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Refugee sites are a means to manage large-scale refugee movements,
a recurring event in today's world. Sport is supposed to have beneficial
effects for the residents of such sites and is therefore an activity, which
is standardly organized by the sites’ management. Moreover, many NGOs
and “Sport for Development and Peace” programmes endorse the use of
sport in emergency situations—including in refugee sites—to achieve several
biopsychosocial objectives. There is a growing body of scientific literature,
however, that is calling into question the beneficial effects of sport in this
setting as well as the rationale behind this idea. Against this background, we
explore the question "How does multiperspectivity influence sport in refugee
sites?” based on two case studies. We use the ethnographic materials we were
able to collect for the case studies to conduct a (sociological) analysis of
multiperspectivity in sport and to develop (pedagogical) proposals on how to
incorporate multiperspectivity when devising sports activities for refugees. The
fact that the perspectives and motivations beyond the actual sports activities
in the refugee site setting might be extremely homogenous leads us to
conclude that multiperspectivity is key for planning, organizing and monitoring
sports activities, and that refugees’ positions must also be acknowledged. We
recommend programmes and practical ways of achieving these objectives with
a focus on the role of trainers and coaches.

refugee site, Sport for Development and Peace, multiperspectivity, systems theory,
sport in refugee sites

Introduction

The term refugee site in the context of our study refers to a facility “built to
provide immediate protection and assistance to people who have been forced to
flee their homes due to war, persecution or violence” (1). It is used as an umbrella
term for a wide range of settlements which includes but is not limited to camps.
Such facilities are considered a nomos of our time (2) and play (ed) a crucial role
in managing the “European refugee crisis” as well as the ongoing “Ukraine refugee
crisis.” Despite their lifesaving function, refugee sites are a place of exception and
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generate limbo effects for residents due to the sites’ mandatory
spatiality and an often unknown duration of residency (3).

One of the most commonly accepted discourses, which is
also heralded by the “Sport for Development and Peace” (SDP)
movement, portrays sport as having huge potential to help, heal
and empower refugees, including those who reside in refugee
sites (4-7). Despite the existence of a large body of research
on this topic, nearly all literature reviews (8-12) agree that the
available research is subject to several limitations (5, 13-15):
most of it hinges primarily on case studies or interventions that
take this expectation as their starting point.

For this reason, numerous leading sociologists argue that the
far-reaching potential attached to sport is widely overestimated
(5, 13, 16-18). The ongoing efforts to produce evidence-
based knowledge on SDP has accelerated the emergence of a
community of scientists who assert that the belief in the utility of
sport is faith-based (9). Despite the growing critical literature on
and within SDP (4-6, 19), this remains in its core an applied the
programme continues to be applied, which assumes the utility of
sport and focuses on implementing and improving it.

Another important aspect is that the concept of SDP,
even if well-intended, tends to embody a post-colonialist
and hegemonic legacy, essentially reproducing established
unbalanced power relations (20, 21). This imbalance of power
tends to favor actors from the Global North (22, 23), which
essentially means that many SDP projects are characterized by
“donor-driven priorities” (24) and the target groups themselves
have very little to no influence on project design (25, 26). Hence,
“whilst a majority of these programmes are delivered in the
Global South, many have been conceptualized in the Global
North that is far removed from the realities as well as the
inequalities being addressed” (27) (p. 589).

Therefore, recent international pedagogical literature on
sport in refugee sites is mostly based on Freire’s findings (17, 28—
30) and other approaches to critical pedagogy (27, 31-33). While
such pedagogic orientations are certainly ethically appropriate,
they might also attach high and external expectations to sport
(for example, of de-colonization and empowerment). That is,
there might be again a disparity between the objectives and the
actual potential of sport given the radical inequality refugees face
and which refugee sites embody.

We argue that applying the concept of multiperspectivity
may be a less “loaded” approach to developing a productive
dialectic between all actors involved in sport and to emphasize
refugees’ needs. Building on our ethnographical observations,
we suggest that recognizing the multivalent role of sport
in refugee sites could represent the groundwork for fruitful
pedagogical reflection on this particular setting. To this aim,
we use “multiperspectivity” as our leading theoretical concept.
Strongly inspired by social constructivism, the basic idea behind
multiperspectivity applied to sport is that sport as such does
not exist. Hence, sport is not a homogeneous phenomenon
perceived and experienced in the same way by all actors. Instead,
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sport is a social construct that is largely co-created by the
perspectives of its practitioners.

