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Physical Activity Program Guide for Migrant and Refugee Women was prepared 
within the scope of the Project titled “Using Physical Activity as a Social 

Policy Tool in the Empowerment and Social Integration of Syrian Migrant Women 
Living in Turkey”, supported by Hacettepe University Scientific Research Projects 
Coordination Unit. In the project, physical activity is used as a tool in empowering 
refugee women and ensuring social integration. In the first phase of the project, 
physical activity levels of Syrian refugee women were investigated with regard 
to acculturation. In the second phase of the project, a 12-week physical activity 
program was implemented in a group consisting of 25 Syrian, Afghan, Iraqi and 
Turkish women. In accordance with the findings and the experiences obtained as a 
result of this physical activity intervention aimed at social integration, The Physical 
Activity Guide for Migrant and Refugee Women was developed.

Increasing rates of migration in the last decade have accelerated debates about 
migration and social integration policies in many countries. In Turkey, where the 
number of Syrian refugees is the highest in the world, policies are being made 
based on various research data regarding the social integration of Syrian and, more 
recently, Afghan and Iraqi refugees. Not enough importance has been ascribed to 
sport and physical activity in these policies yet. However, while data from scientific 
research exhibit favourable impacts of physical activity and sport on the lives of 
migrant and refugee individuals, the unifying power of physical activity and sport is 
emphasised by international organizations. Between 2016 and 2018, the European 
Commission supported 54 projects, totalling a sum of approximately 3 million 
Euros, offering physical activity and sport opportunities to improve the well-being 
and social engagement of refugees in the European Union member states.

Within the scope of Article 5 of the United Nations (UN) 2030 Sustainable 
Development Goals, titled “Promoting Gender Equality”, it is required to ensure 
women’s empowerment at all levels and to eliminate violence including all 
forms of abuse against women.

  Spaaij, R., Broerse, J., Oxford, S., Luguetti, C., McLachlan, F., McDonald, B., Klepac, B., Lymbery, L., Bishara, J. ve 
Pankowiak, A. (2019). Sport, Refugees, and Forced Migration: A Critical Review of the Literature, Frontiers in Sport and 
Active Living.  Access Address (25 Ocak 2020): https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fspor.2019.00047/full  
  https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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The Physical Activity Guide for Migrant and Refugee Women, with regard to its 
objectives, is a model for the use of physical activity as a social policy tool in the 
physical, mental and social empowerment of refugee women living in Turkey. It 
is a guide that can be used in academic studies and social responsibility projects 
aimed at women’s empowerment within the scope of UN Goals.

The availability of the guide in Turkish, Arabic, and English languages makes 
the information directly accessible to migrant and refugee women. Moreover, it 
features as an international guide available to international platforms.

We would like to thank the participants, trainers, volunteers, staff and managers 
with whom we work together in the realization of project activities. We moved 
together, danced together, we shared our cultures, our daily lives. We embraced 
our differences and similarities and became empowered together. We hope that 
our project will be able to guide work with similar goals.

Project Team
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Migration: Migration is the movement of a person or a group of persons across an 
international border or within a state. It encompasses any kind of movement of people, 
whatever its length, composition and causes are. It includes migration of refugees, 
displaced persons, economic migrants and persons moving for other purposes, 
including family reunification (International Organization for Migration, 2013).

Migrant: Persons, and family members, moving to another country or region to 
better their material or social conditions and improve the prospect for themselves 
or their family (International Organization for Migration, 2013).

Refugee: A person who, owing to a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons 
of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political 
opinions, is outside the country of his/her nationality and is unable or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to avail himself/herself of the protection of that country 
(International Organization for Migration, 2013).

Physical Activity: Any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that 
requires energy expenditure – including activities undertaken while working, 
playing, carrying out household chores, travelling, and engaging in recreational 
pursuits. (World Health Organisation, 2018).

Leisure Time Physical Activity: Leisure time physical activity refers to all of the 
behavior connected with physical activity that people engage in in their freely disposable 
time. Hence, there is a distinction between it and physical activity which is engaged in 
as part of gainful employment or in the context of daily life. As specific forms of leisure-
time behavior which consciously aim at improving physical fitness, sport and exercise 
constitute the core area of leisure time physical activity. (Steinbach and Graf, 2008).

Sport: Form of activity engaged in by amateur and professional sportspeople often 
aimed at competition performed within a frame of rules determined by relevant 
sports organizations.

CONCEPTS
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Physical activity is one of the basic components of a healthy life. Physical 
inactivity (insufficient physical activity) is one of the leading risk factors for global 
mortalities and non-communicable chronical diseases in the world (World Health 
Organisation, 2020). Estimations in 2012 show that inability to meet current 
physical activity recommendations accounts for more than 5 million mortalities at 
global level each year (World Health Organisation, 2019).

IMPORTANCE OF PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

Impacts of physical activity on health 3

Increases HDL cholesterol, decreases LDL cholesterol, reduces triglycerides, 
decreases LDL-HDL ratio, reduces blood coagulation, and reduces the risk for 
cardiovascular diseases such as coronary artery disease, stroke, and hypertension.

It is positively correlated to glucose homeostasis and is effective in preventing Type 
2 Diabetes by reducing insulin resistance. 

Insufficient physical activity increases the risk for cancer, heart disease, stroke and 
diabetes by 20-30% and reduces life expectancy by 3-5 years.

Prevents sarcopenia and affects bone health positively. Therefore, reduces the risk 
for osteoporosis, basophobia, falling and the risk for hip and vertebra fractures.  

It plays an important role in preventing obesity, decreasing waist circumference, decreasing 
body fat percentage, and reducing abdominal obesity and helps weight control.

Increases the ability to do daily activities, increases mobility and prevents activity 
constraints caused by pain.

Decreases stress, self-insufficiency, depression, and anxiety and increases life quality 
with its positive effects on psychological health. 

Reduces the risk for lung diseases.

Reduces the risk for the incidence of certain types of cancer such as colon cancer and breast cancer.

Contributes to the strengthening of the immune system.

Protects from dementia and Alzheimer’s disease by affecting cognitive functions positively.

