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Abstract

Youth who live with lower incomes are known to experience social exclusion in a range of social settings, including
sport. Despite efforts to reduce financial constraints to participation, increasing opportunities in these ways has not led
to increased involvement. There is a need to move beyond a discussion about barriers and explore the quality of young
people’s engagement within sport. The present study consequently sought to understand the sport involvement of
young people living with lower incomes. Interpretive description informed the analysis of transcripts generated from in-
terviews with ten youth (aged 13-18 years) and six parents. Three themes captured the ways income had a prominent in-
fluence on the sports involvement of young people. Sports settings generally required that young people acquire abilities
from an early age and develop these concertedly over time. The material circumstances in which youth were brought up
impacted the extent to which they could or wanted to participate in these ways. The final theme outlines the experiences
of young people in sport when they possessed less cultural capital than others in the field. The findings of the study collec-
tively highlight a number of interconnected exclusionary processes in sport and demonstrate the need to reimagine sport
in ways that challenge the hegemonic discourses continuing to exclude a large number of young people.
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1. Introduction

Sport has been used as a tool to address the social ex-
clusion of young people! in wider policy agendas (Col-
lins & Kay, 2003; Dagkas & Armour, 2012). Social exclu-
sion has been defined generally as occurring when
individuals are unable to participate in relationships
and activities due to a lack of resources, rights and ser-

1 The terms “young people” and “youth” are used synony-
mously and interchangeably (Dagkas & Armour, 2012) to de-
scribe individuals between the ages of 13 and 18 years, as de-
fined by the practice-based partners in the study.

vices (Levitas at al., 2007). Hailed for its capacity to
provide opportunities for connection and belonging,
sport is positioned as having the potential to mitigate
some aspects of social exclusion and engage young
people who may be excluded in other areas of their
lives (Collins & Kay, 2014).

Despite this, sport itself remains a site of social ex-
clusion (Dagkas & Armour, 2012). Exclusion within and
from sport has been specifically conceptulized as a
process that negatively impacts a person’s rights,
recognition, resources and/or their opportunity to par-
ticipate (Spaaij, Magee, & Jeanes, 2014). It is worth
considering exclusion in opposition to inclusion, which
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has been described as the sense of belonging to, partic-
ipating in, contributing to and accessing sporting activi-
ties (Spaaij et al., 2014). In light of this, social exclusion
not only involves a lack of opportunties to participate
in sport, but can also include experiences of othering in
sporting contexts (MacDonald, Pang, Knez, Nelson, &
McCuaig, 2012).

Research examining social exclusion in sport has
found that exclusion tends to be mediated by income,
gender, (dis)ability, ethnicity and sexuality (e.g., Collins
& Kay, 2014; Goodwin & Peers, 2012; Kay, 2014).
Trends have indicated lower participation rates for any
individuals that diverge from the white, middle class,
able, heterosexual male norms that pervade sport (Col-
lins, 2008). Many young people are therefore known to
experience exclusion from sport. Girls, for example,
have reported experiencing exclusion in sport as a re-
sult of male dominance and the (re)production of
stringent gender expectations (Kay & Jeanes, 2008).
These same gender expectations and the heteronor-
mative masculine ideals that result are known to alien-
ate a great many individuals who do not resonate with
them (Wellard, 2006). Inextricably tied up in these ide-
als are narrow expectations of ability that support
goals of competition and aggression (Hay, 2012;
Wellard, 2006). Such ideals impact the sporting experi-
ences of a large number of young people, including
those experiencing disability (Goodwin & Peers, 2012).
As a final example, income, the focus of the present
paper, can influence both young peoples’ desire and
capacity to participate in sport (Bourdieu, 1991). The
findings from this research suggest that a great number
of young people experience exclusion both from and
within sport and these experiences require further ex-
ploration (Collins & Kay, 2014; Spaiij et al., 2014).

1.1. Unequal Sporting Chances

Young people’s relationship with sport and the extent
to which they experience exclusion are influenced by
dominant societal discourses that are (re)produced
through sport. As mentioned, sport has a tendency to
support the participation of those who fit dominant
white, middle class, able, heteronormative, male dis-
courses, while undermining the involvement of those
who do not (DePauw, 1997). Neither the amount of
sport opportunities nor the profits that can be accrued
through sports participation (e.g., a sense of belonging,
enjoyment or acclaim) are therefore equally available to
all young people (Bourdieu, 1984). In particular, living
with a lower income has the potential to undermine the
involvement of young people and make the profits of
sport more difficult to attain (Collins & Kay, 2014).

The term “living with a lower income” is used here
to describe individuals who have less economic and
cultural capital as a result of their income. Not simply
an objective categorization, a lower income (a young

person’s own income or that of their parents) is expe-
rienced subjectively, and can influence much broader
matters of education, housing, and values (Bourdieu &
Waquant, 2013). Young people who live with lower in-
comes are known to experience social exclusion from
and within sport. As a result, there is an important
need to understand the ways sport reproduces these
processes of social exclusion so they can be challenged
(Spaaij et al., 2014).

1.2. Participation and Barriers

Research exists that has begun to explore the exclusion
of young people living with lower incomes from sport.
However, these studies have largely been limited to
concerns about low participation rates (Donnelly, 1993;
Spaaij et al., 2014), which have been predominantly at-
tributed to financial “barriers” such as the cost of
sports, lack of transportation, and the time commitment
necessary to participate (Penney, 2001). Although a use-
ful starting point, this research explains only a small part
of a much larger process of social exclusion. Such nar-
row approaches may also unintentionally and errone-
ously attribute differences in participation to low moti-
vation when opportunities are provided (e.g., through
fee assistance programs) but youth do not participate
(Ingham, Chase, & Butt, 2002). As a consequence,
these young people may be labelled as deviant and
problematic (MacDonald, 2003; Wright, MacDonald, &
Groom, 2003). A focus on individual attitudes cannot
sufficiently explain the ways young people’s circum-
stances intersect with their desires and the opportuni-
ties available to them (Wright et al., 2003). According-
ly, drop-out narratives may mask and potentially
exacerbate the discourses in sport that privilege the
participation of some young people while undermining
that of others, making motivations of choice neither a
simple (nor equal) proposition.

1.3. Hidden Requirements in Sport

Characterizing sport as a level playing field where all
young people can aspire to the same goals of participa-
tion does not accurately represent the ways sport has
the potential to exclude (Evans & Bairner, 2013). Far
from equal, there are hidden requirements for sport
engagement that disproportionately impact young
people living with lower incomes (Bourdieu, 2010).
These hidden requirements go beyond the need for fi-
nancial resources and involve, among a range of de-
mands, early participation, particular abilities, and ap-
propriate clothing. Rather than consider the experiences
of young people as a matter of the individual, there is
consequently a need to consider the empirical experi-
ences of young people living with lower incomes within
the cultural context of sport (Ingham et al., 2002). By
considering the ways in which sport is an unequal play-
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ing field for young people experiencing lower incomes,
we can begin to see how they may be impacted by ex-
clusion (Spaaij et al., 2014).

