a 

collaborative community-campus partnership between an interdisciplinary research team from the 

University of Ottawa and a local resettlement service organization in Ottawa to co-create inclusive, 

asset-based leisure opportunities for Farsi-speaking newcomer women. While the larger team 

project focused on older immigrant women over the age of 55, the project discussed in this article 

is part of a doctoral study that focused on newcomer immigrant women aged 30-55 whose leisure 



41 

opportunities may be shaped by the intersecting demands of paid work, caregiving, domestic labor, 

settlement processes, and social adjustment. We advance the position that a pre-activity leisure 

interest survey serves not only the purpose of a needs assessment, but equally as a community-

based participatory communication tool sharing participants’ interests, constraints, and priorities 

to inform the design of community-based leisure opportunities. 

2.3 Leisure, Settlement, and Everyday Participation 

Settlement is often understood through formal markers such as employment, housing, 

language acquisition, education, and access to services. Important as these are, they do not fully 

explain how newcomers build everyday routines, social relationships, well-being, or a sense of 

belonging in a new social environment (Ager & Strang, 2008; Barrick, 2023; Schinkel, 2018). 

Recent migration scholarship has therefore questioned one-directional integration narratives that 

position migrants as solely responsible for adapting to a presumed host society (Fortes, 2025; 

Murphy & Vieten, 2025; Schinkel, 2018). Instead, settlement and belonging are increasingly 

understood as relational and socio-spatial, shaped through everyday encounters with people, 

institutions, and community spaces (Al-Hamad et al., 2026; Frensch & Akesson, 2025; Yuval-

Davis, 2006). 

Within this broader understanding of settlement, leisure is a significant practice, yet often 

underexamined. Leisure can create opportunities for enjoyment, emotional restoration, social 

connection, identity continuity, physical activity, and participation in public life (Caldwell, 2005; 

Iwasaki, 2007; Lauckner et al., 2022). For newcomers, recreation and leisure may also provide 

low-pressure opportunities to become familiar with local environments, meet others, and develop 

a sense of place. However, leisure is not automatically inclusive or inherently beneficial, its value 

depends on whether activities are accessible, culturally meaningful, socially welcoming, and 
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practically feasible within participants’ everyday lives (Lauckner et al., 2022; Özgider & Koch, 

2026; Smith et al., 2019). This point is especially important in diverse communities, where access 

to leisure is shaped by more than individual preference. Research on immigrant and equity-denied 

groups in Canada shows that participation in physical activity, sport, and recreation is influenced 

by intersecting barriers such as cost, transportation, language, time scarcity, cultural accessibility, 

safety, and the design of programs and spaces (Gagliardi et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2025; Tossutti, 

2023). Municipal facilities or community programs do not necessarily produce equitable access 

simply because they exist. Participation depends on how programs are communicated, whether 

digitally, print advertising or word-of-mouth, where the leisure activities take place, whether they 

are affordable, safe, and respond to the lived realities of the communities they aim to serve. 

2.4 Immigrant Working Women, Dual Workload Constraints, and Leisure 

Researchers in women’s leisure contributed to our understanding that leisure is not simply 

“free time.” For working women managing dual workloads of paid work and unpaid caregiving 

and domestic labor, leisure may be impacted by their paid work, unpaid domestic labor, caregiving 

responsibilities, household expectations, and broader gender norms (Henderson & Gibson, 2013; 

Petty & Trussell, 2021). In the context of these challenges, leisure can also be understood as a 

form of self-care. As such, leisure is not merely entertainment but is also a practice through which 

women may seek restoration, well-being, and continuity of self. In the context of migration, 

familiar networks are disrupted when access to friends, extended family, and community contacts 

are reduced. Leisure spaces and community programs thus provide the opportunity for repeated, 

low-stakes interaction and support, but only if barriers are reduced rather than reproduced. 

This study is focused on Farsi-speaking, Iranian immigrant women in Ottawa, Canada, 

aged 30-55, a group that often sits between two common frames in the literature on women, leisure, 
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and immigration. The first frame centers on young adult women aged 18 to 29, a life stage typically 

characterized by post-secondary education, the pursuit of early career positioning, geographic 

mobility away from the family home, and a relatively greater degree of personal autonomy over 

time and social activity. Leisure research on this cohort tends to emphasize identity exploration, 

peer socialization, and the negotiation of independence. The second frame focuses on women aged 

55 and older, a period associated with shifting caregiving roles, retirement transitions, declining 

physical mobility, and increased attention to healthy aging and social isolation. Women aged 30 

to 55, by contrast, occupy a demanding middle ground that has received comparatively less 

sustained attention in leisure studies. Women in this stage of life may simultaneously manage paid 

employment, domestic labor, caregiving responsibilities, motherhood, spousal obligations, 

transnational family ties, and the practical demands of settlement in a new country. 

Research on Iranian women's leisure suggests that participation may be shaped by gendered 

expectations around family responsibility, respectability, and women's perceived entitlement to 

time for themselves (Arab-Moghaddam et al., 2007). Migration may alter these expectations, but 

it does not necessarily remove them. Instead, pre-migration cultural norms, new social 

opportunities, economic pressures, care responsibilities, language barriers, and unfamiliar leisure 

systems may intersect in complex ways., Koosha's (2025) recent analysis of aging policies in Iran 

similarly highlights policy fragmentation, weak community and intergenerational networks, and 

limited access to social support resources. Their research findings in a broader context strengthens 

the case for surveying Iranian newcomer women's leisure interests and access conditions in 

Canada, particularly when migration may involve fragmented support systems and uneven 

pathways into community life. Studies of Iranian migrant women emphasized how identity, 
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autonomy, and empowerment are negotiated through gendered and cultural expectations in the 

receiving society (Hosseini & Safdar, 2023). 

2.5 Materials and Methods 

2.5.1 Conceptual Orientation 

Settlement organizations can play an important role in sharing leisure information and 

making leisure opportunities more accessible. In Canada, settlement services are often associated 

with referrals, language training, employment support, and community connections. They may 

also act as bridges between newcomers and broader community life (Ambrosio, 2026; Karlis et 

al., 2020; Salami et al., 2019). Settlement service organizations can reduce uncertainty, provide 

trusted communication channels, support culturally and linguistically appropriate engagement, and 

create safer entry points into unfamiliar recreational, social, and public spaces. This role is 

particularly relevant for community-based leisure programming. Inclusive leisure activities require 

more than selecting attractive activities. They require attention to the conditions under which 

participation becomes possible: language, scheduling, transportation, cost, location, group 

composition, communication, trust, and cultural familiarity. 

This study is guided by four inter-connected conceptual orientations: 1) intersectionality, 

2) community-based participatory research, 3) asset-based community development, and 4) 

structural access. Adopting intersectionality as a theoretical framework enables us to explore how 

leisure opportunities are shaped not by gender alone but by the interaction of migration, age, 

language, class, caregiving, racialization, religion, and institutional access (Crenshaw, 1991; 

Crenshaw, 1997; Scuzzarello & Moroşanu, 2023). Community-based participatory research 

(CBPR) is a collaborative research approach that positions community members as active partners 
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in all phases of the research process, from design through to dissemination, recognizing and 

building on the knowledge, relationships, and strengths they bring (Cargo & Mercer, 2008; 

Minkler & Wallerstein, 2008; Salma & Giri, 2021; Vaughn & Jacquez, 2020). In community-based 

leisure programming, a CBPR orientation means that the interests, constraints, and lived 

experiences of participants are not treated as background information but as the primary basis for 

program design. 

Asset-based community development (ABCD), as conceptualized by Kretzmann and 

McKnight (1993) and further developed by Mathie and Cunningham (2003), offers a 

complementary framework. Instead of focusing on a community's needs, deficits, or 

vulnerabilities, ABCD emphasizes what already exists within individuals and communities: their 

skills, knowledge, cultural capital, social networks, and collective capacities. Applied to leisure 

programming with immigrant women, an asset-based orientation means treating participants as 

holders of knowledge about their own lives whose preferences, experiences, and strengths should 

actively shape what is designed and offered. This conceptual contribution disrupts deficit-based 

approaches to leisure planning that risk constructing participants primarily through their 

disadvantages, thereby reproducing axes of exclusion that inclusive programming aims to address. 

Structural access, the fourth conceptual orientation, draws attention to the social, economic, 

cultural, and institutional conditions that shape who participates, under what circumstances, and 

at what cost. For immigrant women, these conditions may include transportation, affordability, 

scheduling, caregiving demands, language, access to information, social comfort, safety, and trust 

in organizers (Zagrebina, 2026). A leisure activity that is desirable may nonetheless remain 

inaccessible if one or more of these structural conditions are not adequately addressed. Against 

this background, our study examined how a pre-activity leisure interest survey can inform the 
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design of community-based leisure programs for Iranian immigrant women aged 30-55 in Ottawa. 

The supporting rationale is that this survey demonstrates preferred leisure activities and points out 

the practical and relational conditions under which those interests can become feasible forms of 

participation. In doing so, we explored whether a pre-activity leisure survey can serve as a 

methodological and conceptual bridge between participant knowledge and program design. 

2.5.2 Survey Design and Delivery 

This article focuses discussion on integrating a pre-activity leisure interest survey 

developed within a broader community-based research project on leisure, well-being, and social 

participation among Iranian immigrant women aged 30-55 in Ottawa. The survey was based on 

the team’s larger funded project on the role of language and leisure in settlement and the co-

development of a pre-activity leisure interest survey tool shared with Iranian newcomer women 

over the age of 55 (O'Connor et al., 2024). For this study, the survey was modified to reflect a 

younger cohort, pilot tested with the supervisor and modifications implemented. As such, our 

survey functioned as an initial point of engagement through which working women aged 30-55 

could anonymously articulate interests, preferences, access needs, and constraints before specific 

leisure opportunities were selected. This project collaborated with PAND Settlement Services, an 

Ottawa organization serving Farsi-speaking newcomers primarily of Iranian origin. PAND 

Settlement Services provided a trusted community network through which the survey could be 

circulated to women connected to the local Farsi-speaking community. 

For this survey, we recruited Farsi-speaking immigrant women aged 30-55, an 

understudied group that may experience leisure differently from both older and university-aged 

immigrant women. Women in this age range are often simultaneously negotiating paid work, 



47 

caregiving, household responsibilities, language learning, settlement demands, and social 

adjustment, making leisure both significant and difficult to access. 

While the participant group was predominantly Iranian, the survey was open to all Farsi-

speaking women between 30-55 years of age meeting the residency criteria; one participant of 

Afghan origin also took part in the first activity of the study. This mattered methodologically as 

well as practically. Access to leisure is shaped not only by formal availability but also by trust, 

language, cultural familiarity, and the perceived relevance of an invitation. By distributing the 

survey through a community organization already familiar to potential participants, the study 

enabled recruitment and delivery to be part of the relational infrastructure of participation. 

The survey was provided in both English and Farsi. This bilingual format reflected the 

goals of our methodological and ethical design, helping to ensure that English proficiency did not 

determine whose preferences or constraints could be expressed clearly. The instrument was 

intentionally concise and accessible, organized into four sections: language proficiency and 

language-related goals; preferred scheduling and availability; leisure interests across five thematic 

categories (outdoor and physical activities, arts and creative expression, social and community 

activities, mind and relaxation, and cultural and educational activities); and open-ended questions 

addressing additional activity ideas and accessibility needs. The survey relied on checkboxes, 

ranking items, and short open-ended prompts rather than long written responses, and was designed 

to take approximately 15 minutes to complete. 

In collaboration with the community partner, the survey was distributed digitally through 

PAND Settlement Services’ social media platforms which provide a communication platform for 

the local Farsi-speaking community in Ottawa. Respondents accessed the survey through a Google 

Forms link embedded in the Telegram post. Participation was voluntary, responses were 
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anonymous, and no identifying information was collected. The survey was open from Saturday, 5 

October until Friday, 10 October 2025, giving potential respondents approximately 5 days to 

complete it. Completing the survey did not obligate respondents to participate in any subsequent 

leisure activities; it was intended to function as a low-pressure planning tool rather than as a 

registration mechanism for predetermined programming. 

2.5.3 Analytic Approach and Ethics 

Survey responses were reviewed descriptively and interpretively to identify recurring 

preferences, access concerns, and feasible activity formats that could be developed through the 

community partnership. As respondents could identify up to three preferred activities, open-ended 

activity responses were reviewed as coded mentions rather than as mutually exclusive selections. 

The survey was used for planning data to identify patterns sufficiently clear to guide the 

development of participant-responsive leisure activities. This analytic approach was consistent 

with the project’s community-based orientation. The survey’s value lay in its ability to generate 

contextually meaningful information about activity type, timing, accessibility, language, cost, and 

facilitation. 

Ethical and reflexive considerations were embedded throughout the larger study which 

received ethics approval from the University. Prior to taking the survey, respondents were provided 

with a consent form and needed to digitally confirm consent before reaching the landing page of 

the survey. In terms of positionality, the lead researcher of the doctoral study is a Farsi-speaking 

international graduate student who was under faculty supervision in their collaboration with the 

local resettlement organization. 
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2.6 Results 

Over the course of the recruitment period, forty (40) respondents who identified as Farsi-

speaking immigrant women aged 30-55 in Ottawa completed and submitted their survey responses. 

Their responses revealed that leisure was understood as a cluster of possible experiences connected 

to movement, enjoyment, social contact, cultural participation, learning, and temporary respite 

from everyday responsibilities. 

2.6.1 Preferred Leisure Interests 

The survey instrument tool included an open-ended question asking respondents to identify 

their three preferred leisure activities from a list provided. Across the 40 responses, the most 

frequently mentioned form of leisure preference was outdoor and movement-based activity: 

walking along the Rideau Canal, hiking in Gatineau Park, or other nature-based outings were 

identified by 16 respondents, while yoga was identified by 14. Museum or gallery visits were the 

second most frequently mentioned preference, cited by 10 respondents, followed by social 

gatherings such as meetings for coffee or tea, cited by 8. Additional preferences included book, 

film, or discussion groups (n=5), digital literacy or English conversation practice (n=4), poetry or 

singing (n=4), potlucks and meal sharing (n=3), and painting or other creative workshops (n=1). 

One respondent noted that the demands of language learning, employment, and childcare left little 

room to think about leisure for herself, and that she would prefer not to leave her children at home 

unattended, a response that, while not a leisure preference as such, speaks directly to the structural 

barriers this study seeks to address. 
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Figure 1. Most frequently selected leisure interests 

 

Note: Bars represent activity mentions from open-ended responses, not unique participant 

counts. Because respondents could list multiple preferred activities, one response may be 

counted across more than one category. 

2.6.2 Leisure Domains 

When the activity preferences are grouped into broader domains, the pattern of leisure 

preferences becomes even clearer. Outdoor and movement-based activities accounted for 30 

mentions. Social and community-based activities accounted for 16, followed by cultural and 

institutional outings with 10 mentions. Reflective or discussion-based activities and creative or 

expressive activities each generated 5 mentions; while learning or skill-building activities 
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generated 4 mentions. This distribution suggests that respondents imagined leisure through several 

overlapping pathways rather than through a single preferred format. 

Figure 2. Broader leisure domains reflected in survey responses 

 

Note: Figure 2 shows that outdoor and movement-based activities formed the largest broader 

domain, followed by social and community-based activities and cultural or institutional 

activities. 

2.6.3 Access Conditions and Practical Feasibility 

The survey allowed participants to express that interests could not be separated from 

practical feasibility. One respondent expressed interest in museum visits but noted that afternoon 

scheduling made participation difficult. This comment is important because it shows that interest 

alone does not guarantee participation. An activity may be desirable, but if its timing conflicts with 

work, caregiving, transportation, or household responsibilities, it may remain inaccessible. 

Another respondent described being so occupied with language learning, income generation, and 
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caring for children that she rarely thought about her own leisure and would prefer not to leave her 

children at home to attend an activity. 

Participant responses reveal several, intersecting constraints: settlement-related language 

needs, economic pressure, caregiving responsibility, and the difficulty of claiming time for oneself. 

Rather than indicating a lack of interest, it suggests that leisure may be difficult to imagine when 

everyday life is organized around urgent family, economic, and settlement demands. Responses 

related to accessibility reinforced the importance of designing activities with practical and 

embodied needs in mind. 

While most respondents did not identify specific physical accessibility accommodations, 

some noted ankle pain that would make jumping or running difficult while others expressed a 

phobia of pets, particularly dogs in park settings. These responses reveal the pertinence of open-

ended accessibility questions to gather data from the participants themselves. A general category 

such as physical activity may seem broadly accessible, yet the form of movement, level of 

intensity, setting, and environmental triggers can all affect whether a participant feels able to 

attend. 

2.6.4 Survey Findings Inform Activity Planning 

Analysis of the open-ended survey responses suggest three broad themes. First, participants 

expressed interest in leisure as embodied well-being and enjoyable movement. Yoga, walking, 

hiking, outdoor activity, and dance suggest a desire for movement that is beneficial yet socially 

comfortable and adaptable. Secondly, respondents described leisure as a social and community-

based practice. Coffee gatherings, group socializing, potlucks, discussion groups, singing, poetry, 

and conversational activities indicate that leisure was valued as a way of being with others. Thirdly, 

the responses show that leisure was also imagined as a pathway into cultural and urban spaces. 
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Museum visits, gallery visits, walks along a pedestrian path beside the Rideau Canal and cultural 

activities, poetry, singing, and dance all point to a desire to engage with both the city and culturally 

meaningful forms of expression. 

