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Where are the Indigenous and First Nations people in sport event volunteering?
Can you be what you can’t see?
Tracey J. Dickson a, Stirling Sharpe b and Simon Darcy c

aCanberra Business School, University of Canberra, Canberra, Australia; bDiscipline of Sport and Exercise Science, University of Canberra,
Canberra, Australia; cUTS Business School, University of Technology Sydney, Sydney, Australia

ABSTRACT
Mega-sport events (MSE) are frequently cited for their developmental and legacy potentials for
host communities, including tourism, sport participation and volunteering. MSE volunteer
research has demonstrated the potential to develop volunteers who may contribute to the host
community’s social and human capitals. However, little research considers how marginalised
groups, such as First Nations or those with disability, may be co-providers of MSE experiences.
This paper differs from a dominant quasi-scientific approach to empirical journal articles in that
it begins with a reflexive posture drawing upon First nations pedagogy of storytelling.
Reflecting upon the volunteers’ social context and drawing upon a dataset of volunteers across
6 MSE in 5 countries (2009–2016), this research explores to what extent First Nations volunteers
are considered and included in MSE research and practice, and what differences may exist
between First Nations volunteers and others regarding their motivations and future
volunteering intentions. The results indicate that significantly more can be done to include First
Nations people equitably and respectfully across the design, delivery, and legacy potential of
MSE. The results inform a novel framework that provides a map for theory and practice, and
thus praxis, for incorporating marginalised groups as full partners across the MSE journey.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 31 May 2022
Accepted 29 July 2022

KEYWORDS
First Nations; Indigenous;
volunteers; Olympics;
Paralympics; social legacies

Introduction

As we begin, we wish to acknowledge the Ngarigo,
Ngunnawal and, Gadigal people who are the tra-
ditional custodians of the land upon which we write
and upon whose shoulders we stand. We acknowledge
their continuing connection to land, skies, and sea,
and we pay our respects to their Elders, past,
present, and emerging. We also wish to acknowledge
the Awabakal people from whom one author, Stirling
Sharpe, has descended.

Throughout this article we use Aboriginal, or Aborigi-
nal and/or Torres Strait Islander, to refer to the first
people of Australia in line with the style manual of the
Australian Government (2021). We acknowledge that
these broad terms have been imposed upon the first
people of Australia without consultation and that
some may not be comfortable with this terminology.
First Nations is used as a collective term to describe
the first people of all the countries from which our
data has come. We further acknowledge that this group-
ing of various indigenous people into one term does not
recognise the uniqueness of each country’s indigenous

people, thus we use the term to highlight issues that
are apparent across the globe. In this paper, the focus
is upon First Nations’ participation and voices in MSE
where the research is dominated by WEIRD (Western,
educated, industrialised, rich, and democratic) (Henrich
et al., 2010) voices, despite the growing role of ‘other’
hosts, especially from BRICS countries, i.e. Brazil, Russia,
India, China and South Africa (Dickson et al., 2020).

This paper is structured differently to many academic
articles as the typical structure does not adequately
allow for the desired story to be told. Here, we are
reflecting on an Aboriginal pedagogy of storytelling
(Chilisa, 2012; Yunkaporta & Kirby, 2011) or the use of
storytelling to share information. Our story begins with
a reflection on the academy, ourselves as researchers,
and MSE research. The next segment of our story is
related to our research where our results, existing litera-
ture, and modern examples are all combined to lead the
reader to the conclusions presented in our final sections.
We’ve approached our work from a strength-based per-
spective which points towards a positive, more inclusive,
MSE future.
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It is notable that in a special issue on empowering
marginalised groups that we, the authors, demonstrate
the complexity of doing research on marginalised
groups, often just for the benefit of the researchers
and not the researched (Sharmil et al., 2021). Collectively
we fit within three of what may be considered margina-
lised and, at times, vulnerable groups: female, Aborigi-
nal, and disabled (Rastegar et al., 2021). Yet, we are
also part of what may be considered the oppressors or
dominating classes in that we all come from WEIRD
societies. Thus, to reflect upon and include the complex-
ity of our own diverse lived experiences as consumers,
providers, educators, and researchers of tourism and
recreation, we approach this article in a critically
reflexive manner, including of ourselves and our work,
consistent with pragmatic critical realism’s (PCR) episte-
mic reflexivity (Johnson & Duberley, 2000).

A pragmatic critical approach

Criticality is a contested term as its meaning reflects
many users’ understandings of their world (Brookfield,
2005). It is more than just identifying dominant ideol-
ogies or hegemonies, it includes thinking, being, and
acting (emphasis in the original, Davies & Barnett,
2015, p. 15). Critical theory seeks to understand the
current state of affairs prior to seeking to change it
(Brookfield, 2015).

A critical approach helps identify whose voices are
missing, and who may be dominating the discourse
and crowding out the ‘others’ or the ‘othered’ (Small &
Darcy, 2011; Young, 2011). Increasingly authors acknowl-
edge that not everyone comes from WEIRD (Western,
Educated, Industrialized, Rich and Democratic) societies
and so our understanding of theory of practice may
need to be more critical of the underpinning, often Euro-
centric, research in our fields (Dickson & Gray, 2022;
Henrich et al., 2010). This is also true of tourism, recrea-
tion, and events where discourse is dominated by
Western perspectives (Nielsen & Wilson, 2012; Walters
et al., 2021).