Improves sleep quality.

See references titled as “Physical activity and Health”3



8

Research conducted in various countries such as the UK, Germany, Sweden, 
Denmark, and the USA has shown that the physical activity levels of migrants and 
refugees are less than the citizens of host countries, and the situation is specifically 
critical for women (Koca and Yerlisu-Lapa, 2014; Langøien et al., 2017; Tremblay et 
al., 2006). Children and women are the most vulnerable groups in forced migration 
movements caused by wars. In particular, there are numerous physical, mental 
and social problems caused by wars, civil wars, and environments of conflict on 
the health of women and children (Kılıç, Arslanyılmaz and Ozvarış, 2015).

Factors affecting the participation of migrant and refugee women in physical activity

Importance of physical activity for migrant and refugee women

Lack of time due to family responsibilities

Economic difficulties

Lack of language skills

Exposure to discrimination

Unfamiliarity with the region of residence in the host country 

Security concerns (such as fear from exercising alone)

Insufficient family support

Unawareness of the right to participate in physical activity outside home

Difficulties of the acculturation process

Lack of access to physical activity fields and facilities

Lack of information about how positively physical activity may affect their lives and health

Feeling uncomfortable in sportswear 

Source: Kallas, 2017; Koca and Yerlisu-Lapa, 2014; Langøien et al., 2017; Silva, 2016; Trinh et al., 2018
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Participating in regular physical activity also has benefits such as cultural and 
intercultural understanding, social attachment, social engagement, and the sense 
of belonging. Leisure time activities may help newly arriving migrants learn more 
about the culture of the host country and may help establish social ties, practice 
their language skills, and increase their personal health levels (Spaaij et al. 2019). 
Therefore, participating in physical activity offers an opportunity for migrant and 
refugee women to engage in relations with the culture and the people of the host 
country in addition to contributing to their overall health.

9
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An approximate population of 4 million migrants and refugees has made Turkey the 
country with the highest number of migrants and refugees with. Turkey took its place 
among the countries with the highest number of refugees in the world for the first 
time in its history after the outbreak of the civil war in Syria in 2011(Eryurt, 2017). 
While the majority of the migrant and refugee population living in Turkey (3.6 million) 
consists of Syrians, Afghans (170,000) and Iraqis (142,000) comprise the other two 
large refugee groups (UNHCR, 2019). These three groups are in the refugee category 
according to the classification of International Organization for Migration.

Whereas more than half of the refugees who migrated from Afghanistan to Turkey 
define war/civil war and the inability to provide security in the country as the 
reason for migration, reasons regarding the economy, health, or education are 
also among the causes of migration (Eryurt, 2017). The first big tide of migration 
from Afghanistan which started with the Soviet invasion in 1979 caused forced 
migration of millions of people by increasing with later interventions of foreign 
countries, the oppressive government of Taliban and the civil war which lasted 
many years within the country (Koç, 2017). Iraqi refugees, on the other hand, 
migrated to Turkey with the wars that happened in Iraq and the emergence of ISIS 
(Mercan Sarı, 2018). Consequently, the intervention of foreign countries and the 
existence of oppressive groups in these regions caused refugees to migrate to 
Turkey with a hope to continue their lives in a more secure setting.

The higher number of the Syrians migrating in masses may cause the problems 
of the other refugee groups to be overlooked. There isn’t enough information on 
the living conditions of Iraqi and Afghan refugees. In Turkey, the most important 
difficulties confronted by the Afghan refugees include the long waiting time, the 
uncertainty about receiving a legal status, the lack of work permit and the subsequent 
inaccessibility of public services (Karaman, 2017). For the Afghan refugees, the 
difficulties they experience in Turkey include the poor physical conditions of the 
places they have to accommodate, the difficulties in affording the rent and the 
necessity of sharing apartments with strangers (Leghtas and Sullivan, 2017).

MIGRANT AND REFUGEE WOMEN LIVING IN TURKEY

Migrants and refugees living in Turkey

11
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Refugee women experience enormous difficulties after they migrate. Some of the 
women who saw wars lost their relatives and are trying to hold on to life on their 
own in Turkey. In this period, refugee women experience various challenges such 
as language problems, education problems, physical and psychological health 
problems, economic difficulties, and integration problems. Especially the lack 
of language skills causes refugees to live difficulties in education, participation 
in employment, fulfilling the requirements of daily life and accessing rights and 
services. Moreover, lack of language skills poses a problem for women in developing 
new social relations and this in return hampers their social integration. Some of 
these challenges affect women refugees more than men refugees. For example, 
it is reported that women refugees who migrated from Afghanistan to Turkey 
face more health problems compared to men refugees and 40% of these women 
need psychological support (Eryurt, 2017). Likewise, 42% of Syrian refugees need 
psychological support (Turkish Republic of Disaster and Emergency Management 
Presidency, 2017).

To understand physical activity participation of refugee women in Turkey and 
to develop program to increase their physical activity, it is important to have 
information about women’s participation in physical activity in their home 
countries. According to data from World Health Organization (WHO), one of 
the regions where the level of insufficient physical activity is the highest is the 
Eastern Mediterranean Region. The countries studied by the WHO in this region 
are Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, 
Syria, Tunisia, and the United Arab Emirates. The prevalence of insufficient 
physical activity of women in this region, which includes the biggest three refugee 
populations in Turkey, is 43.5% (WHO, 2018a).

When the database of the WHO is searched for the prevalence of insufficient 
activity level for Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, no data can be found regarding 
Afghanistan and Syria. While the prevalence of insufficient physical activity for 
both sexes is 52% in Iraq, the rate is more striking for women.

Health conditions of refugee women and their participation in physical activity
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While the prevalence of insufficient physical activity for men is 39.5%, the rate 
for women is 64.6%. Considering the prevalence of insufficient physical activity 
belonging to the year 2016, it appears that the prevalence of insufficient physical 
activity for girls living in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria was higher than it was for 
boys (respectively, 87.8%, 90.5%, 91.1% for girls; 88.5%, 79.9%, 84.1% for boys) 
(Guthold, Stevens, Riley and Bull, 2020).