Findings from the survey provided a practical basis for the subsequent activity phase of the 

project. The findings reveal preference for activities that were low-cost, group-based, socially or 

culturally meaningful, and feasible within participants’ constraints. 

2.7 Discussion 

The diversity of preferred leisure forms identified in this study aligns with a broader 

understanding of leisure as a multidimensional social phenomenon rather than a discrete 

recreational category. Participants' preference for walking, hiking, yoga, and other low-cost 

movement-oriented activities suggests interest in embodied forms of leisure that are social, 

accessible, and adaptable, rather than highly competitive, intensive, or institutionally formalized 

(Barrick, 2023; Stodolska, 2015). This distinction matters because leisure programming for 

immigrant women can sometimes be framed too narrowly around health promotion or physical 

activity outcomes, whereas these responses suggest that movement is meaningful precisely when 

it is linked to social ease, cultural comfort, and enjoyment (Caldwell, 2005; Iwasaki, 2007; 

McDonald et al., 2023). Museum and gallery visits reveal that leisure was not understood solely 

as physical activity or informal socializing; cultural and institutional spaces were also valued as 

opportunities for learning, exploration, and engagement with the city beyond the routines of work, 

family, and settlement responsibilities. Coffee gatherings, storytelling, potlucks, discussion 

groups, and conversational activities further point to the importance of leisure as a relational 

practice consistent with research showing that social participation is among the most significant 

functions of leisure for newcomer populations (Antoun & Karlis, 2025; Cai & O'Connor, 2025; 
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Hassanli et al., 2026; Lauckner et al., 2022). Dance is particularly illustrative in this regard, as it 

sits across multiple categories simultaneously: it is movement-based, culturally expressive, social, 

and enjoyable, and was associated by several respondents with both physical activity and cultural 

expression. Research on leisure among ethnic and racialized communities demonstrates that 

leisure serves multiple simultaneous functions, including the facilitation of intercultural contact, 

sense of community, preservation of cultural identity, social bonding, and the promotion of 

physical and psychological well-being (Liechty et al., 2019; Stodolska, 2015; Woo et al., 2025), 

and these survey responses reflect all these dimensions. Inclusive leisure programming should 

therefore not rely on a single activity type or format; rather, it should offer varied options that 

respond to different forms of comfort, interest, and participation (Stodolska, 2015). These findings 

are consistent with Arab-Moghaddam et al.’s (2007) observation that Iranian women's leisure 

participation is shaped by complex intersections of cultural expectation, identity, and the 

negotiation of personal time. 

Scholarship on leisure participation emphasizes that leisure is shaped by a convergence of 

social, cultural, economic, and structural factors that simultaneously condition both what people 

desire and what they are able to do (Frensch & Akesson, 2025; Stodolska, 2015). This resonates 

in our study with immigrant working women as they indicate their leisure behavior is influenced 

by personal preferences, settlement, gendered responsibility, and constrained access to time and 

resources (Lim et al., 2022; Stick et al., 2024). 

An intersectional analytical lens, as conceptualized by Crenshaw (1991), is essential to 

understanding these findings. Intersectionality reveals that barriers to leisure participation are not 

the product of any single dimension of disadvantage but emerge from the simultaneous operation 

of gender, immigration status, language proficiency, income, caregiving responsibility, and 
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cultural norms (Crenshaw, 1991). In this study, participants' scheduling constraints, accessibility 

concerns, and references to caregiving responsibilities illustrate precisely this kind of 

compounding disadvantage. Additional contextual factors specific to the Ottawa setting including 

the need for appropriate winter clothing, reliable and affordable transportation, and physically 

accessible venues further underscore how structural conditions intersect with individual 

circumstances to shape what leisure is practically possible (Barrick, 2023; Lim et al., 2022). While 

a leisure activity may be listed as a preference, it remains inaccessible if it is scheduled during a 

work shift, financially prohibitive, linguistically inaccessible, or geographically difficult to reach 

(Stodolska, 2015). A preference for a museum visit, for example, carries different practical weight 

depending on whether the activity is scheduled during working hours, whether admission costs are 

manageable, whether transportation is feasible, and whether women feel culturally comfortable 

participating in a group setting. Likewise, a dance class may be appealing, but it must be organized 

in a way that accounts for comfort, mobility, prior experience, and the need for a culturally safe 

environment. Leisure interest without attention to these structural conditions remains an 

incomplete and potentially misleading basis for program design (Hosseini & Safdar, 2023). 

The CBPR framework adopted in this study provided the methodological approach to 

reveal these intersecting dimensions (Minkler & Wallerstein, 2008; Wills et al., 2020). Research 

conducted "with" rather than "on" communities a foundational CBPR principle enables 

participants to articulate not only what they want but what stands in the way, and to do so in a 

trusted environment facilitated through an established community partner (Minkler & Wallerstein, 

2008). The collaboration with PAND Settlement Services was central to this process. PAND 

Settlement Services was not simply a participant recruitment channel; as a resettlement 

organization, it had developed over time a relationship of trust and familiarity with members of 
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the Farsi-speaking community in Ottawa. This trusted, relational infrastructure familiar with the 

community, its members, their assets, and their needs made it possible to reach participants. This 

survey empowered participants to communicate their preferences and concerns, which in turn 

supported our community-campus partnership to make programming decisions that were 

accessible, relevant, and socially grounded. 

Our findings also support an asset-based understanding of community leisure 

programming, as theorized by Kretzmann and McKnight (1993). Asset-based community 

development challenges deficit-oriented approaches that identify communities primarily through 

their needs, gaps, and vulnerabilities, and instead foregrounds the skills, knowledge, cultural 

capital, and social capacities that community members already possess (Kretzmann & McKnight, 

1993; Mathie & Cunningham, 2003). Although the survey identified constraints, it did not reduce 

participants to being defined or identified through those constraints. Women's responses revealed 

skills and assets they wanted to continue to build on in their leisure pursuits, and they expressed 

interests, cultural capital, social preferences, and forms of knowledge that could directly guide 

program design. This matters because deficit-based understandings of immigrant women's leisure 

risk overemphasizing gaps or vulnerabilities at the expense of recognizing what women already 

know and bring to community life (Stodolska, 2015). By contrast, this pre-activity interest survey 

recognized women as holders of knowledge about their own lives and as contributors to the design 

of programming that could be meaningful to them an orientation that reflects both CBPR ethics 

and asset-based practice (Cargo & Mercer, 2008; Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993). 

2.7.1 Practical Implications 

Findings from this study provide practical implications for settlement agencies, community 

organizations, and municipal recreation systems. Leisure programming for immigrant women 
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could include participant-informed inquiry on what women find meaningful, realistic, and 

comfortable. Culturally responsive programming requires minority-language communication, 

inclusion of cultural content and being attentive to scheduling, cost, transportation, childcare 

responsibilities, mobility concerns, communication channels, and the social atmosphere of 

participation. Future research could examine whether survey-informed activities lead to sustained 

participation, broader social networks, improved sense of belonging, or greater confidence in using 

community and public spaces over time. 

2.8 Conclusions 

This article makes two related contributions. Empirically, it documents how Farsi-speaking 

immigrant women aged 30-55 described meaningful and feasible leisure in a local Canadian 

context. Making this connection explicit matters because "Farsi-speaking" defined the linguistic 

criterion for participation, while "Iranian" reflects the cultural and national background shared by 

most respondents, two terms that overlap substantially but are not interchangeable. 

Methodologically, this article shows how a pre-activity survey can function as a bridge between 

community-based research principles and the practical design of leisure opportunities before 

activities are implemented. In doing so, it contributes to discussions of community diversity, 

immigrant inclusion, and participant-informed program development in leisure studies. 

We explored how a pre-activity leisure interest survey can be beneficial in the design of 

community-based leisure activities for Farsi-speaking immigrant women aged 30-55 in Ottawa. 

Survey respondents (n = 40) revealed a strong preference for outdoor movement-based activities, 

yoga, dance, cultural outings, and social gatherings, while also showing that these interests were 

shaped by intersecting concerns around scheduling, caregiving, cost, transportation, language, 

accessibility, and community trust. Our research reveals that a pre-activity interest survey can help 
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identify individual and community assets and needs, and act as a tool through which respondents 

could express their voice. As such, the survey can be understood as both a participant-informed 

communication tool and an early analytic lens onto the conditions under which leisure can become 

meaningful and accessible. 

Integrating leisure as part of the social infrastructure of resettlement demonstrates how a 

participant-informed survey design can guide culturally responsive program development. Our 

findings contribute to discussions on the role of leisure in community development and newcomer 

social inclusion (Rich et al., 2015). 
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Leisure as Catalyst for Well-Being and Sense of Belonging Among Iranian 

Immigrant Women Aged 30–55 in Ottawa, Canada 

Published as: Hadidi, M., O’Connor, E., Abu-Zahra, N., Ambrosio, L., & Regan Wills, E. 

(2026). Leisure as catalyst for well-being and sense of belonging among Iranian immigrant 

women aged 30–55 in Ottawa, Canada. International Journal of Environmental Research and 

Public Health, 23(8), Article 999, 18 pp. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph23080999 

3.1 Abstract 

Background: Immigrant working women’s well-being is shaped not only by formal health 

and settlement services but also by everyday opportunities for rest, social connection, cultural 

expression, and participation in community life. This study examined how three community-based 

leisure activities were experienced by Farsi-speaking Iranian immigrant women aged 30 to 55 

living in Ottawa, Canada. Methods: Organized in partnership with PAND Settlement Services, the 

activities included a group walk along the Rideau Canal, a Classical Persian dance workshop, and 

a group visit to the National Gallery of Canada. Data were drawn from 32 post-activity evaluation 

surveys, researcher field notes, and two follow-up semi-structured feedback sessions. Structured 

items were analyzed descriptively; open-ended responses and feedback sessions notes were 

analyzed thematically following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase approach. Results: Participants 

rated all three activities positively across enjoyment, accessibility, and social contact. Leisure was 

experienced as a meaningful break from routine, a source of emotional relief, an opportunity to 
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meet other women, and a setting in which shared language and migration experience made 

participation easier and more comfortable. Sustained participation remained shaped by time 

pressure, caregiving demands, weather, transportation, cost, and access to clear and trusted 

information. Conclusions: Leisure activities contributed to the well-being and sense of belonging 

for the women who participated in the study. 

Keywords: immigrant working women; leisure; wellbeing; belonging; social connection; 

community-based activities; Iranian immigrants; Canada; mental health promotion; settlement 

3.2 Introduction 

Immigrant settlement is frequently discussed in relation to employment, housing, language 

acquisition, and access to formal health and social services. While these dimensions matter, they 

do not fully account for how well-being is constructed and sustained in everyday life. A growing 

body of scholarship shows that immigrant well-being is also shaped by social inclusion, access to 

community resources, and the practical ability to participate in meaningful daily activities beyond 

work and survival-oriented responsibilities (Abood et al., 2021; Crawford et al., 2023). For 

immigrant women in particular, well-being is closely tied to social support, family connectedness, 

and opportunities to participate in community life; all aspects that can be strained when 

connections are disrupted through migration (Nicolas & Smith, 2013; Nicolas et al., 2009). Periods 

of heightened isolation and reduced access to support networks, such as those experienced during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, have been associated with lower levels of well-being among 

immigrants, a reminder of how sensitive mental health is to everyday social connections (Krannich 

& Massey, 2024). 

Leisure is one domain through which broader dimensions of wellbeing become particularly 

visible. Leisure is increasingly understood as a meaningful social and health-related practice 
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connected to emotional restoration, quality of life, relationship-building, and a fuller sense of self 

(Caldwell, 2005; Iwasaki, 2007). In Canadian research, Suto (2013) identified leisure as an 

important contributor to immigrant women’s well-being, especially where it created space for 

enjoyment, autonomy, and social connection. More broadly, research on immigrants and leisure 

demonstrates that recreational and community activities can support adaptation, reduce 

acculturative stress, strengthen settlement satisfaction, and create opportunities for connection to 

both people and place (Berasategi Sancho et al., 2023; Blanco-Ayala et al., 2025; Charles-

Rodriguez & Larouche, 2025; Gallant & Tirone, 2017; Kim & Iwasaki, 2016; Stodolska & 

Alexandris, 2004). A recent scoping review further concluded that leisure remains an underutilized 

component of settlement infrastructure, despite consistent evidence of its contributions to well-

being and integration (Hassanli et al., 2026). 

At the same time, access to leisure is far from equal. Research on women and leisure has 

long documented how time poverty, family responsibilities, social expectations, and unequal 

access to resources constrain participation (Henderson & Gibson, 2013; Jackson & Henderson, 

1995). These patterns are often intensified in migration contexts. Studies with immigrant and 

refugee women identified multiple, overlapping constraints, including limited time, transportation 

challenges, financial pressure, lack of information, unfamiliarity with local opportunities, cultural 

expectations, and discomfort in mainstream activity settings (Crawford et al., 2023; Arab-

Moghaddam et al., 2007; Gagliardi et al., 2022; Lauckner et al., 2022). In the Canadian context, 

newcomers also described recreation and leisure as difficult to access when information is 

fragmented, programming is not culturally responsive, or participation depends on resources that 

are not evenly distributed (Lauckner et al., 2022; Antoun & Karlis, 2025; Zagrebina, 2026). 

Leisure scholarship has long theorized these limits through the concept of leisure constraints. This 
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literature distinguishes between structural constraints such as time, cost, transportation, and the 

organization of programming; interpersonal constraints, which arise from relationships and social 

obligations including caregiving and the availability of companions; and intrapersonal constraints 

such as internalized expectations, confidence, and beliefs about whether leisure is appropriate or 

deserved (Henderson & Gibson, 2013; Jackson & Henderson, 1995). Importantly, constraints are 

not understood as fixed barriers that simply prevent participation. Women negotiate constraints, 

drawing on facilitators such as flexible scheduling, affordable options in proximity, trusted 

information, and the support of family or peers so that participation is often adapted, or made 

partial rather than abandoned altogether (Henderson & Gibson, 2013; Jackson & Henderson, 

1995). Identifying constraints and facilitators provides an important vantage to examine the factors 

that limited participation but also what made leisure possible for the study participants. 

While structural, interpersonal and intrapersonal constraints may affect women’s leisure 

broadly, they take on distinct forms in the context of migration. Theories on immigrant adaptation 

describe how newcomers negotiate unfamiliar institutions, languages, and social norms while 

rebuilding networks and local knowledge that enables participation in social and community life 

(Jackson & Henderson, 1995; Cargo & Mercer, 2008). Layered onto the gendered constraints that 

nativeborn women also face, immigrant women encounter migration-specific conditions such as 

limited familiarity with local leisure systems, information that is fragmented or arrives through 

channels they do not yet use, the loss of established social networks, discomfort in mainstream 

settings, and the demands of acculturation. These intersect alongside factors such as language, 

residency status, and racialization that can further restrict access and inclusion (Zagrebina, 2026; 

Cargo & Mercer, 2008; Jafari et al., 2010; Israel et al., 1998). These intersecting conditions mean 

that opportunities available to native-born women may remain difficult to locate, afford, or feel 
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welcoming for newcomer women, even when formal provision exists. For many immigrant 

women, leisure is further shaped by gendered norms and family expectations carried across the 

migration process so that constraints experienced before migration are reconfigured rather than 

removed in their new settings (Antoun & Karlis, 2025). Understanding immigrant women’s leisure 

therefore requires attention to how gender and migration intersect. 

Iranian immigrant working women are a population for whom these considerations 

resonate. Existing work has shown that Iranian women’s leisure is shaped by gendered norms, 

family expectations, and structural constraints both before and after migration (Arab-Moghaddam 

et al., 2007). Research on Iranian immigrants in Canada has highlighted the importance of social 

determinants, isolation, and community connection in shaping mental health and everyday well-

being (Jafari et al., 2010). Yet there is limited qualitative research examining how structured, 

community-based leisure activities are experienced by Iranian immigrant working women in a 

Canadian urban setting, and how such activities may support well-being, connection, and 

belonging in practice. 

This article addresses that gap by drawing on the activity-based component of a broader 

doctoral study conducted in collaboration with PAND Settlement Services in Ottawa. Three 

structured leisure activities were organized for Farsi-speaking Iranian immigrant women aged 30 

to 55: a group walk along the Rideau Canal, a Classical Persian dance workshop, and a group visit 

to the National Gallery of Canada. Rather than treating leisure as background context, this study 

examines how participants described these activities in relation to emotional relief, social 

connection, familiarity with the city, and the practical conditions that made participation easier or 

harder. The study was guided by two questions: (1) How did participants experience the three 

leisure activities in relation to well-being, connection, and belonging? (2) What constraints and 
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facilitators shaped participation across the three activities? Following leisure studies scholarship, 

we use the term constraints rather than barriers throughout the article. Constraints better reflects 

that these conditions are not necessarily fixed obstacles that prevent participation altogether; they 

may ease, intensify, or recede over time, and women often negotiate them to take part fully or 

partially (Jackson & Henderson, 1995). 