We explore the question “How does multiperspectivity
influence sport in refugee sites?” After presenting our two case
studies, we review the concept of multiperspectivity in depth
and describe our methodological approach. Finally, we examine
the multiperspectivity of sports activities in refugee sites and
ways to approach sport in such settings at the programmatic
and practical level. The advantages and pitfalls of developing
meta-competences for incorporating multiple perspectives when
devising sports activities in refugee site settings are discussed in
the conclusion.

Context—case studies

To limit the abstraction of the following discussion, this
article uses two case studies on sport in refugee sites, which
we review separately and independently of each other. Aside
from the fact that both case studies are ethnographic analyses
on sports activities in refugee sites, they cover different periods,
locations, situations and (researchers’) perspectives. Merging
and comparing these two studies produces knowledge that is
suitable for exploring our research question.

The first case study examined the organized sports activities
provided through the Emergency Transit Mechanism (ETM)
in Niger’s capital city Niamey, a country in the Sahel region
considered one of the least developed countries in the world
(34). The ETM

“aims to provide life-saving protection, assistance
and long-term solutions to extremely vulnerable refugees
trapped in detention in Libya, through temporary evacuation
to Niger. The aim is to deliver protection and identify
durable solutions, including resettlement for these refugees,
who are predominantly Eritrean and Somalian. Their
profiles mainly include survivors of torture or other forms
of violence in the country of origin and/or transit countries
(e.g., Libya) and others with compelling protection needs.
Many of them are unaccompanied children and women and
girls at risk” (35).

While the ETM differs in nature from emergency and
permanent camps, it nonetheless also generates limbo effects
among the residents through its mandatory spatiality and
a usually short albeit unknown and fluctuating duration of
residency. In addition to providing refugees’ livelihood®, the
ETM also offers psychological support, language classes and
sports activities, including football, swimming and Taekwondo
for different groups and in diverse settings (within and outside
of the sites). The sports activities were reviewed within the scope

1 All sites provide inhabitants with water, food, medicine, shelter and

clothing.
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of a research project supported by UNHCR. The first author
visited the ETM of Niamey for 4 weeks in 2019 and conducted
participant observations of the sports activities offered at the
sites. One of the major findings of this sociological study
is that the sports activities provided at the ETM of Niamey
embody different and sometimes conflicting goals and foci
(36).

The second case study builds on data collected during
a research visit to Amman, Jordan in 2020. The purpose
of this visit was to review various SDP projects. Jordan has
accommodated many refugees in recent decades. According to
official figures, about 7% of Jordan’s population are refugees (37).
Unofficial estimations put this figure at nearly 15%. Moreover,
there are over 2 million people who (or whose ancestors) are
originally from the Palestinian territories; many are still not fully
integrated in Jordanian society. The second author visited the
Zaatari refugee camp, the largest in Jordan, during the visit
to Amman. Za'atari was established in 2012 and is run by the
Syrian Refugee Affairs Directorate and UNHCR (38). In 2020,
about 80,000 people lived in the camp, more than half of whom
were children. The conditions in Za'tari differ from those in the
ETM of Niamey, specifically the temporal dimension. Many of
the residents have been at the camp since its establishment and
are expected to remain for some time to come. Many children
were born in the camp and have already spent their entire
lives there. Not least for these children, a variety of sports and
play activities are offered at the camp, such as football and
Taekwondo. The Za'atari camp visit took place on “International
Women’s Day;” hence not only was the camp itself visited, but
the girls’ sports groups also demonstrated their skills and a girls’
football tournament took place.
the the
refugee camp in Jordan and the ETM in Niger, the efforts

Despite fundamental differences between
and commitment witnessed at the respective sites were
remarkable and the quality of the activities offered and the
trainers professionalism, engagement and passion were
truly commendable. Given the extraordinary context within
which the sports activities were being carried out, they
felt quite “normal:” the activities were well-implemented
and it was evident that the participants enjoyed them and
were motivated. Despite these positive aspects, the potential
of sport is clearly overestimated in both sites and several
objectives are evidently being pursued through sport. In view
of this, we first describe our socio-pedagogical approach
before outlining our approach to data collection and analysis.
The results section provides additional and more concrete
information on the sports activities being offered at the two
sites and considers their multiperspectivity based on the
theoretical position discussed in the following section. While
different sport disciplines are characterized by specificities and
implications (39), the considerations of this study apply to sport
in general.
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Theoretical framework

This study applies Luhmann’s (40) systems theory to
analyse the pedagogy-inspired concept of multiperspectivity
of This
pedagogical approaches as
their interconnections.