The inability of girls to continue sport after a certain age, the constraints imposed 
by families on the participation of girls in physical activity and sport, religious 
radicalism, and the political and economic instability across the country are among 
the reasons which prevent women and girls from participating in physical activity 
in Iraq (Al-Wattar, Hussein and Hussein, 2011).

In a study conducted in the capital city of Afghanistan, it was found that women’s 
overweight and obesity level was high (Saeed, 2013). The reason for this is 
explained by the cultural perception towards the woman body and the lack of 
physical activity sites across the country. In Afghanistan, the cultural perception of 
being overweight and obese as being healthy and considering fat women beautiful 
can cause women living in Afghanistan to be involuntary about losing weight 
and participating in physical activity (Saeed, 2013). Moreover, absence of sport 
centres and running tracks reserved for women in the urban areas of Afghanistan 
is reported to be a structural shortcoming (Saeed, 2013).

There are more actual data on Syrian refugees compared to the other refugee 
groups. According to a research conducted in Damascus, the capital city of Syria, 
74% of the women between 18 and 60 living in Syria are either overweight or 
obese (Bakir, Hammad and Mohammad, 2017). It is reported that the prevalence 
of obesity for married, unemployed, and illiterate women with a high number of 
childbirths is higher (Bakir, Hammad and Mohammad, 2017) and such women 
feel less healthy (Asfar, Ahmad, Rastam, Mulloli, Ward, Maziak, 2007). While the 
cultural restrictions on the choices of lifestyle offered to women in Syria constrains 
the accessibility of sport activities to women, this situation is reported to be 
another reason for the increase in the prevalence of obesity (Bakir, Hammad and 
Mohammad, 2017).
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Moreover, structural obstacles such as the absence of women trainers across the 
country, expensiveness of membership to sport centres create a motivational 
drawback about the participation of Syrian women in physical activity and sport 
(Karfoul, 2011). Due to socio-cultural and religious norms dominant in Syria, 
the vast majority of women and girls can’t participate in physical activities with 
sportswear in the public sphere (Musaiger and Kalam, 2014).

Within the scope of the project titled “Using Physical Activity as a Social Policy 
Tool in the Empowerment and Social Integration of Syrian Migrant Women Living 
in Turkey” conducted in 2019, the physical activity level of 488 Syrian women 
(average age 33.29 ± 11,56) was determined using the International Physical 
Activity Questionnaire-Short Form (IPAQ-SF).

While the 68.5% of Syrian refugee women has a low physical activity level, 30.1% 
have a moderate physical activity level and 1.4% have a high physical activity level. 
The physical activity level of almost two thirds is low.

Table 1. Physical activity levels of Syrian refugee women

Table 2. Examination of different intensity activity time according to age groups

Low physical activity level

Sitting

334

1005,09 984,70

Age

Physical activity duration (min./week) ≤ 29 years (n=225) ≥ 30 years (n=263)

68,5

785,08 947,76

Number

Avg. Avg.

%

Ss. Ss.

Moderate physical activity level

Walking*

147

144,49 202,74

30,1

224,23 284,65

High physical activity level

Moderate Intensity Physical Activity

High Intensity Physical Activity*

*p<0,05

7

7,24 3,824

5,16 1,864

1,4

27,88 22,38

21,10 10,34
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A statistically significant difference wasn’t found between age groups with regard 
to sitting and moderate intensity physical activity time of Syrian refugee women 
(p>0.05), and it was observed that the walking time of the group at and under 
29 years of age was shorter and time for involvement in high intensity physical 
activity was longer (p<0.05).

While approximately 10% of Syrian refugee women stated that they exercise 
regularly (150 minutes per week as recommended by the WHO), approximately 
90% stated that they never exercised.

Table 3. Frequency distribution of the state of regular exercise in Turkey

More than 150 minutes 
per week

Less than 150 minutes 
per week

None

State of Regular Exercise

Number Number Number

30 16 442

%

6,15

%

3,28

%

90,57
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Various conceptual frames and theoretical approaches are applied in developing 
the physical activity program for refugee and migrant women. In this guidebook, 
women’s empowerment, physical literacy, and culture sensitivity approaches are 
suggested based on the findings of the project.

Women empowerment is the empowerment of women who are impaired as 
a result of gender inequalities experienced at individual and communal levels 
through the transformation of their conditions. Women empowerment is the 
process of women’s having power and control over their own lives and gaining the 
skills to make strategic choices.  Women empowerment consists of five elements; 
(1) women’s being aware of their own value, (2) the right to have options and to 
choose between them, (3) the right to access opportunities and resources, (4) 
the right to have the power to control their own lives inside and outside home, 
(5) skills to influence the direction of social change to create a fairer social and 
economic order at the national and international level (KSGM, 2018)

Women empowerment includes social, cultural, and political processes in addition 
to the individual processes. This is usually treated at individual and community 
levels (Bhuyan, 2006; Charrad, 2010; Kaaber, 1999; Kilby, 2011; Varkey, Kureshi & 
Lesnick, 2010). Although there are closely interrelated contexts, the empowerment 
of women at an individual level, gaining self-confidence and self-sufficiency, having 
a value due to being human, having control over their own lives, making choices 
about their lives, making decisions, using their resources to solve problems they 
encounter, having the power to control their own lives, realizing the right to access 
opportunities and resources, etc. At community level, women empowerment 
implies social transformation; playing an active role in understanding the social and 
cultural structure that causes subordination of women, transformation of gender 
relations, working for the transformation of institutions and structures involving 
gender-based discrimination and inequality, women’s ability to act together for 
social transformation, etc.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

1. Women Empowerment

17
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Participation in physical activity has a potential to be an important tool to 
empower women. Physical activity is a personal area for women who work or do 
not work at a paid job outside home which they can spare to themselves beyond 
their family responsibilities, and the care of children and family members (Bulgu, 
Koca & Aşçı, 2007; Koca, Henderson, Aşçı & Bulgu, 2009). This area offers women 
the opportunity to realize their potential, develop their self-confidence and self-
sufficiency, control their own health, and socialize (Aşçı, Koca & Bulgu, 2008; 
Öztürk & Koca, 2017).