Frequently academics stop short of moving from
theory to practice, especially with marginalised groups.
Advocacy and policy-making requires different under-
standings and skill-sets to translate research findings
into active engagement with political processes, and
working with rather than for or on marginalised people
(e.g. Darcy, 2019). Certainally, how the Academy values
this practical work may vary and many academics with
marginalised identities have expressed their experiences
of privileging practices that directly or indirectly discri-
minated against them, dismissing the asset of their
lived experience (Yerbury & Yerbury, 2021).

Freire (1972) states, liberation can be achieved
through ‘praxis: reflection and action upon the world
in order to transform it’ (p. 51). Thus, we will reflect
upon where we are in theory and practice, not just to
identify a problem but to guide the next steps for
both theory and practice, in order to transform it.
Because, in PCR knowledge should serve ‘to guide and
shape human activities, that is, its practical and political
consequences’ (Johnson & Duberley, 2000, p. 175). This
is achieved here via a novel framework to guide
researchers and practitioners interested in facilitating
the full and equitable involvement of marginalised
groups, as a tangible and reciprocal outcome of this
research.

Marginalisation, oppression, missing voices, and
opportunities lost

Marginalisation can either mean the process of margin-
alisation or an outcome. Groups are marginalised, not by
who they are, but by who the dominant groups are that
marginalise, oppress, and discriminate either directly or
indirectly, e.g. recently the #wethe15 campaign high-
lights missing voices in disability discourses. We are
asked to consider who is stopping the ‘15’ from partici-
pating fully in society, leading to explore #wethe85
who dominate discourse and practice, thus disabling
people with impairments (Darcy & Dickson, 2021). Dom-
ination gives rise to considerations of power (Walters
et al., 2021). Rather than trying to work out who has
power over whom, one simple way is to look at the
grammar in use especially the prepositions that
explain relationships between groups, even between
the researcher and the researched, e.g. with, to, for,
between, over, and under.

Carnicelli and Boluk (2020) suggest that ‘mega-event
and sport tourism provides further examples of tourism
as an oppressive tool for neoliberal and neo-colonial
practices’ (p. 720). The oppressive potential is made
even more complex when event ‘hosts’ use the games-
time détente to obfuscate social and political aggres-
sion. For example, Russian military activity in the
period between the Sochi 2014 Olympic and Paralympic
Winter Games and again between the Beijing 2022
Olympic and Paralympic Winter Games, resulting in the
war against the Ukraine, reigniting debates about
sport-washing where sport and events are used to legit-
imise and ‘cleanse’ countries from the stain of their
human-rights abuses, oppression, and segregation
(Amnesty International, 2021).

To explore how First Nations peoples are positioned
in tourism research, Nielsen and Wilson (2012) proposed
four categories: invisible, identified, stakeholder, or
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Indigenous-driven. However, this overlooks the voice of
First Nations people as tourists from the demand-side
and does not effectively consider how they may also
be the providers of a product, service, or an experience
in an entrepreneurial sense, not just performers or actors
on the supply-side of experiences. Thus we propose
extending the dance analogy of Larsen and Urry (2011)
with its two distinct roles; observers of the dance, as in
the tourist gaze, vs. dancing together, as with perform-
ance. In the mega-sport event (MSE) dance/space this
may be too restrictive as there are many more roles
people may ‘play’, e.g. managing, hosting, venue owner-
ship, marketing, finances, transport, watching, providing
music, and dancing. Extending the dance analogy, we
are interested in exploring how, in practice, First
Nations people may contribute, lead, and participate
across all areas of MSE design and delivery, and not
just in a performative sense frequently observed in
Opening Ceremonies.

A desirable goal would be when ‘business as usual’
means that First Nations people are not an afterthought
but are genuinely involved across all aspects and over
the life of the event and legacy realisation. Of course,
this requires relationships to be built with First
Nations’ people so they have ‘a seat at the table’ as co-
designers, planners, and decision-makers as will be dis-
cussed later in the paper.

As we are not interested in First Nations people being
objects of the tourist gaze but equal providers and ben-
eficiaries of the event and tourism experience, we seek
to understand the motives and legacy potentials of
MSE volunteers who identified as being First Nations
people of the host country in order to transform
theory and practice. Thus the results from the following
research questions inform the development of a novel
framework to guide future research and practice, such
as with the planned Vancouver 2030 bid.

(1) To what extent have First Nations groups been
included and considered in the research and the
practice of MSE, and

(2) What differences may exist between MSE First
Nations volunteers and others regarding: who is
volunteering, their motivations for volunteering
and the volunteer legacy potential?

Method

Guided by pragmatic critical realism we adopt a mixed
methods approach that provides a proverbial map of
our reflexive research journey that respects the oral
storytelling and visual traditions of First Nations people
(Chilisa, 2012). Thus, firstly by considering Foucault’s

paraphrase of Kant, ‘What are we? in a very precise
moment of history’ (Foucault, 1982, p. 785) we reflect
upon where we are currently in our theory and practice,
as revealed in the extant research, before we commence
a journey to change it (Brookfield, 2015).

Secondly, we draw upon data collected from MSE
volunteers who were surveyed across four Olympic
and Paralympic Games in Canada (Vancouver 2010),
United Kingdom (London 2012), Russia (Sochi 2014),
and Brazil (Rio 2016), one World Master Games
(Sydney 2009) and one FIFA Women’s World Cup
(Canada 2015). The online survey included questions
related to previous volunteering experience, motiv-
ations for volunteering, and intention to volunteer
more after the Games, i.e. the legacy potential. This
section of the research was approved by the lead Uni-
versity’s Human Research Ethics Committee (09–88)
and also the International Paralympic Committee’s
Sports Science Committee.

