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Abstract 

The Canadian government employs robust efforts to promote and prioritize immigration, as 
immigration significantly contributes to Canadian economy, population, and culture. As Canada 
continues to grow as a culturally and racially diverse society, it is necessary to explore and 
understand immigrants’ lived and embodied experiences within community, their sense of identity, 
and feelings of belonging, as these phenomena can shape health and well-being. Leisure activities or 
experiences are understood to cultivate and promote self-expression, socialization, and wellness 
amidst and despite challenges related to resettlement as experienced by immigrants. While there is 
enough literature about adult immigrants’ settlement experiences and the impacts of such 
experiences on physical, social, emotional, and mental health and well-being, immigrants attending 
post-secondary institutions are understudied, particularly in Atlantic Canada. Further, the role of 
leisure in cultivating a sense of identity and belonging is underdeveloped within these contexts. This 
proposed qualitative study attends to these gaps by exploring the role of leisure in the lived and 
embodied experiences of identity, community, and belonging as experienced by immigrants 
attending post-secondary institutions in Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada. Guided by Merleau-Ponty’s 
principles of embodiment and a transformative paradigm, this proposed study employs collage-
making, a creative, participatory method to engage participants and understand their experiences, 
amplify their voices, and potentially enrich their lives and well-being. Findings of this proposed study 
can inform policy and practice within post-secondary institutions, settlement services, and 
community centres, and can deepen our understanding of leisure’s potential to contribute to 
immigrants’ identity, belonging, and well-being. 

 

  

 



 
 
 

HPJ · Spring 2021 · 1(1) | Page 73  
 

Exploring the Role of Leisure in Immigrant 
Students’ Lived and Embodied Experiences 
of Identity, Community, and Belonging 
Within Halifax, Nova Scotia 
  

Immigration contributes to Canada’s 
economy and population, but also to its identity 
as a multicultural society (Caidi et al., 2010; 
Reitz, 2009). While Canada benefits largely from 
immigration in these aspects, immigrants are 
likely to experience significant resettlement 
challenges like barriers related to language and 
communication and lack of social supports, 
which can threaten their social, emotional, and 
mental health and well-being (Halli & Anchan, 
2005; Tsai & Thompson, 2013; Vahabi & Wong, 
2017). Such challenges brought about by change 
and transition can also lead to social exclusion, 
isolation, or disconnection from culture or 
society (Hilario et al., 2015). Thus, immigrants’ 
sense of identity and feelings of community and 
belonging (Gallant & Tirone, 2017; George & 
Selimos, 2019) are worth examining. As past 
research about immigrants’ lived experiences in 
Canada has broadly linked resettlement 
experiences to immigrants’ health and well-
being (e.g., Asanin & Wilson, 2008; Hilario et al., 
2015), it is imperative to understand how such 
experiences can also shape immigrants’ sense of 
identity and feelings of belonging within 
community.  

Immigrant youth, ages 15 to 24 (Guruge 
& Butt, 2015), are increasingly attending 
university upon resettlement in Canada (Childs 
et al., 2017) as higher education is associated 
with greater opportunities for experiencing 
social and economic integration (Wilson-
Forsberg, 2015; Woodgate & Busolo, 2018). In 
addition, post-secondary institutions can be 
sites for immigrant students to experience social 
support (Gagné et al., 2014) and feelings of 
inclusion and belonging (Selimos & Daniel, 
2017). However, immigrant students are more 
likely than Canadian-born students to 
experience shifts in their identity and sense of 
belonging due to challenges that accompany 
resettlement and migration (Hilario et al., 2015; 
Woodgate & Busolo, 2018). It is thus necessary 
to explore immigrant students’ experiences 

within these contexts as immigrants attending 
post-secondary institutions can experience 
intense shifts in their identity, as well as social 
isolation within and beyond school (Selimos & 
Daniel, 2017; Sica et al., 2014).  

Evidence about leisure’s role in 
cultivating identity and a sense of community 
and belonging among immigrant students 
attending post-secondary institutions in Atlantic 
Canada is underdeveloped. Leisure activities or 
experiences are understood as any freely-
chosen activities (e.g., sports, art, or 
volunteering) that people engage in during their 
free time or time outside of their obligations, and 
are understood to provide them with 
opportunities to experience enjoyment, self-
expression, and/or socialization (Caldwell, 
2005; Iwasaki & Schneider, 2003; Karlis et al., 
2002; Spracklen et al., 2015). Leisure can also 
have rehabilitative effects for immigrants 
experiencing isolation or disconnection, as 
engaging in leisure can foster or rebuild a sense 
of normalcy for people who have experienced 
change or disruption (Hurly & Walker, 2019). 
Thus, a deeper exploration of the role of leisure 
in immigrant students’ identity, community, and 
belonging within post-secondary institutions in 
Atlantic Canada is warranted.  

 
Proposed Study 

 
Leisure plays a key role in facilitating the 
development of one’s identity and feelings of 
belonging, as engaging in leisure through 
different domains in one’s life such as in 
community (Kelly & Godbey, 1992; Liu & Fu, 
2019) can provide people with opportunities to 
further develop their sense of identity and 
feelings of belonging (Blackshaw, 2010; 
Spracklen et al., 2015). Thus, immigrant 
students’ experiences of leisure can serve as a 
means for developing or enhancing their 
identity and feelings of belonging within a new 
community. This qualitative transformative 
study aims to explore leisure’s role in cultivating 
a sense of identity, community, and belonging as 
experienced by immigrants attending post-
secondary institutions in Halifax, Nova Scotia. 
Merleau-Ponty’s principles of embodiment 
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guide this study to understand lived and 
embodied experiences (Alcoff, 2006, Chapter 7; 
van Manen, 2014). A transformative paradigm is 
employed to actively engage participants 
through a collaborative and creative 
participatory data collection method, collage-
making (Vacchelli, 2018), to amplify 
participants’ voices, raise concerns, and, 
hopefully, enrich their lives and well-being 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Focus groups will 
subsequently be conducted to more deeply 
explore the memories, thoughts, and feelings 
elicited in the process and product of collage-
making, specifically their experiences of leisure, 
identity, and belonging (Creswell & Poth, 2018; 
Vacchelli, 2018). Recordings from focus groups 
will then be transcribed and analyzed in 
conjunction with the collages.  
 

Significance 
 
Study findings can contribute to the literature 
about whether leisure experiences during post-
secondary studies contribute to identity and 
feelings of belonging, and these can 
consequently assist faculty and university board 
members and community service providers in 
more deeply understanding immigrants’ 
broader experiences of health and well-being. 
New knowledge from this study can also deepen 
our understanding of how leisure might 
contribute to immigrant students’ resettlement 
experiences. Finally, new knowledge from this 
study can enhance the development of 
appropriate programs or services to support 
immigrant students’ learning experiences and 
their overall health and well-being. 
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