Youth are likely to move in and out of sport at dif-
ferent times in their lives, making exclusion a fluid pro-
cess rather than a discrete end point (MacDonald,
Pang, Knez, Nelson, & McCuaig, 2012). Evans and
Bairner (2013) have recognized the importance of ex-
ploring these varied experiences, stating the need to
question how sports are “read and received in specific
contexts of opportunity, by specific social groups, with
specific needs and resources to access them” (p. 152).
However, our understanding of the many ways young
people living with lower incomes actually experience
sport is thus far inadequate (MacPhail, 2012). This is a
critical omission given that complete exclusion from
sport is an unlikely scenario for most young people
(Spaaij et al., 2014). The majority of young people have
some experience of sport, whether this occurs casually
with friends, in an organized community setting, or at
school. Yet our understanding of these experiences
remains sparse.

1.4. Experiences of Young People in Sport

Although the number of studies exploring the sport ex-
periences of young people living with lower incomes is
limited, there are several researchers whose work be-
gins to uncover some of the processes of exclusion that
youth might encounter. Coakley and White (1999) in-
terviewed fifty-nine young people (aged between 13-
20) to understand the decision-making processes that
influenced their sport involvement. Approximately
three-quarters of the youth were living with lower in-
comes. The researchers found that young people’s par-
ticipation was indeed influenced by more than only fi-
nancial constraints. Among other factors, youth spoke
about the need for adequate physical skills, in addition
to their desire for activities that were not tightly con-
trolled by adults.

As part of a collection of studies, Macdonald et al.
(2012) examined the place and meaning of sport for
young people. They interviewed Indigenous, Asian and
Islamic youth between the ages of 10 and 16 in Austral-
ia and Hong Kong. The findings from these interviews
suggested that despite participants’ desire for inclu-
sion, factors such as cost, geographical dis/location,
cultural constraints and racism made participation dif-
ficult. The impacts of financial resources in this study
were, however, limited to a discussion about cost and
transportation as barriers.

Finally, Quarmby and Dagkas (2013) explored the
place and meaning of physical activity for young people
between the ages of 11 and 14 living with lower in-
comes in lone-parent families. They found that the
availability of financial resources impacted participation
in a number of ways, beyond the difficulties associated

with cost and transportation. For example, they found
that the material conditions of young people’s lives in-
fluenced the value they placed on physical activity.

These studies offer an important starting point
from which to begin understanding the sport experi-
ences of young people who live with lower incomes
and the ways in which these experiences may be exclu-
sionary. However, greater exploration of how these
young people experience sport is required (MacPhail,
2012). Such research would provide a deeper under-
standing of the exclusionary practices of youth sport so
they can be challenged in relevant and meaningful
ways. In the present study we consequently set out to
explore the sport experiences of young people living
with lower incomes, questioning how sport itself may
be implicated as an unequal, differentiating and exclu-
sionary practice. A brief overview of Bourdieu’s work is
provided to explain how it was used to inform the
analysis of data in the study.

2. Theoretical Framework

The work of Pierre Bourdieu (1984, 1991, 2010, 2013)
was used to inform the analysis of the empirical data
and provide a framework for understanding the expe-
riences of young people in sport. Bourdieu’s concepts
of capital, field and habitus helped to uncover some of
the ways in which income influenced young people’s
experiences of sport, beyond just the availability of fi-
nancial resources to purchase opportunities.

Sport participation requires a certain amount of
both economic capital and cultural capital for youth to
gain opportunities for sport and have enjoyable expe-
riences when they do. Economic capital includes not
only resources of money but also related privileges
such as the availability of spare time. Cultural capital is
the profit or privileges that can be gained through the
expression of particular ways of being that are valued
in a cultural field (Bourdieu, 1984). Cultural capital in-
cludes the possession of ability in its broadest sense,
i.e., performing in ways that were valued in a sport
context. It also results from the possession of values and
desires that are aligned with those reproduced in sport.
The acquisition of cultural capital in sport and across
other fields (e.g., education, family life) occurs at an ear-
ly age and is influenced by a person’s habitus, a system
of tastes and preferences that defines the attachment of
meaning to social practices (Bourdieu, 1991).

Habitus is strongly influenced by the material con-
ditions of a person’s life (Bourdieu, 1984). The habitus
of individuals are consequently shaped by the subjec-
tive ways they experience their incomes (Bourdieu &
Wagquant, 2013). A young person’s habitus can shape
the ways they attach meaning to sport and influence
the extent to which they can acquire cultural capital in
a particular field. Because capital is unequally distrib-
uted to maintain its value, young people have to com-
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pete for sporting capital with other participants who
may have more favourable material conditions for ac-
cumulating the profits that are available through sport.

Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, field and habitus
helped to draw lines between the individual and
shared experiences of young people and how these
were mediated by their lower incomes. The ways ma-
terial conditions can shape habitus and contribute to
an unequal distribution of capital uncovers some of the
ways sport continues to be a site of exclusion for young
people living with lower incomes.

3. Methods
3.1. Developing the Research

The purpose of this study was to understand the sport
experiences of young people living with lower incomes.
A community-based approach informed the research
process to bring together a more diverse set of
knowledge and expertise across practice-based and ac-
ademic contexts (Cargo & Mercer, 2008). The first au-
thor (a university researcher) initiated a partnership
between two municipal accessibility coordinators and a
youth initiatives coordinator from a provincial recrea-
tion association. Partners met 1-3 times per month
depending on the stage of the project over a period of
two-and-a-half years. The partnership collectively de-
veloped the scope of the project, which included the
research questions, methods, timelines, responsibili-
ties, goals, and ethics (Israel, Schulz, Parker, & Becker,
1998). Interpretive Description (Thorne, Reimer Kirk-
ham, & MacDonald-Emes, 1997) was the method cho-
sen for the project with the intention of generating
knowledge that could bridge academic and profession-
al contexts. Relevant literature was drawn upon to
provide “scaffolding” through which to ground the
study (Thorne, Reimer Kirkham, & O’Flynn, 2004, p. 5).
The design of the research was additionally shaped by
the practice-based knowledge provided by the partners
(Thorne et al., 1997).