Chi-square tests and ANOVAs explored the differ-
ences in gender, age, previous volunteering experience
and future volunteering intentions between those who
identified as First Nations and all other respondents
(Veal & Darcy, 2014). Independent sample t-tests ana-
lysed differences in the means of the 36 motivation
items. While previous analysis has reduced the motiv-
ation dimensions through Principal Component Analysis
(e.g. Dickson et al., 2013; Dickson et al., 2015; Dickson
et al., 2022, in press), the sample here is not suitable as
the number of First Nations responses (n = 108) is less
than the recommended 10–20 times the number of
motivation items (n = 36) (Hair et al., 2019).

Results

Where are we?

First Nations research, research methods and the
academy
It is tempting to write about some meta-narrative about
First Nations research but that would be disingenuous
given the diversity of cultures, languages, and traditions
of the many First Nations people throughout the world.
Yet we accept that there is a disconnect between report-
ing upon a research project driven by dominant Western
research paradigms while also seeking to hear the voices
of First Nations within that data (Chilisa & Denborough,
2019). Partly this disconnect is driven by a neoliberal
agenda that underpins many higher education and
research arenas where productivity and impact is
deemed quantifiable (Dickson & Gray, 2022). One could
reflect upon the extent to which the dominant and pri-
vileged paradigms systematically exclude the voices of
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‘others’, thus minimising the reciprocal benefits that may
remain for marginalised groups through research and in
policy and practice.

While we draw upon the growing body of collective
First Nations’ knowledge and theory development, we
note the dearth of research with First Nations people as
volunteers, and thus co-providers of events and
tourism. For example, Hoeber (2010) reported upon two
Canadian events that may be considered regional or hall-
mark according to Getz’s portfolio approach (Getz & Page,
2016). Thus the scale and specific sociocultural context
may, or may not, have relevance for MSE. Then there is
some recent research on non-Indigenous volunteers at
a First Nations hallmark event (Chen & Mason, 2022).

How will things change if we, the Academy, do not
know what is required? For theory and practice to be
decolonised, not only do we need to appreciate
different ways of knowing and being we need appropri-
ate content to inform and guide curricula by embedding
First Nations ways of knowing, being, and researching
(Chilisa, 2012; Yunkaporta & Kirby, 2011). We are
warned to not ‘bring in Indigenous knowledge and
plonk it in the curriculum unproblematically’ (Nakata,
2007, p. 8). Further, it is vital that we do not simply
silo, or ‘other’ it, in specialist First Nations units (Chilisa,
2012). Indigenising curricula is not limited to using
case studies of First Nations people but extends to
imbedding respectfully the use of First Nations’ more
relational and non-linear ontologies, epistemologies,
and pedagogies across all learning experiences.

By developing content, pedagogy, and research
agendas and methods that considers the role, represen-
tation, and rights, of First Nations peoples in tourism,
recreation, and events, future graduates will have a
broader array of knowledge and skills enabling them
to move beyond hegemonic colonising and oppressing
strategies in theory and practice (Chilisa, 2012). Thus,
we must balance the disparities experienced by margin-
alised groups that not only ‘flow from isolation, discrimi-
nation, acculturation, and/ or lack of power’ (Braun et al.,
2014, p. 124), but also from lack of representation and
information from which the more powerful ‘others’
may also learn and change.

Beyond the tourist gaze: First Nations’
representation in tourism and events
Urry’s (2011) seminal work on the tourist gaze has been
influential in critiques of the commodification of First
Nations tourism. For example Bunten (2010) notes the
risk of self-commodification or auto-exoticism where
First Nations cultures are ‘fixed in a pre-colonial past,
where men and women on display follow gender
roles, wear modern interpretations of pre-contact

garb, and perform edited versions of traditional songs
and dances’ (pp. 53–54). We see this in many tourism
and event contexts where First Nations culture is
shared through performances by actors, in sometimes
stone-age traditional dress, disconnected from their
authentic and lived experiences of connection to
family, community, and place as a living dynamic, and
contemporary culture. This cultural production for
tourist consumption risks misleading the observer
about how cultural practices have evolved while requir-
ing the actors to simplify their rich and enduring cul-
tures into saleable packages for the tourists’ gaze.
Further, constricted time periods fit the commoditised
space (such as performances and Acknowledgements
of Country) of what may have taken place over many
days, while increasingly these performances are cap-
tured (or taken) and shared via social media for con-
sumption by a possibly less informed and culturally
disconnected audience.

Objects not creators: First Nations’ participation
and representation in mega sport events
MSEs’ have often made First Nations people and culture
a centre-point of opening ceremonies. National identity
of the host country is given prominence in the cer-
emonies, and provide significance to the Games
outside of pure athleticism (Gilbert, 2014). For
example, at the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games one of
the ‘most powerful and enduring themes of the
Games was Indigenous Australia’ (Rowe, 2020, para
18). The opening ceremony featured four segments
related to pre-colonisation Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islanders history: Deep Sea Dreaming (referring to the
Aboriginal Dreamtime), Awakening, Fire and Nature,
and Eternity, (e.g. Heinz Housel, 2007; White, 2013).
The ceremony concluded with the Olympic Cauldron
being lit by Aboriginal woman Cathy Freeman, a des-
cendent of the Kuku Yalanji and Burri Gubba people.
Days later, Freeman won Gold in the 400 m sprint
(track and field). White’s suggestion that the tone set
in the opening ceremony continued throughout the
Games is not uncontested. Heinz Housel (2007)
argued that the performance placed Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people in the past, valued them
below their white colonial invaders, and was told
from a white perspective, thus missing the opportunity
to position and promote Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples as individuals and communities with
agency and invaluable insights to share.