sport in refugee sites. section explains our

and  sociological well as

Multiperspectivity

In the pedagogical approach, which was originally developed
within the context of schools and first applied to sports science
by Ehni (41) and Kurz (42), multiperspectivity basically implies
that there are several perspectives for the same phenomenon
(in our case, sport). Multiperspectivity is widely accepted in the
German pedagogy of sport (43), but is described in different
ways. Multiperspectivity can be understood with reference to
different theoretical approaches, e.g., motivation theory (44) or
action theory (45). Strongly inspired by social constructivism,
the basic notion behind it is that diverse and variable subjective
and collective stagings of sport exist. Sport is constructed and
therefore perceived, evaluated and actively produced as a specific
phenomenon that depends on different variables, including, but
not limited to, setting, the subjects involved and their specific
roles. Since not only one sport per se exists that is binding for
all, it makes sense to design and research sport in a way that
reflects the differences and similarities of people’s perspectives
of sport (44).

Building on this notion, the basic idea behind the concept
of multiperspectivity is that different perspectives and meanings
of sport exist, that sport is experienced differently by different
persons (46) and that participants are motivated and motivate
themselves based on multiple perspectives (47), i.e., “(a)s a
characteristic, multiperspective means to look at something
from different points of view, to deal with one thing under
several perspectives” (47) (p. 149). Thus, different (pedagogical)
intentions may be included in sports activities as well as in the
multiple perspectives of its participants. At the same time, the
concept opens up the possibility for both practical and reflective
teaching content, whereby it is always possible to switch
between perspectives (47). Accordingly, multiperspectivity is
characterized by openness, connectability and expandability
(46, 48).

However, it is “not a theoretically sharply defined, derived
model” (47) (p. 150). Therefore, in the following, the
perspectives that are of relevance in the context of refugee sites
as well as the conditions that influence sport in refugee sites will
be elaborated along systems theoretical considerations. Based on
this, a proposal building on empirical data is presented which
identifies and brings together perspectives that are relevant in
refugee site settings. We aim to develop a model that can be used
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as a guiding framework for analyses of sport in refugee sites and
that—in line with the concept of multiperspectivity—additional
situationally relevant or meaningful perspectives can be added at
any time (49).

Systems theoretical considerations

By approaching multiperspectivity through systems theory,
we intend to carry out a more refined and comprehensive
analysis of sports activities offered at refugee sites. According
to Luhmann, communication is the constitutive element of
both society (40) (p. 63) and of social systems, which are self-
referential, autopoietic and operationally closed aggregates of
communication (40, 50). The different types of social systems
are society with its functional subsystems, organization systems
and interaction systems (51) (p. 24).

The process of functional differentiation represents a major
(social) turning point in modern society. Examples of function
systems are politics, mass media, education, health, economy,
law, family and sport. These subsystems emerged as independent
systems but are also closely coupled with the others by
contributing to the (re-)production and integration of society
(52). It should be noted that neither society nor function systems
can be dominated by any one particular system, no matter
how central its position is, as in the case of politics, health
and the economy (53) (p. 131). Operationally closed systems
cannot directly influence each other’s operations within the
meaning of a simplistic cause-effect relationship. Even in cases
of close coupling, the autopoiesis of function systems implies a
self-referential reproduction of their constitutive elements.

Sport is one of the many function systems that is
differentiated in modern society (54-57). It is specialized in the
communication of physical performances (58) (p. 380) through
the code “victory/defeat” (57) (p. 185). From this viewpoint,
sport communications interpret physical movements through
a sports-related institutionalized vocabulary and focus (58) (p.
379) oriented toward competition. Sport descriptions transcend
numerous features and details of sport events by reducing them
into measurable and relevant information (58) (p. 379). This
reduction not only ensures the possibility of understanding but
also of comparing expected and completed sports performances,
which in turn leads to the spread of communication (58) (p.
379). Sport is a multifaceted, complex and differentiated system
that relies on privileged structural couplings with other systems,
particularly with mass media, health, politics and the economy
(59-61). Therefore, sport is not only limited to its specific
systemic organizations, but is instead broadly organized in non-
sport organizations such as schools, prisons and refugee sites
as well.

Our research focusses on refugee sites. According to “camp
studies” (3, 62, 63), refugee sites are spaces of exception
defined by (blurred) boundaries and (supposed) temporariness.
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They can be used to destroy or to save lives and for
many other goals in between these two extremes (repression,
violence, segregation, hospitality, care, solidarity). Notably,
social interactions in refugee sites are deeply influenced by the
characteristic “liminality” (64) of the organization, creating a
limbic setting. In the analysis, it is therefore not only important
to identify the different functional and organizational systems
that can influence the use of sport in refugee sites, but also to
find out how this liminality comes into play, and further how it
can be located in terms of systems theory. Agamben (2) describes
refugees confined in reception sites as “homo sacer,” or as
persons who are outside the law or beyond it. In this setting, they
live a “bare life;” which “is included in the juridical order solely
in the form of its exclusion” (2) (p. 12). For these reasons, the
contradictory existence of camps and the vulnerability of their
residents is considered a nomos of our time (2). The extension of
the duration of residency in such camps is often frustrating and
implies large availability of time, which is sometimes occupied
with sport. Though not surprising, the availability of organized
sport for refugees in such settings is not obvious (36). Indeed,
refugee sites do not have an obligation to offer sports activities
for residents and, in a context of endemic scarcity, any relevant
resources could in fact be allocated elsewhere.