Refugee women living in Turkey are experiencing important psychological 
problems as a result of migrating because of war. In addition, they are living in 
Turkey alone because of certain reasons such as losing their fathers and brothers 
at war, scattered families, and mother and children sent to Turkey by fathers due 
to security problems. This causes refugee women to be psychologically weak. 
For instance, the father and the brother of a 24-years-old Afghan, Ferimah, who 
came to Turkey 9 months ago, were killed by Taliban and she is living in Turkey 
with her sick mother. Ferimah, who participated in a 12-week physical activity 
program, explains that participating in physical activity program was good for her, 
and empowered her psychologically:

In the past, I used to stay at home alone. My mother used to 
cry incessantly. I used to think about the past whenever I was 
resting. Why was my country like this? Why did my father 
die? Why is my mother sick? But, I see other people when 
I come to do sport. It motivates me. I keep company with 
other people. If they smile, I also smile. And all these change 
my psychology. There’s no time left for me to think. Thanks 
God, I found this place. I come out of home, and I get rid of 
loneliness. (Ferimah , Afghanistan)

Pseudonyms are used to maintain anonymity

4

4
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According to Charrad (2010), empowerment of women should be treated contextually. 
That is, it should be conceptualised within the context of a state, a social structure, 
a culture or a social organization. In other words, empowerment of women can be 
considered independently from the position of women in social class, religious identity, 
ethnic identity, and social power relations. It is particularly important to treat the 
empowerment of refugee women with a holistic perspective. Being a refugee, socio-
economic level, refugee policy of the host country, social support, and the attitude of 
the citizens of the host country towards refugees are among the factors that determine 
the social position of the refugee women in Turkey. The dimension that forms the 
background of all these factors is the position of women in the country of origin.

Under this subtitle, the findings of the individual interviews made with Afghani, Iraqi, 
and Syrian refugee women within the scope of the project are presented briefly. 
These findings offer an understanding of the social positions of refugee women in 
their own countries.

The social positions of women in all the three countries are very similar. The patriarchal 
structure and the gender regime of the countries have placed women in a subordinate 
position compared to men. In these countries, where the distinction between public 
and private life is so evident, women take place primarily and intensively in the domestic 
sphere. Although it is different in a few big cities of the countries and in families with 
higher socio-economic levels, the participation of women and girls in public life is only 
possible for a short time by being involved in education life. A big part of the women 
interviewed within the scope of the project didn’t go to school or went to school for 
a short time because their families didn’t allow them for various reasons (traditions, 
security problems, etc.).

Being a woman in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria

Most families don’t let girls go to 
school. For instance, they want 
you to get married as soon as 
you are 16 or 17 because it is a 
shame for girls to play outside. 
(Rana, Afghanistan)

Fathers don’t let their daughters 
go out, because they are afraid of 
the men outside. They’re afraid of 
the society. They always control 
where their daughters go. (Efruz, 
Afghanistan)
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Women are controlled in the family and society. According to Afghan women, the 
reason for this is that women couldn’t gain their rights in the Afghan society.

The life of women in Iraq resembles the life of Afghan women. While women are 
relatively more comfortable in Baghdad, Iraqi women can’t generally enter the public 
sphere, can’t wear the outfit they want and can’t go out into the streets alone.

ISIS came to Iraq after 2014. 
Then, we couldn’t go out with the 
clothes we wanted. If you dress 
comfortably, they take you and 
jail you. (Huda, Iraq)

There’s sectarian conflict in Iraq. 
They kidnap women and do bad 
things. You can’t go out alone. 
(Narges, Iraq)

They didn’t allow girls to go to school. My father said “She wouldn’t go 
to school; she would stay home and cook. She is going to get married 
soon which means that she’s going to leave. It won’t do good to us. 
Why shall we spend that much money? (Anber, Afghanistan)

In Afghanistan, women can’t access the law and their rights, 
because men are always right there. (Rana, Afghanistan)
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In Syria, likewise, girls are deprived of education and forced to marriage at play ages. 
This causes the restriction of women in the domestic sphere and their dependence 
to a male who earns an income. Moreover, women’s lives are controlled either by 
a male such as the elder brother, younger brother, and father and a broader social 
environment such as the neighbours and relatives.

There were some women who couldn’t go out or do anything, 
because permission is needed. That’s how our tradition is. In order to 
do something, you have to get permission from your husband if you 
are married and from your father if you are unmarried. (Jano, Syria)

Everything is free for men in Syria. They are completely free. They 
can do whatever they want. They can go out whenever they want. 
It is forbidden for women. They can’t go out when they want. 
(Mina, Syria)

Society is very important in our culture. That is, the family, 
neighbours, relatives; they all can talk about you. (Jasmin, Syria)
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Physical literacy is a concept which takes lifelong participation in physical activity 
as a reference. Lifelong participation in physical activity means taking personal 
responsibility for physical literacy by choosing being active regularly. This includes 
prioritizing and sustaining participation in a series of meaningful and personally 
compelling activities as an indispensable part of one’s lifestyle.

Physical literacy is the understanding, knowledge, physical competence, 
confidence, and motivation to value and take responsibility for engagement 
in physical activities for life.  Physical literacy involves more than the physical 
development (movement) of the individual: Mental development (giving right 
decisions based on problem solving - where and how to act), effective development 
(confidence and self-respect), and social development (teamwork). Physical 
literacy gives individuals the power to choose being physically active in the ways 
they want, and to get rid of the fear from participation in physical activity or lack 
of motivation.

Margaret Whitehead (2013), who theorized the concept, defines physical literacy 
as a concept which includes understanding the motivation, trust, physical 
competence, and knowledge which each individual need in sustaining/protecting 
physical activity throughout their lives, the value of participating in lifelong physical 
activity and responsibility.  A physically literate individual can define the intrinsic 
value of physical activity, use physical activity as a tool to achieve different goals, 
control their own bodies, exhibit basic movement skills, perceive the dimensions of 
the physical setting, and predict movement requirements/possibilities, establish 
a positive interaction with the environment, define the basic characteristics that 
affect the efficiency of their own movement performances, and understand health 
principles such as exercise, sleep, and nutrition. 