Sport events and tourism
However, MSE, including the inbound tourism opportu-
nities, have often been discussed for their
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developmental and legacy potentials for host commu-
nities (Dickson, Misener, et al., 2017; Schulenkorf,
2017), such as social and human capitals including resi-
dent’s wellbeing (Dickson et al., 2020). Yet, little research
considers how marginalised groups, such as First
Nations, or those with disability, may be co-producers
and beneficiaries of MSE experiences, not just exotic
objects of curiosity (Darcy et al., 2014).

Are First Nations people front of mind for event
organisers and researchers?

From six MSE, survey responses were received from
23,630 volunteers. Of the six events, only three specifi-
cally asked about First Nations identification: Vancouver
2010 (2.8%), Rio 2016 (0.8%), and the Sydney World
Masters 2009 (SWMG) (0.5%). It is possible that one vol-
unteer with the FIFA Women’s World Cup, 2015 would
also identify as First Nations as indicated by the
language spoken at home, however volunteers were
not specifically asked if they identified as First Nations.
Thus, only data from SWMG 2009, Vancouver 2010,
and Rio 2016 will be analysed further (n = 8014), of
which 1.3% identified as First Nations.

Prior to the SWMG the estimated resident Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander [sic] population of Australia
was 2.5% (ABS, 2012). During Vancouver 2010, 4.3% of
Canadians reported an Aboriginal [sic] identity (Statistics
Canada, 2013), and 0.4% of the Brazilian population were

estimated to identify as Indigenous [sic] at the time of
Rio 2016 (CIA, 2017).

Who, why, and what next?: differences between
First Nations volunteers and other volunteers
including their motivations and legacy potentials

As reported in Table 1, chi-squared tests for indepen-
dence and ANOVAs indicated no significant differ-
ences between First Nations and others and the
proportion of, (i) females to males, (ii) those who had pre-
vious volunteer experience, nor (iii) future volunteering
intentions, and thus legacy potential. However, there
were significant differences in (i) age groups and (ii)
employment situation. First Nations volunteers were gen-
erally older (69.4% over 25 years, vs. 43.3% of non-Indi-
genous respondents); more were involved in paid
employment (70.9% vs. 62.9%); none were unemployed
or looking for work (0% vs. 9.0%); and less were fulltime
students (2.9% vs. 9.6%).

Of the 36 motivations items, the independent
samples t-test indicated significant differences in
scores for those who identified as First Nations and all
others in 15 items (Table 2).

Discussion

The discussion is structured around the research ques-
tions that informs the development of a new research

Table 1. Demographics and between-groups analysis comparing First Nations vs All Others across 3 events (Sydney, Vancouver,
and Rio).

First Nations
n = 108

All Other
n = 7906

Total
n = 8014

pN % N % N %

Gender .401
Male 52 48.1% 3153 43.6% 3205 43.7%
Female 56 51.9% 4072 56.4% 4128 56.3%

Age <.001*
25 yrs and over 75 69.4% 3127 43.3% 3202 43.7%
Under 25 yrs 33 30.6% 4095 56.7% 4128 56.3%

Previously volunteered .087
Yes 86 81.9% 5810 74.1% 5896 74.2%
No 19 18.1% 2036 25.9% 2055 25.8%

Employment situation outside the Games .002*
Employed fulltime (incl self-employed) 57 55.3% 3161 46.7% 3218 46.8%
Employed part-time (incl self-employed) 12 11.7% 716 10.6% 728 10.6%
Employed casually 4 3.9% 382 5.6% 386 5.6%
Retired or pensioner 26 25.2% 1163 17.2% 1189 17.3%
Fulltime student 3 2.9% 650 9.6% 653 9.5%
Fulltime carer, or parent 1 1.0% 89 1.3% 90 1.3%
Unemployed &/or looking for work 0 0.0% 611 9.0% 611 8.9%

Future Volunteering 2 Groups .232
Same/less 56 53.8% 3184 47.5% 3240 47.6%
More volunteering 48 46.2% 3524 52.5% 3572 52.4%

*Indicates significant difference.
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framework to guide future research and practice related
to marginalised groups:

(1) To what extent have First Nations groups been
included and considered in the research and the
practice of MSE, and

(2) What differences may exist between MSE First
Nations volunteers and others regarding who is
volunteering, their motivations for volunteering
and the volunteer legacy potential?

Firstly, though, in response to the call ‘to embrace
more reflexive and critical paths of inquiry’ (Wilson
et al., 2008, p. 15), or to be epistemically reflexive, we
begin this discussion by declaring that we as research-
ers have not always had marginalised groups front-of-
mind in our research, even though between us we
identify with at least three marginalised identities,
Aboriginal, women, and people with disability. This
reflects Marcuse’s (1964) suggestion that, ‘critical
theory is, last but not least, critical of itself and of the

social forces that make up its own basis’ (cited in Broo-
kfield, 2015, p. 533). Sadly, a great deal of our own
scholarship may be regarded as colonising, paternal,
and without true co-design principles of working with
marginalised groups.

Thus, if we were to be true to First Nations ways of
knowing and research (Chilisa, 2012; Kurtz, 2013) we
would not conduct, nor report upon, research that is not
Indigenous-led or co-created for the benefit of Indigenous
people, aswedohere.With2020hindsightwewoulddoas
Chilisa suggests, ‘research needs to have a clear stance
against thepolitical, academicandmethodological imperi-
alism of whatever time and placewe are in’ (Chilisa & Den-
borough, 2019, p. 13). Yet have we been seduced by the
dominate and privileged Western research paradigm, by
using and reporting upon a large-scale quantitative
research program? Or are we just playing along with the
tacit hegemonic rules that often exclude other voices?
We argue that by our reflexive efforts here to identify our
own shortcomings, along with the leadership of an Abori-
ginal researcher onour team,weare able to take our small,

Table 2. Independent samples t-tests comparing volunteering motivations of First Nations and all others across 3 events (Sydney,
Vancouver, and Rio).