We conducted the research in a community where
the Department of Recreation and Culture had intro-
duced fee assistance for recreation for residents expe-
riencing lower incomes (and in which two of the part-
ners worked). Passes were provided that enabled free
use of local recreation facilities and a reduced rate on
program registration (25% of the original cost). Those
who received passes were also referred to other ser-
vices to reduce barriers to participation, such as the
provision of additional funding for equipment, bus
passes, and registration in sports programs outside
those offered by the Department (e.g., by schools,
community leagues, private clubs). We were particular-
ly interested in understanding the experiences of the
young people living in the community (between the
ages of 13-18) whose parents had received fee assis-

tance. According to facility-use records, young people
had the lowest participation out of all those who had
received assistance and we believed this might have
represented a larger pattern of involvement. Parents
and children under the age of 13 were comparatively
the highest users.

Ethical approval for the project was granted from a
University Research Ethics Board during the initial
stages of the partnership and a modified ethics pro-
posal was approved once the scope of the project had
been determined. Partners additionally engaged in dis-
cussions throughout the project about the most ap-
propriate way to conduct the research, reflecting a re-
lational ethics approach (Boser, 2007).

3.2. Participants

Given an expressed need in the literature to consult
young people about their sport experiences (MacPhail,
2012), we prioritized interviews with young people (be-
tween the ages of 13—18) in addition to speaking with
parents about the fee assistance they received. The
community where the research took place was affluent
and predominantly white, with a rapidly growing popu-
lation of approximately 92,000 residing in the urban
centre and surrounding rural areas (Municipal Census
Report, 2012). To recruit participants one of the acces-
sibility coordinators sent 150 letters to young people
whose families had received fee assistance and con-
sented to being contacted by the Department. To re-
ceive fee assistance, the parents of these young people
had attended an intake meeting at their local Family
and Community Support Services (FCSS) branch and
expressed their desire for assistance due to a lack of
disposable income (more often than not this was de-
termined by an income cut-off).

In total, 10 young people (13—-18 years) and 6 par-
ents participated in either a group or individual inter-
view. All of the parents we spoke with were mothers,
five of whom were raising their children as single par-
ents. Single parent in this sense meant that parents
were divorced or separated from their partners and
were no longer living with them. The extent to which
their ex-partners were part of their children’s lives var-
ied across families. Two of the three young people in-
terviewed without their parents present shared that
their fathers had left home when they were younger.
One was also living apart from her mother as a result of
alcohol addiction.

The study participants had experienced lower in-
comes for varying amounts of time. Some of the par-
ents previously had higher incomes and found them-
selves in newer circumstances as a result of separation,
disability, and/or abuse. Other parents and young peo-
ple had lived with a lower income over a more sus-
tained period of time. The housing circumstances of
the families were largely unknown, but two of the in-
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terviews took place in housing cooperatives in the urban
centre. In terms of employment, four of the parents
worked (one of these women was concurrently pursuing
higher education). Two parents experienced disability
and could no longer work. As such they received an as-
sured disability income of approximately $16,200 annu-
ally (compared to the median family income of $94,460
in the province) (Statistics Canada, 2012).

The material conditions of the participants’ lives are
significant in this study because they are understood to
shape the habitus of individuals over time. They are
thus likely to have influenced the young people’s rela-
tionship to sport and the extent to which they could
accrue cultural capital (Bourdieu & Waquant, 2013). In
terms of participation, only one of the youth partici-
pants was continually engaged in structured activity,
some moved from program to program in search of
positive experiences, and others were not involved in
sport at all at the time of the interviews.

3.3. Data Collection

The study comprised one individual interview and sev-
en group interviews. Young people could choose to
take part in an individual or group interview, with or
without their parent. Two interviews were conducted
without parents present. There were challenges with
the group interviews—for example, one of the parents
felt unable to discuss income-related topics in front of
her child and waited until she was out of the room to
do so. However, the majority of youth stated a prefer-
ence for a group interview. Youth aged 14 and above
were permitted to consent to an interview without the
additional consent of a parent, in line with the view
that young people have the capacity to make informed
decisions about their own interests and consistent with
other community-based research approaches (e.g.,
Flicker & Guta, 2008; Roddy Holder, 2008).

The interviews took place in a number of locations
that included the community library, recreation centres
and participants’ homes. Interviews were semi-
structured and as such, an interview guide was used as
a foundation from which to ask young people about
their experiences of physical activity more generally, a
term we felt would best capture the range of young
people’s experiences and encompassed sport, exercise,
and play. Questions asked young people what physical
activity meant to them, how important they felt it was
to their lives, the nature of their participation, the op-
portunities available to them, and the extent to which
it met their desires. Through these questions, partici-
pants often discussed sport-like activities, such as
hockey, gymnastics, soccer, dance, and basketball. Fol-
low-up questions were asked to explore these experi-
ences in more depth. Parents were also invited into the
discussion about their children’s involvement. To avoid
insensitivity, questions related to income were not

asked unless parents first raised the topic. During the
interviews without parents, young people all raised the
issue of income themselves. The interviews each lasted
approximately one hour and were audio taped and
transcribed for analysis.

3.4. Analysis

Initial immersion in the data, which comprised numer-
ous readings and re-readings of the transcripts, re-
vealed that youth had multiple experiences of exclu-
sion in and from sport across varying levels and ages.
At this stage of the analysis, an iterative approach was
adopted in order to navigate between the data and a
broad body of literature (Thorne, 2008). For example,
social theory was drawn upon to better understand the
influence of class relations and how these were work-
ing at an individual level while simultaneously working
in ways that connected young people through their ex-
periences living with lower incomes. A constant com-
parative technique was applied to make these relation-
ships more apparent (Thorne et al., 2004). Through this
process it became evident that the exclusion experi-
enced in and from sport by young people was closely
tied to cultural capital and was mediated by their lower
incomes. Bourdieu’s work (1984, 1991, 2010, 2013)
was drawn upon to inform the remainder of the analy-
sis. In particular the concepts of field, habitus and capi-
tal were considered to examine the influence of mate-
rial circumstances on young people’s experiences of
sport. Using this lens, the exclusionary practices of
sport became more apparent. The data was thus orga-
nized into three themes to demonstrate the ways the
young people in the study experienced social exclusion
in and from sport. These themes are presented below
as, The Fundamental Isn’t Even There, The Way You’re
Brought Up, and One of the Worst. Pseudonyms have
been used in place of participants’ real names to pro-
tect their identities.

4. The Sport Experiences of Young People

The accounts provided by the participants in the study
called attention to the prominent influence of cultural
capital on young people’s experiences. Ability, as a
form of cultural capital, appeared necessary for mean-
ingful involvement. Evans (2004) has described ability
as the possession of a range of attributes that are val-
ued in the sport setting. One study participant, Britta-
ny, who was 15 years old, described ability as a particu-
lar form of knowledge. She described this in relation to
her own capacity to be involved saying, “I would like
sports but | don’t know how they work. Soccer is the
only one | really understand”.