3.3 Materials and Methods 

3.3.1 Study Design and Community Partnership 

This article draws on the activity-based component of a doctoral research project on leisure 

and community services as potential pathways to well-being among Iranian immigrant working 

women aged 30–55 in Ottawa, Canada. This project emerged from the research team’s SSHRC-

funded community engaged project in partnership with PAND Settlement Services. The activity 

component of this doctoral study included input from community members at every stage. This 

partnership-based approach aligns with communitybased and participatory health research 

principles that emphasize trust, responsiveness, and the value of working through established 

community relationships (Cargo & Mercer, 2008; Israel et al., 1998), as well as emerging work in 

leisure studies demonstrating that co-designing programming with community members can 

strengthen both participation and sense of belonging (Oncescu et al., 2026). In practice, this 

community input reflected the study’s community-based approach: the choice, timing, format, and 

location of the activities were guided by community members’ stated preferences, everyday 

constraints and accessibility needs, gathered through a preliminary leisure interest survey 

administered through Google Forms (Google LLC, Mountain View, CA, USA) and ongoing 

consultation with PAND Settlement Services organization (see Chapter Two). Many of the women 
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who later attended the activities and contributed evaluation data completed the earlier preliminary 

leisure interest survey, so activities reflected the interests and preferences of the community they 

were intended to serve. 

3.3.2 Participants and Recruitment 

Participants were Farsi-speaking Iranian immigrant women aged 30 to 55 living in Ottawa, 

Ontario, Canada. Recruitment was carried out through bilingual posters circulated via PAND 

Settlement Services’ communication channels, including newsletter emails and the Telegram 

messaging platform (Telegram Messenger Inc., Dubai, United Arab Emirates). Separate posters 

were prepared for each activity and included the date, time, location, eligibility criteria, registration 

process, and consent requirements. All materials were available in both English and Farsi, and 

participation was voluntary, based on self-registration. The study focused on this age range 

because women aged 30 to 55 typically balance paid employment with caregiving and household 

responsibilities. This period in immigrant women’s lives is often less examined than younger 

cohorts such as newcomer children, adolescents or students, or studies on older adults. The 

descriptor working women is used in an inclusive sense throughout the article, referring to women 

engaged in paid work alongside substantial domestic and caregiving labour, rather than as a formal 

labour-force screening category. 

Across the three activities, 12 post-activity surveys were completed after the group walk, 

11 after the dance workshop, and 9 after the gallery visit, for a total of 32 surveys. As participants 

could choose which activities to attend, the survey totals represent activity-level responses rather 

than a count of unique individuals. Two women who had attended all three activities later 

participated in follow-up semi-structured feedback sessions. As the post-activity surveys were 

anonymous, individual respondents could not be identified across activities, so the extent of 
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overlap in attendance between activities cannot be determined. An overlap that could be identified 

with certainty was the two women who attended all three activities and took part in the follow-up 

feedback sessions. For the same reason, women who attended an activity but did not complete a 

survey could not be tracked, so some degree of self-selection among respondents cannot be ruled 

out. The 32 surveys therefore represent 32 activity-level evaluations across the three activities 

rather than repeated measures from a single fixed group. The two follow-up feedback sessions 

were conducted as individual, one-on-one interviews rather than as focus groups, one with each of 

the two women who participated in all three activities. 

3.3.3 Leisure Activities 

Three leisure activities were organized between October and December 2025. The first was 

a group walk along the Rideau Canal, held on 26 October 2025. The second was a Classical Persian 

dance workshop, held on 19 November 2025, at a Community Center. The third was a group visit 

to the National Gallery of Canada during its Free Thursday Nights program on 4 December 2025. 

All activities were facilitated in Farsi. Each session followed a consistent sequence: participant 

arrival, informed consent, activity participation, and completion of an anonymous post-activity 

evaluation survey before departure. Field notes were recorded in Microsoft Word (Microsoft 365, 

version 2607; Microsoft Corporation, Redmond, WA, USA) by the lead researcher after each 

session. The walk covered approximately 2.5 to 3 km round trip and lasted about 1.5 h at a relaxed, 

moderate pace, walking on a well-paved pedestrian pathway with few physical obstacles. 

Participants stopped at the halfway point for a pause to sit on the benches, drink water, and pose 

on the Rideau Canal bridge for a group photograph. The weather was mild and sunny, with little 

to no wind and no rain. The outing concluded with informal tea and conversation in the lobby of 

the National Arts Centre. 
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The three activities differed intentionally in format. The walk provided a low-cost, low-

pressure outdoor experience in a familiar public space. The dance workshop created a culturally 

familiar, movement-based group setting. The gallery visit offered access to a major cultural 

institution and to free public programming. Together, these formats were designed to explore how 

different types of leisure might support or constrain participation among immigrant women. 

3.3.4 Data Collection 

Data were drawn from three complementary sources: post-activity evaluation surveys, field 

notes, and follow-up semi-structured feedback sessions. 

The post-activity evaluation surveys were modelled after team members’ comparable 

research projects using post leisure activity surveys with Iranian newcomer women over the age 

of 55. The survey contained both structured and open-ended items. Structured items addressed 

four areas across all activities: evaluation of the activity and its organization; experiences of well-

being and social interaction; perceived constraints on leisure participation; and preferences for 

future programming. Open-ended items invited participants to share their motivations for 

attending, valued aspects of the activity, experiences of social connection, growing familiarity with 

Ottawa, and suggestions for future programs. All surveys were available in English and Farsi and 

responses submitted in Farsi were translated into English before analysis. To gather data on 

constraints, questions included asking about conditions that generally make leisure participation 

more difficult for the respondent, rather than only about the specific activity just completed, and 

were paired with the item on preferences for future programming to inform subsequent activities. 

The survey used here was pretested through consultation with the doctoral supervisor. Following 

that consultation, the instrument was adapted by simplifying and clarifying item wording, 

adjusting the list of leisure constraints to reflect the circumstances of working women aged 30 to 
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55, and expanding the open-ended prompts on well-being, social connection, and familiarity with 

the city. 

Field notes were recorded by the lead researcher following each activity. These captured 

contextual and procedural dimensions not fully reflected in survey responses, including group 

atmosphere, patterns of interaction among participants, and observations about how the session 

unfolded in practice. 

Two follow-up semi-structured feedback sessions were conducted online through Zoom 

(version 6.3; Zoom Video Communications, Inc., San Jose, CA, USA), in Farsi language, with 

women who had attended all three activities, each lasting approximately 45 min. Semi-structured 

feedback sessions were selected because it offers a flexible framework that keeps the conversation 

oriented toward the research questions while allowing participants to introduce their own 

meanings, emphases, and priorities (Adeoye-Olatunde & Olenik, 2021). The follow-up feedback 

sessions questions were organized thematically, moving from general experiences of leisure and 

daily routines through participants’ responses to each specific activity and concluding with 

reflections on constraints, community connection, and programming preferences. Follow-up 

prompts invited participants to elaborate on specific moments, describe what made participation 

easier or harder, and reflect on how the activities compared to one another. Participants did not 

consent to audio-recording. Accordingly, the lead researcher took detailed notes throughout each 

feedback session. At the close of each session, these notes were reviewed aloud with the participant 

to verify accuracy and completeness before being translated into English. Although audio-

recording might have preserved additional nuance, this approach respected participants’ 

preferences and ensured that the documented content faithfully reflected what had been shared. 

Emerging themes were member-checked with the supervisor. Self-reflection to identify potential 



76 

bias was implemented and addressed, given the lead researcher’s positionality as an Iranian 

international student in this age cohort. 

3.3.5 Data Analysis 

Structured survey responses were entered into Microsoft Excel (Microsoft 365, version 

2607; Microsoft Corporation, Redmond, WA, USA) and analyzed descriptively using frequencies 

and percentages. Given the small, activity-specific samples, the quantitative material was used to 

identify and summarize response patterns rather than to support inferential analysis. 

Open-ended survey responses and feedback sessions notes were analyzed thematically 

following Braun and Clarke’s (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun & Clarke, 2021) six-phase approach: 

familiarization with the data, generation of initial codes, construction of candidate themes, review 

and refinement of themes, definition and naming of themes, and production of the analytical 

narrative. Analysis began with repeated reading of all translated material, followed by systematic 

coding across the full dataset and the gradual development of themes capturing recurring meanings 

and patterns across activities. Field notes were incorporated as supporting interpretive material, 

particularly when clarifying how the structure, atmosphere, or logistical conditions of a session 

shaped participants’ experience. 

3.3.6 Rigor and Trustworthiness 

Several strategies were employed to support the rigor and trustworthiness of the findings. 

First, data were drawn from three complementary sources, namely surveys, field notes, and 

feedback sessions, allowing patterns identified in one source to be contextualized and examined 

against the others. This triangulation strengthened confidence in the themes that emerged across 

the dataset. Second, member checking was built into the follow-up feedback sessions process: 
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notes taken during each feedback session were reviewed and confirmed by participants before the 

session closed, reducing the risk of misrepresentation. Third, the use of bilingual materials 

throughout the study, including recruitment posters, consent forms, surveys, and follow-up 

feedback sessions facilitation entirely in Farsi, supported meaningful participation and reduced 

language-related barriers to expression. Finally, the lead researcher maintained reflexive 

awareness of her position as a member of the Iranian diaspora conducting research within a 

community, she was also part of, attending carefully to how this dual role might shape data 

collection, analysis, and interpretation. 

3.3.7 Ethical Considerations 

Written informed consent was obtained from all participants before participation in each 

activity and in advance of the follow-up feedback sessions. Consent forms were bilingual and 

clearly explained the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participation, participants’ right 

to withdraw at any time without consequence, and the steps taken to protect confidentiality. 

Written informed consent was obtained from all participants involved in the study. Signed consent 

forms were stored securely and separately from the anonymous post-activity evaluation surveys, 

which contained no identifying information. Feedback consultation materials were handled 

confidentially and reported without identifying details. The study was conducted in accordance 

with the Declaration of Helsinki and approved by the University of Ottawa Research Ethics Board 

(Protocol H-03-23-8562). 
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3.4 Results 

3.4.1 Activity Overview and Post-Activity Evaluations 

Participants positively rated all three activities. For the outdoor walk, all 12 respondents 

agreed or strongly agreed that they had enjoyed the activity, found registration and participation 

easy, felt comfortable during the session, and would recommend the route to others. Eleven of the 

12 respondents said the walk fit their schedule, and 11 indicated they would be likely to walk the 

same route or a similar activity again. All 12 respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they felt 

good or happy during the activity and had made at least one new acquaintance. 

The dance workshop received equally strong, positive responses. All 11 respondents agreed 

or strongly agreed that they enjoyed the session, found it easy to attend, were satisfied with the 

facilitation, felt encouraged to participate regardless of prior dance experience, and felt good or 

happy while participating. Ten respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the pace and level of 

instruction were appropriate, and eight said the workshop increased their awareness of leisure 

opportunities in the broader community. 

The gallery visit was also rated highly. All nine respondents agreed or strongly agreed that 

they enjoyed the visit, were satisfied with the facilitation, and found the gallery activities engaging. 

Eight respondents said the visit fit their schedule and that the gallery environment supported their 

participation. Eight respondents also agreed or strongly agreed that the visit increased their interest 

in art and culture, encouraged interest in other museums or cultural spaces, and raised their 

awareness of free-admission programming. Table 1 provides an overview of the three activities. 

Table 2 presents selected structured survey findings. Table 3 summarizes the most frequently 

reported constraints across activities. 
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Table 1. Overview of the three community-based leisure activities, including date, location, main 

features, and number of post-activity evaluation surveys completed 

Activity Date Location Main features Completed 

surveys 

Group walk 26 October 

2025 
Rideau Canal / 

National Arts Centre 
Relaxed outdoor walk followed by 

informal tea and conversation 
12 

Classical 

Persian dance 

workshop 

19 November 

2025 
Community Center Culturally familiar group dance 

session with refreshments and informal 

conversation 

11 

National 

Gallery visit 
4 December 

2025 
National Gallery of 

Canada 
Group museum visit during Free 

Thursday Nights with social and 

creative programming 

9 

 

Table 2. Selected post-activity evaluation findings from structured survey items, showing positive 

participation ratings, social connection outcomes, and notable activity-specific results 

Activity Positive participation ratings Social connection findings Notable activity-specific 

finding 

Group walk 12/12 enjoyed the activity; 

12/12 found registration and 

participation easy; 11/12 said 

the walk fit their schedule 

12/12 reported making at least 

one new acquaintance; 9/12 

wanted to stay connected 

through a small group 

6/12 reported it was their first 

time on the route; 11/12 said 

they would do the walk or a 

similar activity again 

Dance 

workshop 
11/11 enjoyed the activity; 

11/11 were satisfied with 

facilitation; 10/11 felt the pace 

and level were suitable 

11/11 reported making at least 

one new acquaintance 
8/11 said the workshop 

increased their awareness of 

leisure opportunities in the 

community and city 

Gallery visit 9/9 enjoyed the visit; 8/9 said 

the activity fit their schedule 

and the environment supported 

participation 

8/9 reported enjoyable 

interactions with other women; 

7/9 felt more connected with 

the Iranian community in 

Ottawa 

8/9 said the visit increased 

their interest in art and culture 

and raised awareness of free-

admission programs 

 

Table 3. Frequencies and percentages of self-reported constraints on leisure participation 

across the three activities 

Constraint Walk (n = 12) Dance workshop (n 

= 11) 
Gallery visit (n = 9) 

Lack of time 7 (58.3%) 6 (54.5%) 7 (77.8%) 
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Constraint Walk (n = 12) Dance workshop (n 

= 11) 
Gallery visit (n = 9) 

Family duties 6 (50.0%) 6 (54.5%) 2 (22.2%) 

Childcare responsibilities 3 (25.0%) 4 (36.4%) 3 (33.3%) 

Transportation 4 (33.3%) 4 (36.4%) 6 (66.7%) 

Weather 3 (25.0%) 7 (63.6%) 9 (100.0%) 

Not knowing local leisure resources 8 (66.7%) 3 (27.3%) 3 (33.3%) 

Cost 2 (16.7%) 3 (27.3%) 2 (22.2%) 

 

3.4.2 Leisure as Self-Care and Relief 

Across the surveys and follow-up feedback sessions, participants described leisure as 

something considerably more than simple enjoyment. The activities were consistently associated 

with relief, lightness, and a temporary release from the demands of daily routine. In the follow-up 

feedback sessions, leisure was described in plainly affective terms as ‘free time without 

responsibility’ and ‘time that is not duty.’ These characterizations reveal that leisure was 

understood not primarily as a type of program, but as a qualitatively different experience of time, 

one not fully claimed by work, caregiving, household tasks, or continuous obligation. 

This understanding appeared across all three activities. Participants used affective language 

to describe the effects of participation: feeling ‘good,’ ‘happy,’ ‘more active,’ ‘lighter,’ or ‘cheered 

up.’ One respondent in the dance workshop wrote that the session gave her ‘a lot of positive 

energy’ after a busy day. Another explained simply that ‘it cheered me up a lot.’ In the gallery 

survey, one participant described attending because she wanted ‘to do something different and take 

a break from my repetitive daily routine, work, home, sleep,’ while another wrote that she came 

because she needed ‘a break from the responsibilities of motherhood and being a wife.’ These 

accounts suggest that the value of leisure was not only in the activity itself but also for the respite 

it offered from the demands of daily life. The follow-up feedback sessions reinforced this point. 
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One participant reflected that the activities reminded her that she needed ‘something outside 

routine, even if small.’ Another, speaking about the gallery visit, remarked that the experience 

helped her realize she was ‘not just [a] cashier.’ Taken together, these responses show that the 

activities created brief but meaningful openings in which participants could momentarily step 

outside heavily scheduled lives and experience a different relationship to time, role, and self. 

3.4.3 Activity Format Shaped Leisure Experiences 

Although all three activities were experienced positively, participants did not describe them 

in identical terms. Each format supported a distinct kind of leisure experience. 

The outdoor walk was described as especially relaxed, easy, and low-pressure. It required 

no special preparation, involved no prerequisite skill, and unfolded in a public outdoor 

environment that felt welcoming and accessible. The side-by-side movement of walking also 

appeared to facilitate conversation without pressure or social obligation. Survey respondents 

highlighted ‘walking and chatting with people,’ ‘chatting with new friends,’ and ‘enjoying the 

beautiful pathway’ as among the most valued aspects of the experience. This made the walk 

particularly effective for early relationship-building and gentle social participation. 

The dance workshop generated a more energized and culturally resonant experience. 

Participants valued the music, movement, shared cultural references, and the workshop’s 

supportive atmosphere. One respondent joined because she wanted ‘to learn Persian classic dance,’ 

while another said the activity helped her feel connected to Iranian culture. Several women 

emphasized the pleasure of ‘dancing together and talking,’ and others described the session as both 

physically and emotionally beneficial. One participant wrote that ‘after long time, it made me feel 

active,’ while another noted it improved her mood ‘by improving blood circulation and boosting 
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mood.’ The workshop also appeared to build confidence: one woman stated, ‘I don’t feel shy 

anymore,’ and another said she felt ‘more courageous to dance compared to before.’ 