Mean (SD) Mean difference

First Nations (n = 108) Other (n = 7451) (95% CI) P-value

I believe in the principles & values of the Games 4.58 (0.77) 4.44 (0.88) .14 (−.01–.29) .064
I want to give back to [host province/city] 4.32 (1.01) 3.88 (1.21) .44 (.24–.63) <.001*
I am proud of [host province/city] 4.44 (0.99) 4.24 (1.03) .20 (.00–.39) .048*
I wanted to do something worthwhile 4.60 (0.74) 4.41 (0.89) .20 (.06–.34) .006*
It was a chance of a lifetime 4.86 (0.46) 4.57 (0.94) .29 (.20–.38) <.001*
Volunteering is common in my family 3.30 (1.50) 2.93 (1.41) .37 (.10–.64) .007*
Most people in my community volunteer 2.90 (1.30) 2.51 (1.21) .39 (.16–.61) .001*
Volunteering at the Games would make me feel better about myself 4.01 (1.17) 3.85 (1.23) .16 (−.07–.39) .180
I have more free time than I use to have 3.03 (1.52) 2.87 (1.50) .17 (−.12–.45) .253
I wanted to feel part of the community 4.02 (1.15) 3.68 (1.23) .33 (.10–.57) .005*
I wanted to interact with others 4.44 (0.95) 4.37 (0.93) .07 (−.10–.25) .426
I was asked by family/friend who is a Games volunteer 2.06 (1.39) 1.78 (1.22) .28 (.01–.55) .040*
The Games needed lots of volunteers 4.00 (1.25) 3.92 (1.28) .08 (−.17–.32) .540
I have past experience proving similar services 3.76 (1.38) 3.45 (1.44) .31 (.03–.58) .029*
I wanted to use my skills 4.38 (0.96) 4.23 (1.02) .15 (−.04–.35) .121
I wanted to gain skills to use in future employment 3.22 (1.60) 3.11 (1.49) .11 (−.20–.42) .480
My skills were needed 3.89 (1.20) 3.68 (1.20) .22 (−.01–.44) .062*
I wanted to be associated with the Games 4.46 (0.92) 4.18 (1.08) .28 (.10–.46) .002*
Being a volunteer at the Games is considered prestigious 3.56 (1.48) 3.76 (1.29) −.20 (−.48–.09) .168
I am interested in the Games 4.52 (0.86) 4.35 (0.99) .18 (.01–.34) .038*
I did not have anything else to do with my time 1.60 (1.04) 1.70 (1.07) −.09 (−.30–.11) .360
I wanted to vary my regular activities 3.11 (1.52) 3.33 (1.38) −.22 (−.51–.07) .141
I wanted to broaden my horizons 4.05 (1.25) 4.16 (1.14) −.11 (−.32–.11) .332
I wanted to put something back into the community 4.27 (1.09) 3.92 (1.15) .35 (.13–.57) .002*
I have an interest in sport 4.65 (0.73) 4.40 (0.94) .26 (.11–.40) <.001*
I wanted to make new friends 3.90 (1.26) 3.94 (1.16) −.04 (−.28–.21) .763
It was an opportunity to meet elite athletes 3.40 (1.38) 3.37 (1.35) .03 (−.23–.29) .819
I have a passion for the Games 4.19 (1.19) 4.05 (1.17) .14 (−.09–.36) .228
I would be able to attend a Games event 3.41 (1.42) 3.20 (1.42) .21 (−.05–.47) .121
I wanted to make the Games a success 4.72 (0.61) 4.55 (0.82) .17 (.05–.29) .006*
I wanted to gain knowledge of different languages & cultures 3.91 (1.27) 3.79 (1.30) .12 (−.12–.37) .324
I wanted to make job contacts 2.09 (1.27) 2.18 (1.28) −.10 (−.34–.15) .436
I wanted to gain experience which might lead to employment 2.32 (1.49) 2.59 (1.49) −.28 (−.56–.01) .058
I wanted to make contact with experts in same field 2.56 (1.55) 2.60 (1.45) −.05 (−.32–.23) .748
I wanted to gain official Games rewards 2.22 (1.28) 2.34 (1.31) .35 (−.37–.13) .351
I wanted to gain skills I can use in future volunteer situations 3.98 (1.28) 3.94 (1.26) .04 (−.20–.28) .741

*Indicates significant difference. n = 7451 signifies that not everyone responded to all questions

836 T. J. DICKSON ET AL.



at times metaphorical, steps to highlight an area that is
truly under-researched. Our novel framework is a step
towards reciprocity.

First Nations groups front of mind in the research
and the practice of MSE

Perhaps the most telling sign that First Nations have not
been front of mind in research is that of the six MSE’s
reported only three asked if volunteers identified as
First Nations. In practice, it is evident for Sydney and
Vancouver that the percentage of First Nations volun-
teers (2.8% and 0.5%) is well below the percentage of
First Nations people in each country’s residential popu-
lation (4.3% and 2.5%). For Rio, the result is different
with more First Nations volunteers (0.8%) than the
population (0.4%). Underrepresentation may reflect
the lack of strategic human resource strategy (Dickson
& Darcy, 2022, in press) to recruit and manage First
nations volunteers.