Knowing how sports “work” required learning how
to engage in a culture in which particular ways of be-
ing—dispositions, appearances and actions—were de-
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sired (Hay, 2012). Knowledge was not only about learn-
ing the constitutive rules in the setting, it also included
knowing how to perform field-specific skills (such as
ball-handling skills, offensive strategy, etc.) in addition
to performing in less obvious ways (such as conforming
to particular sports “etiquette”) (Hay & Hunter, 2006).
Without these necessary forms of ability, young people
experienced exclusion within and from sport.

Themes were created using the participants’ own
words and demonstrate the ways young people expe-
rienced social exclusion as a result of the demand for
particular ways of being in sport. The first theme, The
Fundamental Isn’t Even There, describes the ways par-
ticipants perceived the importance of acquiring sport-
ing abilities at an early age for successful participation.
The Way You’re Brought Up paints a picture of young
people’s upbringing and the conditions of their exist-
ence (Bourdieu, 1984) that influenced their desire to
participate in sport and their capacity to acquire cultural
capital in order to do so. Finally, One of the Worst de-
scribes the experiences of young people when their abil-
ities did not match up to those expected in the field.

5. The Fundamental Isn’t Even There

This introductory theme offers examples of the ways
parents and young people perceived the need to be in-
volved in sport early to shape the fundamental ways of
being necessary for participation. Ability served as cul-
tural capital for young people who acquired it, creating
a dissonance between those with more capital and
those with less. This theme demonstrates the need for
ability across varying sporting contexts and is divided
by three subheadings: “Dealing with a Four-Year Age
Gap”, “At the Level of a Six Year Old” and “You Can’t Go
in As a Newbie”.

5.1. Dealing with a Four-Year Age Gap

We begin this theme by outlining an example about
the need for early involvement in hockey. One of the
parents, Julia, recognized that developing sporting abil-
ities in hockey started at a very young age. She recalled
her older son’s first experiences playing as a child.
When Paul was as young as 8 years old she could see
the disparity between his abilities and those of the
other children on his team. She said,

[Paul] started to play hockey when he was 8. Most
people here, because of the affluent society that
we live in, have their children already [participat-
ing], probably when they’re between 3 and 4...so
you're dealing with a four year age gap. Some of
those kids, like | said, started at 4 and he’s coming
in at 8 and not knowing how to skate. The funda-
mental isn’t even there.

Paul did not have the foundational skills for hockey
other peers his age had developed. In this account,
Julia acknowledged the role of affluence on early skill
development. The availability of economic resources is
an obvious facilitator for providing opportunities. Fur-
ther to this, however, the development of sporting
ability is part of a broader process of “concerted culti-
vation” for middle class parents who tend to have a
high level of involvement in their children’s lives to en-
sure they grow up with adequate amounts of cultural
capital (Lareau, 2011, p.2). Enrolling children in a varie-
ty of activities, including sport, is part of this cultivation
process. As a result of the affluent area in which he
lived, Paul found himself competing for capital with
peers who had been cultivating their sporting abilities
from a very young age and across a variety of contexts.
Julia contrasted Paul’s experiences to those of her
other son, Steven, who began shaping his hockey abili-
ties at an earlier age. She explained, “Steven came in to
play hockey at a very young age, so he started in Tom
Thumb...[the] youngest level...” Not only did Steven
join a hockey team, he was also in a free community
program in which families could learn to skate. Julia
said, “We enrolled [him] in the ‘Can Skate’ program.
And so that’s where he started to, got the technique”.
She described Steven’s skating ability and the impact
this had for him in terms of his experiences in hockey:
“Steven is much, his fluidity is different, and so, and
they saw potential in him, and he was a bigger child, as
in stature. And so yeah he did really well”. Steven’s
physicality as a bigger child and the skating fluidity he
was able to develop early on were cultural resources
that put him on a more equal level with his peers. This
cultural capital led Steven to gain recognition from
coaches and experience some success in hockey.

5.2. At the Level of a Six Year Old

Jacqueline and her mum, Caroline, also recognized the
need to acquire particular abilities from an early age to
participate in a range of sports. Jacqueline was 13
years old and had been deterred from joining some ac-
tivities because of a deemed lack of ability. She said,
“For a couple of years | haven’t joined anything, be-
cause I'm not into soccer, and you really have to start
at an early age to do gymnastics and hockey and stuff
like that....” Discussing gymnastics later in the inter-
view, her mum, Caroline, said, “...for a 14 year old to go
in and start gymnastics she would be out of place,
cause she’d be at the level of a six year old kind of
thing”. The acquisition of abilities necessary in gymnas-
tics had not begun early enough for Jacqueline. Learn-
ing to perform in these ways was such a concerted pro-
cess that Jacqueline and her mum perceived there to
be no way Jacqueline could enter such a setting with
any real expectation of fitting in. Caroline specifically
articulated an eight-year gap between the abilities of
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other participants and those of her daughter. Particular
ways of being consequently had an age attachment
that could be used as an ideological stick against which
youth could be measured. Jacqueline described the ex-
pectations of ability in gymnastics for someone her age
saying, “...the older you are, the harder the program is.
I've seen girls my age, they’re supposed to learn how
to cartwheel on balance beams. | can’t even do a cart-
wheel. So balance beam, cartwheel. No, couldn’t do
that”. As young as 13, the cultural capital necessary to
access a gymnastics program were beyond those avail-
able to Jacqueline and had been for a number of years.

5.3. You Can’t Go in As a Newbie

The final aspect of the theme presents Scott’s experi-
ences of needing to join particular programs or teams
early on in life. Scott, who was 15 years old, perceived
this need across a number of contexts. Similar to
Jacqueline, Scott chose not to join or try out for certain
activities because he believed it would not be a place
he belonged based on a lack of acquiring cultural capi-
tal early on in that particular field. To make this as-
sessment, he compared himself to other young people
he imagined would be in the setting. Discussing a par-
ticular BMX club he knew about and had had an inter-
est in joining he said, “...they’re extremely organized,
very organized. And you can tell that there’s kids there
that have been there, you know, since they were really
little”. Scott was able to perceive both the nature of
the environment (“extremely organized”) and the
manner in which cultural capital in such a setting would
have been acquired (“since they were really little”). As
such, he determined the club was a place he did not
belong. Neither Jacqueline nor Scott had actually been
in the sport settings they discussed, but had a clear
sense of what these settings would entail and the ways
they themselves were different from the other partici-
pants who attended. Self-exclusion therefore sometimes
occurred based on taken-for-granted assumptions about
the forms of ability necessary for participation.