Interactions are a type of system that implies the co-presence
of persons as a delimitation criterion. The ego/alter model
of communication determines the subjectivity of face-to-face
interactions (65) (p. 183). Refugees that reside in refugee sites are
an extremely heterogeneous group (66). Nevertheless, refugee
site operations entail “doing refugee” processes (67, 68)%. Some
sociological studies suggest that the “dependency syndrome”
affects the residents of such sites (69, 70), but this has been
considered to be an illusion of the dominant class (43). Either
way, it is important to acknowledge that despite their status and
exceptional living conditions, refugees have agency and are not
“apolitical, docile, dependent recipients who benefit enormously
from humanitarian intervention” (71) (p. 29).

We argue that linking the concept of multiperspectivity with
systems theory allows for considering different expectations,
perspectives and intentions that are brought to sports in refugee
sites. In this way, it is possible to combine different levels that
become relevant in this form of use of sport in one model: The
level of functional subsystems, each of which ascribes its own
meaning to sport, as well as that of the organizational systems
involved in the management in the context of the use of sport
in refugee sites. In addition, at the level of interaction systems,

2 "Doing gender”is a term coined by West and Zimmerman (68) in their
homonymous article. It refers to the idea that gender is not an innate
quality of individuals and is instead “a routine, methodical, and recurring
accomplishment” (68) (p. 126). Similarly, “refugee” is a label that creates
expectations and obligations, constituting a rigid accountability structure.
On this basis, refugees are judged and judge themselves in terms of

“good/bad,” “successful/unsuccessful,” “included/excluded”.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2022.1016010
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org

Michelini and Schreiner

the perspectives of various stakeholders, such as coaches or
participants, i.e., their respective intentions or expectations,
can be identified and included in the considerations. In other
words, systems theory helps to identify a wide variety of relevant
perspectives, while the concept of multiperspectivity helps to
combine them into a model, which we believe is essential for the
use of SDP in refugee sites.

Methods

This study examines the multifaceted role of sport in refugee
sites against the background of pedagogical and sociological
reflections. It focusses on sport within the scope of UNHCR’s
ETM of Niamey based on data collected in 2019, as well as on
data collected in 2020 on the Jordanian refugee camp Za'atari. In
both cases, data were collected using ethnographic methods (72).

The first author participated in organized sports activities
offered at the Niamey’s ETM during a 4-week research visit.
The research activities included observations, interviews and
complementary forms of data collection. Approximately 60h
of participant observations were spent actively taking part in
sports activities with refugees, some of these hours as one
of the coaches in a football-based project (20h) and the rest
(40h) as an active participant in other sports activities offered
at the sites (swimming and Taekwondo). An equal amount
of time was spent at the ETM before and after participation
in the given sports activities. Exchanges before, during and
after the sports activities, including conversations, answers to
individual questions and informal chats with refugees and with
people working at the sites also took place. Interviews were
another relevant source of information. Ten narrative interviews
focussed on the topic of sport in Niamey’s refugee sites and
were conducted with staff working at the sites. The interviewees
were three interpreters who had a refugee background, four
managers with European roots employed with UNHCR and
three trainers from Niger. Each of the interviews lasted around
1 h and were carried out formally on appointment after having
informed the participants about the study’s objectives and after
obtaining their consent. Finally, complementary information
was collected through document analysis. Documents in this
regard are understood as any piece of information (image, text,
audio or video) that are available independently from the study’s
research activities. The materials on sports activities issued by
the organizations, journalists or individuals involved in making
the activities possible were considered complementary sources.

The second author collected data within the framework of
a (participatory) ethnographic observation. The author visited
and observed certain sections of the camp, day-to-day life as well
as the sports activities that took place on the day of the visit to
the Za'atari camp, namely on “International Women’s Day.” The
activities included a performance of the girls’ Taekwondo group
as well as a football tournament of Za'tari’s girls’ football groups.
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The camp’s male residents were not allowed to participate in
or watch the games that day. In addition, exchanges with the
participants in sports activities as well as with employees of
various aid organizations and a state organization in charge of
implementing projects in Za'atari took place before, after and
during the visit. Both observations and the relevant content of
the conversations were recorded in writing from memory.