The gallery visit offered a calmer and more reflective type of leisure. Participants described 

the setting as peaceful, creative, and inspiring. Open-ended responses emphasized ‘the calm and 

inspiring atmosphere of the gallery,’ ‘the collection of the art,’ and having ‘a few peaceful hours’ 

in a quiet environment. The visit also had a distinct place-based dimension: it introduced several 

women to a major cultural institution in Ottawa and to free-entry programming they had not 

previously known about. One follow-up feedback sessions participant noted that the experience 

motivated her ‘creatively.’ These patterns indicate that format mattered in meaningful ways. The 

walk supported ease and unforced social interaction; the dance workshop created culturally 

familiar and embodied engagement; and the gallery visit offered calm reflection and cultural 

exploration. The value of leisure programming lay partly in the diversity of forms through which 

participants could engage. 

3.4.4 Leisure as Social Connection 

A central finding across the dataset was that all three activities created structured 

opportunities for social contact. Participants consistently identified interaction with others as one 

of the most meaningful aspects of participation. This pattern appeared in both the structured survey 

items and the open-ended responses: across activities, nearly all respondents agreed or strongly 

agreed that making new acquaintances mattered to them and that they had made at least one during 

their session. 

The qualitative material adds depth to this pattern. Walk participants highlighted ‘walking 

and chatting with people,’ ‘chatting with new friends,’ and ‘making friendship’ as important parts 

of their experience. In the dance workshop, participants described the value of ‘chatting afterward,’ 
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‘chatting with friends over tea,’ and meeting women who shared similar experiences. One 

participant wrote that she appreciated ‘hearing our immigration stories,’ while another said the 

women were ‘very friendly and warm.’ The gallery visit also facilitated new contacts: one 

respondent explained, ‘As a newcomer I didn’t know anyone, but now I’ve made some new 

connections that may continue.’ 

Shared language played a central role in making these interactions easier. One walk 

participant noted the activity helped her feel connected because ‘we were speaking in our mother 

tongue,’ while a gallery respondent similarly wrote that ‘speaking in our mother tongue helped.’ 

In the follow-up feedback sessions, participants suggested that shared language and shared 

migration experience reduced the social effort required to connect, with one woman stating that 

connection came naturally ‘because we all speak the same language and have kind of the same 

experiences.’ 

At the same time, connection was not uniform. A smaller but important subset of responses 

indicated that not every activity felt equally welcoming for everyone. In one activity, a participant 

wrote: To be honest, the group didn’t feel very friendly or warm this time.’ Another said she was 

unable to make a connection during the visit. The follow-up feedback sessions data complicated 

the picture further: one participant remarked, ‘If I have a friend, I go; if not, I cancel,’ suggesting 

that a familiar companion was sometimes a prerequisite for participation. Another noted that she 

‘prefers mixed spaces sometimes,’ indicating that an exclusively Iranian group setting was not 

automatically welcoming for all. These responses do not undermine the broader finding that leisure 

supported social connection; rather, they show that group-based connection was meaningful in this 

age cohort but contingent and perhaps shaped by individual personality, prior relationships, and 

the particular social dynamics of each activity format. 
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3.4.5 Familiarity with Ottawa and Emerging Belonging 

Beyond enjoyable social moments, the activities helped participants become more familiar 

with Ottawa and, in some cases, more at ease within the city. This process appeared in both direct 

and indirect ways. Some respondents noted that the activities introduced them to places they had 

not previously visited, while others described how participation expanded their awareness of 

community resources and made the city feel more accessible. 

The walk along the Rideau Canal provided a striking example. For several women, it was 

their first time on that route, and they described the outing as a way of coming to know Ottawa 

more intimately. One respondent wrote, ‘it was my first time walking along the Rideau Canal and 

was more rewarding with the beauty of the fall season.’ Another said that ‘visiting [a] new place 

of the city made me feel part of the city.’ The gallery visit had a similar effect. Multiple respondents 

noted they had not previously visited the National Gallery because of time, cost, transportation, or 

the absence of someone to go with. Learning about free-admission evenings shifted the gallery 

from something distant or costly into something imaginable and reachable. The walk ended with 

tea and conversation which gave participants the opportunity to socialize after the outing. 

Participants connected these leisure activities to a broader sense of belonging. In the 

follow-up feedback sessions, one woman explained that experiences like these ‘teach how [the] 

systems work and introduce community spaces beyond work and school.’ This observation 

captures an important dimension of the findings: leisure did not simply create pleasant memories; 

it made the city more legible. It expanded participants’ practical knowledge of Ottawa and helped 

them imagine a relationship to the city that extended beyond work, commuting, and obligation. 

Belonging also operated within the diaspora space created by the activities themselves. The 

Farsi-speaking group context reduced the need for extensive self-explanation and allowed 
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participants to feel more at ease. Shared language, shared age range, and shared migration-related 

concerns created culturally comfortable settings in which women could feel recognized without 

having to justify themselves. Even so, the data suggest that this sense of belonging remained 

emergent and fragile rather than fully settled, particularly when structural constraints on 

participation continued to operate in daily life. 

3.4.6 Constraints and Facilitators 

Despite the strongly positive responses to the activities, participation was consistently 

described as something that required active effort to make participation possible. Across the 

surveys, follow-up feedback sessions, and field notes, participation was largely dependent on 

timing, cost, transportation, weather, available energy, caregiving responsibilities, and access to 

clear and trusted information. 

Time pressure emerged as the most persistent constraint. Participants described daily life 

as tightly structured around work, caregiving, household tasks, and routine obligations. One 

participant summarized her typical day as having ‘no gap,’ while another said simply that ‘time is 

short.’ A third explained that after a full work shift, ‘my body is finished.’ These comments reflect 

not only a shortage of time, but also the compounding effect of fatigue, scheduling pressure, and 

physical depletion accumulated across long days. The structured constraint checklists confirmed 

this pattern: lack of time was selected by 7 of 12 walk participants (58.3%), 6 of 11 dance 

participants (54.5%), and 7 of 9 gallery participants (77.8%). 

Weather and transportation were also prominently reported as constraints. Ottawa is a four-

season city, and winter conditions are demanding: daytime temperatures average roughly −6 to 

−12 ◦ C and nighttime temperatures −10 to −20 ◦ C, and the city receives an average of 240 cm of 

snow each year. Weather was the most frequently selected constraint in both the dance workshop 
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(7 of 11 respondents, 63.6%) and the gallery visit (9 of 9 respondents, 100%). Transportation 

difficulties were particularly notable for the gallery visit, where 6 of 9 respondents (66.7%) 

identified them. Several participants explicitly linked attendance to winter conditions, public 

transit availability, and not having access to a personal vehicle. One gallery respondent wrote that 

she had not visited before due to ‘lack of time and not having a vehicle,’ while another noted that 

parking costs were a deterrent. These observations reinforce that formal availability does not 

guarantee practical access. 

Leisure information functioned in both enabling and constraining ways. Many women 

learned about the activities through trusted channels such as PAND Settlement Services 

communications, Instagram, Telegram, and word-of-mouth within Iranian community networks. 

When information was clear and arrived through familiar channels, it reduced uncertainty and 

planning effort. When it did not, finding information became an additional layer of logistical work. 

One gallery respondent explained: ‘I’d rather receive emails to stay informed instead of searching 

on my own.’ Another said she lacked the time to follow these opportunities independently and 

would be more likely to attend if someone else coordinated the logistics. This highlights that the 

burden of locating, interpreting, and acting on leisure information is itself a meaningful access 

constraint. Alongside the facilitating factor of receiving leisure information through trusted 

channels of the settlement organization, participants indicated the no-cost fee of the activity served 

as a facilitator. Several women had not previously visited the National Gallery because, as one 

explained, “the admission fee and parking fee are too expensive,” and another noted she “didn’t 

know they offered free admission days.” Organizing the activity around weekly evenings with free 

admission—a barrier that had initially kept them away—was a facilitating factor. Having activities 

organized and led by someone else was also considered a facilitating factor; one woman said she 
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did not “have time to organize anything myself, but I’d like to join activities if someone else takes 

the lead.” Others described the importance of not having to attend alone, with one explaining she 

had “never had a group of people or friends who were willing to go together” and did not enjoy 

such activities on her own, so a group activity made participation possible. 

Taken together, the findings illustrate that participation was shaped by a continual interplay 

between desire and feasibility. Women valued leisure and expressed the wish for more of it, but 

participation depended on a constellation of practical conditions: weather, affordability, trusted 

communication, realistic scheduling, and logistical accessibility within already busy daily lives. 

3.5 Discussion 

3.5.1 Leisure, Well-Being, and Everyday Relief 

For the women in this study, community-based leisure activities supported well-being in 

ways that are immediate, social, and grounded in the texture of everyday life. Across the three 

activities, leisure was valued not because it was exceptional or extravagant, but because it created 

temporary relief from routine, obligation, and role saturation. This aligns with research describing 

leisure as therapeutically valuable not merely because it is enjoyable, but because it supports 

restoration, coping, and positive affect (Caldwell, 2005; Iwasaki, 2007; Suto, 2013). It also 

resonates with Canadian scholarship showing that leisure contributes to immigrant women’s well-

being when it creates space for enjoyment, autonomy, and social participation (Suto, 2013). 

The present findings extend this literature by grounding the connection between leisure 

and well-being in the specific structure of immigrant women’s daily lives. Participants did not 

describe leisure in abstract health terms; they described it as time released from responsibility, 

time that temporarily loosened the grip of work, caregiving, repetition, and pressure. In this 
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respect, the findings align with studies demonstrating that leisure can mediate acculturative stress 

and settlement distress by offering emotional replenishment, renewed meaning, and restored 

energy (Gallant & Tirone, 2017; Kim & Iwasaki, 2016; Kim et al., 2016). This study contributes 

a more grounded account of how that process was enacted through small, organized, and culturally 

responsive activities rather than a large-scale intervention. For research focused on mental health 

and wellbeing promotion among immigrant populations, this finding is promising: modest, 

community-embedded programming can offer immigrant women a valuable, if immediate, form 

of well-being support. As each activity was offered as a single session, these accounts describe 

immediate, self-reported responses by the women who participated in the study. Whether repeated 

or ongoing programming would produce more durable effects on well-being is an important 

question for future research. 

3.5.2 Social Connection, Shared Language, and Belonging 

For the women in this study, leisure also served as a social resource. Shared activities 

allowed women to meet others, initiate new relationships, and build familiarity through common 

language and common experience. This pattern is consistent with previous work showing that 

leisure and recreation can create low-pressure settings for social contact, inclusion, and life 

satisfaction among newcomers (Berasategi Sancho et al., 2023; Lauckner et al., 2022; Antoun & 

Karlis, 2025; Forde et al., 2015; Barrick, 2023; Barrick et al., 2021). In this study, Farsi was not 

merely a communication medium; it was part of the social infrastructure of comfort. Shared 

language reduced the need for self-explanation and allowed participants to feel understood more 

readily. These findings are consistent with recent research on newcomers in a comparable 

Canadian urban setting that identified social connection and cultural familiarity as central 
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motivators for leisure participation, while structural obstacles persistently constrained their ability 

to engage (Zagrebina, 2026). 

The social connection produced in these settings resonates with foundational theory on 

sense of community (SOC) (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). McMillan and Chavis (1986) identify 

four dimensions of the sense of community: membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of 

needs, and shared emotional connection. The experiences participants in this study described map 

onto all four of these dimensions The shared cultural setting, shared language, and shared life stage 

reduced social distance and supported a felt sense of membership. Participants described feeling 

that their presence mattered to the group, that the activities met social and emotional needs 

unaddressed elsewhere, and that the shared context of immigration created a basis for genuine 

connection. Recent leisure research with Korean middle-aged women found comparable 

dynamics, wherein culturally familiar and linguistically comfortable settings generated strong 

sense of community even within a single activity session (Woo et al., 2025). Liechty and 

colleagues (2019) similarly found that older adults in group fitness programs developed lasting 

sense of community through shared activity, reinforcing that brief but well-designed community 

leisure can initiate durable social bonds. 

At the same time, our findings caution against assumptions that shared ethnicity 

automatically produces a sense of belonging. Some participants felt genuine warmth and 

recognition, while others described weaker connection or expressed a preference for more 

culturally mixed environments. This nuance is significant: culturally familiar programming can 

reduce social distance but does not override individual differences, prior social comfort, or the 

specific dynamics produced by any particular activity format. The results therefore support a 

relational view of belonging, one constructed through specific interactions and settings rather than 
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assumed on the basis of shared identity (Charles-Rodriguez & Larouche, 2025; Lauckner et al., 

2022). An intersectional framing guides interpretation of the constraints reported in this study. 

Limits such as lack of time and weather are shared by many women, immigrant and non-immigrant 

alike. Yet for the women who participated in our study, these constraints were compounded by 

migration-related dimensions such as language, residency status, culture and religion, and if the 

participants identify as a visible minority or from a racialized community. In this sense, the 

experience of being an immigrant woman is not simply the sum of being a woman plus being an 

immigrant. The constraints these women described are best understood as shaped by intersecting 

dimensions of gender and migration together (Crawford et al., 2023; Antoun & Karlis, 2025; Jafari 

et al., 2010). 

These leisure activities also supported place-based belonging among the study participants. 

Women became more familiar with Ottawa through practice: walking a route, visiting a museum, 

discovering free-entry programs, or entering public spaces in the company of others with shared 

experiences. These findings resonate with research linking immigrant leisure participation to 

settlement satisfaction, place familiarity, and broader social sustainability (Charles-Rodriguez & 

Larouche, 2025; Gallant & Tirone, 2017; Lauckner et al., 2022). In the present study, belonging 

remained emergent and fragile rather than fully consolidated, particularly when structural 

constraints including time, transportation, and information continued to impact daily life. 

3.5.3 Implications for Community-Based Wellbeing Promotion 

The study’s findings carry several practical implications for mental health and wellbeing 

promotion programming targeting immigrant women. First, low-cost and culturally familiar 

leisure opportunities should be recognized as legitimate wellbeing supports rather than peripheral 

additions to settlement services. The consistently positive responses to the walk, dance workshop, 
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and gallery visit, all intentionally designed with few barriers, suggest that modest and carefully 

designed activities can be beneficial experiences for the participants (Nicolas et al., 2009; Charles-

Rodriguez & Larouche, 2025; Zagrebina, 2026). This finding adds to a growing body of evidence 

supporting community-based leisure and physical activity programming as a viable vehicle for 

health promotion among immigrant populations (Blanco-Ayala et al., 2025; Hassanli et al., 2026; 

Ali et al., 2023). A related body of work further suggests that belonging is more likely to emerge 

when programs are designed with, rather than simply for, community members, and that co-design 

processes can strengthen participants’ investment in and connection to community recreation 

spaces (Oncescu et al., 2026). 

Second, the constraints identified in this study reinforce research in the literature on 

gendered leisure constraints and immigrant participation constraints (Jackson & Henderson, 1995; 

Arab-Moghaddam et al., 2007; Gagliardi et al., 2022; Lauckner et al., 2022; Antoun & Karlis, 

2025). Time pressure, transportation, weather, caregiving, and information deficits are not minor 

inconveniences; they are the structural conditions that determine whether a potentially beneficial 

activity is accessible at all. Recent research on new immigrants in Montreal documented a parallel 

constellation of structural obstacles, underscoring that these constraints are systemic rather than 

individual (Zagrebina, 2026), while studies of newcomers in Canadian leisure and sport programs 

have similarly shown that motivation to participate is insufficient when practical constraints 

remain unaddressed (Barrick, 2023). Programs aimed at supporting immigrant women’s well-

being must therefore attend carefully to scheduling, seasonal considerations, location, transit 

access, childcare implications, and the communication burden placed on participants. 

Third, trusted communication channels matter. Participants repeatedly identified PAND 

Settlement Services, Telegram, Instagram, and direct email as the channels through which they 
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learned about opportunities. They also made clear that many women lacked the time and energy 

to search for programming independently, suggesting that communitybased wellbeing promotion 

must not only create activities but also reduce the interpretive and logistical work required to find 

and act on them. Programming communicated through community-embedded networks is more 

likely to reach women who are already stretched by competing demands. Notably, satisfaction 

with the organization, communication, registration, and setting of the activities were consistently 

rated high across all three activities which points to features of delivery that mattered regardless 

of the type of activity. A consistent element was participants’ need to receive advance notice of 

activities taking place to plan accordingly to attend. Several women explained that they could take 

part more readily when information reached them early enough and through familiar channels so 

that they could plan attendance around work and caregiving. One participant mentioned she 

preferred to receive emails rather than search for activities on her own. 

Finally, the variation in how participants responded to different activity formats indicates 

that no single leisure model will suit everyone equally well. Some women favored the informality 

and ease of the walk; others found deep resonance in the culturally familiar and embodied quality 

of dance; others valued the calm and creative atmosphere of the gallery. Programmatic diversity 

may therefore be a genuine asset rather than an organizational complication in leisure-based 

wellbeing programming for immigrant women. The growing attention to diasporic arts and cultural 

practices as resources for identity continuity and community building among migrants and 

refugees (Al-Hamad et al., 2026) further supports the case for culturally grounded and varied 

programming approaches. 
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3.5.4 Strengths and Limitations 

This study brings together multiple sources of evidence, including structured surveys, 

open-ended written reflections, researcher field notes, and semi-structured feedback sessions, 

drawn from three distinct activity formats rather than a single program type. The design made it 

possible to examine patterns across settings and to observe how leisure experiences varied by 

format. The partnership with a trusted community organization enhanced accessibility and the 

cultural responsiveness of the study design. 