Scott also enjoyed playing basketball and spoke
about the team at his school. He had chosen not to try
out for the team that coming year. He explained his
reasoning behind this decision saying,

Yeah there is a team, but unfortunately in grade
ten, they’re going to pick all the kids that were on
the teams in 7, 8, and 9, because again, they want
to win. You can’t go in as a newbie, and expect to
get a spot.

Scott recognized that not playing on the team in previ-
ous years would prevent him from being involved at his
current age because he had not acquired the cultural
capital necessary for participation. Contrary to the pre-
vious example in which he had a sense he would not fit

in, Scott had been provided a more overt indication
that he did not belong on the school basketball team
having tried to join during grade 7 without success.

In addition to early and consistent participation, the
context in which the refinement of abilities took place
also appeared consequential. One sporting environ-
ment was not always equal to another when it came to
transferring the ability gained in one context into a dif-
ferent context (Bourdieu, 1984). Scott described in-
creasing his soccer ability while playing at lunchtime
with friends. He said, “I progressed. What really helped
me was, like grade 2, 3, 4 and 5, we always played soc-
cer in the field [at lunchtime]...” Despite acquiring cul-
tural capital in the context of playing soccer at
lunchtime with friends, this did not transfer into a dif-
ferent field: “...I got pretty good doing that but never
with an actual team”. The ways of being that were
deemed capital in a casual setting did not necessarily
transfer as capital into a more organized setting. This
was also evident in the example Scott provided about
the “extremely organized” BMX club. Consequently, ear-
ly involvement in and of itself did not necessarily ensure
entry into a range of environments. Instead, early and
consistent opportunities to participate across a variety
of settings were needed to refine abilities in ways that
were valued in a range of contexts. For Scott’s soccer,
this may have meant early participation in a more orga-
nized setting, such as playing on an “actual team”.

6. The Way You're Brought Up

The following theme illustrates how young people’s life
circumstances and the ways they were “brought up”
impacted their experiences of sport. The theme is di-
vided into three sub-headings—Parental Values, An Is-
sue of Survival, and | Wish | Had Known—to show how
the study participants’ conditions of existence influ-
enced the meaning they attached to sport and the role
it played in their lives. Sylvia, a study participant who
was 18 years old, explained how upbringing could in-
fluence sport participation saying,

| guess it’s all in the way you’re brought up. You
know, [it] doesn’t matter if it’s different beliefs, or
like just personal preferences. Some people you see
come from wealthier families, [they] get to partake
in more activities, because they can...

In this articulation, Sylvia highlights the interplay be-
tween personal values, material conditions and sport
involvement. Beliefs and preferences, such as the value
of concerted cultivation, served as cultural capital for
some of the young people in the study because they
aligned with the values that were reproduced through
sport (Bourdieu, 1984). Sylvia, however, appeared to
have fewer of these cultural resources than the other
study participants.
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6.1. Parental Values

Beliefs and preferences, such as the value of concerted
cultivation, can serve as cultural capital when they
align with the values that are reproduced through
sport (Bourdieu, 1984). Parental values and the values
they impart on their children can therefore impact a
young person’s sport participation. Sylvia spoke several
times about the ways her parents’ values impacted her
involvement in sport. She said,

The only team | was ever a part of really was that
little softball league....Yeah. | think it, everything
just kind of goes hand in hand with everything. Like
you know everything just depends on personal val-
ues, parental values, how wealthy your family is.

In contrast to many of the other young people in the
study, Sylvia’s parents did not make concerted efforts
to support her involvement in sport. Sylvia’s father had
left home when she was 11 and her mother was “not
sober”. As such, Sylvia had not really ever been in-
volved in sport. Although she did not speak too much
about the context of her life growing up, she did share
that she had been, “on welfare for most of my life”.
She described her current circumstances, saying

Well my biggest priority right now is helping my
boyfriend pay rent. We live together, because [I]
can’t live with my mum. So we live together and we
have to pay rent, and we have to pay the bills, and
we have to buy groceries. So in order to do that |
have to work, and go to school so that when I’'m out
of school | can continue going to [university]. And
then get a career for myself, because | don’t want
to have the same disadvantages as my parents, and
my sisters, my grandparents and all my friends. |
want to have something going for myself. So that’s
my priority is getting on that path.

Sylvia did not view sport as playing a role in getting her
on that path and instead viewed it as a privilege that
was available to people who had more wealth. Bour-
dieu (1984) refers similarly to the tastes of freedom de-
riving from material conditions that allow a certain dis-
tance from necessity. Sylvia’s life was not one that
allowed such tastes of freedom. Instead it was a life
coloured by necessity, with priorities such as working
to pay rent and completing high school. Sport did not
have a high value-attachment in Sylvia’s world and she
instead appeared to distance herself from it.
Interestingly, the parents who participated in the
study did attach a high value to the role of sport in their
children’s lives even though their material conditions did
not allow much distance from necessity. This may have
been a result of living in an affluent community, which
put pressure on parents to maintain a particular way of

living to avoid stigmatization. In addition, some of the
parents discussed having had previously higher incomes.
Their changing life circumstances may have therefore
resulted in a change in social position that was not nec-
essarily accompanied by a simultaneous shift in values
(Bourdieu, 2010). Such incongruence led to difficulties
when parents believed in the value of sport participation
for their children but did not necessarily have the mate-
rial conditions to support it. In the following sub-theme,
parents describe some of the life circumstances that
made concerted participation in a variety of sports gen-
erally unattainable for their children.

6.2. An Issue of Survival

Two of the parents, Julia and Janet, described the ma-
terial conditions that pushed sports to the fringes of
their lives. Julia had separated from her partner and
left with her sons to live in a temporary shelter before
moving into the housing cooperative where they were
living at the time of the interview. She described their
lives at the shelter as a time of survival, during which
sport was not a consideration:

You know, like | said, when you were in the envi-
ronment that we were in, it was an issue of survival,
so a lot of people in that scenario, they’re not look-
ing at that (opportunities for sport). They are more
looking at what’s ahead of them, relative to where
to live and we were in that situation too.

Trying to find opportunities for her sons to be involved
in sport was not a realistic endeavor during this time in
their lives.

Janet also spoke about a change in life circum-
stances that made sport participation for her children
extremely difficult. She explained,

| had gone out into the work world and then my son
got hurt, which changed everything....And my son
was quite young and he needed a lot of, like we
were at the hospital, there was a lot of that. So, it
was, it’s hard to go from like a $70,000 paying job,
down to like, we were on social assistance for a
while. Because it’s just the way it was, like we, it
was either, | take care of the kids and you know,
and one with a handicap and that, and it was just, it
was hard. It was a hard adjustment for the family,
hard adjustment for me. We were in the middle of
a huge lawsuit, so there was nothing, like really lit-
erally nothing. Like it was like, we were at the food
bank, you know, and we had done that. And | re-
member there were times...where we didn’t have
money to put gas in the car, to go across [town],
which is not very far...