In both cases, the data collected through these methods
consisted of field notes and diaries, transcriptions and document
analyses. After the visits, the notes and diaries were integrated
and adapted, but not reworked or interpreted. These data
were used as groundwork for reflection and comparison of the
authors’ experiences, particularly their common observations
of sport’s multiperspectivity. The material was analyzed using
content analysis techniques (73) and interpreted based on the
sociological and pedagogical perspective discussed above.

Results

The following sections focus on sport’s multiperspectivity
by examining the different societal levels mentioned above and
elaborating Luhmann’s (51, 74) typology of systems.

Different systemic, organizational and interactional logics
play a relevant role and influence the features of organized
sports activities in refugee sites. Moreover, the (situational)
conditions of the respective sites must be considered as well,
for example, with regard to the state of emergency or the
available resources. Our study considers the participants and
their individual perspectives to be central to the given sports
activities. After all, they are our main target and are participants
in the sports activities.

Society

Societies are encompassing systems that include all possible
forms of communication. Modernity is characterized by the
emergence of one encompassing world society and by the
differentiation of function systems within society (65) (p. 183).
However, the refugee sites are marked by liminality (64) and
exceptionality (2). This implies that the lifeworld of the residents
of such sites is characterized by radical exclusion, boredom and
limited resources and access to the outside world.

Despite this isolation, the influence of systemic logics is
visible, also with regard to the physical activities being offered.
While the distinction is not clear-cut, the relevance of different
systemic logics and multiple perspectives was evident and will be
explained below.

First, sport is a major pillar of recreational activities. Besides
being both a way to kill time and a form of play, elite sport is
also a source of inspiration for young refugees. The dream of
pursuing a professional football career in Europe is a recurrent
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topos of interviews with migrants at refugee sites, for example
(75). At the sites themselves, sport is mostly carried out in its
essence of playful physical activity oriented toward performance.
In this form, the activities are very similar to sport club activities.

Second, the educational logic is evident with reference to
the aim of not only teaching sport but also of different soft and
social skills through sport. Sport is implemented as a physical
education class to achieve different goals, for example, gender
equality and discipline. Taekwondo is used in the Za'atari camp
to empower girls, to teach them self-confidence but also to
teach them skills self-defense and self-assertion, thus improving
their overall safety. In the ETM of Niamey, the same sport is
primarily practiced by male youth, with the aim of teaching them
(self-) respect and discipline rather than simply being a form of
martial arts.

Third, sport is sometimes used as a medicine. Sport in this
sense is a way of providing medical care to refugees, which
is in line with the core humanitarian goal of the refugee site
setting. In this regard, sports activities themselves are perceived
as an activity to be promoted because it has the potential of
strengthening the bio-psycho-social health of its participants.
For example, football programmes aim to improve participants’
health while swimming is assumed to have therapeutic effects.

The use of sport to pursue other goals might be the key to
understanding the relevance of sport in refugee sites and the
widespread diffusion of SDP programmes. At the meta-level,
sport is also a means of power used to control, distract and
discipline the residents of refugee sites and is therefore a way to
enforce the power of the organization and its staff over refugees.
In this regard, sport fosters unbalanced power relations but also
contributes to the self-reproduction of the organization itself, as
argued in the following section.

Organization

Organizations emerge as communication systems with
the capacity to stabilize types of action and behavior
through decisions taken on the basis of specific premises
and organizational cultures (65) (p. 183). Refugee sites are
humanitarian organizations specialized in the management
of forced migration (66). Decisions on refugee sites are
guided by a mix of systemic logics (76, 77), which include law
(legal/illegal), political (inferior/superior power) and moral
logics (right/wrong). However, its decisions are not only guided
by structural couplings between these sometimes contradictory
logics but also by states of emergency, scarcity of resources
and the direct involvement of many political and humanitarian
organizations. At the ETM of Niamey, UNHCR is involved as
the leading operator along with other UN agencies and NGOs
in the sites management. Additionally, sports organizations,
for example, the foundations of two professional football
teams, contribute financially as well as with material and
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knowledge to the organization of activities. At the Zaatari
camp, various organizations provide materials or train (future)
coaches through “train-the-trainer” programmes, including, for
example, NGOs and state organizations, such as the Deutsche
Gesellschaft fiir internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ). In terms
of the organization of sport, this implies that the power is
divided between different organizations that have diverse
perspectives and diverging sport know-how.