Physical literacy is the ability of a person to benefit from innate potential for 
movement. The ability of people to exhibit such potential is based on their qualities 
(capacity, skill), potential of movement, and the culture they live in.

2. Physical Literacy

International Physical Literacy Association, https://www.physical-literacy.org.uk/5

5
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It can be argued that the level of physical literacy of refugee women is low, given the 
low levels of physical activity, lack of health-related physical activity in their physical 
culture and their positions in the gender regime. When developing a physical activity 
program for refugee women, and when focusing on the promotion of women’s physical 
literacy, their (physical) cultures should be taken into account. Refugee women living 
in Turkey have limited access to knowledge regarding the importance and the value 
of physical activity as a basic component of a healthy life, given the problems caused 
being a refugee, such as insufficient knowledge of the Turkish, lack of education and 
poverty, and problems caused by the excess of in-house responsibilities due to gender 
roles and inability to participate the public sphere. 

Objectives that will empower refugee women are objectives which can be 
associated to physical literacy. Physical literacy of adults is handled in association 
with empowerment (See. Almond, 2013). Improvement of the physical literacy 
of women will contribute to the improvement of their self-confidence, their 
development of an understanding regarding the importance of participation in 
physical activity which is a basic component of a healthy life, their ability to choose 
a physical activity and to make the necessary decisions. These contributions can 
particularly serve the empowerment of women.

Physical skills / Physical competence: They are the physical skills required to 
do physical activities. Physical competence means the movement skills of the 
individual and the ability to develop patterns and the capacity to experience the 
intensity and duration of various activities. Advanced physical competence lets the 
individual participate in numerous physical activities and physical activity settings.

Knowledge and understanding: They include the ability to determine and express 
the basic principles affecting movement, to understand the health benefits of an 
active lifestyle, and to take appropriate safety measures regarding the physical 
activity in various physical settings. 

Confidence and motivation: They mean the enthusiasm, relish, and self-confidence with 
regard to the individual’s acceptance of physical activity as an indispensable part of life.

Components of physical literacy
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Development and implementation of the physical activity program to be developed 
for refugee women means the involvement of the aforementioned components in 
the process. The program should be implemented in a joyful and safe setting in 
which basic physical skills and various/rich physical activity choices are presented, 
and pedagogical principles should be used to offer an opportunity for women to 
develop their self-confidence and self-sufficiency and include them in the process.

Programs developed and implemented by taking the culture of the target population 
into consideration are defined with different concepts such as “culture sensitive” and 
“culture relevance”. Within the scope of this book, both concepts are regarded similar 
and important whereas the concept of culture sensitive is used. Cultural sensitivity 
should be regarded as the components of surface structure (using personnel, places 
and language familiar to the target population) and deep structure (inclusion of the 
cultural beliefs, values, and norms of the target population (Resnicow, Baranowski, 
Ahluwalia & Braithwaite, 1999). 

Cultural and social formation of migrants and refugees play an important role in their 
participation in physical activity. For instance, a research conducted with 22 migrant 
women living in Switzerland coming from Serbia, Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, Iran, Morocco, 
India, Romania, and Turkey showed that the dual culture of women, their cultural 
concerns regarding the setting of the physical activity in outdoor (outfit and existence 
of men), their concerns about the future of their children, and the gender regime in their 
culture (such that physical activity and sport are accepted only for boys and men), their 
family structures and the concerns regarding the physical activity recommendations 
of doctors for health affects refugee women’s physical activity levels and their ways of 
participation in physical activity (Wegnelius & Petersson, 2018). Thus, factors such as 
the difficulties and facilitators in the daily lives of migrant and refugee women, family 
responsibilities, conformity with social expectations, childcare, etc. are aspects that 
should be taken into account in designing physical activity programs.   

The importance of culturally sensitive programs is remarked in physical activity 
intervention studies conducted with migrants from different age groups (Joseph, 
Keller & Affuso, 2017; Thul & LaVoi, 2011).

3. Cultural Sensitivity
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In their research in which they analysed physical activity intervention studies 
conducted with adult migrants, Conn et al. (2013) investigated cultural sensitivity 
in physical activity intervention in 71 studies and they found that the following 
were the strategies used in improving cultural sensitivity in these studies: 
including information acquired from migrants, associating the intervention 
context with values, expressing difficulties regarding language and literacy, 
including migrant media figures, utilizing culturally relevant types of physical 
activity, and determining the obstacles of specific groups regarding the activity.  

Difficulties posed by the gender regime in which the migrant and refugee 
women live makes their involvement in health improving systems difficult while 
causing health problems. For instance, in a research in which the transformation 
patterns of physical activity models with regard to the migration experiences of 
Latin American migrant women to Canada, women stated that migration related 
stress causes depression and fatigue, lack of family support extended the 
limits of their responsibilities, and this prevented them from exhibiting health 
improving behaviours such as physical activity (Salas et al, 2016). Therefore, the 
fact that the physical activity program to be developed for refugee women is 
sensitive to the gender culture of women and also has a function that facilitates 
their integration to the social life of the host country, taking into account the 
difficulties created by migration, is an important strategy in ensuring their 
participation in the program and ensuring continuity of their participation.

Considering the physical cultures of individuals is an important dimension of 
cultural sensitivity in a physical activity program to be developed for individuals 
from different cultures. Physical culture is the set of cultural practices associated 
with the body; it is the body’s ways of moving, forms of presentation and methods 
of control.  Forms of physical culture are all practices based on sport, exercise, 
health, dance and movement. According to physical culture studies, physical 
culture plays an important role in the reproduction of norms or differences 
associated with class, ethnicity, gender, skills, generation, nation, and sex and 
sometimes forcing these differences to change (Silk and Andrews, 2011). 

Physical culture of refugee women
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For instance, the cultural heritage migrant and refugee women carry regarding 
their bodies and health can determine the definition, meaning and performers of 
the physical activity, and for some women, physical activity may not always be 
an acceptable activity in terms of dressing codes and setting (Janzon & Bolmsjö, 
2013; Wieland et al., 2015).