However, over the period of the research there has
been a growing awareness of the need for and impor-
tance of authentically including First Nations peoples
in all areas of tourism, sport, and events. This is particu-
larly reflected in changing policies and practices in sport
management and sport for development, explored later,
to work towards reconciliation.

Who, why, and will they do it again?

Analysis of this albeit relatively small sample of people
from three MSE who identify as First Nations raises the
question as to whether there are socioeconomic barriers
to their MSE volunteering. While many already volunteer
in other contexts, those who volunteered for a MSE were
more likely to be in paid employment, and less likely to
be fulltime student or unemployed. However, if First
Nations people reside away from MSE host communities
their volunteering in the Games requires a substantial
investment of time and finances (to pay for travel, accom-
modation, meals). Of course, a more holistic explanation
for that would require qualitative examination or a
mixedmethods study that also collectedexpendituredata.

Table 2 shows that First Nations volunteers had
higher mean scores on 28 of 36 items with 15 statistically
significant. Notably, of the eight items where First
Nations scored lower, most were ‘self-serving’ or transac-
tional items such as item 32, I wanted to make job con-
tacts and 19, being a volunteer at the Games is
considered prestigious. Meanwhile, significantly higher
scores were recorded for community-based, or altruistic
items such as item 2, I want to give back to the host city
and 24, I wanted to put something back into the

community. This suggests that First Nations volunteers
are community oriented which is congruent with many
First Nations ways of being, and aligns with earlier
research (Hoeber, 2010).

This research is a snapshot in time, however longi-
tudinal research may provide more context. For
example, VanWynsberghe and Pentifallo (2014) when
reporting on the Olympic Games Impact study stated
that ‘the percentage of Aboriginal participation in
VANOC jobs decreased rapidly in 2008–2009, from 11%
to 13% in the first two years [2006–2008], to 1% to 3%
in the last two periods [2008–2010]’ (p. 261). This
suggests structural issues in the ongoing First Nations
volunteering with VANOC.

Similarly, Darcy et al. (2014) in a qualitative study of
London 2012 volunteers identified a series of interperso-
nal, structural, and attitudinal barriers that led to unsa-
tisfied experiences by volunteers with disability. This
accelerated in the lead up to and during the games as
those directly managing people with disability were
brought on board late and were not prepared ade-
quately to manage people with disability and their indi-
vidual reasonable adjustments. Notably this occurred at
a MSE where inclusion of people with disabilities as vol-
unteers was important to Sebastian Coe, the chair of the
London OCOG (Dickson, Darcy, et al., 2017) and where
the 6000 applications from people with disabilities to
be a volunteer was widely celebrated (Channel 4,
2010). Good intentions were not enough.

Thus, for volunteers from marginalised groups to be
full partners in MSE design and delivery, they not only
need to be ‘at the table’ where decisions are made,
there needs to be a societal and cultural shift where
full and equitable inclusion of marginalised groups is
‘business as usual’ and not a special policy or an after-
thought. This requires marginalised groups having an
equitable voice and participation in planning, design,
and delivery. Later we consider two recent examples
that may suggest that the tide is beginning to turn, at
least for First Nations peoples.

Was there a potential volunteer legacy?
A volunteer legacy may mean more people volunteer-
ing after the event or the same people volunteering
more. While the results here do not show any signifi-
cant difference between First Nations and other volun-
teers regarding their future volunteering intentions
(Table 1), future events organisers need to critically
reflect upon the availability of these volunteers for
increased volunteering post-event. Already First
Nations volunteers were volunteering more before the
games than other volunteers.
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Further, it is well known that marginalised and min-
ority groups can be called upon to do what may be
called ‘cultural labour’ across all areas of society. Cultural
labour may be defined as,

labor that people perform as members of a human
group defined in terms of cultural identity – not as “inde-
pendent” laborers, not as “professionally skilled”
laborers, but as members of a particular ethnic group
whose identity shapes the form, function, and
meaning of that labor. (Angosto-Ferrández, 2021, p. 67)

Cultural labour places additional demands within
work and the community upon those peoples because
of their ethnicity or identity. This is not required of the
dominant groups. This additional work is also often
unpaid. In the case of MSE’s there is a requirement on
the event organisers to be cognizant of cultural labour
and carefully consider, in conjunction with local First
Nations communities, the delineation between what
could be reasonably expected of a volunteer and what
roles should be paid. It is our assertion that the closer
a position comes to cultural labour, the greater the
expectation that the role should be paid.

What next?

Are there lessons from sport and sport for
development?
Sport and ‘sport for development’ may provide
examples from which MSE may learn. Sport for Develop-
ment, as opposed to sport development (i.e. pathways
to develop athletes), is a concept whereby sport and
physical activity are used as a vehicle to create social
change (Schulenkorf, 2017).

For example, Australia has witnessed a rapid growth
in sport organisations interested in Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander populations, providing dedicated
competition rounds and programs to encourage partici-
pation and promote, and working towards, reconcilia-
tion. This is supported by expressing a formal
commitment toward redressing inequality and promot-
ing reconciliation via Reconciliation Action Plans
(RAPs). Sport and MSE examples includes the Gold
Coast 2018 Commonwealth Games Corporation
(GOLDOC) and the Australian Olympic Committee
(AOC). Matt Carroll, the AOC Chief Executive Officer, pre-
faced the AOC RAP with this message:

We are committed to accelerating the integration of the
Olympic movement into Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Island communities and equally ensuring Indigenous
culture and traditions are cherished within the
Olympic movement… The AOC is aware that reconcilia-
tion requires a commitment to meaningful, sustainable
and practical initiatives for our Indigenous communities.