When
literature traditionally focusses on the following decision

considering organizations, systems theoretical
premises (76, 78, 79): decision programmes define the
organization’s goals and how to achieve them. Communication
channels are horizontal and vertical divisions of tasks,
hierarchies and assignments of responsibilities concerning
work processes. Human resources refers to how individuals
are assigned to different areas of action and responsibility by
identifying and matching their qualifications. While an analysis
of communications is less feasible on the basis of our available
data, and as the topic of human resources will be assessed in the
next session, this one focusses on programmes.

At the programmatic level, UNHCR borrows positions and
goals from SDP to carry out sports activities at the ETM?. From
the perspective of SDP, sport broadly consists of “all forms
of physical activity that contribute to physical fitness, mental
wellbeing and social interaction. These include play; recreation
play; recreation; organized, casual or competitive sport; and
indigenous sports or games” (80) (p. 2). Sport is expected to
produce relevant bio-psycho-social benefits (81) for refugees
residing in refugee sites because

“(m) any of the core values inherent in sport are
compatible with the principles necessary for development and
peace, such as fair play, cooperation, sharing and respect. The
life skills learned through sport help empower individuals and
enhance psychosocial wellbeing, such as increased resiliency,
self-esteen and connections with others. These features of
sport are beneficial to people of all ages, but they are especially
vital to the healthy development of young people” (80) (p. 2).

Specifically for refugees, “(t)he psychosocial benefits from
the practice of sport help to address the trauma of flight and
the distress resulting from displacement. Sports programmes
serve as a positive and productive activity for refugees and
internally displaced persons, easing many of the problems they
face, including violence, limited access to education and broken
family structures.” (80) (pp. 15-16). The UN acknowledges that
sport, “like many aspects of society, simultaneously encompasses
some of the worst human traits, including violence, corruption,
discrimination, hooliganism, excessive nationalism, cheating

3 Further related concepts can be consulted in the Sport for
Development and Peace: Toward Achieving the Millennium Development
Goals (80).
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and drug abuse” (80) (p. 2). Despite this relativisation, the
expectations of sport at the programmatic level are very high,
particularly concerning the goal of empowerment because
the residents of refugee sites are by definition a radically
disempowered population group.

Moreover, the application of the guidelines mentioned above
need to necessarily be adapted to the specific situation of the
given refugee site. The ETM in Niger is embedded in a socio-
political context, which plays a relevant role though an in-
depth analysis exceeds the aims of this study. More importantly,
the poverty in the country also implies an endemic scarcity
of resources that needs to be compensated by UNHCR, the
main actor in this setting. The sub-Saharan climate poses an
additional challenge for sport. The Za'atari camp, on the other
hand, is characterized by refugees’ long duration of stay. The
camp was initially not planned as a refugee camp, but rather
developed from a tent camp after the first refugees arrived
there. In the meantime, however, most of the residents have
lived there for years. For the children, this means that a
large part of their education takes place at the camp, and at
the same time, a balance must be created. Sport is meant to
contribute in particular to community empowerment and the
education of livelihoods (82). At the same time, it must be
remembered that only 18% of refugees in Jordan actually live in
refugee camps (37). The challenge is therefore to provide for all
refugees equally.

Interaction

Interaction is a type of system that implies the co-
presence of persons as a delimitation criterion. The ego/alter
model of communication determines the subjectivity of face-
to-face interactions (65) (p. 183). The participants themselves,
the trainers and managers/organizers come together at the
interaction level.

At the ETM, the various actors directly involved in
organizing and implementing sports activities have different
perspectives on sport. Amongst the most influential actors
involved in the organization and/ or implementation of
the activities are the mangers, trainers and participants.
Their interactions are mediated by the environmental factors
(discussed above).

The managers’ perspective is particularly relevant despite
the fact that they are not direct participants in the activity.
Their decisions are crucial for the legitimacy, realization
and maintenance of the sports activities. At the ETM, the
managers/organizers are international staff of UNHRC or of
other NGOs. Aside from providing training programmes for
trainers and the necessary funds, they also bring their own
organizational perspective, in that sport is intended to achieve
specific (organizational) goals. Amongst the goals borrowed
from SDP for carrying out sports activities, health goals are
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the main reason mentioned by ETM managers. Other reasons
include education, discipline and leisure.

The trainers clearly influence the sports activities that are
provided at the ETM. All of them were locals* who had been
professional athletes in the past and had sport club socialization
and training. Despite referring to the reasons also cited by
management (it is impossible to establish whether genuinely or
strategically), they implemented the activities using many classic
elements of competitive sport.