Several limitations warrant acknowledgment. The sample was small and activity-based, 

and participants self-selected into the activities; the findings should therefore be understood as an 

in-depth account of a specific community-engaged project rather than as statistically generalizable 

results. Since participation was voluntary and shaped by the same constraints the study set out to 

examine, the women who took part may differ from those who were unable to attend, and the 

findings likely reflect the experiences of women who were able to negotiate their constraints rather 

than of all eligible women. As a result, the benefits reported here may understate what leisure 

could offer women who faced greater constraints and could not take part. 

Across all three activities, some women who had initially registered did not attend. This 

gap between registration and attendance is itself consistent with the constraints participants 

described, since intending to take part did not always translate into being able to. Since the post-

activity surveys were anonymous and participants could attend different combinations of activities, 

the survey data capture activity-level responses rather than those of a fixed cohort. Length of time 

in Ottawa was not systematically recorded so responses could not be analyzed by duration of 

residence. As most participants appeared to be recent newcomers within the last five years, the 

account may under-represent the experiences of women who have lived in the city longer. Beyond 
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the sample, the study was limited in how well-being itself was captured. Well-being was measured 

through participants’ own accounts of how they felt during and after three specific activities, rather 

than through a validated well-being measure, so these findings speak to immediate, self-reported 

experience. Only two follow-up feedback sessions were conducted, and they were documented 

through notetaking rather than audio-recording. Although notes were reviewed with participants 

for accuracy, audio-recording might have preserved additional nuance. The study was conducted 

in a single Canadian city with one linguistic and cultural community, and the findings should not 

be assumed to apply uniformly across other immigrant women’s groups or urban contexts. The 

same activities offered in another season, city, or community, or with different women, could yield 

different responses. Future research could build on this work through larger samples, longitudinal 

designs, or comparative studies across multiple immigrant communities and cities. 

3.6 Conclusions 

For the women who took part in this study, community-based leisure activities supported 

well-being in ways that allowed social connection, sense of community, and familiarity with place. 

For the women in this study, leisure was not peripheral to settlement. It offered relief from 

obligation, opportunities to meet others, a growing familiarity with Ottawa, and a deepening sense 

that they could inhabit the city more confidently and fully. Yet these benefits were not automatic. 

They depended on whether activities were low-cost, clearly communicated, culturally comfortable, 

and practically accessible within lives shaped by work, caregiving, fatigue, weather, and transit 

constraints. 

Leisure-based programming should be understood as a practical and relational form of 

wellbeing promotion that can help immigrant women feel less isolated, more socially connected, 

and more at ease within their communities of settlement. For practitioners, policymakers, and 
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researchers working in immigrant mental health and wellbeing, these findings underscore the value 

of partnership-based, culturally responsive, and accesscentered approaches. Small-scale, locally 

embedded activities can contribute to immigrant women’s well-being when designed with careful 

attention to the conditions that would enhance the possibility of participation. The leisure activities 

implemented in this study contributed to the well-being and sense of belonging of the immigrant 

women who participated, with implications for their perception of mental health and well-being 

promotion. Author Contributions: Conceptualization, M.H., E.O., N.A.-Z., L.A. and E.R.W.; 

Literature Review, M.H., E.O., N.A.-Z., L.A. and E.R.W.; Methodology, M.H., E.O., N.A.-Z., 

L.A. and E.R.W.; Data Collection, M.H.; Thematic Analysis, M.H. and E.O.; Original Draft 

Preparation, M.H.; Review and Editing, M.H., E.O., N.A.-Z., L.A. and E.R.W.; Supervision, E.O.; 

Project Administration, M.H. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of the 

manuscript. 
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4.1 Abstract 

Community-based leisure may support newcomer women’s well-being and belonging, yet 

its role within settlement practice remains underexamined. This article presents findings from a 

larger community-based research project that explored Iranian newcomer women’s (aged 30–55) 

experiences navigating leisure, community life, and well-being during their settlement in Ottawa, 

Canada. In this article, the discussion focuses on data collected from virtual feedback consultation 

sessions with two women who participated in co-designed leisure activities, and an executive from 

a non-profit settlement service organization serving Iranian and Farsi-speaking newcomers. Data 

coding, translation, verification and reflexive thematic analysis guided our qualitative 

methodological approach, and findings were interpreted within an intersectional feminist 

framework. Our findings revealed the challenges the participating women faced in balancing 

employment, caregiving, and household labour while acclimatizing to Canada. The women in this 
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study described leisure as a vital interruption of their layered responsibilities and a chance to 

connect with others who shared their migration experience. Leisure did not replace formal 

settlement supports but addressed dimensions of settlement that conventional indicators often 

miss, including identity loss, unfamiliarity with the city, and the need for connection in a shared 

language and cultural setting. In this case, the settlement organization functioned as a cultural 

infrastructure that made participation in public and cultural life accessible for the women who took 

part. 

Keywords: Iranian immigrant women; settlement organizations; leisure; culture; 

belonging; community participation; Canada; well-being 

4.2 Introduction 

Newcomer settlement is often discussed through immediate practical priorities, such as 

employment, housing, language acquisition, access to health care, and navigation of government 

services (Ager & Strang, 2008; Abood et al., 2021). These dimensions matter, but they do not fully 

capture how people build a livable everyday life after migration. Once initial needs are addressed, 

social connection, emotional belonging, place familiarity, and access to community participation 

remain important to settlement (Quirke, 2015; Gallant & Tirone, 2017). For immigrant women 

managing paid work, caregiving, household responsibilities, and weakened extended-family 

networks, belonging is closely tied to whether they can enter public and cultural life without 

barriers of language, cost, unfamiliarity, transportation, or social judgement (Suto, 2013; 

Rezazadeh & Hoover, 2018). Community-based leisure is one practical pathway through which 

such connection can begin, particularly when activities are accessible, culturally respectful, and 

relationally supported (Campbell et al., 2016; Lauckner et al., 2022; Berasategi Sancho et al., 

2023). 
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This article focuses on Iranian newcomer women aged 30 to 55 in Ottawa, Canada. 

Research on leisure as a pathway to belonging among Iranian immigrant women in Canada 

remains limited, and the role of settlement organizations in facilitating leisure participation has 

received even less sustained attention (Suto, 2013; Rezazadeh & Hoover, 2018; Drolet & Teixeira, 

2022; Salami et al., 2019). This gap is important as settlement organizations are often understood 

primarily through their formal service functions such as referrals, employment support, language 

support, or housing navigation. Yet in practice, they may also act as cultural and community 

infrastructure, helping newcomers move from private survival into public, social, and civic 

participation. 

Ottawa provides a specific context for this inquiry. In the 2021 Census, 259,215 

immigrants lived in Ottawa, representing 25.9% of the city’s population, including 47,415 recent 

immigrants who arrived between 2016 and 2021 (Statistics Canada, 2022a). Within Ottawa, the 

Iranian-origin population is relatively small compared with larger Iranian communities in Toronto, 

Vancouver, and Montreal. Statistics Canada data show approximately 6055 people of Iranian 

origin in Ottawa and approximately 200,460 nationally (Statistics Canada, 2022b). This smaller 

and more dispersed community context may affect the availability of women-centred, culturally 

familiar, and Farsi-language leisure networks. 

Settlement for Iranian newcomer women also carries a transnational dimension. 

Participants’ lives in Canada unfolded alongside concern for family members in Iran during a 

period of political upheaval, including the mobilization associated with the Woman, Life, Freedom 

movement (Shishehgar et al., 2015; Mobasher, 2025). Iranian immigrants in North America may 

also navigate what Sadeghi describes as geopolitical stigma, a racialized positioning shaped by 

strained relations between Iran and Western governments (Sadeghi, 2016). These conditions form 
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part of the emotional field in which settlement takes place. They also clarify why culturally familiar 

leisure and trusted community settings may matter not only as recreation but as forms of 

recognition, relief, and belonging. 

We approach this researchas a single case study. Iranian newcomer women aged 30 to 55 

in Ottawa are a small and dispersed population, and those who take part in a connected series of 

community activities are fewer still, which makes sustained participation difficult to observe at 

scale. A case study is suited to precisely these conditions, where the value of the work lies in the 

depth of what a small number of situated accounts can reveal rather than in the breadth of a sample 

(Flyvbjerg, 2006). Following the women through the full sequence of activities allows us to trace 

how access developed over time. This is a deliberate methodological choice rather than a shortfall. 

Qualitative case study research is judged by the depth and credibility of its account, not by the size 

or representativeness of a sample, and its purpose is analytic rather than statistical generalization: 

findings are generalized to theoretical propositions, not to populations (Yin, 2018). Small numbers 

of participants are appropriate and often necessary when the aim is to understand a process in detail 

rather than to estimate its distribution across a population (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Creswell & Poth, 

2018). We therefore make no claims about newcomers or Iranian women in general. The account 

speaks to the experiences of the women who took part and what their participation reveals about 

how a settlement organization can make leisure accessible. 

Two guiding research questions frame this study: How does a community-based settlement 

organization mediate Iranian newcomer women’s access to leisure and public life? How do 

gendered responsibility, transnational worries, and diaspora experience shape that process? 
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4.3 Literature Review 

Critical migration scholars position migrants as active participants shaping their own 

communities (Schinkel, 2018; Scuzzarello & Moroşanu, 2023). Belonging is not simply achieved 

through employment, language acquisition, or formal service use; it is produced through 

institutional recognition, everyday encounters, and repeated opportunities to participate in social 

and cultural life (Scuzzarello & Moroşanu, 2023; Farrugia, 2009; Yuval-Davis, 2006; Ambrosio, 

2026). Recent work on refugee integration in Canada similarly calls for shifting attention from 

what institutions expect of migrants to what migrants need to build livable, self-directed lives 

(Ambrosio, 2026; Hynie, 2024). For the present study, this means examining the conditions under 

which Iranian newcomer women are invited, enabled, and supported to participate in the city 

around them. 

Settlement organizations occupy an important but often less acknowledged position in this 

process. The literature recognizes the importance of language training, employment assistance, 

housing referrals, and service navigation, but their informal and relational work as community 

infrastructure remains less visible (Drolet & Teixeira, 2022; Ambrosio, 2026; Shields et al., 2016). 

Nonprofit settlement organizations often mediate between immigrant communities and state 

institutions (Evans & Shields, 2014), and in neoliberal policy contexts they may absorb 

responsibility for immigrant well-being beyond formal mandates (Valenzuela Moreno et al., 

2018). 

Over the last fifty years, Canadian research on leisure and ethnicity has contributed to our 

understanding of the leisure needs and preferences of immigrants, and reviews of this work 

continue to stress that ongoing research is needed as the immigrant population grows and 

diversifies (Karlis et al., 2020b). Case-based studies in this tradition have examined how particular 
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ethnocultural organizations sustain recreation for their communities, as in Karlis and Gravelle’s 

(2020a) analysis of the cultural recreation activities of the Hellenic Community of Ottawa. Antoun 

and Karlis (2025) identify language, cultural difference, and everyday logistics as recurring 

constraints on newcomers’ leisure and direct attention to the role that organizations delivering 

leisure services play in addressing them. 

Related questions have been examined across a range of age groups and migration 

generations. Writing about second-generation African Canadian adolescent girls in a community 

basketball programme, Haggar and Giles (2022) offer an intersectional analysis of how gender, 

race, religion, and programme design together shape whether a young woman feels able to take 

part and draw attention to the role of the people running community programmes. While the 

participants in this study differ in age and in migration generation, the underlying focus is similar: 

whether culturally meaningful leisure participation is possible depends substantially on the 

organization and the people behind the programming. 

In Ottawa, Canada, there are several organizations that provide services to newcomer 

women. In fact, leisure and community programming for newcomers is neither scarce nor tied to 

any single provider. The municipal government runs a wide range of recreational activities in the 

city, from aquatics and skating to fitness and the arts, with fee assistance available to low-income 

residents. The public library system offers free drop-in English conversation groups at branches 

across the city, several in the evening, and does not require registration. Among settlement 

organizations, a non-profit organization serving immigrant and racialized women delivers a 

weekly calendar of free activities with a playroom for children; a large multiservice organization 

programmes in dozens of languages across several sites and employs Farsi-speaking staff; the 

region’s oldest settlement agency pairs newcomers with established residents in mentoring 
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relationships that often last for years; and the local branch of a national community-based sport 

and leisure organization offers newcomers information and services. First-language service 

capacity, meaning staff and programming delivered in newcomers’ own languages, exists in the 

settlement sector, but it occurs primarily in instrumental services such as counselling, orientation, 

and settlement navigation rather than in leisure programming. Settlement organizations are 

resourced for settlement outcomes, and leisure has not generally been counted as one. What varies 

across these providers is not whether activities exist but the conditions that shape participation. 

Most settlement programming runs during weekdays, which makes it out of reach for women 

working full-time or in shift work. Fee assistance for municipal recreation is a significant benefit 

but requires familiarity with municipal systems to submit an in-person application. Most leisure 

programming is offered in English and French and is aimed at immigrant women broadly, so it 

does not always reach newcomer women who are still more comfortable in another language or 

who are looking for something built around their own community as they navigate their first 

months in a new country. This article expands this discussion by exploring the landscape of a 

settlement organization and the types of services provided, including filling the gaps in terms of 

enhancing leisure promotion through trusted, linguistically accessible, and culturally familiar 

routes into public and cultural life. 

An intersectional lens is central to understanding immigrant women’s leisure. Crenshaw’s 

foundational work established that women’s lives cannot be understood by isolating gender from 

racialization, class, migration status, institutional power, and other relations of inequality 

(Crenshaw, 1991). In leisure studies, intersectionality shows that access to recreation and free time 

is structured by overlapping social positions and by the uneven distribution of time, mobility, 

safety, resources, and recognition (Watson & Scraton, 2013; Mielke et al., 2022). Women’s 
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entitlement to leisure is also shaped by domestic labour, caregiving responsibilities, and social 

expectations (Henderson & Gibson, 2013; Henderson & Shaw, 2006). For immigrant women, 

these gendered constraints intersect with migration, cultural unfamiliarity, language barriers, 

racialization, and the need to navigate multiple norms at once (Aberman, 2024; Stodolska, 2018; 

McDonald et al., 2023; Hack-Polay et al., 2021). 

4.3.1 Social Capital and Cultural Infrastructure 

Bourdieu (1986, p. 248) defines social capital as the aggregate of resources linked to the 

possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition. Two features of this account matter here. Such networks are not 

given but produced through the material and symbolic exchanges that establish a relationship and 

then keep it in being. Membership in a group also provides each member with the backing of 

collectivity-owned capital, so that what an individual can draw on exceeds what they personally 

possess. Bourdieu’s own examples are institutional settings that organize sociability over time, 

among them clubs, schools, and families. On this account, the volume of social capital available 

to a person depends both on the extent of the network they can mobilize and on the capital held by 

those to whom they are connected, which is why social capital tends to reproduce existing 

inequality. 

Putnam (2000, p. 19) approaches social capital as a feature of communities rather than a 

possession of individuals, defining it as the connections among individuals, the social networks, 

and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them. His distinction between 

bonding and bridging social capital is directly relevant to settlement. Bonding capital, generated 

within homogeneous groups, provides support and reciprocity among people who already share a 

position. Bridging capital, generated across social divides, connects people to wider networks and 
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resources. Putnam argues that both are necessary and that they serve different functions: bonding 

capital undergirding specific reciprocity and mobilizing solidarity, and bridging capital providing 

linkage to external assets and information diffusion. 

Examining infrastructure provides a revealing vantage for cultural analysis. In cultural 

policy scholarship, cultural infrastructure denotes the spaces and institutional frameworks through 

which culture is produced and consumed: museums, galleries, libraries, theatres, archives, studios, 

and the funding programmes that sustain them. Getzner (2024) situates cultural infrastructure 

within the broader category of social infrastructure, noting that cultural institutions serve as public 

places for social exchange while also functioning as welfare-state infrastructure concerned with 

equal access to cultural events. Klinenberg’s (2018) work on social infrastructure focuses on the 

physical places and social organizations that shape social relations, values and communication. 

Both studies attend primarily to provision: whether spaces exist, how they are funded, and who 

can reach them.  

Our findings point to a further condition beyond provision. As the summary of newcomer 

leisure provision above makes clear, Ottawa is well supplied with cultural and recreational spaces, 

most of them free or subsidized, yet the women in this study made little use of them. What stood 

between availability and participation was the work of mediation: rendering information in a 

language a woman reads comfortably, scheduling around the hours of availability, explaining how 

an unfamiliar setting operates, arranging for a child to be accommodated, and sustaining the trust 

that makes an invitation credible. We use cultural infrastructure in this article to name this 

mediating function. Where Bourdieu treats the maintenance of a network as something its 

members do, and Putnam treats the associational setting as given, cultural infrastructure specifies 

the organizational work that produces the occasions on which both accounts depend. It extends the 
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spatial concept in cultural policy toward the organizational practices that make cultural spaces 

usable, and it specifies, for a newcomer population, the conditions Klinenberg identifies as 

determining whether relationships form. Its defining feature is location: it resides within the 

organization rather than with the individual or the network, and it persists whether or not any 

particular person uses it. This framing also anticipates variation. Bourdieu’s argument that social 

capital reproduces existing advantage implies that reliance on cultural infrastructure is not uniform. 