Physical culture of refugee women is determined at the intersection of social class 
and gender relations. For example, in Iraq, there are sport centres that women can 
join only in big cities such as Baghdad and Basra, and girls from a few families with 
good socio-economic status can join these centres. However, a great majority of 
women can’t go out into the public sphere and can’t participate in physical activity 
because they are restricted in the home setting.

I wanted to go to a sport centre when I was in Iraq. My family didn’t 
allow. They don’t want me to go out or do sport because of the 
traditions, customs. There is everything for men but not for women. 
(Huda, Iraq)

My father supported me in doing sport but only at home. You 
can’t go out. You can do it at home for your health. First of all, 
traditionally. Secondly, there aren’t places for women. When I was 
at school, I wanted to join sport teams very much, but my family 
didn’t accept it (Alina, Iraq).
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The economic level is also determinative in women’s participation in sports in Syria 
similarly as in Iraq. Those with better economic conditions can join sport clubs 
with high membership fees or bring private trainers to their homes. The absence 
of free and conveniently accessible physical activity settings in the public sphere 
across the country, the insufficiency of sport areas reserved for women and the 
high membership fees of a small number of sports clubs negatively affect women’s 
participation in sports.

Women and girls who don’t do sport outside do exercises such as skipping a rope 
and jumping in addition to dancing especially at their detached and duplex houses. 
Dance and halay are traditional cultural activities of Iraqi women. They dance with 
their family members and relatives in the company of music.

In Afghanistan, women live an inactive life since they don’t go out of their homes. 
Some of them can do sport at home or urban residents can join sports clubs. 

Sport is not for all women in 
Syria. Families with moderate 
and low income can’t do sport. 
(Kawa, Syria)

There was only one women’s gym 
in the whole city. And that was 
remote. Expensive as well.  So, I 
couldn’t go there. (Zilan, Syria)

In Syria, there was a park, but it was remote. And there weren’t 
any sports equipment; there were only toys for children. The 
government didn’t give us any sports areas like the ones here. 
(Zilan, Syria)
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For the schoolgirls, walking between school and home is the main physical activity.

Since it is customary in Syrian culture to live in extended families together, 
traditional gender roles for which women are responsible limit their leisure time 
and this prevents women from participating in physical activities.

I could exercise alone at home. But there are usually no girls doing 
sport. There is neither such a course nor do they know sport since 
families don’t allow. (Efruz, Afghanistan)

Women don’t go out in the street, let alone going out for sports. 
Everybody will think she is crazy. (Yekta, Afghanistan)

Urban residents and the ones who have a sports club near their 
homes were sending their daughters (Anber, Afghanistan).
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That is, I didn’t have free time. That is, I wasn’t free. My uncle’s 
home where I lived was too crowded, wasn’t it? Many families 
lived together. You know, cooking, washing the dishes, cleaning... 
Dealing with all these. I would never think about sport. (Dia, Syria).

Our clothes are different. In Syria, women must wear long clothes. 
That’s why it is a shame for women to do sport in our culture. If I 
do sport in the street, everyone will ask how I can do sport in that 
outfit. (Zilan, Syria)

In Syria, women have too many children. They have to do the 
cleaning, cooking, and so on. I think that’s why they don’t have 
time left for sport. (Essa, Syria)

Moreover, Islamic dressing practices, dominant social pressure in Syria, and the 
subordination of women by men are among the reasons that prevent women from 
participating in physical activity in the public sphere.

Our culture doesn’t let women 
walk in the street. It is a shame 
for women to walk in the street. 
(Jasmin, Syria)

Women usually do sport in closed 
areas in our culture. For instance, 
at home. We don’t do sport in the 
street where everyone comes and 
goes. (Zilan, Syria)





31

The following features were prepared in accordance with the information acquired 
from individual interviews with women made before and after the program who 
participated in the Refugee Women Physical Activity Program implemented within 
the scope of the project titled “Using Physical Activity as a Social Policy Tool in the 
Empowerment and Social Integration of Syrian Migrant Women Living in Turkey”. 
In addition, the relevant literature  (presented in the Reference section) and the 
conceptual framework were also used.

Women only setting: Muslim refugee women prefer to participate in physical activities 
in a setting only for women as required by their belief.

Implementing a programme at a suitable time for women: The day and the time 
of the program should be determined according to the compulsory activities 
(childcare, taking children to/from school, courses, etc.) in the daily lives of 
refugee women. Refugee women who saw a war or women such as the Iraqi who 
are afraid of being kidnapped because of sectarian conflict are afraid of going out 
after it is dark. This prevents them from participating in a program which will be 
implemented in the evening. Moreover, Iraqi refugee women don’t participate in 
any activities on Friday since Friday is the off day in Iraq and that day is traditionally 
reserved for family members. Another point is that Muslim refugee women don’t 
want to participate in physical activities at prayer hours.

Implementing a programme in an easily accessible centre: Implementing the 
physical activity program at centres located in areas where refugee women reside 
in facilitates women’s access. In addition, choosing a centre where refugee women 
regularly come, know and trust as the centre where the physical activity will be 
performed is an important strategy for ensuring their regular participation.

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY PROGRAMME FOR MIGRANT AND 
REFUGEE WOMEN
Features of culturally sensitive physical activity programme

Presented in the reference section, under the subtitle of Cultural Sensitivity and Physical Activity.6

6
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Including group exercises and individual exercises: Group exercises are beneficial in 
the socialization of women from different origins and cultures, in recognizing different 
cultures and in social integration. Besides, it is important to do group exercises regularly, 
since women see the physical activity settings as a setting for social engagement 
within the context of gender sensitivity. On the other hand, lengthiness of the time 
refugee women spend on in-house responsibilities makes it essential to include in-
house activities. Within the project, the exercises which women can do at home were 
prepared in written and visual form and they were distributed in accordance with their 
goals and preferences. 