At the Zaatari camp, the trainers were often refugees and
former participants of sports activities offered there as well as
of so called “train-the-trainer” programmes, which train future
trainers in how to work with children. The main focus of the
programmes observed in Zaatari was the empowerment of
girls. Accordingly, the programmes were a mixture of sports-
oriented content and content aimed at strengthening the girls’
soft skills and personality. It was striking that the sports facility
was completely shielded from the outside to create a protected
space for the girls and women. The sports classes on the day of
the visit took place within that space, although there were both
male and female visitors that day.

At the ETM, the sites’ residents take part in one or more
organized sports activities. Most of them “are predominantly
Eritrean and Somalian. Their profiles mainly include survivors
of torture or other forms of violence in the country of origin
and/or transit countries (e.g., Libya) and others with compelling
protection needs. Many of them are unaccompanied children
and women and girls at risk” (35). As refugees are a highly
heterogeneous group—even within the selected target group
of the ETM—it is impossible to generalize the goals of their
participation, which range from social to sportive and everything
in-between. However, killing time was a recurrent motivation
for participating in sports activities. At the Za'atari camp, the
participants—they were girls, at least within the scope of the SDP
projects observed—bring in their own perspectives (e.g., their
own experiences, wishes and needs); often, their direct caregivers
(such as their parents) also have considerable influence on their
choices. This might then determine which type of sport they
prefer to engage in or which goals they seek to achieve by
engaging in sport.

Working in the field of sport with refugees can be very
inspiring, fulfilling and fun for the trainers, but may also
cause frustration (84-86). Likewise, sport can benefit refugees
but may also cause stress, discomfort and re-traumatisation
(87, 88). The setting implies that progress may be swift but
ambitious goals may be unattainable. Alone engaging in a well-
frequented, fun and conflict-free activity is a basic yet compelling
goal. Therefore, sport is only seemingly a sanctuary where
opportunities for recreation are offered to refugees. In refugee

4 While reasons against recruiting trainers from among the camp’s
inhabitants exist, refugees would clearly be capable of managing their

own sports activities (and much more) among themselves (83) (p. 57).
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FIGURE 1
Main perspectives on sport.

sites, sport becomes something extraordinary and multivalent,
but also elusive and ambiguous. Perhaps sport nourishes a
physicality that characterizes refugees’ bare life (2). Thereby,
the body, satisfying its needs, and the preservation of its
deriving capital (89) are some of the remaining fixed points and
achievable goals for refugees at certain points of their lives.

Conclusion and discussion

of the
multiperspectivity of sport in refugee sites was carried out

A sociological and pedagogical analysis
based on two case studies. To this aim, the main concepts
of sport and their application to the specific contexts of the
ETM of Niamey and the refugee camp Zaatari were explored.
Organized sport plays an important role at both sites and is
guided by multiple meanings that rely on the logics of sport,
health and education; are influenced by the decision premises
of the leading organizations; and are further mediated by the
sometimes conflictual interactions of the actors involved.

Our analyses confirm that sport pursues different goals and
has different foci (36), which rest on macro-, meso- and micro
factors. An analytical description of the perspectives on sport
is compelling because they overlap and are consciously (or not)
staged or concealed. Our study presents an analytical description
based on types of systems, namely society, organization and
interaction (see Figure 1). These perspectives on sport entail
strengths and weaknesses and may be more or less suitable
for implementing sports activities. Moreover, this mix of
perspectives implies that the meaning of sport in refugee sites
is multifaceted yet also elusive and loaded with expectations,
which are sometimes utopic. This inextricable mix of meanings
may also create discrepancies between the goals, planning and
implementation of sports activities and their perception at the
individual level.
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This conclusion reflects a general consideration of
multiperspectivity, which may help organizations, trainers and
participants better understand and relate their own and others’
perceptions, attitudes and goals in sport. This, in turn, may
foster a convergence of the multitude of perspectives, thereby
mitigating contradictions and preventing conflict.

When considering the threats and opportunities that emerge
from the multiperspectivity of sport in refugee site settings,
recommendations can be formulated through pedagogical
lenses. While such recommendations can be address different
levels and actors, our study specifically targets trainers,
because they can more easily and directly adapt sports
activities. Multiperspectivity is a key meta-competence to better
understand, reflect on and purposefully manage sport in refugee
camps. Pushing through one’s own ideas on and perceptions of
sport, which is frequently observed in sport pedagogy (90), bears
risks. Moreover, the inclusion of foreign goals entails the risk of
only superficially or cursorily working with them. Finally, the
capacity to empathize with others whose cultural and legal status
differs profoundly from one’s own cannot be taken for granted.
Desensitization processes are well-documented in studies on
humanitarian workers (83). Developing such meta-competence
is therefore crucial to help trainers deliver sports activities that
are adapted to the specific context, to take all perspectives and
expectations into consideration and to ensure that the goals
are aligned with the perspectives of the refugees. After all, they
are the target of the activities and are at the same time in the
weakest position.