A woman who arrives with fluent English, professional credentials recognized in Canada, family 

already holding permanent residency, and the means to pay programme fees can enter public and 

cultural life through routes that require little to no organizational mediation. A woman without 

those resources may rely on the mediating work for more support. 

Studies on Iranian women’s leisure reveal that participation is shaped by expectations 

around family responsibility, respectability, and women’s public participation (Arab-Moghaddam 

et al., 2007). Research on Iranian migrant women in Canada further shows that identity, autonomy, 

and empowerment are negotiated within gendered and migratory conditions rather than simply 

gained through arrival in a new country (Hosseini & Safdar, 2023). Mental health research on 

Iranian immigrants also points to migration stressors, sociopolitical context, and community 

connection as important dimensions of well-being (Amini et al., 2022). Across this literature, the 

issue is not that immigrant women lack interest in leisure. Rather, they often lack reliable access 

to the conditions that make leisure feasible, including culturally safe spaces, flexible scheduling, 

affordable programming, transportation, and trusted social networks (Hurly, 2019; Barrick et al., 

2021). 

Transnationalism further complicates settlement. Migrants may inhabit transnational social 

fields in which obligations, worries, memories, and identities are distributed across more than one 
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national context (Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004). For Iranian women whose family members 

remain in Iran, homeland politics may be experienced not only through public activism but also 

through private worry, fatigue, grief, and moral pressure (Mobasher, 2025; Sadeghi, 2016). Within 

this context, leisure cannot be approached as a neutral activity category. It becomes one domain 

through which women may momentarily recover a sense of self, connect with others who 

understand similar concerns, and learn how to inhabit public and cultural spaces in Canada. 

4.4 Materials and Methods 

This article draws on a larger community-based doctoral study on leisure, well-being, and 

belonging among Iranian newcomer women aged 30 to 55 in Ottawa, Canada. The broader study 

involved a leisure interest survey, three structured leisure activities, post-activity evaluations, field 

notes, and follow-up feedback consultations (see Chapter Three; see Chapter Two). The present 

article focuses on two data sources that directly address the organizational and cultural dimensions 

of leisure access: semi-structured feedback consultations with two Iranian newcomer women who 

participated in all three leisure activities and a feedback session with a director of the settlement 

service organization. 

This article draws on a community-based, participatory approach. Working in partnership 

with a Farsi-language settlement organization, we explored settlement services and the kinds of 

leisure provision available to newcomers in order to identify gaps in leisure promotion and how 

they might be addressed. Within that partnership, we engaged with a settlement organization’s 

executive director and two community participants using participatory, narrative methods that 

integrated oral history and storytelling to understand leisure experiences and interests in their own 

words. Participatory, narrative methods focus on lived experiences and treat the sharing of personal 

stories as a way to gain insight in a study concerned with how leisure becomes accessible to 
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participants rather than with measuring its distribution (Duea et al., 2022). Narrative and 

storytelling methods of this kind carry a particular purpose. By foregrounding how people recount 

their own experiences, they treat the telling of a story as both a source of understanding and a form 

of participation in itself, one that can open space for reflection and for dialogue about what a 

community needs (Duea et al., 2022). A storied approach draws on lived experience and a range 

of perspectives to bring participants into the work of making meaning, rather than fitting their 

words to categories set in advance (Goodley & Clough, 2004). Approaching the two women’s 

accounts this way allowed their own sense of what the activities meant, and of what they were 

looking for, to guide the analysis. 

The study was conducted in collaboration with an Ottawa-based organization serving 

Iranian and Farsi-speaking newcomers (PAND Settlement Services, n.d.). The organization 

functioned as the main community partner for recruitment and communication in our study (PAND 

Settlement Services, n.d.). Its role was methodologically significant because access to leisure was 

shaped not only by the availability of activities but also by trust, language, cultural familiarity, and 

whether invitations came through a recognizable community channel. The design of this 

component follows from what the research questions probe. Both questions examine a process that 

unfolds over time: how an organization mediates access to leisure, and how gendered 

responsibilities and diaspora experiences shape that mediation. Capturing that process required 

accounts from participants who had experienced the full sequence of activities and could therefore 

share perspectives on any changes that occurred between the first activity and the third. 

Participants were recruited through the settlement service organization. Eligibility criteria required 

participants to be Iranian-born women between the ages of 30 and 55 who had participated in all 

three leisure activities organized as part of the broader study: a group walk along the Rideau Canal, 
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a Classical Persian dance workshop, and a visit to the National Gallery of Canada. Two women 

met these criteria and agreed to participate in follow-up feedback consultations. Both were 

employed full-time, lived in Ottawa without extended family support nearby, and identified 

caregiving responsibilities, time scarcity, and transnational worry as central features of daily life. 

To protect confidentiality, no further identifying details are reported. The women are referred to 

by the pseudonyms Sahar and Shirin. A feedback session was also conducted with an executive of 

the settlement organization in the role of organizational representative. 

The two participants were similar in some respects and differed in others, and both 

dimensions matter for reading the accounts that follow. Both were Iranian-born women in their 

thirties or forties, employed full-time, and living in Ottawa without extended family nearby. This 

sampling strategy produces depth rather than breadth. Sahar and Shirin could describe how 

participation felt across a series and how their relationship with the organization developed through 

it, which single-activity participants could not. They cannot describe the experiences of women 

who attended once, or who were never reached at all. We treat their accounts accordingly, as a 

detailed case of sustained participation rather than as a sample from which claims about Iranian 

newcomer women in Ottawa generally can be drawn. This choice is consistent with qualitative 

traditions in which a small number of in-depth interviews is treated as a strength rather than a 

limitation, since a reduced number of participants supports the close, sustained engagement 

through which detailed accounts are generated (Crouch & McKenzie, 2006). 

Semi-structured feedback consultation sessions with Sahar and Shirin were conducted 

individually in Farsi, their preferred language, to support comfort and ease of expression. 

Consultation sessions took place virtually and lasted approximately one hour. Participants did not 

consent to audio recording. Accordingly, data were documented through detailed handwritten 
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notes taken during and immediately after each feedback consultation. At the end of each session, 

the notes were reviewed with the participant to confirm accuracy and to ensure that the documented 

account reflected her intended meanings. Corrections and clarifications were incorporated before 

analysis. 

The organizational feedback session was conducted via Zoom (version 6.3; Zoom Video 

Communications, Inc., San Jose, CA, USA) and documented through detailed notes. Questions 

focused on the organization’s approach to outreach, leisure programming, cultural responsiveness, 

community trust, organizational capacity, funding constraints, and recommendations for future 

programming. Quotations and paraphrased examples reported in this article are drawn only from 

notes reviewed and confirmed with participants or the organizational representative. 

Reflexive thematic analysis guided the analytic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Analysis 

proceeded through repeated reading of the feedback session notes. This was followed by initial 

coding, development of candidate themes, refinement of themes in relation to the research 

questions, and member checking with the supervisor. Data analysis focused on how participants 

and the organizational representative described leisure, belonging, access, trust, gendered 

responsibility, community connection, and transnational stress. 

4.5 Results 

Iterative analysis produced four interrelated themes, summarized in Table 1. Together, the 

themes show that leisure participation was shaped by more than individual interest. It depended 

on the interaction of transnational emotional life, gendered responsibility, organizational trust, 

cultural familiarity, and the practical design of activities. 
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4.5.1 Transnational Worry, Diaspora Experience, and Emotional Settlement 

Daily life for both participants was shaped by local settlement pressures and by ongoing 

emotional ties to Iran. Sahar explicitly identified worry about family back home as a persistent 

pressure, saying, “we are not relaxed.” This statement situates Iranian newcomer women’s 

emotional load within a transnational frame. Their settlement experiences in Canada were shaped 

partly by the cognitive and emotional work of maintaining concern for a homeland marked by 

instability, repression, and uncertainty (Mobasher, 2025; Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004; Zhou et 

al., 2025). Table 1. Overview of themes. 

Table 1. Overview of themes 

Theme Focus 

1. Transnational worry, diaspora 

experience, and emotional settlement 
How geopolitical context, ongoing ties to Iran, and family 

separation shaped everyday settlement and emotional well-being. 

2. Leisure as emotional relief, identity 

restoration, and civic orientation 
How the three leisure activities interrupted routine, reactivated 

valued identities, and supported practical familiarity with Ottawa. 

3. The settlement organization as a 

mediating community structure 
How trusted Farsi-language communication, cultural familiarity, 

and organizational networks transformed activities into accessible 

participation opportunities. 

4. Designing belonging through practical 

supports 
How childcare, timing, cost, transit access, clear information, and 

small group formats determined whether participation was 

genuinely feasible. 
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Figure 1. Thematic framework: contextual, mediating, enabling, and outcome dimensions of 

community-based leisure 

 

The absence of extended family intensified these pressures. Sahar noted that all her family 

remained in Iran and summarized her situation as “just me here.” She added that the absence of 

family affected emotional support and motivation: “when you are alone, you don’t push yourself.” 

Shirin similarly emphasized that neither she nor her husband had extended family in Canada. In 

Iran, she could have relied on grandparents for childcare. 

These accounts show that family separation had emotional and practical implications. It 

reduced the informal care infrastructure that would ordinarily support women’s mobility, social 

participation, and capacity to claim time for themselves. Settlement therefore appeared not as a 

contained local process but as a life condition shaped by the geopolitical context, family 
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separation, transnational emotional labour, and the gendered consequences of losing everyday 

support networks (Shishehgar et al., 2015; Mobasher, 2025; Sadeghi, 2016). 

4.5.2 Leisure as Emotional Relief, Identity Restoration, and Civic Orientation 

The three leisure activities offered different forms of relief and recognition. The group walk 

was valued because it was simple, low-pressure, and social. Sahar described exchanging numbers 

with one of the women during the walk and staying in touch afterward, a connection she spoke 

about with some pride. Walking side by side allowed conversation without the intensity of formal 

introductions, while the public outdoor setting made the activity feel accessible. For participants 

managing work, family, and settlement tasks, the walk offered a manageable way to be outside, 

speak Farsi, meet other women, and become more familiar with the city. As Sahar put it, the walk 

showed her that “Ottawa is not only work and bus.” 

The Persian dance workshop offered a more culturally resonant form of relief. Sahar 

initially felt self-conscious but relaxed because the session was women-centred, Farsi-speaking, 

and facilitated with care. She explained that movement gave her energy after work and that dance 

reminded her of Iran and of “me before immigration.” Shirin, while managing her child nearby, 

said that dance reminded her of her life before marriage and motherhood and made her feel “alive 

for one hour.” In these accounts, dance was not only a physical activity. It was embodied cultural 

memory, self-expression, and temporary release from settlement-related role expectations. The 

relief participants described was not confined to these two women. Eleven women completed post-

activity evaluation surveys following the dance workshop (see Chapter Three) and all reported 

enjoying the session, finding it easy to attend, and feeling good or happy while participating; eight 

said the workshop increased their awareness of leisure opportunities in the wider community. The 
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dance held particular meaning because it is an integral part of Iranian culture and because the 

session was run for women, in Farsi, and in a familiar cultural setting. 

The National Gallery visit connected leisure to public culture and place-based belonging. 

Sahar described the Gallery as her favourite activity because her background was in a creative 

field and art spaces felt like “home” (Al-Hamad et al., 2026; Jamil, 2025). She said the Gallery 

made her feel calm and inspired and reminded her that her working life did not define her. Leisure 

therefore helped reactivate identities diminished by settlement-related labour-market transitions, 

supporting continuity and self-recognition (McDonald et al., 2023; Hack-Polay et al., 2021; 

Hosseini & Safdar, 2023). For Shirin, the Gallery mattered partly because it combined her own 

experience with her child ’s learning, who attended the activity with her,  which reduced guilt and 

made participation feel useful beyond herself. 

Across the three activities, participants became more familiar with Ottawa. Leisure 

supported civic orientation in practical terms: participants discovered routes, free-entry 

opportunities, cultural institutions, and possible social connections. Belonging was not described 

only as a feeling. It was also practical knowledge of where to go, how to participate, and how to 

enter public spaces with less uncertainty. 

4.5.3 The Settlement Organization as a Mediating Community Structure 

In this study, the settlement organization did not simply advertise activities. It helped 

transform unfamiliar public and cultural spaces into socially supported opportunities for 

participation. 

Trust was central. Sahar found the activities through the organization’s social media and 

trusted it more than unknown online accounts. As she put it, “I trust this settlement service 

organization more than random accounts,” and she added that clear, step-by-step information was 
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what made an unfamiliar activity feel possible: “if I know exactly what happens, I go.” She valued 

Farsi-language communication and suggested that future materials be clear, visual, and step-by-

step, including where to go, the address, the bus route, the cost, the language used, and what to 

expect. Shirin also valued recruitment through trusted Farsi-language channels and preferred 

WhatsApp and Instagram over websites. These accounts show that information is not merely 

promotional. It is part of the infrastructure of access. 

The organization’s cultural familiarity reduced social risk. Sahar emphasized that shared 

language, shared immigrant experience, similar age, and the structure of the activities made 

connection easier: “I’m tired of starting from zero.” Shirin described connecting with women who 

shared experiences of immigration and raising children far from extended family. These findings 

align with research showing that ethnoculturally familiar spaces can support early belonging and 

mental well-being by reducing isolation and facilitating social participation (Salami et al., 2019). 

Importantly, culturally responsive mediation did not keep women within a bounded ethnic 

community. It gave them confidence and practical tools to move beyond it, including into the 

Rideau Canal pathway and the National Gallery. The organizational representative also clarified 

why women-specific leisure programming matters. He noted that the organization had not 

previously developed specific activities for women and seniors, partly because of limited resources 

and capacity. The collaboration with the university created an opportunity to address this gap. He 

described women-focused programming as a form of empowerment rather than entertainment, 

especially for women whose confidence, social networks, or independence may be reduced after 

migration. He also noted that the organization’s existing partnership with a women-serving agency 

was confined to legal matters affecting Iranian women and did not extend to leisure programming, 

which is part of why the leisure activities filled a gap that established provision had left open. 
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4.5.4 Designing Belonging Through Practical Supports 

Practical design features shaped whether leisure was genuinely accessible. For Sahar, the 

main barriers were time, energy, money, transportation, and social isolation. Her statement, “If I 

can find a friend, I go. If not, I cancel,” shows that social connection was both a benefit and a 

precondition of participation. Her account suggests that the existence of an activity does not by 

itself bring an isolated woman to it. Small-group formats, reminder systems, buddy structures, and 

post-event communication channels may help sustain connection beyond a single occasion, though 

this study cannot establish how widely that applies. Sahar linked this directly to the effort of 

starting over without an established network, noting that she was “tired of starting from zero” and 

that motivation itself was hard to sustain alone: “when you are alone, you don’t push yourself.” 

Childcare was central for  participants with children. Shirin repeatedly expressed interest 

in future programmes that could include children or offer parallel children’s activities. She 

identified child-friendly design, advance scheduling, low cost, transitaccessible locations, 

weekend timing, and short duration as key conditions for participation. Both participants expressed 

that settlement and adaptation resources should reflect the reallife circumstances of working 

parents rather than assuming availability during standard weekday hours. Shirin conveyed how 

little free time she had left for anything beyond obligation. She described her weekday routine as 

having “no gap,” and said that after a shift “my body is finished.” For her, leisure was “important, 

but not possible always,” and she framed any activity she could attend as workable only if it was 

built around a child’s presence rather than assuming a child’s absence. 

The organizational representative agreed that combining activities with child-friendly 

settings, such as library play hours, would allow women to participate without choosing between 

caregiving and community engagement. He also recommended combining education and leisure, 
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for example, by teaching English through museum visits, music, or other culturally familiar 

activities. This approach recognizes that leisure can be woven into settlement support when skill 

development is embedded in enjoyable and culturally familiar contexts. 

4.6 Discussion 

In this case, community-based leisure programming appeared to strengthen wellbeing and 

belonging for the two participants when organized through a trusted, culturally familiar, and 

linguistically accessible settlement organization. Through the settlement organization’s 

involvement, these activities became supported pathways into public and cultural participation. 

Trust was not incidental. For the two participants, it shaped whether they showed up, 

whether they felt safe when they arrived, and whether they connected with others once there. 

Participants trusted the activities because they came through familiar Farsi-language channels and 

through an organization already known in the community. This finding extends scholarship on 

settlement organizations by showing that trust can function as infrastructure, not simply as an 

interpersonal feeling (Drolet & Teixeira, 2022; Salami et al., 2019; Shields et al., 2016; Evans & 

Shields, 2014; Valenzuela Moreno et al., 2018). Settlement organizations can expand newcomers’ 

practical relationships to the city by making unfamiliar places more legible and socially reachable. 