Using culture sensitive language: It is important to know the obstacles that would 
be posed by language differences between the trainers and the participants and to 
find solutions in advance or during the process. Having a professional translator in 
the activity program is effective in providing active participation of all the women. In 
the project, attention was paid to transform language differences into richness. The 
expressions and the meanings of some concepts in different languages were shared 
and all the participants started to respect each other recognizing different languages.

Refugee women are willing and trying to learn Turkish as well. For the women 
who are aware of the fact that learning Turkish will improve their lives, the primary 
objective is to learn Turkish. Taking this objective into consideration, the content 
and the setting of the physical activity program can be designed as a language 
learning environment. This will contribute significantly to the participation of 
women in the program and its continuity.

Our common point is that we all want to learn this language 
(Turkish). It has been nearly one year since I came here. For 
instance, when I went to the hospital, I didn’t use to understand 
anything. I was alone, I couldn’t speak to anyone. I always kept 
asking people, “What shall I do? What shall I do?” … At sport, 
we started talking to other people, friendships started. Our lives 
changed a lot. (Anber, Afghanistan)



33

Culture specific physical activity: Cultural dances are in the forefront in the common 
physical activity preferences of refugee women. It is an important strategy to 
include dancing activities in the daily classes of the physical activity program and to 
determine the content of this activity together with women. Dancing is a physical 
cultural practice performed in migrant families. Furthermore dancing does not need 
any equipment and refugee women are not accustomed to physical activities in 
which equipment is used.

Adding drama to the physical activity program is effective in involving physical activity 
in the lives of refugee women with a limited culture and experience of sport and 
physical activity by the way of different cultural practices. For instance, doing dancing 
activities through a wedding ceremony in a drama activity enabled the women to 
recognize the similarity of their cultures to each other:

Let dance be in the first place, dancing. In Iraqi families, there’s a lot 
of dance. In Iraq, we are not used to doing sport with equipment. 
We are not used to bicycles and so on. It must be only by dancing, 
by moving the body parts. (Huda, Iraq)

We came from different countries but how similar we are at the 
wedding! We resemble each other indeed. Our dances are the 
same. For instance, I understood how much cultures resembled 
each other. (Anber, Afghanistan)
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Walking: Walking has an important role in the daily lives of the refugee women in 
Turkey. In addition, walking is a part of their physical culture. The mandatory activities 
in women’s daily lives include taking family elders to the hospital, police station, and 
community centres, interpreting for their own groups, attending vocational courses, 
attending language courses, attending Quran classes, and taking children to and from 
school. These activities enable them to walk in a significant part of the day. In order to 
turn a compulsory activity into a healthy life activity, pedometers can be distributed to 
let them count their daily steps and increase the number of steps if necessary.  This 
strategy will let women control their own activities and make the necessary decisions. In 
the project, women were asked to record their daily steps after giving them pedometers. 
Prior to that, training was given about the health benefits of taking steps and how to use 
the devices. Opinions of women using a pedometer are presented below:

Culture specific music: Especially the use of music from different cultures during the 
dancing activity provided active participation of women. Although there are some 
differences, there is also a cultural similarity in folk dance figures of different cultures. 
The fact that women recognize these similarities and dance together with each 
other’s cultural music. These play an important role in both expressing themselves 
and recognizing and respecting other cultures.

Flexibility of clothing: Due to the Islamic dressing practices of refugee women and 
their low socio-economic level, the participation of women is negatively affected by 
any rules regarding the outfit. Within the bounds of the possibilities of the project, 
t-shirts as a part of the project may be used.

You first gave this device, when I checked; I realized that I moved 
very little. For instance, I made one hundred steps. So, I moved 
more at each turn so that it could be more. Consequently, I became 
more active. (Anber, Afghanistan)
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Cooperation with key people working with immigrant groups in the community centre: 
Information on the living conditions of refugee women presented within the scope 
of the aforementioned features of the culturally sensitive program can be obtained 
from the professional staff working with migrants in community centres. Cooperation 
with these people plays an important role in determining the time and the place of the 
program and in communicating with refugee women. In addition, involving Turkish 
women who directly contact with refugee women because of their professions and 
duties at these centres as participants of the program and providing relations in a non-
hierarchical environment can be implemented as an important strategy in a program 
aimed at social integration.

Sensitivity to economic level: The economic level of the participants is an important 
determinant in women’s participation in the program. Keeping the program free of 
charge, keeping the centre within walking distance, distributing bags in which they 
can carry sports equipment and t-shirts which they can wear while doing physical 
activities are some of the strategies that can be used.

A team sensitive to the historical/cultural context and environmental obstacles: 
Sensitivity of the people developing and implementing the physical activity program 
to the culture of the refugee women, their stories of refuge, and the obstacles 
experienced in the region where they are living facilitates the implementation of the 
culture sensitive program.

Flexibility with participants: Living conditions of refugee women in Turkey, their 
cultures, and the difficulties resulting from being a refugee can prevent their 
continuous participation in the physical activity program. While developing and 
implementing the program, it is important to make the plans by providing flexibility 
in the participation of women.

Sensitivity to gender roles: Gender roles of refugee women assumed in accordance with the 
gender regime in their culture determine their daily lives. The primary condition for women 
who are responsible for taking care of children to participate in physical activity is to have an 
opportunity to participate with their children.
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The objectives were developed within the scope of empowerment, physical 
literacy, and culturally sensitivity approaches.