Even later on when Janet had returned to work, having
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each of her children consistently participating in sport
was not a possibility because of the requirements of
time associated with involvement. She said, “I'm a sin-
gle mum, so | find it difficult to try and keep up with my
kids schedules all the time. | work with the federal gov-
ernment, so it’s like you know, I’'m coming home and
then it’s like you know, going here, going there”. Asked
if and how it impacted their participation she said,

... had to cut it down, and I'd have to say to them,
okay so one can play at one time, you know, be-
cause my boys, when they wanted to play outdoor
soccer, they were almost on competing nights, and
then there’s was one of me and | had to be in two
different places. So you’d have to say...okay so, this
one [is] your turn to play, your turn to play, your
turn, your turn. Because | couldn’t keep up to it,
you know.

6.3. | Wish | Had Known

Caroline also explained how her family’s life changed
and the impact this had on their sport involvement.
She described how her two younger children, Tori (12
years) and Jacqueline (14 years), had not had early and
consistent opportunities for involvement in sport after
separating from her partner. She compared their in-
volvement to her two older children, Carter (19 years)
and Mitch (16 years), who had been able to play soccer
every year from an earlier age. She said,

| got divorced 4 years, separated 4 years ago, so it
was a very different lifestyle. So whereas [Carter]
and [Mitch] got to be participating in soccer, out-
door soccer every year, | think [Jacqueline’s] gym-
nastics, all that kind of thing, as of four years ago,
and | don’t get any financial support, so I'm just liv-
ing on my salary, | had to go back to work. So mon-
ey is different.

Caroline spoke about the fee assistance available that
could have helped provide earlier opportunities for her
daughters. However, not knowing about the many
forms of assistance meant that she had only recently
applied for funding to support her daughter’s involve-
ment. She explained,

..l wish I had known that there were other grants
available for things like the outdoor soccer... It
would have been really nice to know it, and | guess
in hindsight, maybe | should have clued in, but at
the time | didn’t, at the time [it] was just sort of a
whole new sort of world, and what was out there.

Highlighting the significance of lost time in terms of
sport participation, she added, “[Tori] is 12 % now and
her brothers started [soccer] when they were 8”. As

indicated by the previous theme, this lost time meant
Tori had missed out on the opportunity to acquire the
cultural capital necessary to put her in a position to
compete with her peers.

At the time of the interview Caroline was waiting to
hear whether she had secured the funding necessary
for Tori to register on a soccer team. Tori’s involve-
ment was dependent on receiving this funding and
without it she would not be able to play:

I’'m just waiting now to hear back to see if we've
been accepted or not, but | really have my fingers
crossed because | would love to give the opportuni-
ty, she loves soccer....Someone had mentioned that
there were grants out there, so | hadn’t known be-
forehand. | wish | did, | wish | had known four years
ago, because | would have had her, definitely in
that then.

Although fee assistance had the potential to provide
sporting opportunities for young people, it could not
guarantee early or concerted involvement. Funding
was annually determined and required a new applica-
tion with each new sporting opportunity. Jennifer illus-
trated the inefficiencies of this process saying,

Yeah it’s not always easy to get funding for [partici-
pation in sport]. They have X amount of dollars, de-
pending on how many people have donated, and
last year, | was hoping to get him in for the spring
session. They didn’t have any funding left, so he
couldn’t play.

Some of the parents were consequently in a continu-
ous cycle of applying for funding to try to initiate and
maintain their children’s participation in a system
that did not guarantee their efforts would pay off.
The likelihood of young people having early and con-
sistent involvement in sport over time was extremely
slim, if possible at all. Participation, if it did occur, was
therefore usually sporadic and occurred in select ac-
tivities. This led to instances in which young people’s
abilities in sport were not comparable to those of
their peers.

7. One of the Worst

This final theme describes young people’s experiences
with/in sport when their abilities did not match up to
those of their peers. This theme is divided into four
subheadings—It Just Kind of Ruined It, Didn’t Make the
Cut, Lumped in and Afraid of What People Would Say—
to highlight how young people’s conceptions of their
(in)abilities were shaped in relation to others and were
mediated by the processes of differentiation inherent
to sport.
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7.1. It Just Kind of Ruined It

This sub-theme highlights how young people’s experi-
ences were differently impacted depending on the ex-
tent to which there was a focus on performance rather
than participation. Joining hockey at the age of 8, Paul
was already four years behind some of his peers in
terms of their skill level. Paul recalled his initial experi-
ences playing hockey saying,

Yeah so | started out and | wasn't, | played on like the
worst like possible team there was, cause | couldn’t
skate or do anything, and | didn’t do good on that
team at all. | was probably one of the worst...

Paul’s conceptions about his ability were shaped early
and were made in comparison to his peers in the setting.
Despite determining that he was one of the worst play-
ers on the team, he continued to play: “I just wanted to
go and play. | didn’t think too much about being bad. |
just thought | was part of the team, even though | wasn’t
doing well”. The environment he described may have
been one that emphasized participation more than per-
formance, which allowed him not to have to “think too
much” about his (in)ability. This changed as he got older
and the focus on ability increased: “I did well, and | got
better, but that kind of became the end of it, because
once you get up there that’s where they really, really
start to take it serious.” To Paul, “up there” was a sport-
ing space that resembled one of seriousness. He spoke
about playing at this level, describing parents who “live
through their kids...” He also described situations where
he “got benched a few times for, | don’t know.” Sum-
ming up the experience he said, “...it just kind of ruined
it, eventually.” The environment portrayed was one that
demanded particular ways of being that Paul was not
willing or able to perform.

Processes of differentiation that sorted those with
ability and those without were heightened in sporting
environments that had narrow conceptions of what it
meant to be able. Tina described her daughter’s partic-
ipation in gymnastics when she was younger and how
she felt the focus on performance led to her daughter’s
reduced sense of confidence. She said,

It started to go sour when people put a lot of focus
on the technique and not so much the attitude, and
how well the child was just willing to participate. It
was how well they were perfecting the skill, and
they’d focus on that skill and in turn, bring down
the child’s esteem, instead of just building up their
participation. And that really brought down a lot of
confidence, in my children, anyway...

Tina believed there should have been a focus on partic-
ipation rather than the focus on performance that
seemed to shape the program.