Because sport in refugee sites is multifaceted as well as
elusive and loaded with expectations, trainers should be well-
aware of the goals they are pursuing and ask themselves
[modified from Eikenberry (91)]: Who is my target group as a
trainer? Which goals are appropriate for my target group? Why
is achieving this goal important? What outcome do I expect to
achieve? How will the refugees benefit from reaching this goal?
What is the first step? What step will take me the furthest, fastest?
Who can help me achieve it? Who will support me? Who will not
support me?

Identifying and reflecting on goals connected to multiple
perspectives should be encouraged among trainers by
implementing specific activities. Discussions on the topic
of multiperspectivity with staff and with other trainers as well as
reviewing other sports activities are simple and feasible ways of
encouraging a reflective approach to this issue. The intervention
of an external consultant and the use of specific tools such as the
Venn diagram developed by the authors (Figure 2) could help
stimulate deep and fruitful reflection. This situation is however
complicated by further variables, which need to be considered
when reflecting on perspectives for setting goals. The context
and the various sport disciplines have diverse implications,
which need to be constantly reflected on. Importantly, trainers
need to be motivated, dedicated and aware of the implications
of conducting sports activities for refugees in refugee sites.
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FIGURE 2
Venn diagram for sport in refugee sites.

Sensibly dealing with multiperspectivity might also be
an option for dealing with empowerment, a meta-goal that
is central in the SPD’s discussion. Empowering refugees by
encouraging self-organization in sport is an often quoted but in
practice often disregarded, ambitious and meaningful goal. In
line with Giulianotti and Armstrong (92) (p. 16), we exclude
the possibility that sport per se can heal, educate or empower
refugees. The idea of empowering residents of a refugee site in
a highly disempowering setting is in itself contradictory or at
the very least challenging. Therefore, sport needs to be carefully
planned, implemented and controlled to foster empowerment.
In the SDP, sport has been used among other aims to provide
“an enjoyable recreational space in which groups may build
a stronger public presence and social role, enjoy healthy and
playful exercise, and improve substantially their self-esteem
and confidence” (92) (p. 20). Empowerment is “the capacity of
individuals, groups and/or communities to take control of their
circumstances, exercise power and achieve their own goals, and
the process by which, individually and collectively, they are able
to help themselves and others to maximize the quality of their
lives” (93) (p. 6). One concrete way of fostering empowerment
is supporting the autonomous and sustainable implementation
of sports activities by refugees themselves. While research (94)
indicates that this is by no means an easy feat in the context
of refugee sites, refugees could develop and manage their own
sports activities if they received the necessary freedom, help
and support. This, in turn, can create processes of individual
and collective responsibilisation, increase the number of sports
activities being offered as well as the number of participants.
It may even constitute vocational training for some of them.
While this is indubitably a long and difficult process, taking
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different perspectives into account and giving them room,
for example, by letting refugees choose a sports activity or
the focus of the sessions, could be first practical steps. This
should be followed by a progressive transfer of responsibilities—
and thus power—with the ultimate aim of refugees self-
managing sport. The authors’ experiences suggest that this
goal is everything but impossible, and the biggest hurdles
are embedded in power-related organizational processes rather
than in the refugees’ competence and engagement. Finally,
the Anishinaabekweg commitment to decolonisation through
physical activity is an example of how personal decolonisation
through physical activity can be achieved in a way that is
rooted in refugee’s self-identified needs, knowledge and cultural
practices (95).

To conclude, we do not challenge the fact that a critical
implementation of SDP must be “historically and geographically
informed both with regard to development inequality and to
the social and political dimensions of sport” (5). However,
refugee sites are embedded in a local socio-political and
cultural situation, and yet is also a place of exception,
with strong intrinsic dynamics. Therefore, we argue that the
participants’ individual needs should play an (even more)
central role in pedagogical practice, which can be supported
by multiperspectivity.

By re-analyzing and comparing the results of our two
ethnographic studies through a pedagogical lens, this article
moved to an intermediate step between a descriptive and an
intervention-oriented research study. The recommendations are
still too abstract to be concretely implemented. To be able to
arrive at more concrete conclusions, a follow-up longitudinal
study in different refugee sites should be carried out, which
also entails the possibility of influencing the sports activities.
Such a project would also resolve the limitations of the
discussed ethnographic studies (96), which were limited in
time and compared a posteriori. Such a follow-up project
should also aim to establish a deeper contact with the
refugees, which in the present study were a less accessible
data source.
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