Objecives of the physical activity programme for migrant and 
refugee women

Empowerment Objectives

Increasing autonomy

Socialization with other people

Increasing self-respect

Engaging in close relations with other people

Making social organizations together

Increasing the sense of competence

Increasing self confidence

Increasing the sense of success

Awareness of capacity

Emanation of creativity

Creating personal space and recognition of its importance

Psychological relieve

Self-expression

Rendering the activity meaningful for oneself

Psychological empowerment objectives

Social empowerment objectives

37
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Being informed about the benefits of physical activity on health

Redefining cultural norms and rules

Enjoying participation in physical activity

Developing a positive understanding regarding the benefits of physical activity on healthy life

Recognizing restrictive cultural practices

Having self-confidence with regard to participation in different physical activity settings

Self-motivating to participate in different physical activities

Having self-confidence with regard to exhibiting different physical abilities

Knowing that participation in physical activity is a right

Expressing one’s own culture

Being informed about healthy diet

Respecting other cultures

Knowing the ways of avoiding health problems that may be faced during activity

Learning other cultures

Being aware of physical capacity

Knowledge and understanding objectives

Cultural empowerment objectives

Self-confidence and motivation objectives

Physical Literacy Objectives
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Improving physical competence

Having the ability to do basic movements

Increasing the physical activity level

Moving conveniently on one’s own

Physical ability objectives

The pedagogical approach of a program aimed at empowering refugee women through 
physical activity should be compatible with women’s empowerment, cultural sensitivity 
and physical literacy approaches. An educational environment that places women at the 
centre of the program as an active subject can contribute to women’s empowerment. 
An approach can be determined within the framework of learning strategies through 
invention, group discussion techniques, doing-experiencing-applying learning 
techniques, and drama techniques that places participants/learners in the centre among 
general education principles and methods.

One of the most appropriate approaches to a physical activity program aimed at 
empowering refugee women is the feminist pedagogical approach. The gender 
regime which dominates the culture of the refugee women themselves is one of 
the basic determinants of women’s life. One of the main components of the physical 
activity program developed for refugee women is gender. Feminist pedagogy involves 
questioning the position of women determined with regard to gender relations. In 
addition, the fact that the current aerobic classes (step-aerobics, plates, etc.) women 
participate in focus on physical appearance and weight loss rather than health is 
something that should be criticized in terms of both women’s health and women’s 
empowerment. Feminist pedagogy has the tools to bring health and vigour to the 
forefront instead of this focus that prevails in aerobics classes. According to feminist 
pedagogy, there are 3 important objectives in organizing an educational environment: 
empowerment, community/unity, and leadership. These three principles involve an 
approach towards the realization of the objectives presented in this guidebook.

Pedagogical principles
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Empowerment; is most basically the improvement of the capacity and mobility 
of women.

Below are examples of basic training strategies that can be used in a physical activity 
program aimed at empowering refugee women.

To reveal the potential of women in accordance with their own goals and to offer them the 
opportunity to improve themselves: Before the physical activity program starts, women 
can be assisted to set goals for themselves and see to what extent these goals have been 
achieved at the end of the program. A program chart may be prepared for each woman 
and their initial status (anthropometric measurements, body mass index, daily step count, 
psychological well-being levels, etc.) with regard to their goals can be recorded on it. At the 
end of the program, the extent of their achievement may be evaluated.

Improving women’s independence: Women can do some exercises at their own pace and 
decide if they should rest when they are tired by listening to their bodies.

Increasing women’s sense of accomplishment and self-assurance: The physical activity 
program should offer an opportunity for each woman to improve herself, since it will have an 
approach that takes individual differences and individual goals into account. The trainer should 
follow the progress of each woman and should provide feedback about her improvement. The 
expressions to be used by the trainer should strengthen their self-assurance.

Leadership; the subordinate position of refugee women in community life and the 
limited self-control regarding their own lives show that leadership skills shall be 
important life skills for them.

Community; in education environment, it is important to hear the voice of women 
coming from different cultures and backgrounds. The education environment 
offers an opportunity for the community to act together in addition to be an 
environment supporting autonomy in which women can express themselves.

Principles of feminist pedagogy

Training strategies
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Improving planning and evaluation skills: Using a pedometer can be an important 
strategic tool. Women are asked to determine the number of steps per day in accordance 
with their daily lives and health conditions and they are asked to keep track of it. Women 
can evaluate the number of their steps per day and they can do the planning to increase 
the number is necessary.

Appreciating experience: Experience takes place at the centre of pedagogy.  Women 
participating in the program can develop different ways of thinking by recognizing and 
appreciating their experience.

Participant-centered and democratic process: The training environment can offer participants 
the opportunity to improve themselves, as well as a collaborative setting. Participants can live 
experiences together in a democratic dialogue setting by exploring their similarities with different 
women and accepting that the differences are richness.

A trainer is the person who builds the information and organizes the training setting 
together with the participant women, rather than the person who transmits the 
information and ensures the order of the training setting.

The organization is different from traditional training settings. The trainer makes 
an egalitarian organization rather than an authoritarian organization in which the 
trainer is at the centre.

The trainer can recognize individual differences and transfer them to the training 
setting by being sensitive to women’s cultures.

A hierarchical relationship is not established between the trainer and the participant. The 
trainer uses participatory and inclusive methods rather than command method in activities.

The trainer lets the entire training program have a content decided together with 
the participants rather than determining the whole training program alone.

The trainer treats all participants equally.

Trainer’s Role
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The trainer provides a training setting where all the participants can share their 
opinions freely. All the participants can contribute to the learning process by 
finding an opportunity to share their own feelings, opinions, and experiences.

The trainer tries to connect knowledge and skills learned/acquired in the training 
setting through the experiences of the women.
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The resources presented in this section include the resources used in the writing 
of this guidebook, as well as other relevant resources available to individuals and 
institutions that will develop a physical activity program for migrants and refugees.

Al-Wattar, N. S. Y., Hussein, F. ve Hussein, A. A. (2011). Women’s narratives of sport and war      
in Iraq’. T. Benn, G. Pfister, H. Jawad (Ed). Muslim Women and Sport içinde, (249-262, ss) 
New York; London: Routledge.

Asfar, T., Ahmad, B., Rastam, S., Mulloli, T. P., Ward, K. D. ve Maziak, W. (2007). Self-rated 
health and its determinants among adults in Syria: a model from the Middle East. BMC 
Public Health, 7: 177.

Aşçı, F. H., Koca, C., & Bulgu, N. (2008). Türkiye’de kadınların fiziksel aktiviteye katılımlarının 
toplumsal sınıf ve toplumsal cinsiyet ekseninde analizi: Fiziksel aktiviteye katılım kadının 
toplumsal konumunu güçlendirici bir etkiye sahip olabilir mi?. TÜBİTAK, Araştırma Projesi, 
(106K345).
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