7.2. Didn’t Make the Cut

Scott and his mum similarly described the impact of a
performance culture on Scott’s experiences in school
sport. However, in contrast to Paul and Brittany’s expe-
riences, the focus on performance prevented his partici-
pation entirely. Jennifer spoke about Scott’s attempts to
make it onto the school basketball team in grade 7 say-
ing, “he tried to make the basketball team at school, but
didn’t make the cut because they’re really competitive”.
Asked what he thought of the school sport process,
Scott said it was “kind of stressful”. He highlighted the
public nature of the try-outs explaining, “They wrote
numbers on our hands. [Then] they would call us up and
we’d have to start doing lay-ups and stuff”. His mum,
Jennifer, recalling the experience, said to Scott, “Do you
remember how packed the gym was? Kids were lined up
sitting all the way around, and you could tell right away
that your kid wasn’t going to make it”.

Having kids sitting around the perimeter of the gym
turned it into something of an amphitheatre, where
abilities were put on display for comparison with oth-
ers. Following the try-outs, Scott described how the
names of those who made it onto the team were writ-
ten on a piece of paper and hung up on a wall at
school: “...after that, we just went back to class and
they posted up who made it on the team, on a board in
front of the gym.” Scott was not selected to play on his
school team. His mum, Jennifer, expressed her frustra-
tion saying, “It’s really discouraging to be told before
you’ve gotten started, that you suck”. Julia also spoke
about this in terms of her own sons’ chances of partici-
pating in school activities. She said, “...you’re limited
because they’re only going to pick [the best] for these
[school] teams...so if you're not the best at it, what is
available for you in the school?” The selection of the
“best” players and the lack of availability of alternative
options that existed for young people when they were
not deemed able enough were reasserted by Scott’s
mum, who said,

That school has got to win, so they just take the top
people. Where do they go? What do they do?
That’s really not encouraging kids to play, it's en-
couraging kids to compete and win. And there’s got
to be a place for everybody else.

In the following sub-theme, Tina described what such a
“place for everybody else” had looked like for her
daughter, Brittany, when she participated in gymnastics.

7.3. Lumped In

Lumped in provides an example illustrating how not be-
ing fully excluded from sport did not prevent exclusion
within sport (Spaaij et al.,, 2014). Tina described her
daughter, Brittany’s, experiences in a gymnastics pro-
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gram that grouped participants according to ability ra-
ther than age. She had been involved in gymnastics in-
consistently growing up and had not developed the
same abilities as other young people her age. As a re-
sult, Brittany was placed in a group with much younger
children. Tina explained,

| found room in the budget to put her in gymnastics
but her skill level is deemed to be at sort of a begin-
ner level, where it should be at the age of 14...she
was lumped in with 5 and 6 year olds, which just
does not work. So then that money was sort of just
thrown out the window, because she wasn’t com-
fortable being in a group of younger children.

The message conveyed about Brittany’s ability by her
placement in a program with young children was made
extremely clear to her and the other participants: she
did not measure up against the standards expected for
her age. Not surprisingly, she chose to stop participat-
ing in the program. This account additionally highlight-
ed how decisions about young people’s sport participa-
tion involved a necessary process of weighing the costs
against the potential profits of involvement. In this in-
stance, the financial cost had greatly outweighed any
benefits and money was deemed to have been
“thrown out the window”. This paints a picture of how
the availability of disposable income (or lack thereof)
can impact decisions about sport participation.

7.4. Afraid of What Other People Would Say

As a social setting, the other participants in sport large-
ly influenced the experiences of the young people in
the study. The presence of peers provided a measuring
stick for comparisons of ability and comprised an audi-
ence with the potential to judge. As mentioned previ-
ously, Sylvia’s relationship to sport was one that had
ended quite early in her life. She explained what she
believed to be the main reason for not participating
saying, “[My] biggest holdback (from joining sport) was
| was afraid of what other people would say. | think a
lot about what other people are thinking about me”.
Not fitting in and the fear of judgement made sport a
setting in which Sylvia perceived she would have little
capital. Describing the impact of this she said, “Being
self-conscious, like feeling not as good as you could”.
Sylvia described an alternative setting in which she
felt she did belong. She had been involved in the army
cadets until four years prior to the interview. She de-
scribed how she felt in that particular environment say-
ing, “..1 just, | loved it. | love the people, | love you
know, going out on trips. | liked all the different activi-
ties they were having us do, and the discipline. | don’t
know, that’s weird to say, but | liked the discipline”.
Sylvia went on to say that cadets represented the
“type of person | am”. Asked further about this she

spoke about perceiving differences between her own
ways of being and those of other girls that played
sports, who she described as “blonde” and “preppy”.
The use of the term “preppy” to describe young people
who participate in sport demonstrated the association
Sylvia made between sport involvement and the avail-
ability of wealth. Sylvia viewed sport, or at least the
sports that might be available in her community, as a
symbolic expression of a class position that did not
match her own (Bourdieu & Waquant, 2013). Preppy
children are considered those who are cultivated, or
prepared, for their futures in a very deliberate manner,
such as through involvement in sport. Sylvia distanced
herself from this culture and related instead to cadets.
She said, “That’s why | felt like | belonged in a more
masculine environment, because this is the way | am”.
Cadets provided a stark contrast from sport and a place
that more closely represented who Sylvia was and the
material conditions of her life.

8. Discussion

Sport is often hailed for its capacity to promote a sense
of belonging and mitigate processes of social exclusion
that may be experienced in other areas of life (Collins
& Kay, 2003; Dagkas & Armour, 2012). However, sport
itself remains a site in which young people living with
lower incomes face exclusion (Collins & Kay, 2014).
Although structural barriers to sport have been well
documented for youth living with lower incomes, this
body of research explains only a small part of a much
larger process of exclusion (Wright et al., 2003). As
such, further research was required to understand the
social exclusion of young people living with lower in-
comes in sport.

This study sought to further understand the ways
sport reproduces processes of social exclusion so they
can be challenged (Spaaij et al., 2014). The following
discussion considers the ways the study participants
experienced exclusion in relation to sport and how
these forms of exclusion reflected or departed from
those reported in the existing literature.

Previous studies exploring the sport experiences of
youth living with lower incomes have predominantly
focused on low participation rates and the need for
more widely available opportunities for sport (Donnel-
ly, 1993; Spaaij et al., 2014). The youth in the study did
indeed struggle to gain sporting opportunities as a re-
sult of their limited financial resources, which impacted
the availability of time, transportation and money for
participating. Fee assistance programs such as the one
implemented by the Recreation Department in the cur-
rent study offset some of these financial-related barriers
to increase opportunities for sport (Frisby et al., 2005).