This Reflect RAP further commits us to that path. (AOC,
2021, p. 5)

For all organisations delivering sport based First
Nations programs (worldwide, not just in Australia), it
is important to consider the specific cultural contexts
and protocols in the communities in which the
program will operate. This avoids considering all First
Nations people or communities as one homogenous
group. Further, collaboration in planning and operations
empower communities, ensure culturally appropriate
inclusion, and ensuring mutually beneficial outcomes
can be achieved. (Atkinson, 2002; Marika et al., 1992;
Thomson et al., 2010). The lessons to be learnt from
sport and sport for development is that the more auth-
entic the collaboration with First Nations people is, the
greater the impact of may become. Outcomes here are
therefore co-designed and not driven wholly by
Western paradigms embedded in MSE. Similarly, while
national governing bodies and MSEs may not have
the localised connections with community, we see
them as having leading roles in setting the direction
for their sport and their affiliated bodies. The examples
from the AOC above and GOLDOC folliwing are signals
of change.

Is the tide turning? Recent efforts to authentically
engage First Nations groups across the MSE
journey
Since this research was conducted there are two
examples of how MSE organisers and communities
have endeavoured to engage First Nations groups as
co-providers, co-creators, and even leaders, not just
performers in the MSE dance. They are the Gold Coast
Commonwealth Games and the Vancover 2030
planned bid.

The Gold Coast Commonwealth Games (2018) is
perhaps the most advanced example to date. Relevant
here, the GOLDOC RAP included a commitment to
increase Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander volunteer
representation and employment and training (item
1.13 and 1.7; https://gc2018.com/rap). The Indigenous
Volunteer Support Program (IVSP) was created that sup-
ported 28 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander volun-
teers from 74 applicants from remote and regional
communities to participate as Game Shapers or Games
volunteers. This was 12% of the reported 225 Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander volunteers from the estimated
15,000 volunteers (1.5%) (CIRCA, 2018). The IVSP pro-
vided accommodation and travel to ensure the volun-
teering opportunity was accessible for those from
remote and regional communities. Importantly, the vol-
unteer training program included ‘a strong Indigenous

838 T. J. DICKSON ET AL.

https://gc2018.com/rap


theme’ reflecting that the RAP influenced the training
(CIRCA, 2018).

Regarding employment and procurement with Abori-
ginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, GOLDOC
employed 29 staff, 13 trainees, and supported 3
interns, and over 600 more were employed by contrac-
tors and sub-contractors (CIRCA, 2018). While the evalu-
ation highlighted many shortfalls and suggested
improvements it is encouraging to see genuine consul-
tation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people,
communities, and businesses in developing and deliver-
ing the Games.

Looking forward, the planned Vancouver 2030
Olympic and Paralympic Winter Games bid is the first
Indigenous-led bid. It is a collaboration between
four First Nations communities, Lílw̓at (Lilwat),
xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam), Sḵwx̱wú7mesh Úxwu-
mixw (Squamish) and səlilwətaɬ (Tsleil-Waututh)
Nations and the Canadian Olympic and Paralympic
Committees. The Games are touted as an opportunity
for the world to gather in British Columbia (host pro-
vince) to witness reconciliation in action (Dichter,
2022; Games Engagement, 2022). For Joseph Smith,
of the Squamish First Nation,

an Indigenous-led bid means following calls to action
regarding sport under the report by the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission – No. 91 calls for officials
and host countries of major sporting events “to ensure
that Indigenous peoples’ territorial protocols are
respected, and local Indigenous communities are
engaged in all aspects of planning and participating in
such events… an Indigenous-led process… the
Nations hosting that gathering and inviting others to
be with them in a family environment’ and that ‘It
means following the leadership of the Indigenous part-
ners and that basically in a nutshell is respect, inclusivity
and community…We are working on this feasibility
work all at the table together, bringing the strengths
that each of our groups”. (Dichter, 2022, n.p.)

The Vancouver 2030 concept released on 23 June 2022
had not yet reached the level of detail around staffing and
volunteers. However a question that emerges from this
innovative proposal is what will be the role and social
legacy potential for other First Nations communities
who may be impacted but not leading the bid, such as
those connected to the proposed BC interior venue of
Sun Peaks, Little Shuswap Lake [Band], Adams Lake
[Band] and Neskonlith [Indian Band] (Empey, 2022).

Next steps: a new framework to guide future
research and practice
This research highlights the need to explore to what
extent, and how, vulnerable, and marginalised groups,

such as First Nations, may be key stakeholders, leaders,
and co-creators in the bid, design, delivery, and legacy
potential of MSEs.

From this research the following novel framework
(Figure 1) is proposed that refocuses theory and practice,
and thus praxis (Freire, 1972) to ensure vulnerable and
marginalised groups are considered, consulted, and
included as equal partners across the design and deliv-
ery of events. This requires a societal and cultural shift
to work with, or maybe even for those groups, in ways
that respect their ways of being, knowing, doing, and
researching, across both theory and practice.

From a theoretical perspective, this research highlights
the WEIRD nature of much of our theory and research
practice, particularly in the privileged leisure-related
areas of tourism, recreation, sport, and events. Thus, for
theory to move forward, particularly with respect to
First Nations, we need to give voice, and to deeply
listen to those marginalised groups. The academy needs
to look beyond Western constructs and timeframes of
knowledge, research, and governance to respectfully
learn and implement socially-situated Indigenous ways
of knowledge and research that may have different onto-
logical, methodological, and ethical practices from the
dominant Western paradigm (e.g. Chilisa, 2012; Somer-
ville & Turner, 2020). Working with First Nations commu-
nities is built upon relationships and should be for the
betterment of the community. Commercial or Academy
goals and outputs are secondary to the community
benefit. Relationship building takes time and this needs
to be built into MSE planning. Additionally, for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander’s, their connection to Country,
to Mother, needs to be respected – this is the essence
of Aboriginality (Ngunnawal Elders, 2003).