The findings also show that the participants did not lack interest in leisure. What they lacked was 

stable access to the conditions that make leisure feasible. Shirin described leisure as “time that is 

not duty” and as “breathing space,” a priority for mental health that was nonetheless not a practical 

priority in daily life. For women whose days are organized around paid work, caregiving, 

household management, and settlement tasks, access to such breathing space depends on 

conditions that are rarely present together. These accounts point toward understanding leisure 
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access structurally rather than individually (Gagliardi et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2025; Petty & 

Trussell, 2021). 

It is worth being attentive to the heterogeneous nature of immigrant women and their 

diverse range of experiences. Iranian newcomer women in Ottawa include former professionals, 

students, and women who arrived in differing social and economic circumstances. In turn, this may 

impact what leisure means to them, their leisure constraints, who they trust, and where they seek 

information. Barriers like language, transportation, time, and cost will impact individuals 

differently depending on their situation. Sahar and Shirin represent this diversity. While both faced 

constraints of time, cost, and transportation, these constraints operated differently in each life, and 

the same activity carried a different meaning for each of them. The gallery visit that restored a 

professional identity for one was valued by the other because it allowed leisure and parenting to 

happen together. Variation of this kind impacts how organizational mediation could be understood. 

Uniform provision, offered on identical terms to everyone, tends to reach those whom it already 

suits. An organization with detailed knowledge of the community it serves may be positioned to 

receive feedback to adjust language, timing, format, and forms of communication. Provision across 

the city’s newcomer-serving organizations varies along these lines. The insights and perspectives 

of the women who participated in our study cannot demonstrate the full range of this variation, 

which is included in our discussion of study limitations. 

The geopolitical dimension of the findings adds another contribution. Transnational stress 

was not separate from everyday settlement. It appeared in participants’ comments about family 

remaining in Iran, not feeling fully relaxed, and carrying worry into daily life. Locally organized 

leisure cannot change conditions in Iran. It can, however, create moments of recognition, collective 

presence, and emotional relief in Canada. In this sense, leisure may become part of a community-
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level response to forms of stress that are geopolitical in origin but lived in the routines of local 

settlement (Mobasher, 2025; Sadeghi, 2016; Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004). Leisure is therefore 

not peripheral to settlement. It is one domain through which pluralistic urban life can be learned 

and practiced. 

4.7 Contributions 

The findings contribute to discussions among policymakers working in newcomer 

settlement, leisure programming, cultural participation, and community capacity development 

(Table 2). 

Table 2. Contributions to discussions on policy and practice 

Area Contribution Evidence from the study 

Programme 

scheduling 
Offer evening and weekend options, short sessions, 

predictable monthly formats, and advance notice so 

that participation is realistic for women managing 

work, care, and settlement simultaneously. 

Both participants identified time 

scarcity and exhaustion as central 

constraints. 

Childcare Treat childcare as a core access condition. Child-

inclusive formats, parallel supervised activities, and 

family-friendly scheduling can determine whether 

newcomer mothers are able to attend. 

Shirin attended the activities with 

her child because she had no 

childcare alternative. 

Information as 

infrastructure 
Explain how to get there, what it costs, what 

language will be used, and what to expect. Use 

trusted Farsi-language channels such as WhatsApp, 

Instagram, email, and community networks. 

Sahar described step-by-step 

information as necessary for 

immigrant women to feel safe 

enough to attend something new. 

Activity diversity Support varied forms of leisure rather than one 

standardized model. Walking, dance, and gallery 

visits supported different forms of comfort, identity, 

sociality, and civic engagement. 

Each activity created distinct value 

and reached participants 

differently. 

Community 

mediation 
Fund and formally support the often invisible labour 

of community mediation, including relationship-

building, translation, coordination, trust maintenance, 

and cultural interpretation. 

The settlement organization may 

contribute beyond logistics by 

sustaining community trust and 

translating opportunities into 

accessible participation. 
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4.8 Limitations and Future Research 

Several limitations should be acknowledged. Our analysis in this chapter draws primarily 

on two participant feedback consultations and one organizational feedback session, supplemented 

by the broader activity-based context of the larger study (see Chapter Two and Three). The findings 

are not representative of all Iranian newcomer women in Ottawa, all Farsi-speaking immigrant 

women in Canada, nor all women who engage with settlement organizations. Both women 

attended all three leisure activities so their perspectives may reflect a degree of openness toward 

community participation not shared by women who could not attend, attended only once, or were 

never reached by recruitment efforts. 

The analysis also cannot capture the heterogeneity of the population from which the 

participants are drawn. Iranian newcomer women in Ottawa differ in class position, educational 

background, pre-migration occupation, and immigration status, and these differences shape both 

what leisure means and what stands in its way. Two accounts, however detailed, cannot represent 

that range. Future research could include comparative designs that examine how women in 

differing circumstances, including former professionals, students, and asylum seekers, relate to 

leisure and to the organizations that mediate access to it. 

Future research could integrate the perspectives of women who wanted to participate in 

leisure activities but were unable to do so, since their experiences may reveal more entrenched 

barriers related to childcare, work schedules, transportation, health, household finances, or family 

expectations. A related demographic limitation concerns the availability and use of gender-

disaggregated data on Iranian newcomer populations. Statistics Canada’s table on place of birth 

by gender and age includes relevant data for Iranian-born immigrants, but further analysis is 
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needed to support gender-specific population comparisons by city, age, period of immigration, and 

settlement location (Statistics Canada, 2022d). 

The geopolitical analysis is also cautious. Participants did not provide extended political 

narratives, and the feedback consultations were not designed as an inquiry into political trauma or 

diaspora activism. Future research could examine how Iranian women in Canada experience 

homeland political events, family separation, diaspora community debates, and emotional identity 

across borders (Zhou et al., 2025; Al-Hamad et al., 2026; Jamil, 2025). Such work would need to 

be carefully designed with trauma-informed principles and recognition of the diversity of 

perspectives within Iranian immigrant communities. 

Finally, participants preferred not to be audio-recorded, so the analysis relies on detailed 

handwritten notes reviewed and confirmed with each participant. This approach respected 

participant preference and supported trust, but it may limit the possibility of more fine-grained 

discourse analysis. Future studies could offer multiple documentation options, such as audio-

recording, participant-generated notes, voice memos, or follow-up member reflection. 

4.9 Conclusions 

Community-based leisure programming can become a pathway to emotional relief, social 

confidence, place familiarity, community attachment, and civic participation for Iranian newcomer 

women aged 30 to 55 when it is organized through a trusted settlement organization. Leisure 

mattered not because it replaced formal settlement supports, but because it addressed dimensions 

of settlement that formal indicators often neglect: loneliness, exhaustion, identity loss, 

unfamiliarity with the city, and the need for connection in a shared language and cultural setting. 

The settlement organization recruited participants, arranged logistics, communicated in Farsi, and 

functioned as a mediating structure that made leisure intelligible, trustworthy, and socially safe. 
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Through this mediation, women entered public and cultural spaces not as isolated individuals 

navigating an unfamiliar city alone, but as members of a community with a shared language, a 

shared migration experience, and organizational support behind them. 

For the participants in this study, settlement experiences could not be separated from the 

conditions of their gendered and transnational lives. Paid work, caregiving, household 

responsibilities, financial caution, transportation barriers, and worry about family in Iran shaped 

access to leisure. Under these conditions, leisure should not be treated as secondary or optional. It 

is one everyday domain where women may recover a sense of self, build social connections, learn 

to inhabit a new city, and come to feel that they too have a place in public and cultural life.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 

5.1 Discussion 

This dissertation set out to examine how leisure and community services shape the 

possibilities for well-being, social connection, and belonging among Iranian immigrant women 

aged 30 to 55 living in Ottawa, Canada. Grounded in an intersectional theoretical orientation and 

a community-based participatory research methodology, the dissertation proceeded from the 

premise that leisure is not a secondary concern in the lives of immigrant women but a socially 

embedded, institutionally mediated, and structurally organized dimension of settlement through 

which everyday life becomes, or fails to become, livable. By working in sustained collaboration 

with PAND Settlement Services and focusing on a population that remains underexamined in 

Canadian leisure and settlement scholarship, the dissertation developed a contextually grounded 

account of how leisure is understood, constrained, facilitated, and experienced under conditions of 

gendered responsibility, migration-related change, and uneven access to community resources. 

The three studies yield different datasets and  numbers of participants. The leisure interest 

survey (n = 40) speaks to stated preferences and to the conditions respondents identified as shaping 

whether participation would be feasible. The post-activity evaluations (n = 32) are activity-level 

evaluations across three sessions rather than repeated measures from a fixed group, capturing 

immediate, self-reported experience of each activity together with responses about constraints on 

leisure participation more generally. The two follow-up feedback sessions, together with the 

organizational feedback session, provide the detailed accounts of transnational worry, identity 

restoration, organizational trust, and community mediation. Claims drawn from two accounts are 

identified as such throughout this chapter. 
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Question 1 asked how Iranian immigrant women aged 30 to 55 understand and experience 

leisure in the context of migration and settlement. Across all three studies, participants described 

leisure as a qualitatively different kind of time rather than as a category of activity. Expressions 

such as “free time without responsibility,” “time that is not duty,” and “breathing space” recurred 

across the surveys, the open-ended evaluation responses, and the feedback sessions. These phrases 

reveal how thoroughly women’s everyday lives were organized around obligation, and how rare it 

was to experience time that belonged to themselves rather than to work, caregiving, or household 

management. Persian dance reconnected participants to a sense of themselves that migration had 

compressed. A gallery visit reactivated an identity as an educated, visually literate person, distinct 

from the roles women normally inhabited during their settlement period. These experiences speak 

to Caldwell’s (2005) argument that leisure restores what daily obligation depletes, and to Iwasaki’s 

(2007) finding that leisure generates meanings that help people sustain themselves through cultural 

transition and resettlement stress. What the present findings contribute is a more grounded account 

of what that restoration involved for women navigating midlife settlement alongside ongoing 

transnational responsibilities. 

Participants did not describe wanting large amounts of leisure activities. They described 

wanting small, sustainable amounts of freely chosen time that did not require them to neglect 

obligations they took seriously. Sahar and Shirin were both clear that they wanted leisure to be a 

priority even when daily life did not allow it, and Shirin's description of leisure as "important, but 

not possible always" captures the gap between the balance they wanted and the balance their 

circumstances permitted. Programming therefore needs to do less than add leisure on top of already 

full days; it needs to make modest amounts of it genuinely reachable within them. 
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Question 2 asked what intersecting structural, gendered, cultural, and institutional factors 

constrain or enable leisure participation. Time pressure emerged as the most persistent constraint 

and was evident across the activity-level evaluation data, the open-ended feedback session 

material, and field observations. Aitken et al. (2024) document that roughly one in five Canadians 

aged 25 and older can be classified as time poor, with women and lower-income households 

bearing a disproportionate share of that burden. Our findings shed light on how this documented 

inequality was lived. Time scarcity did not operate as a single variable; it appeared alongside 

physical fatigue accumulated across full-time work shifts, caregiving demands that could not be 

deferred, inadequate access to transportation, weather, and the effort required to locate trustworthy 

information about programming. These conditions compounded each other. A woman who could 

manage the cost of transit to an activity might have no one to care for her children while she was 

away. A woman who could arrange childcare might be too exhausted by the end of the week to 

make use of any free time. This compounding quality is exactly what an intersectional analysis 

reveals: leisure constraints are not the product of any single disadvantage but arise through the 

simultaneous operation of gendered, economic, migratory, and institutional conditions that 

reinforce one another in ways no single programmatic solution can resolve (Crenshaw, 1991; Lee 

et al., 2025; Mielke et al., 2022). 

Analyzing constraints and facilitators together clarifies what made participation possible, 

since participants named activities offered free of charge, information arriving through the trusted 

channel of a settlement organization rather than requiring an independent search, activities 

organized and led by someone else, and not having to attend alone. These facilitators operated at 

several levels at once: personal, in the confidence to try something unfamiliar; interpersonal, in 

the availability of a companion or a familiar group; community, in the credibility of the invitation; 
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and structural, in cost, scheduling, and transit access (Henderson & Gibson, 2013; Jackson & 

Henderson, 1995). Lowering a constraint far enough to permit a first attempt allows a perceived 

obstacle to be tested against experience, close to what the free, low-commitment design of these 

activities achieved for several women who had assumed the National Gallery was beyond their 

reach. 

Community organizations may play an important role in mediating access to leisure, an 

insight suggested by the third study resting on evidence base of two participant feedback sessions 

and one organizational session at a single settlement organization, a small proportion of the overall 

dataset that is best read as an emerging, hypothesis-generating contribution requiring testing with 

larger samples and across multiple organizations serving different communities. Within that scope, 

shared language, cultural familiarity, and the trust PAND had developed within the Farsi-speaking 

community appeared to shape whether women encountered leisure opportunities at all, and 

whether an invitation felt credible enough to act on; Sahar was explicit that she trusted the 

settlement organization more than unfamiliar online accounts, and that clear, step-by-step 

information about where to go, what it would cost, and what to expect was what made an 

unfamiliar activity feel possible. This is consistent with Salami et al.'s (2019) argument about the 

value of ethnoculturally familiar community structures, and points toward a possible mechanism 

in which an organization positions itself between newcomers and a broader civic landscape, 

translating information, reducing uncertainty, and creating entry points that feel genuinely 

welcoming. Chapter Four names this capacity cultural infrastructure and locates it in the 

organization rather than in the individual or the network, distinguishing it from the provision of 

spaces and programmes that already existed in Ottawa but that the women in this study made little 

use of. The comparative analysis in that chapter situates this tentative contribution within a wider 
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landscape, showing that Ottawa is not short of newcomer-serving leisure provision: municipal 

recreation, the public library system, a women-serving non-profit, a large multiservice 

organization programming in dozens of languages, the region's oldest settlement agency, and a 

national community sport organization all operate in the city, much of it free or subsidized. What 

varied was not whether activities existed but the conditions under which they could be taken up, 

since most settlement programming runs on weekdays, fee assistance requires familiarity with 

municipal systems, and first-language capacity exists largely in instrumental services rather than 

in leisure; locating the single case within this landscape is what keeps the argument about 

mediation from generalizing beyond one organization. 

Leisure contributed to well-being, identity, social connection, and belonging, though none 

of these outcomes were automatic or uniform. Well-being was supported through the brief but real 

relief that activities provided from daily routines, while identity was negotiated through cultural 

forms, particularly Persian dance and engagement with visual art, that connected women to 

dimensions of themselves predating migration. Social connection emerged through shared 

language and shared migration experience in small group settings: across activities, nearly all 

respondents reported making at least one new acquaintance, several expressed interest in staying 

in touch after the walk, and one participant at the gallery noted that she had arrived knowing no 

one and was leaving with connections that might continue. These acquaintance-level relationships, 

formed over the course of a single activity, were valuable because they offered a relaxed 

opportunity to connect with other women on a resettlement journey, and they map onto the four 

dimensions of sense of community identified by McMillan and Chavis (1986): membership, 

influence, integration and fulfilment of needs, and shared emotional connection (Liechty et al., 

2019; Woo et al., 2025). 
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Connection was nonetheless not uniform, since a smaller but important subset of responses 

indicated that not every activity felt equally welcoming Sahar's remark that she attends if she has 

a friend and cancels if she does not reveals that a familiar companion was sometimes a precondition 

of participation rather than only an outcome of it. Whilethese accounts do not undermine the 

broader finding, they caution against assuming that shared ethnicity or shared language 

automatically produces belonging. 

For the two women who took part in the full series, belonging appeared to develop 

gradually through repeated encounters in public spaces that became more familiar with each visit. 

As eachactivity was offered as a single session, the wider evaluation data support an emerging or 

initial sense of place familiarity and belonging rather than established place-based belonging; 

demonstrating durable belonging could require repeated participation or longitudinal evidence that 

this study did not seek to collect.  

The same caution applies to the types of social connection the activities generated. Ager 

and Strang (2008) distinguish three types of connection relevant to immigrant settlement, social 

bonds within one's own community, social bridges across communities, and social links to 

mainstream institutions and civic structures, and the evidence for each differs in strength. Social 

bonds are well supported, since the group activities created connection through shared language, 

shared cultural background, and shared migration experience, and participants named these as 

among the most meaningful aspects of taking part; social links are also supported, as PAND 

connected the women to a university-led research project and to civic institutions, including a 

national cultural institution several had not previously entered. The evidence for social bridges, 

understood as durable relationships across communities, is weaker, since what the walk along the 

Rideau Canal and the National Gallery visit produced was contact with public Ottawa spaces and 
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an early orientation toward wider civic life; these are better described as emergent and conditions-

creating than as established cross-community ties, and the short-term, single-session design limits 

what can be concluded about bridging specifically. Putnam's (2000) argument that bonding and 

bridging capital serve different functions is useful here, since the activities generated bonding 

capital readily and created some of the conditions under which bridging capital might later form, 

though the study cannot show that it did. 

The study's focus on organized activities reflected the shape of the collaboration with 

PAND, yet participants' own accounts point to the continuing importance of informal, self-

directed, family-based, and friendship-based leisure. Sahar spoke about the difference between 

going with a friend and cancelling when alone, and about socializing within the community outside 

any programme, a pattern consistent with the family-centred and home-based character that leisure 

has historically held for many Iranian women (Arab-Moghaddam et al., 2007). Informal leisure 

requires fewer organizational resources, though it is not costless, since it still depends on time, 

social ties, and the confidence to take part, and one way to read the organization's role is as helping 

to seed relationships through which informal leisure can subsequently continue on its own. 