Despite this, young people’s exclusion resulted
from more than simply a lack of opportunities. Their
experiences demonstrated that the nature of these
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opportunities was also important. Realistically, youth
needed early, concerted and consistent opportunities
in particular sporting contexts to develop the necessary
abilities to compete with their peers and develop a
sense of belonging. However, the material circum-
stances of their lives made this form of involvement
largely impossible. Although fee assistance provided
sporadic opportunities for sport, funding was annually
determined and therefore rarely supported continuous
participation. Increasing the availability of opportuni-
ties, as has been advocated for in previous literature
(e.g., Dagkas & Stathi, 2007), is unlikely to make sport
less exclusionary as long as such narrow demands for
ability exist (Hay, 2012). To acquire these forms of abil-
ity requires a process of concerted sporting cultivation
that was neither achievable nor desirable to most of
the young people in the study.

It is also worth highlighting that the processes of ex-
clusion in this study went beyond only the need for abil-
ity and were part of a broader demand for cultural capi-
tal in sport. The material conditions of the participants’
lives shaped each young person’s habitus, including their
values and desires (Bourdieu, 2010). When a young per-
son’s habitus was inconsistent with a particular sporting
context, they tended not to have the capital necessary
for a sense of belonging in that field. Sylvia, for example,
found sports to be “preppy” and avoided them. Scott was
deterred from joining a BMX club because he suspected it
was “highly organized”. These examples demonstrated
how some sporting fields did not resonate with the
young people in the study and support the suggestion
that sporting tastes can be shaped by class (Bourdieu,
2010; Quarmby & Dagkas, 2013). When considered in
light of the structural barriers that existed to inhibit in-
volvement, young people were unlikely to make a con-
certed effort to join activities in which they had already
assessed they would not fit. This demonstrates the in-
tersection that occurs between the costs of involvement
associated with structural constraints and the available
profits or capital that young people could accrue. With-
out the profits of fitting in and feeling a sense of belong-
ing, overcoming the structural barriers of cost, time and
transportation, if at all possible, were simply not worth it.

As a final consideration, the community in which
the young people resided was also of particular conse-
guence in relation to the exclusion they experienced in
sport. Returning to Lareau’s work (2011), the demand
for and distribution of cultural capital appeared espe-
cially disparate in an affluent community in which a
philosophy of concerted cultivation seemed to per-
vade. Although the parents in the study valued the role
of sport in their children’s lives and tried to orchestrate
as many opportunities as they could, the sporting peers
of the youth in the study would likely have had more
opportunities than most to acquire cultural capital.
This pushed the cultural capital bar even further be-
yond the reach of the youth in the study than it may

have been in a less affluent environment. The context
is thus largely significant when considering processes
of exclusion in future research.

9. Conclusions

The present study sought to explore the sport experi-
ences of young people living with lower incomes to fur-
ther understand the processes of social exclusion that
exist in sport so they can be challenged in relevant and
meaningful ways (Spaaij et al., 2014).

The participants in the study provided some exam-
ples of the exclusionary processes that are apparent in
sport. Structural barriers, such as the demand for mon-
ey, time and transportation impacted the young peo-
ple’s involvement. Additionally, youth experienced ex-
clusion because they did not have comparable reserves
of cultural capital to other participants in sport. This
demand for cultural capital included the need for par-
ticular abilities, values and desires that were celebrat-
ed in the various sporting fields.

As such, without reserves of economic and cultural
capital, young people experienced exclusion in a num-
ber of ways. They were denied entry into sport, had
less-than-meaningful experiences within sport, or they
made choices not to participate. It is clear from their
experiences of not belonging that exclusion occurs
both outside of and within sport (Spaiij et al., 2014). It
is also evident that gaining access to sport does not
necessarily ward off other experiences of exclusion
(Goodwin & Peers, 2012). Although fee assistance pro-
grams provide increased opportunity for sport, they
alone are not enough to alleviate social exclusion be-
cause of a broader demand for capital that is unequally
distributed along class lines. Further, the presence of
fee assistance programs might serve to neutralize at-
tempts to challenge the more deeply rooted processes
of exclusion that impact the sport experiences of young
people living with lower incomes if their limitations are
not acknowledged (Jarvie, 2012).

At times, the sports available in the community did
not resonate with the young people in the study. Youth
often felt they did not belong in these environments
and the costs of participating tended to outweigh the
profits. As a result they had little desire to pursue
sporting opportunities or were deterred from joining.
Although a form of self-exclusion, these choices were
tied up with the material conditions of young peoples’
lives (MacDonald et al.,, 2012). As Evans (2004) has
highlighted, “class does not just determine choice and
preference in sport. It also determines a person’s phys-
ical capacity, ‘their ability’ to realize those choices and
preferences, let alone extend them” (p.102). The na-
ture of choice is not therefore straightforward and
blurred lines exist between self-exclusion and enforced
exclusion (Spaaij et al., 2014).

To conclude, the purpose of this study was to further
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understand the ways sport reproduces processes of so-
cial exclusion so they can be challenged (Spaaij et al.,
2014). The findings of the study demonstrate the inter-
laced nature of the exclusionary processes in sport that
impact young people living with lower incomes. The ma-
terial circumstances of participants’ lives intertwined
with the availability of economic and cultural capital, in
turn shaping the extent to which young people felt they
“fit” within sport. Cultural capital was not only acquired
through sporting opportunities, but was also influenced
by upbringing and family values. Exclusion cannot there-
fore be fully understood in terms of the availability of fi-
nancial resources or opportunities for sport. Further re-
search about the sport experiences of young people
should consequently consider influences of income or
class in much broader terms (Bairner, 2007).

In addition, practice-based initiatives intended to
make sport less exclusionary should aim to strive be-
yond the provision of fee assistance and start to chal-
lenge the various ways sports privilege a few young
people over a great many others. Although situated in
terms of income, the exclusionary processes highlight-
ed in the present study are likely to impact more than
only young people living with lower incomes. The same
narrow expectations defining what it means to be
“able” in sport are known to negatively impact those
who experience disability (Goodwin & Peers, 2012),
those who do not conform to heteronormative ideals
(Wellard, 2006), or any young person who performs in
ways that are not celebrated in a sporting field. The
structures and goals of sport therefore need to be re-
defined to meet the desires and celebrate the
strengths of a wider range of youth.

In order to confront some of the identified exclu-
sionary processes, the power structures that comprise
largely unacknowledged scaffolding in sport should be
challenged (MacDonald, 2003). Sport must also be
reimagined. This will require new ways of thinking to
find solutions that acknowledge the complex and inter-
related processes that maintain exclusion. In such a
scenario, young people would not be conditioned in
normalizing ways to fit the dominant structures of
sport (Shogan, 1998; Spade, 2012). Instead, these sport
communities would disrupt the narrow hegemonic dis-
courses that continue to exclude a great number of
young people. Rather than asking the question, “Would
you like to play our game”, this version of sport would
be grounded in the alternative reflection, “This game is
not working. Are you interested in creating a new
one?”
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