In terms of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
research methods, we are aware of, and have used in
the past, two methods that non-Indigenous researchers
may consider respectfully applying in our first steps
towards a more respectful and inclusive research, par-
ticularly with and for First Nations people. They are
Ganma and Dadirri.

Ganma comes from the Yolngu community of Yirrkala
in Australia’s Northern Territory (Thomson et al., 2010).
The Ganma metaphor has been described as a respectful
sharing of knowledge (Sharmil et al., 2021).

the situation where a river of water from the sea (in this
case Balanda [white people] knowledge) and a river of
water from the land (Yolngu knowledge) mutually
engulf each other on flowing into a common lagoon
and become one. In coming together the streams of
water mix across the interface of the two currents and
foam is created at the surface so that the process of
ganma is marked by lines of foam along the interface
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of the two currents. In the terms of the metaphor, then
the line of foam that is formed by the interaction of the
two currents marks the interface between the current of
Yolngu life and the current of Balanda life. Both Yolngu
and Balanda can benefit from theorizing over the inter-
action between the two streams of life. (Marika et al.,
1992, pp. 6–7)

Dadirri also comes from the Northern Territory, from the
Ngangikurungkurr tribe, of the Daly River and relates to
deep listening and was first shared by Aboriginal elder,
artist and educator, Dr Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr (1988).
Indigenous researcher Judy Atkinson (2002) highlights
both the reflexivity and reciprocity imbedded in Dadirri
which ‘means listening to and observing the self as
well as, and in relationship with, others. This brings
further responsibilities to the researcher – to know the

self’ (p. 19). Atkinson (2002) indicates that the principle
of reciprocity involves locating ‘within community in
time and place and in relationship to those who came
into the research as participants’ (p. 20). Further, in
receiving information from First Nations participants,

the researcher would be obligated to return resource
materials to the participants through a participant
organisation, for their future use. These materials
include the knowledges derived that arise from the
research activities. (Atkinson, 2002, p. 21)

West et al. (2012) sees the parallels between Freire’s
critical pedagogy where ‘the principles on which
[Freire’s] work is based are applicable to Dadirri’
(p. 1585), as it relates to humanisation and fighting the
loss of humanity. The loss of humanity and agency is

Figure 1. A novel framework for engaging marginalised groups in mega sport events.
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something many marginalised groups would identify
with. To not engage directly with, for and/or under
those ‘marginalised groups’ we risk replicating and rein-
forcing further what Freire termed cultural invasion,

cultural invasion is thus always an act of violence against
the persons of the invaded culture, who lose their orig-
inality or face the threat of losing it. In cultural invasion
(as in all the modalities of antidialogical action) the inva-
ders are the authors of, and actors in, the process; those
they invade are the objects. (Freire, 1972, p. 121)

Reflecting upon what we can learn from Gamma and
Dadirri, combining and sharing knowledges, deep listen-
ing, and reciprocity seem important and relevant and
ethical ways for any researcher to conduct research
when working with people in and from any community,
marginalised or not. Ganma and Dadirri need not remain
as Indigenous-only methods. Thus, Ganma and Dadirri
guides our next steps in a practical perspective informed
by this research that demonstrates the need to focus
efforts in MSE to recruit marginalised people, including
First Nations, who can be leaders, co-designers, and
co-providers across the MSE journey.

Understanding the context is the first step, i.e. where
we are, who has gone before us, and how to respectfully
acknowledge and engage with their histories. Then, who
needs to be included, in planning, design, and delivery
to ensure equitable voices, active listening but also
create a culture that supports a willingness to try new
things, even if we fail. Current relationships with the
marginalised groups need to be assessed and, if
required, new relationships built. Considering how
people from different marginalised groups will be
involved in the planning, design, and delivery of this
metaphorical ‘dance’ and the necessary timeframes to
respect their needs. Exploring the different volunteering
motivations, to match and facilitate a positive volunteer-
ing experience for all. Then having a clear picture of
what and how volunteer legacies may remain for indi-
viduals, organisations, and communities alike as part of
the broader event legacy plans that embodies the
Dadirri principle of reciprocity.

In focusing upon First Nations people, this paper
demonstrates how marginalised people may be
excluded from being equitable partners in the theory
and practice of the MSE journey. However, there is also
evidence that the tide may be turning and that organis-
ing committees may be seeing that First Nations people
may be involved in all aspect of MSEs, if only the domi-
nant voices will listen deeply. Further, the novel frame-
work provides a map of how practically marginalised
people may be involved across the whole of the MSE
design, delivery, and legacy journey.

Despite the relatively small sample analysed in this
paper, we believe that it is important that this discussion
be progressed, and we encourage the Academy, in col-
laboration with First Nations people, to continue the dis-
cussion. Only when First Nations people are
authentically included and have a seat at the table can
we achieve reconciliation. This is a collaborative
process, and we encourage researchers to value risk
taking and reflexivity in their research. In echoing the
words of the IMF founder and world marathon cham-
pion, Robert de Castella, reconciliation requires us to
move forward, together, side by side, one step at a
time – running, not walking, because walking takes
too long (de Castella, 2022).
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