Organized community leisure carries real costs, borne largely by community organizations and 

their staff and volunteers, while informal leisure carries a different and lighter resource profile and 

may be a more accessible pathway when organizational, financial, or scheduling constraints limit 

access to formal programmes 

The central argument that resonates through all three studies is that leisure access is not 

produced by opportunity alone. It is mediated by institutions, by trust, by cultural familiarity and 

linguistic accessibility, and by the practical conditions of women’s everyday lives. Whether leisure 

becomes imaginable, feasible, and meaningful depends not only on whether activities exist, but on 
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whether the social, institutional, and relational conditions under which participation becomes 

possible have been adequately addressed. This argument situates the dissertation at the intersection 

of leisure studies, migration and settlement scholarship, and community-based research, and it 

carries theoretical, methodological, and practical implications that extend beyond the specific 

context of Iranian immigrant women in Ottawa. 

5.2 Summary of Key Findings 

The three articless that form the empirical core of this dissertation examined leisure from 

three related but distinct vantage points: as stated preference, as lived experience, and as 

organizationally mediated access. 

The first article (Chapter Two) established the methodological foundation for the study by 

demonstrating how a bilingual leisure interest survey, developed and distributed through PAND 

Settlement Services, can function as both a participant-informed communication tool and an 

analytical lens onto the conditions under which leisure becomes meaningful and accessible. Across 

40 survey responses, participants expressed strong preferences for outdoor and movement-based 

activities, cultural outings, and social gatherings. Crucially, the survey revealed that leisure interest 

cannot be separated from leisure access: responses made visible how scheduling, caregiving 

responsibilities, transportation, cost, and language shape not only what is desired but what is 

practically feasible. The community-based participatory research and asset-based orientations 

ensured that participants were positioned as knowledge-holders and contributors to programme 

design rather than as recipients of externally determined programming. This has direct implications 

for how leisure programming for immigrant women should be designed: beginning not from 

available facilities or generic activity categories, but from participant-informed inquiry into what 

women find meaningful, realistic, and comfortable within the concrete conditions of their lives. 
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The second article (Chapter Three) reported participants’ experiences across three 

structured leisure activities organized in partnership with PAND: a group walk along the Rideau 

Canal, a Classical Persian dance workshop, and a visit to the National Gallery of Canada. Drawing 

on 32 activity-level post-activity evaluations, two follow-up semi-structured feedback sessions, 

and researcher field notes, the findings demonstrated that community-based leisure activities can 

contribute to immigrant women’s well-being in ways that are simultaneously emotional, social, 

and place-based. Participants described leisure as a meaningful interruption to daily routine, as 

time temporarily released from obligation, and as an opportunity to meet other women, discover 

public spaces, and experience themselves as more than their settlement-related roles. The dance 

workshop was particularly significant as a site of embodied cultural memory and identity 

restoration, while the gallery visit created opportunities for civic orientation and place familiarity. 

At the same time, participation was consistently shaped by time pressure, weather, transportation, 

caregiving demands, cost, and access to clear and trusted information. Because each activity was 

a single session, these findings are best understood as an in-depth exploration of participants’ 

immediate experiences and perceptions rather than as evidence about how leisure outcomes 

develop and endure over time. 

The third article (Chapter Four) deepened these findings by examining how a community-

based settlement organization mediates Iranian newcomer women’s access to leisure and public 

life. Presented as a single case study drawing on in-depth feedback sessions with Sahar and Shirin 

and a feedback session with an executive of the organization, it identified four interrelated themes: 

the influence of transnational worry and diaspora experience on emotional settlement; leisure as 

emotional relief, identity restoration, and civic orientation; the settlement organization as a 

mediating community structure; and the importance of practical design features in determining 
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whether programming is genuinely accessible. The finding that shared language, cultural 

familiarity, and organizational trust were foundational rather than incidental to participation 

extends the existing literature on settlement organizations by showing that their role reaches 

beyond formal service delivery into the facilitation of social participation, place familiarity, and 

civic belonging.  

5.3 Theoretical Contributions 

This dissertation makes several theoretical contributions to leisure studies, migration and 

settlement scholarship, and community-based research. First, and most centrally, it advances a 

conception of leisure as part of the lived infrastructure of settlement rather than as a secondary or 

optional domain. By examining leisure as a practice through which women negotiate well-being, 

identity, social connection, and belonging in everyday life, the dissertation moves beyond 

outcome-focused approaches to leisure participation and situates leisure within the relational and 

structural conditions under which settlement is lived. This contribution is particularly significant 

for human kinetics because it demonstrates that leisure research cannot remain limited to activity 

outcomes detached from the social and institutional conditions under which participation becomes 

possible. 

Second, the dissertation develops and applies an intersectional framework to the analysis 

of leisure access and experience in a migration and settlement context. Rather than treating gender, 

migration, care, class, language, religion, and cultural expectation as separate factors, it 

consistently examines how these dimensions of social life interact in shaping whose time is 

protected, whose mobility is supported, and whose participation is normalized within available 

programmes and spaces. This analysis reveals that access to leisure is not simply a matter of 

preference or proximity but is organized through overlapping relations of power that are 
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simultaneously gendered, racialized, and institutionally mediated. The constraints participants 

described, such as lack of time and winter weather, are shared by many women, immigrant and 

non-immigrant alike; what distinguishes this account is that these constraints were compounded 

by migration-related dimensions including language, residency status, cultural and religious 

expectation, and racialization. The experience of being an immigrant woman is not the sum of 

being a woman and being an immigrant. 

Third, the dissertation extends existing scholarship on belonging and settlement by 

demonstrating that belonging is not simply an outcome of formal integration but an ongoing 

relational and spatial process enacted through everyday practices, institutional encounters, and 

access to meaningful places and activities. The findings show that leisure spaces can support 

belonging in concrete and immediate ways, by introducing women to public institutions, creating 

opportunities for social ties to form, and expanding participants’ practical knowledge of the city, 

while also revealing that such belonging remained emergent, initial, and contingent on the 

structural conditions under which participation is organized and sustained. 

Fourth, the concepts of community mediation and cultural infrastructure developed in 

Chapter Four offer a contribution to the study of settlement organizations. By distinguishing the 

relational, cultural, and trust-building work through which organizations create accessible entry 

points into community life from the formal service delivery functions that dominate existing 

scholarship, the dissertation clarifies a mechanism through which settlement organizations shape 

not only information access but the social conditions under which participation becomes genuinely 

possible. Locating this capacity within the organization, rather than with the individual or the 

network, extends the spatial concept of cultural infrastructure found in cultural policy scholarship 

toward the organizational practices that make cultural spaces usable (Getzner, 2024; Klinenberg, 
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2018), and specifies, for a newcomer population, the conditions under which the relationships 

described by Bourdieu (1986) and Putnam (2000) are given occasion to form. Given the small 

portion of the dataset on which it rests, this contribution is put forward as a proposition for further 

testing rather than as a settled theoretical claim. 

5.4 Practical and Policy Contributions 

The findings carry several practical implications for settlement organizations, community 

recreation providers, municipal governments, and policymakers working to support immigrant 

women’s well-being and community inclusion. 

First, the dissertation demonstrates that leisure should be recognized as a legitimate 

dimension of settlement support rather than as an optional supplement to more formal services. 

The consistently positive responses to the three leisure activities, and the emotional, social, and 

place-based dimensions of what participants described as meaningful, make clear that organized 

leisure programming can function as a resource when designed with care and grounded in 

participants’ realities. 

Second, the study underscores that structural access, not simply activity availability, 

determines whether participation is genuinely possible. Programming designed for immigrant 

women must actively address scheduling, transportation, cost, childcare, language, information 

access, and social trust. Each of these represents a point at which the gap between available and 

accessible can be closed or widened by program design choices. The study also shows that 

providers can mitigate structural constraints rather than treat them as fixed. Activities were offered 

free of charge, the National Gallery visit was organized around the institution’s free evening, and 

scheduling was arranged around participant availability including weekends. Each of these choices 

materially affected whether women could attend. Coordinated transportation, carpooling, 
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subsidized or eliminated parking and admission costs, and scheduling built around shift work are 

concrete provider strategies the findings point toward. 

Third, taken together the findings support a reasonably clear description of what an 

effective leisure program for this group would look like: delivery in Farsi; women-centered 

settings for activities such as dance where cultural and bodily comfort matter; scheduling built 

around full-time and shift work, including evenings and weekends; no or low cost; childcare that 

accompanies the activity rather than being assumed away; advance notice delivered through a 

trusted community channel; short, predictable sessions; and a connected series of occasions rather 

than one-off events, so that familiarity and trust can accumulate. The comparative analysis in 

Chapter Four makes the same point from the provider side, in that no single organization in Ottawa 

combined all of these features. 

Fourth, the role of trusted community organizations as mediating infrastructures for leisure 

participation deserves greater policy recognition and funding support. The labour of community 

mediation, including relationship-building, bilingual communication, cultural interpretation, 

logistical coordination, and trust maintenance, is rarely captured in funding metrics focused on 

service volumes or employment outcomes, yet it is precisely this labour that makes participation 

possible for women who might otherwise remain disconnected from public and cultural life. 

Organized community leisure is not free when it is done well; its costs are carried by the people 

closest to the community. Informal, friendship- and family-based leisure carries a lighter resource 

profile and may be a more accessible pathway when organizational or financial constraints limit 

formal provision, but it too depends on time, social ties, and confidence, and it is most likely to 

flourish where relationships have already been seeded. 
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Fifth, culturally responsive leisure education deserves consideration as a complementary 

intervention. Several women in this study were unaware of opportunities that already existed, 

including the National Gallery’s free evening, and learned of them through the organization. This 

is, in effect, leisure education embedded in programming: developing awareness of what is 

available, helping identify what is personally meaningful, and supporting the negotiation of 

constraints. It should be stated clearly that leisure education complements rather than replaces 

structural change. It does not absolve providers, funders, or systems of responsibility for the 

structural constraints this study documents, and framing it otherwise would shift onto individual 

women a burden that belongs to institutions. 

Finally, the methodological model developed in this dissertation, beginning with a 

participant-informed interest survey, developing activities in community partnership, and 

evaluating both the experiential and structural dimensions of participation, offers a practical 

template for organizations seeking to co-develop inclusive and sustainable leisure programming 

with immigrant communities. 

5.5 Limitations 

Several limitations should inform the interpretation of these findings. The study was 

conducted with a small number of participants in a single Canadian city, in collaboration with one 

settlement organization serving one linguistic community. Depth and contextual specificity are 

methodological strengths in qualitative and community-based research, and statistical 

representativeness was never the aim. The appropriate criterion is transferability rather than 

generalizability: the findings are offered with sufficient contextual detail, about the population, the 

setting, the organization, the season, and the design of the activities, for readers to judge whether 

and how they may be meaningful in comparable contexts, such as other Farsi-speaking or 
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newcomer communities and other settlement organizations. They should not be read as describing 

all Iranian immigrant women, all Farsi-speaking populations, or all newcomer communities in 

Canada. 

Participants were largely self-selected through PAND’s communication networks. Because 

the leisure interest survey was distributed digitally through Telegram and social media, it reached 

women who are comfortable online and already connected to the organization. Women who are 

less connected to organized community channels, who face more entrenched constraints, or who 

did not attend any of the activities are not represented in the data. Across all three activities, some 

women who had initially registered did not attend, a gap that is itself consistent with the constraints 

participants described. Beyond the broad arrival window used to recruit survey respondents, length 

of time in Ottawa was not systematically recorded, so responses could not be analyzed by duration 

of residence; as most participants appeared to be recent newcomers within roughly the last five 

years, the account may under-represent women who have lived in the city longer. Pre-migration 

leisure experience was also not asked about systematically, so it was not possible to examine how 

prior experience shaped how women read and took up leisure opportunities after arrival. 

The conditions under which the evaluation data were collected also warrant 

acknowledgement. Post-activity evaluations were completed on site, immediately after each 

session, in my presence as the facilitator, at events I had organized and within an organization 

participants trusted. These circumstances may have encouraged more favorable responses. Using 

anonymous paper forms completed before participants left was one step taken to reduce that 

pressure, but it could not remove it. The consistently high satisfaction ratings reported in Chapter 

Three should be read with this in mind and should not be treated as independent evidence of 

program quality. 
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The account of community mediation and cultural infrastructure rests on a small proportion 

of the data: two participant feedback sessions and one organizational session at a single settlement 

organization. It is presented as an emerging, hypothesis-generating contribution rather than an 

established finding. Because participants in the follow-up feedback sessions did not consent to 

audio recording, detailed handwritten notes were taken during each session and reviewed for 

accuracy with participants. This approach was methodologically appropriate and respectful of 

participants’ preferences, but it may have limited the preservation of precise wording and nuance 

that audio recording would have allowed, and it constrains the possibility of fine-grained discourse 

analysis. 

Finally, the study was not designed as a longitudinal investigation. Each activity was 

offered as a single session, so the findings describe immediate experiences and perceptions rather 

than sustained outcomes. Whether short-term participation translates into lasting change in social 

networks, leisure habits, or sense of belonging, and whether the emerging place familiarity 

described here consolidates into durable belonging, remains a question to explore in future 

research initiatives. The same activities offered in another season, city, or community, or with 

different women, could yield different responses. 

5.6 Directions for Future Research 

The findings open several productive directions for future research in leisure studies, 

human kinetics, and migration scholarship. First, and most specifically, community mediation 

requires examination with larger samples and across multiple settlement organizations serving 

different linguistic and cultural communities. The present account rests on a single organization 

and a small portion of the data, and establishing whether the mediating capacity described here 
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operates similarly elsewhere, and what organizational conditions sustain or erode it, is the clearest 

priority arising from this work. 

Second, longitudinal research examining whether community-based leisure participation 

produces sustained changes in social networks, leisure patterns, sense of belonging, and well-being 

over time would make a valuable contribution. This study documented meaningful immediate 

experiences; understanding whether and how these are sustained, deepened, or complicated over 

months and years would strengthen the evidence base for leisure as a component of settlement 

support, and would be necessary to establish whether the emergent bridging described above 

develops into durable cross-community ties. 

Third, comparative research across different immigrant communities, cities, and settlement 

contexts would clarify which dimensions of the present findings are specific to Iranian immigrant 

women in Ottawa and which reflect broader patterns applicable to newcomer populations more 

generally. 

Fourth, research that specifically centers the perspectives of women who are most 

structurally excluded from leisure participation, including those in precarious employment, those 

without access to transportation, those with significant caregiving responsibilities, and those newly 

arrived and not yet connected to community networks, would address an important gap in both the 

present study and the broader literature. The experiences of women who wanted to participate but 

could not are likely to reveal the most entrenched constraints. 

Fifth, several variables that this study could not analyze should be recorded and examined 

in future work: length of residence, pre-migration leisure history, and the forms of transnational 

and upward caregiving obligation that emerged in participants’ accounts but were not the subject 

of systematic data collection. Research on constraint negotiation, and on how programming can 
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help women distinguish perceived from actual constraints, would also be valuable, as would work 

that considers informal, self-directed, and friendship-based leisure alongside organized 

programming rather than treating the two separately. 

Sixth, policy-oriented research examining how municipal recreation systems, settlement 

funders, and provincial governments currently support or fail to support leisure-based 

programming for immigrant women would help translate these findings into actionable 

recommendations. This could include analyses of the costs of exclusion alongside the costs of 

providing accessible programming, and institutional analyses of how existing funding structures 

incentivize or disincentivize community-based leisure initiatives. 

Seventh, participatory action research projects that engage immigrant women as co-

researchers in the design, implementation, and evaluation of leisure programming over extended 

timeframes would build on the community-based tradition developed in this dissertation while 

extending participant agency and community ownership over the research process. Future studies 

of this kind could also offer participants multiple documentation options, including audio 

recording, participant-generated notes, or voice memos, so that documentation practices respect 

preference without foreclosing analytic depth. 

 

In sum, this doctoral dissertation provides empirical evidence and analysis on how leisure 

matters in the lives of a group of Iranian immigrant women aged 30 to 55 in Ottawa, Canada. Forty 

women toexpressed what leisure activites they would find meaningful and what would make 

participation feasible. Thirty-two activity-level evaluations across three sessions revealed that 

leisure practiced in a group allowed participants to feel recognized, connected, capable, and more 

at ease in a new country, while also identifying the time pressure, weather, transportation, 
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caregiving demands, cost, and information gaps that continued to constrain participation. Sahar 

and Shirin, the two women who attended all three activities and took part in follow-up feedback 

sessions, described in greater depth what those activities meant within lives shaped by paid work, 

caregiving, settlement demands, and sustained worry about family in Iran. Across all three sources, 

access to leisure was described not as a luxury but as part of what makes life livable, and part of 

what makes belonging possible. 

Access to inclusive, quality, culturally relevant leisure activities cannot be taken for 

granted. As this dissertation suggests, leisure became more legible, reachableand better supported 

when it was offered through a trustworthy and culturally-responsive settlement organization. 

Organizations of this kind maintain the relationships and the everyday translation work that 

constitute the social infrastructure through which newcomers can discover, enter, and begin to 

inhabit the public and cultural life of the cities where they now live. 
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